
 1 

The First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia June 23, 2019 
Rev. Dr. Baron Mullis 1 Kings 19:1-4, (5-7), 8-15a; Galatians 3:23-29; Luke 8:26-39 

When Jezebel is Chasing You 

The feud starts with a real-estate deal gone bad.  A businessman named Naboth was 
approached by the king, Ahab, who wanted to buy some property that Naboth didn’t want to 
sell.  Ahab was disappointed.  This is where Jezebel gets involved.   Her tactic to make him feel 
better was to mock the king for failing to exercise his kingly authority to get the field.  “But never 
you mind,” she concludes, “You leave it up to me.” 

She had Naboth whacked, and then Ahab bought the property. 

Elijah, on the other hand, was given the task of declaring that this displeased God, and as a 
result, the dogs would be picking their teeth with Ahab and Jezebel’s bones before the story ends.  
Pleasant summer reading, no? 

Shockingly, this is in fact, not the low point in Elijah and Jezebel’s acquaintance.  The actual 
low point between them occurred just before our story picked up today, with Jezebel sending 
Elijah a death threat. 

The common perception is that Jezebel was a wanton woman.  But that really is not how the 
Bible presents her.  The Bible presents Jezebel as a treacherous woman, a powerful woman, and 
a corrupt woman. Based on everything we know about Jezebel, when she sends a death threat, 
one should assume she means business.  She’s like an ancient Don Corleone or Tony Soprano. 

Jezebel is at the heart of a religion-for-profit empire and Elijah is threatening it. 

That’s idolatry, and that’s nothing new.  Do you remember when Moses come down from 
Mount Sinai with the tablets of the ten commandments and then he has to go right back up again 
and get a second copy?  It’s because while he wasn’t looking, the Hebrews both worshipped 
another God, and made an idol to do so.  Moses was so mad he broke the stone with his bare 
hands. 

Before we judge those ancient Hebrews too harshly, let’s make sure we’re honest about our 
own idols… by definition, an idol is anything you trust when you’re not sure God is not up to 
getting the job done.  And there are plenty of ways to lose sight of God’s providence, but Jezebel 
found a willing audience because it seems that the ancient Hebrews, asked to go on faith that 
there is one God, the holy one of Israel, felt inclined to hedge their bets… just like their neighbors 
were doing. 

You see, the gods of ancient Mesopotamia were a mercurial lot and you could never quite be 
sure which one was in charge on a given day.  So, generic sacrifices could be offered to make sure 
that your backside was covered.  One could offer a general sacrifice to a generically named, 
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“master” or “lord” and hope that the god-of-the-day was listening and assumed that you meant 
him or her. 

So, you could go to a temple and offer a generic sacrifice to a generic God, who would have 
incidentally, answered to the name you may have heard:  Ba’al. 

All the while, the Israelites are hearing the jealous declarations of the loving God, “I am the 
Lord your God.” 

Now, mind you, God isn’t just being capricious:  Why would a living God who cares 
passionately for creation tolerate the imposition of superstition and idolatry in place of life-giving 
faith?  What good does it do to worship an idol?  Can an idol offer any comfort? 

Elijah, as God’s spokesperson, is called upon to speak the truth to people who aren’t 
particularly interested in hearing the truth:  God is not an idol.  Worshipping idols won’t provide 
any comfort.  And so, in a dramatic showdown, Elijah goes toe to toe with Jezebel’s prophets of 
Ba’al. 

Like I said, worship in the temples of Ba’al was big business.  It is early model of for-profit 
worship.  Ahab and Jezebel are sponsors of the show.  I suppose it’s possible that perhaps they 
were just like the others, hedging bets.  But Jezebel’s actions are that of someone with an interest 
to protect:  she made it her policy to wipe out the competition, exterminating the prophets of 
Yahweh.  Elijah was the only one left. 

Elijah challenged Jezebel to bring 450 prophets of Ba’al and 400 prophets of the Ba’al’s female 
consort, Asherah to challenge the living God. 

This is early reality programming, and here is the test:  In a land of famine and drought, the 
challenge was to see whose God will send down fire to consume the burnt offering. 

The stage is elaborately set.  The prophets of Ba’al were invited to go first.  From morning 
until noon, they danced around their altar nicking their skin and sprinkling their blood on the 
slaughtered sacrifice, shouting, crying, seeking to bring down the vindication of their gods.  All 
the morning long, Elijah taunted them, “Cry louder!  Perhaps your God is occupied with 
business.”  This is one of those moments when translators have sanitized the Bible for us a bit too 
much – Elijah is shouting crude slang for “In the bathroom.”  Elijah was jeering at the 850 prophets 
with a potty-mouth.  And finally came Elijah’s turn, and in a nod to drama, he instructed his 
servants to slosh water all over the altar to add insult to injury.  Then he prayed and the fire came 
down and consumed the offering.  The people threw themselves on the ground, declaring, “The 
Lord is God!  The Lord is God!” 

Having shown Ahab and Jezebel for what they are, Elijah turned to Ahab and said, “You best 
prepare yourself, a hard rain’s going to fall!” 

And we all know how Jezebel dealt with adversity. 
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As quickly as she is able, she dispatches a messenge to Elijah, “You’re going to die. 

First, you’ve humiliated me, second, you’ve humiliated my gods (some people take longer to 
learn about idols) and now you’re going to die.”  And this is her oath, “May my gods deal with 
me harshly if you are not dead by nightfall.” 

