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Ravens: God's Special Birdse | Kings 17:1-6, Luke 12:22-26

Nine hundred years before the birth of Jesus
wasatumultuoustimefor the nation of Israel. Gone
were the glory days of King David and King
Solomon when Israel was one of the richest, most
powerful and respected nations in the world. No
longer did the Hebrew people worship together at
thetempleon Mount Zion in Jerusalem. Gonewere
the peace and prosperity of yesterday.

A terrible civil war divided the nation during the
rule of Solomon’s son, King Rehoboam. Heignored
the advice of his father’s wise counselors and began
his reign with heavy-handed oppression of his sub-
jects. They rebelled and divided the nation. The ten
northern territories established a new kingdom, leav-
ing King Rehoboam with only two territories to the
south (Judah and Benjamin). The southern kingdom
kept the capital city of Jerusalem and thetemple. This
was followed by generations of conflict and the He-
brew peoplenever reunited.

fices and Baal worship until the people of God in-
creasingly were turned away from the Lord who
loved them.

Thisbroke God's heart. God described himself
as the “husband of Israel” and said that Baal wor-
ship was spiritual adultery. God fought to keep his
people. He did everything he could to hold onto
those he loved.

God sent aprophet named Elijah to confront King
Ahab, Queen Jezebel and all the sinful and rebellious
people of the northern kingdom. Elijah was a truly
amazing man. You can read his biography in the Old
Testament book of 1 Kings, but there are many other
references to him throughout the Bible. He was one
of the greatest prophets of God who ever lived.

Elijah performed more miraclesthan anyoneelse
intheentire Bibleexcept Jesus. Elijah hededthesick,
rai sed the dead, made an ax head float, multiplied food

so that it didn't run out and he

The kings of the north
were an ungodly lot. Not
one of them was a whole-
hearted follower of God.
Not one of them practiced
the Hebrew faith taught in

People just like us can pray

prayersthat havespectacular,
supernatural ansvers.

never died. At theend of hishi-
ography on earth God sent an-
gels to transport him directly
from earth to heaven without
going through death.

He was such an amazing

the Bible.They took a po-
litical approach to religion. The northern kingdom
leaders didn’'t want their people traveling to Jerusa
lem to worship so they established a new religion
based in their capital city of Samaria. At first their
religion reflected the laws and God of the Bible. But,
increasingly, they adopted the practices of paganism
from the neighboring nations.

One of theworst spiritual turns of history came
when the northern king Ahab married awoman from
Sidon named Jezebel. She was powerful, smart,
wicked, pagan and thoroughly anti-God. She did
everything in her power to turn the people away
from God and make them waorshippers of the
Canaanite god Baal. An old Canaanite myth said
that Baal was a god that got into fights with other
gods and always won until he became the king of
gods. As the king of all gods he was to be wor-
shiped morethan any other gods. Jezebel promoted
Baal priests, Baal idols, Baal temples, Baal sacri-

man that the Old Testament
endswith Elijah and the New Testament beginswith
Elijah. The very last words in the Old Testament
arein Malachi 4:5-6:

“ See, | will send you the prophet Elijah
beforethat great and dreadful day of theLord
comes. Hewill turn the hearts of the fathers
to their children, and the hearts of the chil-
drento their fathers; or elsel will come and
strike the land with a curse.”

The Bible isthen silent for 400 years until the
New Testament opens in the four gospels with the
story of Jesus. When the people heard Jesus speak
and saw his miracles they asked if he was Elijah
comeback tolife. They saw him makethe sick well
and bring the dead back to life. They saw him take
food and muiltiply it so it wasn't used up. When
Jesus' splendor wasrevealed onthe Mount of Trans-
figuration, three contemporaries of Jesus were al-
lowed to witness the event—~Peter, James and John.
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But God also sent two witnesses from heaven,
Moses and Elijah.

Let there be no doubt, Elijah was one of the
most amazing men who ever lived. But he was still
a man. He was vulnerable and frail. He became
frightened, lonely, hungry, thirsty and depressed.
Even the best and most godly people are still frail
and vulnerable sinners. That iswhy the biblical bi-
ography of Elijah beginswith the birds of God in 1
Kings 17:1-6:

Now Elijah the Tishbite, from Tishbe
in Gilead, said to Ahab, “ AstheLord, the
God of Israel, lives, whom | serve, there
will be neither dew nor rain in the next
few years except at my word.”

Then the word of the Lord came to
Elijah: “Leave here, turn eastward and
hidein the Kerith Ravine, east of the Jor-
dan. You will drink from the brook, and |
have ordered the ravens to feed you
there.”

So he did what the Lord had told him.
He went to the Kerith Ravine, east of the
Jordan, and stayed there. The ravens
brought him bread and meat in the morn-
ing and bread and meat in the evening,
and he drank from the brook.

