
G O I N G  B E Y O N D  T H E  S E R M O N  

September 6: Life in the Desert of Loneliness 

September 13: Life in the Desert of Boredom  

September 20: Life in the Desert of Doubt  

September 27: Life in the Desert of Despair 



SERMON SERIES OVERVIEW 
Life in 2020 often feels like journeying through a dry and barren desert. The expanse flows out in all directions while 

we search for water … life … relief. Many of our usual resources that provide relief are not available. The escapes and 

distractions are nowhere to be found. In a desert, many of the things that support us ordinarily are of no use. The 

check book and credit cards can’t help you in the desert. Car keys won’t deliver you. But those who study the desert 

know it is teeming with life and energy. You just have to know how to look, where to look, and when to look. There are 

entire eco-systems uniquely suited to living in the desert. But many of us are new to the desert. We can feel intimidat-

ed, lost, without resources, and overwhelmed.  Jesus learned to rely on other resources in the desert. We must devel-

op other resources as well. What are the spiritual tools that can help us live in harmony with the resources that are in 

this desert? In the month of September, join us as we discover together the resources that God provides us in these 

days. God has always nurtured us … even when we are in a dry and barren land. 

 
BIBLE S.W.A.P. 
1 Kings 19:1-18 (NRSV) 

Ahab told Jezebel all that Elijah had done, and how he had killed all the prophets with the sword. 2 Then Jezebel sent a 
messenger to Elijah, saying, “So may the gods do to me, and more also, if I do not make your life like the life of one of 
them by this time tomorrow.” 3 Then he was afraid; he got up and fled for his life, and came to Beer-sheba, which be-
longs to Judah; he left his servant there. 4 But he himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness, and came and sat 
down under a solitary broom tree. He asked that he might die: “It is enough; now, O Lord, take away my life, for I am 
no better than my ancestors.” 5 Then he lay down under the broom tree and fell asleep. Suddenly an angel touched 
him and said to him, “Get up and eat.” 6 He looked, and there at his head was a cake baked on hot stones, and a jar of 
water. He ate and drank, and lay down again. 7 The angel of the Lord came a second time, touched him, and said, “Get 
up and eat, otherwise the journey will be too much for you.” 8 He got up, and ate and drank; then he went in the 
strength of that food forty days and forty nights to Horeb the mount of God. 9 At that place he came to a cave, and 
spent the night there. 
 
Then the word of the Lord came to him, saying, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 10 He answered, “I have been very 
zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and 
killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.” 11 He said, “Go out 
and stand on the mountain before the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.” Now there was a great wind, so strong 
that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind; and 
after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake; 12 and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord 
was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of sheer silence. 13 When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his man-
tle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave. Then there came a voice to him that said, “What are you doing 
here, Elijah?” 14 He answered, “I have been very zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken 
your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seek-
ing my life, to take it away.” 15 Then the Lord said to him, “Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damascus; 
when you arrive, you shall anoint Hazael as king over Aram. 16 Also you shall anoint Jehu son of Nimshi as king over 
Israel; and you shall anoint Elisha son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah as prophet in your place. 17 Whoever escapes from 
the sword of Hazael, Jehu shall kill; and whoever escapes from the sword of Jehu, Elisha shall kill. 18 Yet I will leave sev-
en thousand in Israel, all the knees that have not bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him.” 

