it, and now they are trying to kill me.” (1 Kings 19:10). I, I, I. Me, me, me. This highlights a subtle but dangerous trap: the tendency to make ourselves the center of the story. Elijah’s complaint, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty…the Israelites have abandoned your covenant.…I’m the only one left” (1 Kings 19:10, 14), reflects a self-interested narrative in which Elijah is the principal player. 

I’m not sure what Elijah’s play is here. Does he want sympathy from God? Does he want God to show him special favor? Maybe Elijah is hoping that God will let him retire because it’s all become too much to handle. “Just let me go,” Elijah says to God. Not surprisingly, God does not let Elijah go. God says: “Go back the way you came, and go to the Desert of Damascus. When you get there, anoint Hazael king over Aram” (1 Kings 19:15). God basically tells him, “Get back to work!” God still had work for Elijah to do.

God gave Elijah a great mission to complete, but somewhere along the line, Elijah lost sight of his relationship with God. He forgot to decrease so that God could increase. He forgot that the mission was all about God’s purpose and not at all about his ego. So, God uses this moment to reorient Elijah’s perspective, reminding him that doing God’s work can be as empty as doing anything else if we do not do it for the glory of God. French priest and scientist Pierre Teilhard de Chardin said we must “sacramentalize” every moment as belonging to God. It does not matter if you are leading a Bible study or washing the dishes; everything can be done for the glory of God. 

Elijah’s Error. Part of Elijah’s problem was his assumption that the success of God’s mission depended solely on him. Elijah clearly viewed himself as the only faithful prophet. He magnified his role and minimized God’s sovereignty. Elijah’s despair contained an element of self-pity: “It is enough; now, O LORD, take away my life, for I am no better than my ancestors” (1 Kings 19:4). There is also an element of exhaustion: “[Elijah] went a day’s journey into the wilderness…Then he lay down under the broom tree and fell asleep” (1 Kings 19:4-5). We detect an exaggerated sense of self-importance in Elijah’s “me-centered” thinking. “I alone am left,” he says, an erroneous assertion he utters twice (1 Kings 19:10, 14). Finally, there is a sense of futility: Elijah feels there is no escape, no way out: “It is enough” (1 Kings 19:4). Elijah is filled with self-pity and self-importance; he is exhausted and without hope when God finds him under a “solitary broom tree.” 

Elijah’s misery makes me think of Jimmy Stewart playing George Bailey in the 1946 film, “It’s a Wonderful Life.” George’s breakdown on the bridge is like Elijah’s in the wilderness: “I don’t want to live anymore.” George, like Elijah, believes his existence is fruitless. He thinks the world would be better off without him. His exhaustion and self-pity overwhelm him, echoing Elijah’s lament, “Take my life.” Just as God intervened to restore Elijah’s hope and purpose through an angel, George’s despair is alleviated by the intervention of Clarence, a guardian angel, who shows George the profound impact his life has had on others. Both George and Elijah easily draft a false narrative about reality. Their movement and existence unconsciously slipped into “ego-drive,” and the destination is inevitable disaster; except for God’s ability to break through the self-deception and write a new story.

God’s Correction. What is interesting about Elijah’s slow return to clear-headed thinking is the question God poses, twice! “What are you doing here?” (1 Kings 19:9, 13). The question is significant both for Elijah and for anyone who experiences moments of despair, confusion, or misdirection. This question helps Elijah recalibrate his life; it offers a mid-course correction. Life is dynamic, always in flux, moving, and flowing, which is why adjustments, modifications, adaptations, and course corrections are needed. 

Elijah’s turnaround started with self-assessment. When Elijah slipped into a narcissistic funk, God met him in his despair (in the desert, under the broom tree) and then helped Elijah turn things around by asking him to reflect on his current situation. God’s question is not accusatory but probing, inviting Elijah to consider why the prophet has abandoned God’s mission. When God asks us what we are doing, it is not a criticism; it is a teaching moment, a reminder to pause and ask ourselves why we are in a hole and still digging.

Elijah’s response to the question reveals his feelings of isolation and failure: “I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away” (v. 10). God’s intention is to point Elijah back to the divine purpose for his life. By asking, “What are you doing here?” God gently redirects Elijah’s focus from his personal despair to God’s broader plan. For us, that same question can be a reminder to assess whether we are aligned with God’s will or if we’ve let circumstances pull us away from our calling.

God’s Encouragement. After asking this question, God does not abandon Elijah to his despair or to figure it out on his own. God gives Elijah new instructions and reveals that Elijah is not as alone as he feels. The angel Clarence told George Bailey, “Remember, no man is a failure who has friends.” God reminds Elijah that he has friends. God says, “Yet I will leave seven thousand in Israel, all the knees that have not bowed to Baal” (v. 18). The cloud of Elijah’s despair blinded him to the fact that he was not the only faithful one worshipping God!

