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Pentecost 23 ~ Series B ~ November 8, 2009

God Provides for the Household of Faith


The text for today is our Old Testament reading, 1 Kings 17:8-16, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


What a special day!  Emmalyn Mae Pickard has been added to the Household of Faith through the water and Word of Holy Baptism.  As the Triune name of God was placed upon her, my little granddaughter became my sister in Christ—yours too!  Yes, today I had the privilege of being God’s hand and voice as He began making Emmalyn His disciple.  And that’s a wonderful thing!  But do you know what is just as wonderful?  God is using me as His hands and voice as He makes disciples of you, too.  You see, making disciples is not a one-time event: it is a two-fold, lifelong process.  As we heard, Jesus said: “Go… and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.” 

Baptizing and teaching God’s Word!  That’s how disciples are made.  The process may begin with a splash of water and God’s name, but it is to continue for life, as the disciple is regularly taught to observe all of Jesus’ teachings.  That’s why Emmalyn’s parents received a copy of Luther’s Small Catechism today—so that they might use it to help teach her the chief doctrines of the Christian faith, as they bring her up in the true knowledge and worship of God.   


It is important for all children and adults to continue learning—especially to continue learning what God tell us in the Bible about our human problems and the Lord’s solution to our greatest problem—sin—in His Son, Jesus.  The truths that sustain us unto and into eternal Paradise are important and we want to share this Good News with everyone, especially those of the Household of Faith.  

This is particularly true for those who are parents.  Parents have been given the gift of children and the responsibility to teach them the truth so that, when the children grow up and go off to college or begin a family of their own, they will remain steadfast in the Word and work of the Lord.  

That’s not easy!  The pressures from the world, particularly those who are hostile to the Lord and His Church are getting more vocal and militant.  Parents walk a fine line, avoiding the extremes of completely sheltering their children from this harsh, brutal world that uses, misuses, and abuses any who venture forth, and of over-exposing them to all that is vile, cynical, and immoral.  The way to prepare children for life outside the doors of church and home is difficult.

But difficult as these days are, dear people, they are not unique in the history of mankind.  Nothing has changed from the first step outside the Garden of Eden to this day.  And Scripture is clear, that if anything, it will only grow worse as the Last Day draws near.  We live in a fallen world.  Sin and the consequences of sin are a daily reality in the lives of every one of us.  Difficult days must not be understood as the exception, but the rule, and so we must be prepared for them.  

To that end, permit me to take you back to some other difficult days.  The descendants of Abraham and David steadily wander away from the Lord.  A succession of kings who do evil in the sight of the Lord lead the people into apostasy.  The Lord, who permits sin to punish sin, allows the continued decay of spiritual decadence to take place.  Evil Ahab becomes king and Scripture makes it clear that King Ahab, under the influence of his wicked wife, Jezebel, does more to provoke the Lord to anger than did all the kings of Israel before him.

So God calls Elijah—His prophet—to take a message to King Ahab.  The message is one of condemning Law, divine judgment, and awful consequences.  Prophet Elijah declares to King Ahab, “As the Lord, the God of Israel lives, before whom I stand, there shall be neither dew nor rain these years, except by my word.”  
As God strives to bring back His wayward people, He sends them His Word of Law, often accompanied by difficult days, to grab their attention.  But when His efforts are consistently rejected, God will finally withdraw His Word.  And so, probably to the great relief of Elijah, who might not have wanted to stick around very long after delivering God’s Word to King Ahab, He tells the prophet. “Depart from here and turn eastward and hide yourself by the brook Cherith.” 

It is as if God said to Israel, “I am the Lord and there is no other God besides Me.  Yet you have fallen down to other gods, particularly to Baal.  I will withhold the rain from the land and you will see just how much your rain god Baal will give you.  Moreover, since you refuse to listen to My Word and hear it taught in all its strength and purity, I am withdrawing the Ministry of the Word from the land.  There will be a terrible famine in the land on account of the coming drought, but that famine will pale in comparison to the famine of My Word.”