Notes: 

________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________
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_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
W-What Does it Mean and What Can I Obey? 
Elijah’s experience while on the run from Ahab and Jezebel needs to be read in light of the contest between Elijah and 
the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18:17-46). In that episode, Elijah went up against the prophets of Baal, 
because Israel’s leaders have aligned themselves with the Baal gods, rather than Yahweh, and for Elijah this is a huge 
issue. In the contest on Carmel, Yahweh’s power is demonstrated, while the prophets of Baal are not able to summon 
their gods. Elijah is vindicated and the prophets of Baal destroyed. That through Elijah’s prophetic ministry the proph-
ets of Baal were destroyed is an indictment of Ahab and Jezebel’s alliance with these foreign gods . . . and it is an attack 
on the hubris of Israel’s royalty. Elijah, in taking a stand for Yahweh – and against the prevailing political structure – 
quickly finds himself an enemy of the heads of state. Thus, after the Baal prophets are killed, it is no surprise to learn 
that Jezebel, Israel’s evil queen, has put a price on Elijah’s head. Elijah is understandably terrified and flees to the wil-
derness in far south Judah. His inner state reflects his setting: downcast, desolate, sitting under a tree, ready to give up. 
 
Sleepy with exhaustion, God sends an angel to fortify Elijah for the long journey ahead of him. Scholars say that his des-
tination, Horeb, the mountain of God, is the same mountain called Sinai, where God called Moses, established the cov-
enant, and gave the commandments. It is here that Elijah receives a revelation from God. 

 
A-Apply 
We shift to the application part of our lesson while still reading the text, because when we see God asking a question in 
scripture, it is good to apply that question to ourselves. In this case, God asks Elijah twice, “What are you doing here, 
Elijah?” The question allows Elijah the opportunity to articulate his experience out loud, to locate himself in the larger 
context not just of Ahab and Jezebel, but in the expanded view of what God is doing in the world. God is initiating the 
revelation, seeking to find out what is inside Elijah. God does the same for us.  

Elijah honestly reveals his loneliness when he says, “I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too.” He is 
isolated, alone, and cut-off from the rest of Israel, both physically  — a 40-day journey removed — and spiritually, as he 
sees himself as the only faithful person left. This isolation prepared him to hear the quiet, internal whisper of God’s 
voice. Jerry Webber writes, “The impact of God revealing God’s self through the calm, thin whisper and the voice of a 
thin silence is to suggest to Elijah that the violence and turmoil that has surrounded his life is not the way of God’s reve-
lation. Awesome and destructive natural phenomena may shed light on God, but God’s way in much more nuanced. 
The destruction that has brought Elijah to this mountain is not the final word.  

And so, after getting Elijah’s attention with this “sound of sheer silence,” Yahweh recommissions Elijah for a larger task. 
He calls Elijah out of his isolation, out of his self-indulgent pity, and sends him back to re-engage in his prophetic minis-
try . . . anointing kings and speaking for Yahweh. 

How might you apply Elijah’s experience to your own?  Listen to your heart answer to God’s question, “What are you 
doing here?”  Listen not only to the loud roars of the world around you, but also to the quiet, internal whisper that we 
must train ourselves to hear. Elijah was told by the Lord that the Lord was about to pass by, so he was ready, watching 
and listening. How can you cultivate your hearing to be ready to hear God’s voice? 

How do you view the loneliness inherent in social distancing, work from home, and restrictions on large gatherings? 
Have you turned forced isolation into an opportunity to get quiet before the Lord and learn to listen? 
 

P- Prayer 
Lord, when I feel afraid, lonely, and isolated, let me expect to hear from You. Show me that you are with me. In Jesus’ 
Name I pray, Amen. 



BIBLE S.W.A.P. 

S—Scripture: Psalm 42:1-11     Notes 

As a deer longs for flowing streams,     

    so my soul longs for you, O God. 

My soul thirsts for God, 

    for the living God. 

When shall I come and behold 

    the face of God? 

My tears have been my food 

    day and night, 

while people say to me continually, 

    “Where is your God?” 

These things I remember, 

    as I pour out my soul: 

how I went with the throng,] 

    and led them in procession to the house of God, 

with glad shouts and songs of thanksgiving, 

    a multitude keeping festival. 

Why are you cast down, O my soul, 

    and why are you disquieted within me? 

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, 

    my help and my God. 

My soul is cast down within me; 

    therefore I remember you 

from the land of Jordan and of Hermon, 

    from Mount Mizar. 

