June 29, 2025 Sermon-Follow the Leader

Scripture: 1 Kings 19:14-21 & Luke 9:57-62

Introduction

When you were a child, did you ever play Follow The Leader? The name describes the game. If the leader
crosses the street, you follow that path and cross the street. If the leader walks down the railroad track,
you walk down the railroad track. this is the preferred method if you’re leading a troop of scouts thru the
woods. Following a leader is an innate instinct of society. Who we follow has enormous implications for
people’s lives. Making sure the leader is competent and heading down the right path is critical. If you’re
leading a group of soldiers thru a minefield, the choice of leader has life-or-death implications. Likewise,
whether you choose to follow Jesus or not has life-or-death implications. According to the Scripture
readings this morning, God has a say in who may follow and under what conditions. Many are called, but
few are chosen. (CITE?)

Elijah’s Complaint

1 Kings 19 tells the story of Elijah’s flight from Jezebel, the evil queen of Judah, wife of King Ahab. She
was a devout worshipper of the pagan god Baal and was leading Judah’s people into pagan worship. Elijah
had just killed 450 of her prophets on Mt Carmel after orchestrating a dramatic showdown between his
god and theirs. As a result, Jezebel threatened to kill Elijah within the next 24 hours. He fled in terror into
the wilderness south of Judah. God sent angels to put him down for a nap & feed him. Our scripture opens
as Elijah tries to justify his retreat to God. He wants sympathy. He wants to quit — ‘for many years I've
been zealous for you God, doing what you asked, These evil rulers have killed all your prophets so now
I’m the only one left.” Have you ever felt that way? Maybe at work, if seems I’'m the only one trying to
follow the rules, trying to do things right, to meet the deadlines! Or at home, I’'m the only one making an
effort to keep the house in order, to get everyone fed and on their way, It’s all on me to make sure there’s
bread on the table, etc. 1 suspect we all have our moments when we call out to God with our complaints,
asking Him to give us some sympathy and some help. Yet God doesn’t have much use for self-pity, which
is driven by a prideful heart, one that is really saying, ‘I have to do it all myself’, It’s all on me! See how
under-appreciated [ am!” “L, I, . When Jezebel threatened him, Elijah never called on God for protection.
He just ran. Now Elijah seems to have forgotten that it was God who enabled him to humiliate then kill
the 450 prophets of Baal. He’s apparently forgotten that God sent ravens to feed him in the desert when
Ahab and Jezebel threatened him for bringing a drought. Self-pity doesn’t change the situation or change
other people. It just weakens us further. It feels good for a few minutes but after you’ve indulged in a
litany of all your grievances, maybe with a quart of ice cream as comfort, it’s time to get up and
acknowledge God’s presence in your life. God’s response to Elijah is to say, Stop Exaggerating! There
are 7000 godly prophets still remaining. Now here’s what [ want you to do — and God gives him another
mission. Yet God has noted Elijah’s battle fatigue and He includes the command to commission his
successor, Elisha the son of Shaphat in Abel’Meholath. It was a tiny town, somewhat OUT OF the way.
Elijah detours en route to anoint a king in Damascus to find Elisha. God will take a detour to call you to
himself just as Jesus detoured through Samaria to call the Samaritan woman at the well.

Calling Elisha
Elijah did not call or text to say he was coming, so he arrived in Abel’Meholah to find Elisha plowing in
his family’s field — probably covered in dust, just doing an everyday task. Have you ever heard of God
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announcing his plan to call someone in advance so they can shower and put on their best clothes? God
meets us where we are, filthy with sin. He offers to lead us out of our old life, out of our rut, and onto a
new, spirit-led path. Note that there are 12 teams of oxen, signifying a very well-off family, and Elisha
is at the back of the line, the last and least. So we see that Elijah doesn’t give a big speech or arrive with
a lot of fanfare. One simple action says all that needs to be said: he drapes his mantle, his cloak, over
Elisha, signifying the transfer of position and power to the younger man. This mantle, or cloak, would
be recognizable as the prophet Elijah’s. It was his outer coat, serving also as his blanket or pillow
because many nights he had no place to lay his head.