We don’t know where his hometown of Tishbe
was. We just know that he wasn't from the beauti-
ful and prosperous capital city of Samaria. Elijah
was an outsider. He wasn’t among the elite or
wealthy or important or powerful. That makesit all
the more stunning that one day, at the request of
God, he went to King Ahab and made a statement
that smacked of political treason. His only author-
ity was that he spoke for God. His only credential
was God himself. He predi cted that God would bring
yearsof drought on the entire nation. Then he prayed
that this prediction would come true!

His story is told dmost at the end of the New
Testament, in James5:17: “Elijahwasaman just like
us. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it
did not rain on the land for three and a half years.”

The point is that people just like us can pray
prayersthat have spectacular, supernatural answers.
That raises all kinds of personal questions. Sup-
pose God gives you amessage, an unpleasant mes-
sage. Supposeit’saconfrontation against something
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wrong. What would you do? Would you speak up
for God?What if you thought it would cost you your
friends, your job or even your life? Many would
choose silence or tell God to speak for himself. But,
not Elijah! He courageously confronted the power-
ful king and warned him of divine judgment.

The judgment of God is always serious and
sometimes frightening. But God never begins with
judgment. He always startswith blessing and gener-
osity. God givesusall kinds of good with the expec-
tation that we will be so attracted to him that we will
respond with gratitude and obedience and be drawn
to him. Then God blesses us some more.

But, what if that doesn’t work? What if we take
the generosity of God for granted. We assume that
we have it coming or we ignore him. \We become
lazy. We become indifferent and distance ourselves
from the God who loves us and is so generousto us.

Then God faces adifficult choice. God lovesus
enough that if wewon’t respond to good hewill give
us some bad. That's what happened to Isragl. They
took the blessings of God for granted and rebelled
against him. To get their attention and to bring them
back he stopped therain, killed their crops, dried up
their wells and took them to the brink of death.

The same thing can happen to us. God shows his
loves to us by giving us friends, jobs, opportunities,
money, homes, church and an eternd relationshipwith
him. .. and wetakeit for granted. We disobey God's
commands, bow down to idols, act as if God didn’t
exigt and live congistently sinful lives. God then does
what hemust doto get our attention, humbleour hearts
and bring usback to him. If necessary, God will strike
uswith drought in our careers, finances, relationships
and hedth. It'sjust likeElijahand Israel al over again.

When prosperity and goodness won't turn our
heartsto God, God uses calamity. Thelesson for us
all isif we haveturned our backs on God and chased
after the Baalsinlife, we need to dump those Baals
rather than have God bring drought into our lives.

When God brought drought to Isragl, Elijah was
not exempt. Hisgardendied, hiswell dried upand his
throat parched. And to add to all of this, King Ahab
was out to kill him. So, God ordered Elijah into hid-
inginaravineof atributary of the Jordan River called
Kerith. God told him to hide and promised him water
from the river and food from the ravens.
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Yuck! Elijah would rather have died that be fed
by ravens. Ravensarebig black birds—scavengers,
omnivorous, the biggest of the crow family with
wingspans up to 42 inches. Their favorite meal is
dead food. They are flying garbage disposals. The
largest of al songhirds, they are capable of imitat-
ing the songs of other
birdsand people. Inflight
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front the Ahabs and Jezebels. Sometimes he hides
usaway inaravinelikeKerith. Rarely does he sup-
ply al of tomorrow’s needs today. Seldom does he
send the resources we need in fancy wrapped pack-
ages. But God still surprises. God still usesthe un-
expected. Often he sendsravensto get usthrough a
morning and an evening at a
time. Let there be no doubt

they can soar like a hawk
and do acrobatics like an
Olympic gymnast. Con-
sidered among the most
intelligent of birds, ravens

AsGodtook careof Elijah,
God takes care of ug!

that the birds of God still
come to meet our needs. As
Godtook care of Elijah, God
takes care of us!

God not only takes care

have beenvilifiedin many
cultures as messengers of disease and death.

Even God classified ravensas*“ unclean”, inthe
same category with pigs. No respectable Jew then
or now would ever eat araven. Cometo think of it,
neither would we! Chickens, turkeys, geese, ducks
but, never ever araven or acrow!

For three and a half years God sent a twice-a
day airlift of bread and meat by raven. Put yourself
in Elijah’ssandals. Elijah had to wonder wherethis
bread came from. Was it from the garbage dump?
Where did they get the meat? Did they pick it off
the centerline of an interstate highway?Who wants
a steady menu of raven road kill?

Or wasit nothing likethat at all? Wasit that God
had chosen the most unlikely creature, theleast loved
animal, to bring life, health, sustenance, safety and
blessing? God did not give Elijah afive-year supply
... just enough for half a day. Every morning and
every night for three-and-a-half years the ravens
showed up with breskfast and dinner. It was not one
miracle. It was nearly 2000 consecutive miracles.