Deep calls to deep 

    at the thunder of your cataracts; 

all your waves and your billows 

    have gone over me. 

By day the Lord commands his steadfast love, 

    and at night his song is with me, 

    a prayer to the God of my life. 

I say to God, my rock, 

    “Why have you forgotten me? 

Why must I walk about mournfully 

    because the enemy oppresses me?” 

As with a deadly wound in my body, 

    my adversaries taunt me, 

while they say to me continually, 

    “Where is your God?” 

 Why are you cast down, O my soul, 

    and why are you disquieted within me? 

Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, 

    my help and my God. 
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W-What Does it Mean and What Can I Obey?  
Take an extra moment and read Psalm 43 along with 42. The New Oxford Annotated Bible notes point out that the two 
chapters belong together as one poem about the petitioner’s desire to join the community in the Temple.  John Ste-
phens writes, “We are all longing for God, but it feels as if we have been out of touch with God and those around us.” 
The New Oxford notes continue, “Here the sufferer, away from the protection of the Temple, complains of taunts by 
unbelievers (42:9-10) and pleads for a guide for the journey home. Distinctive is the Psalmists' inner dialogue between 
discouragement and resolve, despair and hope.” The Psalmist is especially discouraged by the taunts of those who re-
ject God and those taunts make him miss his experiences of past worship with fellow believers even more. As Stephens 
puts it, “We remember all the glad shouts of yesterday, yet they are missing today. We long for God … not for just an-
other experience or for an escape from the present.  

 

A- Apply 

The prayer expressed in Psalm 42 and 43 is a type of Psalm called an individual petition. It follows a pattern. I 

love this for two reasons.  One, like the Psalmist, I also talk to myself (inner dialogue) as a way of “working 

out my salvation with fear and trembling” (Philippians 2:12). David is said to have “strengthened himself in 

the Lord his God” in a time of great danger (1 Samuel 30:6). Secondly, I love to find patterns and principles in 

Scripture that I can adapt as spiritual disciplines. Here is a pattern in the Psalms’ individual petitions. Use this 

pattern to write a prayer poem that reflects your longing for community worship. 

 

1. An unadorned cry to the Lord. See Psalm 12:1 — Help, O Lord! 

 

2. A complaint that describes your difficulty 

 

3. A statement of trust in spite of your trouble.  Be bold here. See Psalm 3:6 — I am not afraid of ten thou-

sands of people! 

 

4. Something that reflects your need in the difficulty.  Could be a confession, a supplication against your ene-

my, your unfair treatment. 

Each petition is a mini-drama with three actors: the psalmist, the enemies (”the wicked”), and God. You are 

the loyal follower of God who is a victim of a serious affliction from which the Lord should rescue you. 

After you write a personal psalm, notice how you feel.  Think about why you feel this way and ask, “Jesus, 

what do you want me to know about this situation and about myself?”  

 

P- Prayer 

God, we are cut off from our faith community in so many ways. We love you and long to be rescued from this 

isolation, boredom, and frustration. Conquer our enemy — this virus — and lead us back to wholeness in 

Your arms. Amen. 
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BIBLE S.W.A.P. 

S—Scripture: Matthew 11:1-6  

Now when Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples, he went on from there to teach and proclaim his message 

in their cities. 

