Life of Elijah #6

“Spiritual Depression”

1 Kings 19:1-21
“…from the thrill of victory to the agony of defeat.”

I can still remember the voice of Jim McKay introducing ABC’s Wide World of Sports with those words, and even watching that poor ski jumper who crashed just before takeoff, tumbling head over heels down the slope.

Life is also marked by these two extremes.  But the amazing thing about life is how quickly one can go from “the thrill of victory” to “the agony of defeat.”  Just like a roller coaster at the amusement park, it can take mere seconds to go from the extreme height of the hill to the bottom of the valley.

Can you relate to that? Many Christians are afraid to admit it, thinking that such experiences betrays a lack of faith or a spiritual deficiency. “Surely ministers never go through such a thing,” you may be tempted to think. Don’t believe that for a minute!  Many ministers suffer that drastic drop off—it’s called Monday morning, or even Sunday afternoon!

The godly men and women whose lives are portrayed in the Scriptures also experienced this “roller-coaster ride” of emotions.  As we continue our examination of one of these characters, we find that Elijah personally knew the meaning of falling “…from the thrill of victory to the agony of defeat.”
This episode is recorded in 1 Kings chapter 19. This morning we will consider the topic of depression as it relates to the Christian.  In my study of this passage I have come across authors who have diagnosed Elijah with everything from a “nervous breakdown”
 to “manic depression”
 to “a textbook case of burnout.”
  All of these terms can be tossed around loosely by those who are not trained in the field of human psychology, and we need to be careful not to minimize real physiological and psychological conditions.  Donald Carson warns,

It is often suggested that Elijah was suffering from depression. Depression can have many different causes (from suppressed anger to vitamin deficiency) and we should not assume that when we are depressed our problem is the same as Elijah’s, or his the same as ours. 
 

I prefer to call what Elijah experienced “spiritual depression,” borrowing the title of an excellent book by D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, who was both a medical doctor and an ordained minister.  It is a condition quite common to all who follow after God.

The Mystifying Course

In 1 Kings 19 we read about a mystifying course of events, a sudden reversal that we would not expect to take place.  To fully grasp the significance of that this chapter records, we need to consider the context.  The previous chapter depicted Elijah’s victorious fight over 450 prophets of Baal.  He dramatically challenged these idolaters to a showdown and won a resounding victory, as the Lord sent fire from heaven in answer to the prophet’s prayer.  Once his foes were exterminated, Elijah then prayed for the resumption of rain after a three-and-a-half year drought.  With storm clouds moving in, Elijah ran ahead of King Ahab’s horse-drawn chariot for ten to fifteen miles from Mount Carmel to Jezreel.  Most folks would call that a successful day!

All of that makes Elijah’s vulnerable fright in 1 Kings 19:1-3 all the more baffling. How can this be?  We will consider some causes for this in detail later, but for now let’s note that these two contrasting experiences are often associated.  Howard Hendricks comments,

In 1 Kings 19, I believe, we find a case study in the strategy of Satan. If I were to give a topic sentence to this chapter, I would write across it: “Victory always makes us vulnerable.” There is something about victory that elates, that takes you off your guard, that leaves you wide open to the disparaging arrows of Satan. In chapter 19 it is a short distance from the top of Carmel to the bottom of the valley of despair.

At the very point he thought he was invincible, he was, in fact, vulnerable.  And so are we.  

Why did Jezebel threaten Elijah’s life?  She was the queen; she could have sent one of her soldiers with a sword just as easily as she sent a messenger with a threat.  Walter Kaiser explains,

Jezebel was too bright to have Elijah executed on the same day in which his popularity was riding so high. There were still too many people around who had witnessed the great events on Mount Carmel and who now genuinely believed that this man was a bonafide prophet of Yahweh.

With cunning skill, Jezebel decided to intimidate her opponent and to strike fear into his heart. If Elijah could be scared off, this would be more effective in reducing his heroic status in the eyes of the people than killing him and making a martyr out of him. It was a risky gamble, but as it worked out, her hunch paid off. She was able to restore part of her badly tarnished image and the land was temporarily rid of this nuisance.

She was right.  In the following verses we read of Elijah’s vanquished flight.  In the words of Charles Spurgeon, Elijah “retreated before a beaten enemy.”
  Before a page in our Bibles can be turned, Elijah goes from victor to victim, from the “thrill of victory” to the “agony of defeat.”  Jezebel had won.

One easily overlooked aspect of this story shows how Satan works in bringing Christians into spiritual depression:
Elijah separated himself from strengthening relationships.
The Scripture says he “left his servant,” and “he himself” went alone “a day’s journey into the wilderness.”
Discouraged people are lonely people. A juniper tree deep in the wilderness has room for only one underneath it. Beneath the barren branches of discouragement and loneliness there is little shade.
Elijah should have stayed with a trusted friend or comrade who could have pumped encouragement, strength, and objectivity into him. That is one of the best things he could have done. That courage transfusion would have kept him strong. But it’s interesting how human nature works. When we get discouraged, the first thing we tend to do is to get alone. And that’s often the worst thing we can do.