Elisha recognizes this move as a God’s call. He didn’t see this coming, but he knows God called him,
and him specifically, for a purpose. He immediately leaves the oxen to run after Elijah. It’s an honor to
be chosen. But note his request: “Let me kiss my father and mother goodbye, and then I will go with
you.” Elijah grants his request with a rather gruff rejoinder, “For what have I done to you?” In my
mind that means, don’t be in a hurry to take up this mantle. [ haven’t done you any favor because it’s a
very hard life. Elisha however is ALL IN. How can you tell? He kills his pair of oxen (an expensive
sacrifice), using the wooden yoke to make the fire, and gives the meat to his people to eat. This has
overtones of the last supper. Let’s share a meal before I leave you to do the Lord’s bidding. At the very
least, Elisha is burning his bridges, sacrificing the very animals that supported his life of comfort before
Elijah came. He’s not making a tentative commitment, no 90-day probation period to see if the job suits
him, not leasing out the oxen in case he wants to come back in a few years. He’s saying goodbye to his
old life. His actions are clearly telling God, where you lead, I will follow. The Bible says “He STOOD
and ran after Elijah and ministered to him.” He jumped out of his old life and into his purpose, into his
calling. He became known in 2 Kings 3:11 as the assistant who poured water over Elijah’s hands. He
was ready to do whatever menial task was required for the old prophet, his mentor.

Could you leave it all behind if God asked you to? If he called you to pick up and move to
Guatemala, or Ethiopia, or Newark NJ? Do you love your life of comfort and convenience more than
God? Maybe he wouldn’t send you to Newark, but would you recognize, like Elisha, that THIS call
from God is the doorway to your destiny? I don’t know where I’'m heading, but I will follow wherever
he leads. You see, we are not called, we are not saved, just for our own sake but so that we can produce
fruit and become a testimony of God’s grace. Elisha was ready to be used by God in any capacity.

Jesus Interviews New Followers

Now consider the reading from Luke. Jesus has become famous, a great influencer on social media of
the day. One of Jesus’ many followers tells him, “I will follow you wherever you go”. Jesus answers
him with a warning concerning his housing insecurity. This isn’t a 2-week camping trip! Are you
willing to leave your comforts behind? Can you live without hot running water? Following Jesus
involves sacrifices, some greater than others. YOU no longer set the agenda. Are you comfortable with
ambiguity? Uncertain schedules?

To another man, Jesus said, “ Follow Me (v59). But the man replied, “Lord, first let me go bury my
father’. Jesus was unhappy with that answer. He said, “let the dead bury their own dead.” It puzzled me
that he sounded so callous. Surely one is to respect one’s parents enough to properly bury them when
they die! Then I heard a pastor explain that the man’s father was NOT DEAD yet! Very sick maybe.
Very old, maybe. The man wanted to wait until his father passed on and his inheritance was secure.
THEN he would follow Jesus. in Jesus’ eyes the man’s father was dead because he was not a Christ
follower.
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That is likely why Jesus said, 4s for YOU, go and spread the news about the kingdom of God”. In other
words, share my teachings with those folks at home if you choose to wait around. And as you share
them, perhaps you’ll begin to understand that whatever inheritance your father will leave you is a
perishable pittance compared to the imperishable treasures you can amass in heaven by following me
and being a disciple. Is there anything stopping you from 100% commitment to Jesus? Are you clinging
to YOUR earthly treasures? What cold comfort they are compared to a life of purpose filled with God’s
presence. I think we overestimate our need of them. In 2009 when I was called to teach in Grenada, I
brought with me 2 suitcases of clothing and a backpack filled with other items, such as books, office
supplies, & my laptop computer. For the first month or so I would find myself saying, ‘Oh, I wish I had
my statistics book or my rubber rain boots or whatever from home”. But after a few weeks, I seldom
even thought about the stuff I’d left back in the States. There were so many more important things to
think about. After a year or so, I could have easily agreed to let a liquidator sell the house in the States,
and most of its contents, without regret. Do WE own our possessions, OR do they OWN US? When you
go away for an extended period, do you worry about your STUFF? I don’t believe Jesus grew up poor,
but he became poor, says Paul in 2 Cor 8:9, in order that we by his poverty might be enriched.