 

When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples and said to him, “Are you the 

one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: 

the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor 

have good news brought to them. And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” 
 

Notes: 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

W-What Does it Mean and What Can I Obey? 
While in prison, John the Baptist sends his disciples to question Jesus. He begins doubting Jesus is who he says he is, 

asking for a sign. John faces his death -- his desert — and he seeks confirmation about Jesus. “Are you the one or 

should we look for another?” This probing, questioning kind of doubt moves John beyond his old ideas of Messiah to 

the truth of who Jesus really is. Knowing Jesus — the Way, the Truth, and the Life — is the fulfillment of Isaiah 35:5-6 

and 61:1 lifts the prison of doubt from the mind of John the Baptist. If only he could have heard what Jesus went on to 

say about him to the crowds. “Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has arisen greater than John the 

Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. From the days of John the Baptist until now the king-

dom of heaven has suffered violence, and the violent take it by force. For all the prophets and the law prophesied until 

John came; and if you are willing to accept it, he is Elijah who is to come. Let anyone with ears listen!” (Matt. 11:11-15) 

 
A- Apply 
John, in his final days, held in prison and facing death, still clings to hope in Jesus. He seeks answers to his 
questions and uses his network of disciples (his community of faith) to help him. He is willing to risk being 
exposed as a doubter. He is experiencing the final stages of his journey on earth as a follower of Christ.  
 
The Christian pilgrimage happens in our lives by stages. John was most likely deeply linked to God and trusting moment 
by moment at this point in his life. This stage is called union. Chapelwood has mapped this stages and calls it “Be With 
Me.” Go to www.chapelwood.org/mynextstep to learn more. Union is characterized by the “dark night of the senses” 
when the “last remaining dependencies on intellectual and emotional feedback are painfully surrendered. We depend 
on cognitive assent and affective assurances to substantiate the reality of our relationship with God. If we can’t know 
or feel God, we customarily doubt our relationship with God. But such ‘knowing’ and ‘feeling’ restrict God to the nar-
row limits of our minds and senses and reduce our relationship with God to the maintenance of such feedback. The 
dark night of the senses begins to move us beyond such dependency to an unconditioned relationship with God. . . . 
This is often a time of great suffering. The biblical model here is Job, who, deprived of all affective and cognitive assur-

https://www.chapelwood.org/mynextstep
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ances of God’s love and care, comes to the deep experience of God that transcends such assurances. This is heavy 
stuff! But ultimately God must be in our life who God is, unrestricted by the narrow limits of our thought or feeling,” 
writes Robert Mulholland in Invitation to a Journey, page 114. 
 
We could add John the Baptist to the list of biblical models of those who suffered on their way to union with God. John 
is a forerunner of Christ, not only in proclaiming the Kingdom of God, but also in dying that is surrounded by the dark-
ness of God’s absence as was the cross for Jesus. “It is the anguish and darkness of losing our last grasp on the hand-
hold that keeps us from falling into the fiery abyss of Love. It is the darkness and despair of that moment of falling, be-
tween the final loss of our control and the awareness of the everlasting arms enfolding us in Love,” according to Mul-
holland.  
 
Jesus prayed for all believers to experience this transforming union. “I pray . . .for those who will believe in me . . That 
they all may be one, even as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us . . . That they may be one 
even as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one” (John 17:20-23).  John the Baptist, 
by making his doubt known to his disciples, to Jesus and his disciples, and to the crowd, understood that the purpose of 
the spiritual journey is not just for the sake of the believer’s individual life with God, but for the world. “The they also 
may be in us, so that the world may believe . . .that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that 
you have sent me,” prayed Jesus in John 17: 21, 23. Even in his dying days, John was evangelizing the world through his 
unitive journey with Christ. As Mulholland point out, “Wholeness in Christ, transforming union, is for the sake of oth-
ers.” 

 

P—Pray 
Jesus, I thank you for leading me on the spiritual journey, including the times of doubt and the dark night of the senses. 
Be with me when I am there, assure me of your presence and answer my questions as you did with your friend, John. I 
ask this in Your Name. Amen. 
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BIBLE S.W.A.P. 