Isolation is a spiritual killer.  From the moment Adam and Eve sinned in the Garden of Eden, they tried to hide—to isolate themselves from God.  When we feel discouraged, defeated, and depressed, the devil comes along and whispers in our ear, “You need some time alone.  Don’t open up to those so-called ‘friends’; they’ll probably criticize you anyway!”  And the spiritual depression deepens.
The Mitigating Causes

Why was Elijah vulnerable to depression at this point?  Two reasons stand out from this text.

First, Elijah was exhausted physically and emotionally.  Think of what he had just experienced: being a hunted man for over three years; surviving day-to-day in a severe drought; facing your enemy, who had the power and authority to put you do death on the spot; challenging the 450 prophets of Baal on their own turf; confronting a nation that had fallen away from their spiritual heritage; winning the challenge and slaughtering the prophets of Baal; earnestly praying for rain; and running ten to fifteen miles ahead of the king’s chariot.  That’s exhausting just to read!  Both physically and mentally, Elijah was at the end of his rope. 

Lloyd-Jones warns present-day believers of the same peril:

You may be in that condition [weariness] simply because you are working too hard physically. You can be tired in the work and not tired of the work. It is possible that a man has been over-working—I do not care in what realm, whether natural or spiritual—and has been over-taxing his energy and his physical resources. If you go on working too hard or under strain you are bound to suffer.

There is an old Greek saying: “You will break the bow if you keep it always bent.” In other words, if you’re living under constant, relentless stress, you’ll finally break under the pressure.
  Elijah was right there, ready to snap.
You might be surprised to know how many spiritual leaders in the church are in that same boat. 

“﻿One time when I’m vulnerable to discouragement,﻿” reflects a Baptist pastor, “﻿is following big events such as weddings and funerals. After a week of being up I’ve found I crash, sometimes for three days. I try to think about why I’m discouraged, and there’s no apparent reason. Then I look at my previous week’s schedule, and I think, Of course you’re discouraged. Look what you’ve been through.﻿”

Says another church leader, “﻿I’ve learned simply to look at my schedule when I’m down. Blue days invariably follow my periods of most intense activity. Now I try to plan days of rest to recuperate.﻿”

But many ministers say they struggle to accept the fact that they have good reason to be discouraged. Confesses one: “﻿I don’t consciously think that way. Instead I think, What’s wrong with me? I shouldn’t be down. I just had a great week — a top-of-the-mountain challenge. Besides, I’m a leader. I should be able to forge ahead.﻿”

But the fact is, following a big event most people experience a drop of adrenalin. An emotional drop is the natural accompaniment.

I was shocked to learn how many ministers leave churches shortly after a great success in their ministry—a new building program or an evangelistic revival—and I wonder if this isn’t a major reason why.

Spurgeon, whom I quoted earlier, shared his experiences that mirrored Elijah’s:

The times most favourable to fits of depression, so far as I have expe​rienced, may be summed up in a brief catalogue. First among them I must mention the hour of great success. When at last a long-cherished desire is fulfilled, when God has been glorified greatly by our means, and a great triumph achieved, then we are apt to faint. It might be imagined that amid special favours our soul would soar to heights of ecstacy, and rejoice with joy unspeakable, but it is generally the re​verse. The Lord seldom exposes His warriors to the perils of exultation over victory; he knows that few of them can endure such a test, and therefore dashes their cup with bitterness….

Another mitigating cause to this depression is that Elijah was exasperated spiritually.  His entire ministry led him to that climatic battle on Mount Carmel.  All the praying, all the trusting in the Lord, all the effort led to an overwhelming victory for Yahweh over Baal.  Or did it?  “He had expected the contest on Carmel to settle the Baal issue once and for all. His dream of Israel in the fold of fidelity was smashed by the defiant declaration of the queen.”
  The “once-and-for-all” showdown had not eliminated the cancer of Baal worship after all.  His expectations weren’t fulfilled, so he considered himself a failure.
 


This can easily happen to us, as well.  As one commentator put it,

Despondency has a way of selectively focusing on certain facts from life and conveniently overlooking others. As he gushed out his lonely complaint about being the only faithful one left, he forgot about the great multitudes at Carmel who acknowledged that Yahweh was God. He forgot about the one hundred prophets protected by courageous Obadiah. “Despair is always color-blind; it can only see the dark tints.”

Exhaustion and exasperation, led to spiritual depression.  The thrill of victory gave way to the agony of defeat, and Elijah found himself on the run, convinced that he was a failure with nothing left to offer.