God’s plans are bigger than ours. God’s ways are not our ways. God’s thoughts are not our thoughts (Isaiah 55:8-9). God was not yet finished with Elijah, just as God is not finished with us (see Philippians 1:6). As Richard Bach put it in, Illusions: The Adventures of a Reluctant Messiah: “This is a test to see if your mission in this life is complete. If you are alive, it isn’t.”

So, what does God do? God encourages Elijah. Through a series of natural disturbances, including earthquake, wind, and fire, God gets Elijah’s attention. Then there is a still, small voice in which God reveals God’s Self and God’s purpose to Elijah in a gentle whisper (1 Kings 19:11-13). God puts Elijah back to work, reminding him of God’s mission. God uses action verbs as a sort of head slap. God orders Elijah to Horeb. God tells him to “Go,” start anointing future leaders and prophets.

There are several lessons for us in this fascinating case of the frustrated, egotistical prophet. First, we need to beware our own self-importance. Like Elijah, we sometimes act as if everything depends on us: our family, our job, our team, our church. While God values our contributions, God’s work does not hinge on any one person. We are part of a much larger God-directed story.

Second, we need to look for God in the small things. Elijah expected God to be in the devastating earthquake, the mighty wind, or blazing fire, but God came in a whisper. God’s work often occurs in the small, quiet acts of kindness, patience, love, and service that we often overlook. The wise look for God in the small moments, the tiny acts of kindness, the simple words spoken in love. 

Third, remember you are part of a community. Elijah thought he was alone, but God reminded him of the 7,000 faithful who refused to bow the knee before Ba’al. Isolation breeds despair, but God’s kingdom is full of faithful people working together through a variety of callings and gifts to bring glory to God.

Finally, focus on the mission, not on the self. God redirects Elijah, focusing him on the task ahead: anointing new leaders and preparing the way for others. The mission of God is greater than our personal feelings or struggles. Like Elijah, we will face obnoxious people, unwelcome news, and vexing times. We might begin to wonder what it is all about. We may begin to think that it is all about us. It isn’t. It is all about God. Thanks be to God! 

Prayer: Almighty God, I am humbled to realize that You include me and my life, as part of Your plan for humanity. I realize more and more that I must decrease in every area of my life and entrust all circumstances into Your gracious hands so that You and Your Word may increase. Develop in me an understanding heart and a listening ear to hear all You have to say to me. Teach me the lessons that You would have me to learn and keep me looking to Jesus. This I ask in His precious name. Amen.
It’s Not All About You
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In Greek mythology, Narcissus was known for his extraordinary beauty and vanity.  When Narcissus saw his own image in a pool of water, he was captivated. He tried to reach for the figure in the water, but it was unattainable. Narcissus, unable to quench his thirst for the image he loved, wasted away from grief and starvation; and in the place where he died, a beautiful white flower bloomed. His self-centered, self-absorbed life had disastrous consequences for Narcissus. 

We live in an increasingly self-centered, self-absorbed, narcissistic culture. We live in an era of self-promotion. Social media’s “all-about-me” ethos encourages us to showcase our lives to the world. Wondering “Who is fairest in all the land?” might be okay if you’re an evil queen in a fairy tale; but such an attitude is antisocial and certainly anti-Christian.

Followers of Jesus know that our temporal lives are not about us; we are meant to point to and glorify Someone Else. John the Baptist put it best when he pointed to Jesus and said, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30). John had followers, respect, and a significant ministry, but he knew his role was to point people to Jesus, not draw attention to himself. John understood that he needed to fade into the background when Jesus came on the scene. John’s message was not about him or how many followers he had; it was about being a witness to something and Someone greater than himself. As Christians, we are called to set our egos aside to serve and glorify Jesus, a countercultural thing to do!

Elijah’s Ego. Elijah is arguably the greatest prophet and one of the biggest egos in ancient Israel. Somewhere, at some point, Elijah began to believe that his ministry was all about him. When he successfully defeated 450 prophets of Ba’al, Elijah probably thought he was a superhero. When he called down rain after a three-year drought, Elijah probably thought he was something special. When he resurrected the widow’s son from the dead, Elijah probably thought he was the G.O.A.T. (Greatest of All Time). Elijah stood squarely in the prophetic spotlight, and he enjoyed the acclaim. He probably felt entitled to his fame, until he had an “aha” moment that changed his life forever. 

The wicked Queen Jezebel, seething over the death of her prophets, swore to kill Elijah within 24 hours. All his bravado gone, Elijah disappeared faster than a toupee in a hurricane. He fled into the wilderness to escape Jezebel’s wrath. When God asks Elijah what he is doing, the prophet sullenly responds, “I am serving you, and I am the only one doing