So, there you go, that’s the back-story for where we pick up today.  We know exactly what 
sort of person we’re dealing with here.  That’s a partial list of her infractions, but it’s enough to 
make her name synonymous with unsavory activities.  Let’s just say that in nearly twenty years 
of pastoring churches, I’ve never been asked to baptize a baby with the name Jezebel. 

But the Old Testament doesn’t have a lock on people who are so broken, so damaged and 
flawed in their outlooks that they would reign down terror on others to try to fill the gaping hole 
in themselves.  Jezebel’s a cipher: just write on her what scares you. 

But when you do, let’s be careful of what we use to make ourselves feel secure. 

Because you see, we haven’t changed that much in a few millennia.  We still worry about 
protecting our interests.  Some will still engage in violence or send others to do so to protect 
financial well-being.  Speaking the truth to power is still hard.  God’s people still get dejected and 
lose heart. 

That is the heart of our story today:  Elijah has lost his nerve.  He’s done.  He’s kaput.  He is 
the only prophet left in Israel.  He won his battle, but now Jezebel is out to get him. 

Now let me ask you: have you ever thought about running away?  Have you ever backed 
down even though you knew what was right?  When Jezebel is chasing you, it is awfully tempting 
to give up. 

It’s awfully tempting to give up on the God whose presence is invisible and whose actions 
are easily mistaken for common idols. 

That’s right, idols.  They’re not just for ancient Mesopotamia. 

And they’re so easy to slip into…  Nobody sets out to substitute a powerless idol for the living 
God:  it happens when we turn our focus away from God.  We substitute the wrong thing for the 
right thing.  And it’s easy because the wrong thing can look reliable. 

Here’s an example:  I believe in prayer, but I also believe in medical science.  They’re both 
important.  The key is keeping them in their right places.  The CT scanner can see inside me, but 
it can’t know me like God, and it can’t heal me like God, who uses medicine to heal you or me. 

A stock portfolio is a useful and necessary tool toward a good retirement.  It can provide you 
with resources you need.  But it’s not God, and it shouldn’t be confused for anything other than 
money. 

A good marriage, a good partner, is a gift that enriches life immeasurably.  But humans have 
a capacity for failure that God does not. 
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It’s always right to pay attention to the difference between what is fleeting and what is 
permanent.  The stuff, even the people, are fleeting.  The God of our faith who sustains life itself, 
on whose mercy and grace we are resting is permanent.  This is the God whom, when Jezebel is 
chasing you, can give you a vision of redemption. 

A friend of mine tells a great story about his experience on the advisory board for the 
Princeton University Chapel.  The board heard a report once a year or so from the chaplains.  As 
the protestant chaplain got up to speak she began to tell of all the worthwhile activities the 
Princeton University students engaged in… how they visited nursing homes, worked in food 
pantries, organized benefits.  As she spoke the Jewish university chaplain began to smile.  At first, 
she could ignore it, but eventually his amusement became so evident that she turned to him and 
asked, “What is it?  What do you find so amusing!?” 

The Jewish university chaplain smiled and said, “No, it’s not anything you’re saying.  It’s just 
that as I listen, what I really hear you saying is that the students are basically good people.  And 
they are.  But what I don’t hear is that they have a vision of redemption.” 

My friend said they all turned and stared at the Jewish university chaplain. 

“Without a vision of redemption,” he went on to say, “No one can sustain ethical endeavors 
indefinitely.  The world will eventually beat you down.”1 

It’s usually a good idea to avoid too often attributing psychological motives to Biblical 
characters, but one can hardly avoid it in Elijah’s case.  As Old Testament Scholar Richard Nelson 
puts it, this is a burnt-out prophet. 

This is a depressed prophet.  This is a prophet who has lost his vision of redemption. 

Elijah is at his end. 

And this is where our story gets really interesting: God decides to visit Elijah at Mount Horeb. 

Elijah is in a cave.  He has laid down his mantle as a prophet.  As a worker for the kingdom 
of God, he is done.  What scares him looms too large for him to see what comforts him, and so he 
has made his plea of God: Make it fast, I am no better than those who went before me. 

And, the text tells us there is an earthquake and then wind, and fire, and finally a sheer silence. 

God comes not in the earthquake, or the wind, or the fire, but in the silence. 

When Jezebel is chasing you, God comes in the silence. 

And in the silence, God refuses to accept the failure of the vision of redemption. 

God’s Word to those whose vision of redemption is failing is that there is a future that is worth 
our effort even when we will not see the final result. 

                                                
1 As told by Dr. Thomas G. Long 
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I have an aversion to seeing biblical stories treated as object lessons, even vivid stories like 
this one, because so often the object lesson is the wrong message… Jonah’s sojourn in the belly of 
a whale becomes a cautionary tale against fleeing God.  Noah’s Ark becomes a menagerie of 
animals reduced to a mural on church wall.  Here’s another, “Don’t be like Jezebel; it will end 
badly for you.” 

But that’s not the point.  None of that is the point.  But this is: The God who created us and 
loves us is the God who sustains us.  And God sustains all of creation, but even more, you and 
me personally, individually, specifically.  Literally, the whole world is in God’s hands. 

SO, if there’s an object lesson to be had, here it is:  Whatever the future may hold, it, and we, 
and you – you particularly – abide  always in God’s eternal care, even when we are wrapped up 
in the frenetic pursuit of what isn’t best for us.  Indeed, that is the promise of the Gospel – that 
nothing, not our frantic pace or our fears – nothing – can ever separate us from God.  When our 
vision fails; God will never fail.  When we are afraid, God is most present. 

So, when the fire, earthquake, and winds yield nothing, listen carefully. 

In the silence, God is speaking. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, Amen.  