Another of Jesus’ followers said, “I will follow you Lord as your disciple, but first let me say goodbye to
those at my home”. Now this mirrors Elisha’s request after Elijah had passed on his mantle. Elijah seemed
indifferent to the delay. Jesus however responds with an unexpected severity. He says, “No one who puts
his hand to the plow and looks back to the things left behind is fit for the kingdom of God.” Whoohee!
On the surface this seems a direct reference to Elisha in our passage from 1 Kings. Elisha was plowing,
Elijah called him, and after agreeing to follow, he ran back to the people and things left behind to say
goodbye to his friends and his old life. Why the different attitudes? What’s changed? When Jesus says,
puts his hand to the plow, he doesn’t mean it literally, but rather it signifies, the person starts a task,
becomes a disciple, begins his life as a Christian. THAT person is not to pause in following Jesus then
look back longingly at what was left behind, She is not to think wistfully of the friends she had to give up,
or the worldly pleasures she used to enjoy, because that implies that her life with Jesus is lacking. It
indicates to observers that the kingdom of God is not ENOUGH. Elisha was not ambivalent about going.
He was NOT taking one last, fond look at the prosperity he was leaving behind. NO. He gave his assets
to his friends and family to consume so they would understand this was a firm commitment, not ‘hasta la
vista’. He became poor in this life so that he could be rich in the next.

I have never heard any committed follower of Jesus say, “I wish I could go back to the life I lead before
Jesus called me.” Testimonies from those called indicate that despite frequent feelings of inadequacy,
sickness, persecution and periods of financial hardship, walking with Jesus is ALWAYS where they
want to be. (I have decided to follow Jesus) No turning back.

CONCLUSION
Look objectively at your life and ask yourself, Who exactly are you following? Who guides your path?
Is it your boss? Or your kids? the ruler of this world? Or Jesus?

The King we serve, the Christ we follow, was murdered as an insurrectionist, a bold man, just like Elijah,
Jeremiah and many other prophets of old. God raised Jesus from the dead to show us there is nothing that
can hold you back except YOU. Jesus is coming back: Probably sooner than people expect. As Jesus told
the man in our reading, God won’t settle for half-hearted devotion. Love the Lord your God with ALL
your heart, soul and mind! Don’t blame the church if you aren’t willing to commit 100% to Jesus, to run
after Him as Elisha pursued Elijah. The followers of Jesus, who put their lives on the line to spread the
gospel, they changed the world! They believed Jesus when He said, Be of good cheer, I have overcome

Swift Memorial Page 3



the world. Don’t let the situation, the problem, the words of others, intimidate you. God chose you. By
God’s grace you were saved- and now you’ve a force in you that the unbelievers don’t have. If God has
called you, he has called you for a purpose. Be faithful in whatever He asks you to do while you wait for
your moment, and when it comes, Step into it. Remember, Elisha STOOD and ran after Elijah. I picture
him calling out like Buzz Lightyear, “To Infinity and Beyond!!” Let’s be willing to stand up just as boldly
and follow Jesus. Only HE can lead us safely through the minefields of today’s spiritual battleground.
Who you follow IS a life or death decision.

PRAYER: Father | long to hear Your voice and follow your direction for my life. Help me learn
to truly listen for your voice, to recognize when you are speaking to me and to discern what
you are calling me to do, no matter how small. In Jesus’ name, AMEN
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