The Meaningful Cure

But the Lord didn’t see it that way. He always looks beyond our changing moods and impetuous prayers, and He pities us the way parents pity their discouraged children. The remainder of this chapter shows us how tenderly and patiently God deals with us when we’re in the depths of despair and feel like giving up.
  We might expect the Lord to come down and slap Elijah upside the head, but He didn’t handle it that way.  Instead, as we read in Psalm 103:10 and 14, “He has not dealt with us according to our sins, nor punished us according to our iniquities… For He knows our frame; He remembers that we are dust.” 

God looked down on the pathetic state Elijah was in and realized that what His prophet needed was “a little R&R.”  That modern phrase finds even more meaning here.

First, the Lord provided rest and refreshment physically.  The real thing he needed was sleep and food; and God gave him both! He gave him food and rest before He gave him spiritual help.
  Twice we read that Elijah slept for a long time, then woke up to a meal prepared for him by an angel of the Lord.  Verse eight states that Elijah was strengthened by the food (and the sleep) enough to travel forty days to Mount Horeb.

We need to heed this advice ourselves.  When the heart is heavy and the mind and body are weary, sometimes the best remedy is sleep—just take a nap! Referring to Mark 6:31, Vance Havner used to say that if we didn’t “come apart and rest”, we’d just “come apart”—and Elijah was about to come apart. Nothing seems right when you’re exhausted.

Secondly, the Lord provided a reminder and a revelation spiritually.  In verses 11-13, God reminds Elijah of who He is.  A tornado, an earthquake, and a fire (perhaps lightning?) demonstrated His power over nature, but the voice of God was not in the magnificent displays of strength.  But “after the fire came a gentle whisper﻿” (1 Kings 19:12 niv), and God spoke in the whisper.  Marshall Shelley admits,
Whenever the voice within me drives and demands like a pushy, used-car salesman, God is not speaking. Many times I have discovered that my drivenness to minister for God has more to do with my own agenda than the prompting of God. Either self or Satan tends toward compulsive clamor and loud demands. God is never pushy; he seldom urges sudden action without giving us time to reason through the issues.
 

When Elijah heard the “still, small voice,” he immediately recognized the presence of God and fell on his face.  Do we recognize God in the still small voice, or are we so busy and so convinced that God only deals in the magnificent that we miss Him in the mundane?  

After reminding the prophet of His divine character, God revealed to Elijah that “the spiritual situation in Israel was seven thousand times better then he had thought.”
  Elijah complained that he was “the only one left” who served God, but the Lord let him know that seven thousand people had not worshipped Baal.  Besides, Elijah knew that there were others; what about his servant that he left behind, or Obadiah, or the one hundred prophets he had kept alive in the two caves? The mistake he had made, according to Carson, was that 

Elijah had dismissed everyone’s faith but his own and had failed to appreciate ways in which God was at work. This is an attitude which often leads to a divisive arrogance and even fanaticism among God’s people today.

We need to be careful that we do not see ourselves as indispensable.  That misconception alone leads people to work harder, worry more, and put more responsibility on themselves than they should.  They become prime candidates for spiritual disillusionment and depression.

One last thing God did for Elijah: He provided the prophet a friend.  God instructed Elijah to commission Elisha as a prophet, the one who would eventually take over his ministry.  But the last verse of chapter 19 records that Elisha “became his attendant.”  No longer would Elijah be the “Lone Ranger” for Yahweh.  He had someone to support him, lift him up in prayer, and to keep him from deadly isolation.

What about us?  Do we find ourselves in the grips of spiritual depression?  Have we tumbled from the thrill of victory to the agony of defeat?  Maybe we are exhausted, burning the candle at both ends, and have come to our physical and emotional limits.  “I’d rather wear out than rust out!” someone might protest.  But either way, you’re out.
Take time and rest, refresh your body and your mind.  Get away from your busy schedule and gain some perspective.  If you don’t, you set yourself up for spiritual exasperation, and all that together can lead to depression.

The bottom line, though, is allowing the power of God to work within us.  We often wear ourselves out because we try to do too much, we try to accomplish things only God can do.  As one commentary puts it,

Power to overcome discouragement comes ultimately from the presence of the Holy Spirit within a believer’s life, supernaturally reinforcing that life and enabling it to overcome anything. When a person looks at transient circumstances, that person will sink like Peter did when he took his eyes off Jesus and began to look at the waves. But when one’s eyes are focused on the Eternal One, there is courage to see it through. For a while at least, Elijah had forgotten the eternal and had focused his vision on the discouraging circum stances surrounding him. No wonder he was down. But when God revealed Himself in the power and stillness of His presence, Elijah focused his perspective on the eternal. Then his crippling wave of depression passed.

Maybe we need to go home from church today and take a nap.  Or a vacation.  Maybe we need to get reconnected to friends and family.  Maybe we need to be reminded of the truth of God’s Word, and refreshed by hearing His voice of encouragement.  Whatever it takes, let’s not allow spiritual depression to rob us of our joy.
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