We might well imagine an individual who fails to abide in his baptismal grace, one who despises the regular hearing of God’s holy Word, and ignores the Lord’s gracious invitation to come often to receive His body and blood.  We might imagine a situation where a congregation has departed so far from the Word of the Lord that most of the people begin to hate the message of sin and grace, repentance and forgiveness that a faithful pastor proclaims and teaches among them.  

We might imagine a church body so enamored with marketing techniques and fads that promise church growth that it is willing to fork over huge sums of money to consultants and jettison its biblical principles and historic confessions of faith.  We might imagine a church that has become so worldly and culturally sensitive, that it not only tolerates, but embraces and promotes worldviews and lifestyles that Scripture has clearly declared to be sin.  We might imagine a nation so enamored with its economic power, scientific advances, and military might that it forgets the Lord’s leading and fails to call upon Him for guidance.

The consequence might be that the one who has spurned God’s grace will have to struggle through hard times on his own.  The Lord God might call the faithful pastor away from the unfaithful congregation.  The church body might find itself falling further and further into financial, membership, and theological decline.  The nation might find itself tottering on the edge of economic collapse and cultural chaos as God changes the course of history.  God sometimes permits such difficult times to bring His people back.  It’s called tough love.

The Lord God sends a famine.  Elijah, at God’s instruction, hides out at the brook Cherith, sustained by the bread and meat brought to him each morning and evening by the ravens.  Setting aside the obvious questions of hygiene, this is really quite unusual.  The raven is ordinarily a scavenger, not willing to share its food with anyone.  But here God causes the ravens to act contrary to their nature.

Ordinarily, God provides for His people through natural means.  That is, He sends seedtime and harvest according to His promise to Noah.  But the God who fed the Israelites with manna in the wilderness and who would feed 5,000 in Jesus’ day can still provide for His people miraculously.  We need not fear drought, famine, sickness, unemployment, or even global warming.  Our God has promised that He will provide for the Household of Faith, even in the most difficult times!

 But the brook is only a temporary oasis of God’s provision.  “After a while the brook dried up because there was no rain in the land.  Then the word of the Lord came to [Elijah], ‘Arise, go to Zarephath, which belongs to Sidon, and dwell there.  Behold, I have commanded a widow there to feed you.’”  

We see here the Lord’s sense of irony.  Zarephath was outside Israel, near Sidon, the hometown of Jezebel and the center of fertility cults.  Would someone from that idolatrous land really provide for a prophet of the Lord?  Could a woman (a widow at that!) feed another mouth during a famine?  It was a proposal hardly more likely that being fed bread and meat by birds of prey out in the wilderness.  

Elijah does as he’s been told, discovering that he will be fed from the hands of a widow, who is herself at the point of starvation.  In fact, she is preparing what she expects will be her and her son’s last meal.  And when she says, “As the Lord your God lives,” she reveals that she is not even one of the Hebrew people.  And yet the Word of the Lord has come to her through Elijah, saying: “Do not fear.”  

In other words, “I know that this goes against all of your motherly instincts and common sense.  But you’re going to have to trust this Word of the Lord that I bring.  Though you have lost your husband… though you anticipate starvation… though you are not one of the chosen people in the nation of Israel… though you think that the Lord is not your God… though the Lord God has sent this drought to bring a people to repentance… I have Good News for you!”  

Then he adds, “Go and do as you have said.  But first make me a little cake of it and bring it to me, and afterward make something for yourself and your son.”  

In other words, “Look, though you don’t know what the future brings… though you may weep for your child, though you may be hurting physically, spiritually, mentally, or emotionally… do not fear!  Go and do as you have been called to do.  By the power of God working through the Word, be the best parent you are able to be.  Speak words of encouragement, hope, and God’s love in Christ.  Show the fruits of faith that befit repentance.  The Lord God does not ask more of you than He promises to give you.  And indeed, He gives you more.”

A miracle occurs—the woman believes the Word of the Lord:  “For thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, ‘The jar of flour shall not be spent, and the jug of oil shall not be empty, until the day that the Lord sends rain upon the earth.’”

And God is true to His Word.  Miraculously, He gives the foreign woman the manna from heaven even while He withholds food from His unfaithful people in the Promised Land.  The Household of Faith is fed and has enough until the day when the parched land is redeemed by the Creator and Re-creator.