We have here powerful principlesfor usbecause
the God of the birds is our God, too. He cals us to
speak the truth in the midst of sin. It may be in our
family, our business, our school, our neighborhood or
our denomination. One of America slargest and old-
est denominations recently voted between the author-
ity of the Bible and the current trend of culture. Cul-
ture won amgjority of the votes. Now thereisami-
nority of Elijahs confronting the Ahabs and standing
for biblical teaching. The story of 1 Kingsisrepested
in every generation.

God providesfor usin our need. Sometimes he
tells us to stay in the middle of the mess and con-

of us, he aso takes care of
thosewho take care of us. Heisthe God of thebirds.
The ravens that fed Elijah return in the teaching of
Jesus. He talked to his followers (and to us) about
why we worry and what we should do to worry less.

In Luke 12:22-26 Jesus said to his disciples:
“Therefore | tell you, do not worry
about your life, what you will eat; or about
your body, what you will wear. Lifeismore
than food, and the body more than clothes.
Consider the ravens. They do not sow or
reap, they have no storeroom or barn; yet
God feedsthem. And how much more valu-
able you are than birdsl Who of you by
worrying can add a single hour to hislife?
Snce you cannot do this very little thing,

why do you worry about the rest?”

Areyou aworrier? Jesus saysthat worry doesn’t
work. Jesus example is length of life. Suppose
you worry about dying. You think about it, lose Sleep
over it, wonder how you will die and when you
will die. You obsess about how dying feelsand what
itwill belike. Inayear you consume an hour aday
for atotal of 365 hoursworrying about dying. What
doesit get you? Nothing. Zero. Zilch. You will not
live one hour longer because you worried than you
will liveif you never worried at all.

Okay, you don't worry about length of life. So,
Jesus gave other examples. Do you worry about
what to wear? Do you worry about what to eat? Do
you worry about how much you weigh? What do
you worry about?

Whatever it isthat you worry about, Jesus says,
“ Consider theravens!” God takescareof theravens:
“ And how much more valuable you arethan birds!”
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This is one of the most practical and powerful les-
sons we can learn in the Christian life. God takes
care of ravens—scavengers, non-Kosher, unclean,
inedible ravens. God cares about their dinner. God
cares about their nests, their eggs and their feathers.
By comparison, you areworth ten trillion timesmore
to God than any raven pouncing on dead meat. God
loves you. God will do what you cannot do. God
will take care of you. God will provide. God will be
there when you need him. Be responsible, yes. . .
but you don’'t ever need to worry.

But you areworried. You' reworried about your
job, your clothes, your car, your son, your grades,
the lump you discovered in the shower this morn-
ing, the bills that are due at the end of the month,
your daughter, your dad and mom, all the things
you haveto get done, the meeting coming next week.

Giveyour worriesto the God of the birds. Trust
the God who takes care of the ravensto take care of
you. Believe that he knows your every need and is
engaged inyour every worry. Be convinced that he
isonyour side. Trust him. Liketheraven, trust God.

Our son Jeff taught high school in Guatemala
for a year. While he was there, he bought a 1989
Isuzu Trooper with about 250,000 miles on it. He
thought it had 250,000 miles on it. The speedom-
eter and odometer both quit at 204,000 miles and
he had driven it quite a bit since he purchased it.

Toward the end of July Charleen and | flew to
Guatemala City and drove with Jeff from Guate-
mala City to Minneapoalis. It is a 3,000 mile jour-
ney that includes the entire length of Mexico from
border to border. Southern Mexico is often in po-
litical rebellion. It isrural with narrow roads, vast
empty spaces, rain forest and virtually no one else
who speaks English.

One hot afternoon along one of theserural two-
laneroadsin Chiapas State an alternator belt broke,
knocked off thefan belt and the truck wouldn’t run.
The only tool we had was an adjustable crescent
wrench that wasn’t much help. Wetried every make-
shift repair we could think of for an hour or two
and realized we were stuck. During that time no
one stopped to help.
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So, Charleen, Jeff and | got into the truck and
prayed for God's help. Within about three minutes
apickup truck stopped with agovernment mechanic
who had all histoolsand said hewould help. Within
about another minute or two ataxi driver stopped
and offered to drive half an hour into the next town
tofind, purchase and bring back the part we needed
to get our truck running. Their repairsworked. The
mechanic requested no money and the taxi driver
just asked for the 30 pesos (about $3) he had spent
of his own money to buy the alternator belt.

And, we were on our way again.

God did not send ravens. He sent people of
Chiapas. And that was exactly what we needed.

Don't worry about your life. You arevauableto
God. God knowswhat you need. He loves you with
al of hisheart. He will take care of you.

God of Elijah, God of the ravens, and
our God, too . . .

See us in our need, hear us in our
prayers, help usin our questions and meet
us where we are. May we be drawn by
your love and your grace. May we not
need your judgment to get our attention.
May you—the great God of the birds—
touch our lives, for we are ten trillion
timesmorevaluableto you than any raven
could ever be.

Lord God, | pray that we will tradein
our worriesfor trust and cometoyouina
confidence that will be met by your pro-
vision of whatever our needs may be.

All for Jesus' sake. Amen.
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