S—Scripture: Deuteronomy 1:26-33  
But you were unwilling to go up. You rebelled against the command of the Lord your God; you grumbled in your tents 

and said, “It is because the Lord hates us that he has brought us out of the land of Egypt, to hand us over to the Amo-

rites to destroy us. Where are we headed? Our kindred have made our hearts melt by reporting, ‘The people are 

stronger and taller than we; the cities are large and fortified up to heaven! We actually saw there the offspring of the 

Anakim!’” I said to you, “Have no dread or fear of them. The Lord your God, who goes before you, is the one who will 

fight for you, just as he did for you in Egypt before your very eyes, and in the wilderness, where you saw how the Lord 

your God carried you, just as one carries a child, all the way that you traveled until you reached this place. But in spite 

of this, you have no trust in the Lord your God, who goes before you on the way to seek out a place for you to camp, in 

fire by night, and in the cloud by day, to show you the route you should take.” 

Notes: 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

W-What Does it Mean and What Can I Obey?  
In this retelling of the Exodus, the author of Deuteronomy reminds the Hebrews that they have been delivered from 

slavery. While in the desert they grumble and “lose heart” and want to go back to Egypt. They desire to return to slav-

ery because this new freedom in the wilderness is too difficult. Despair can cause us to desire the chains of oppression 

over a new liberation. Notice the interpretation stated here, that “the Lord hates us.” They are also questioning where 

they are headed and they are afraid of the unknown, despite the reassurances of Moses that the Lord will fight for 

them. The question for them and for us is “How can we find hope in the midst of difficulty that will keep us moving to-

ward freedom?” How can we learn to trust God  so that we do not become spiritually stuck? 

 

A-Apply 
In last week’s notes, the experience of John the Baptist’s desert of doubt was related to the stages of faith most Chris-

tians experience. This passage shows the tendency of people to get stuck in a stage we call Come, Follow Me. Jesus in-

vites persons to follow Him in a life of faith with many twists and turns. The whole “wandering in the wilderness” fol-

lowing the Exodus is a picture of this stage. Robert Mulholland, in Invitation to a Journey, writes that this stage, classi-

cally known as purgation, is characterized by four movements. From what you know of the Hebrews in the wilderness, 

see if you can notice some connections. 

 

First is the renunciation of all blatant inconsistencies with wholeness in Christ — giving up “gross sins.”  

Secondly, we more to other deliberate sins of our life — what John Wesley called “willful transgressions of the known 

will of God.” 

Third, we begin to let the Spirit of God reveal to us aspects of our inner being that have been invisible to our view but 

that now we begin to see as hindrances to our growth toward wholeness. 

Fourth, God begins to deal with the deep-seated attitudes and inner orientations of our being out of which our behav-

ior patterns flow. We will begin to see a decline of anxiety and an increase of peace. (Ultimately, the Hebrews put their 

fear of the Canaanites aside and entered the Promised Land.) 



Perhaps this image from Fénelon, the 17th Century spiritual master, helps: 

“A traveler who is marching across a vast pain sees nothing ahead of him but a slight rise which ends the dis-

tant horizon. When he tops this rise, he finds a new stretch of country as vast as the first. Thus, in the way of 

self-renunciation, we think we see everything at once We think that we are holding nothing back, and that we 

are not clinging to ourselves or to anything else. We should rather die than hesitate to make a complete sacri-

fice. But, in the daily round, God constantly shows us new countries. We find in our hearts a thousand things 

which we would have sworn were not there. God only shows them to us as he makes them appear.” 

(From Invitation to a Journey, p. 98) 

If you are experiencing despair, know that you are not alone. That God is with you and your community or family. 

What are you learning about yourself during this time?  

 

P-Pray 
Lord, thank you for showing us examples in Scripture of other people who faced despair and found You there. Fill me 

with hope and lead me through the wilderness.  Amen.  
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Going Beyond the Sermon is written by Teresa Rossy, Director of Grow Ministries,  

Chapelwood United Methodist Church in  Houston, Texas. 

Source material is quoted throughout. The sermons are streamed online at www.chapelwood.org/archives. 

To get Going Beyond the Sermon in your inbox, e-mail Laura Frost, lfrost@chapelwood.org. 