Also today the Household of Faith is fed.  The account of Elijah, the widow, the unending jar of flour and unstoppable jug of oil is taught and the doctrines from this Word of God continue to be gleaned and shared.

The Gospel is the jar of flour that never runs out.  Forgiveness for all sins is without measure and graciously and wonderfully distributed to the Household of Faith in the announcement of the absolution for Jesus’ sake.  The Good News is the jug of oil that never fails.  Eternal life and salvation are equal opportunity blessings, crossing racial, gender, ethnic, age, geographic, economic, vocation, and time barriers.  The message of Christ crucified and risen for the sins of the world is the exciting Word that you and I have the honor, privilege, and responsibility to proclaim to one another and especially to teach to the children.

That is why this congregation continues to be heavily into teaching.  We gather for worship each Sunday morning or Wednesday night to receive God’s means of grace.  Children and young people have the Scriptures spoken to them at home and taught at Vacation Bible School and Sunday School.  Catechumens of all ages learn the Small Catechism and the Word of God that it teaches.  High School students and adults have the opportunity for Bible studies on Monday morning, Tuesday night, Wednesday morning, Thursday afternoon, and Sunday morning.  Each study focuses on Christ and His atoning work of salvation.  Each weekday everyone is invited to Morning Prayer—a time of Scripture readings, devotion, and prayers.  The children of Trinity Learning Center hear and study God’s Word in daycare and preschool.  And each of us has the opportunity for personal and family devotions, with tools like the Portals of Prayer or Treasury of Daily Prayer.  

Please continue to be in the Word.  Discipleship is a lifelong process.  St. Paul’s admonition to young Timothy is fitting for you and me as well: “But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned it and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.  All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:14-17).

Timothy learned the truth of Scripture from infancy.  His grandmother Lois and mother Eunice passed that faith to Timothy by reading and speaking God’s Word to him.  Emmalyn’s parents and sponsors have promised to do the same for her.  And there is little doubt that Jesus learned the Word of God from His earthly parents, too.  Scripture tells us clearly that the boy Jesus “increased in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and man.”  

I’m certain that as He grew up Jesus heard this account of Elijah and the widow.  From very early on, Jesus learned this historical account where both Law and Gospel are demonstrated—the Good News when the Lord directed the Ministry of the Word to visit a people who were not His people and they became His people—the Law when the Lord took His Word and prophet from the place where He and it were despised and rejected.

That’s how Jesus was able to recall it and apply it to His own day during a very difficult time when He faced the rejection of His own kinsmen in the synagogue of His own hometown: “Truly, I say to you, no prophet is acceptable in his hometown.  But in truth, I tell you, there were many widows in Israel in the days of Elijah, when the heavens were shut up three years and six months, and a great famine came over all the land, and Elijah was sent to none of them but only to Zarephath, in the land of Sidon, to a woman who was a widow.”  

“When they heard these things, all in the synagogue were filled with wrath.  And they rose up and drove Him out of the town and brought Him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they could throw Him down the cliff.  But passing through their midst, He went away” (Luke 4:24-30).

Those who followed Jesus for the purposes of silencing the Word received their reward and got exactly what they wanted—the Word left.  He went away, to another town, still preaching the Good News of the kingdom of God, calling all who would be His disciples to repentance and forgiveness through His Word.  Calling all to take up their cross and follow Him through death and resurrection unto eternal life.  Promising to provide all that is needed along the way.

Dear Christian friends, don’t reject this Word!  Regardless of the difficulties of this world, please remember and never forget just how much gracious flour and oil there are in the Lord and in His Church.  Through His means of grace—His Word and Sacrament—God continues to provide for the Household of Faith.

In Baptism, God has made you His child, and continues to disciple you through daily contrition and repentance.  Christ continues to feed you heavenly food that will not run out—His very body and blood for the forgiveness of your sins and the strengthening of your faith unto life everlasting.  Week after week, the Lord still brings you this Good News through His called and ordained servant: You are forgiven of all of your sins.  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

