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Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.

Thanks be to God for his mercy to the United States of America. For 250 years, we have enjoyed the
freedom to practice our religion unhindered. And for 250 years, we’ve been freely allowed to speak the truth of
the Bible. Thanks be to God for those who gave their lives to defend these freedoms. May God bless America.

But as we celebrate this anniversary, today I want to focus on one thing: There is no earthly authority
except that which has been established by God. God rules us and defends us, and he carries out his will here on
earth through earthly government. The church is God’s kingdom of the right hand, but secular government also
belongs to God, the left-hand kingdom. So we should pray for our leaders and submit to them, because they are
appointed by God.

Now, there are many good things about America and its government, many blessings that we enjoy. But
we also know there are many problems. How many unjust American wars have we fought, wars which we had
no business getting involved in? And how many corrupt American leaders have sought their own selfish interests?
And how many babies have been slaughtered through abortion, while the government, whose duty is to protect
innocent life, has looked the other way, or even encouraged and paid for murder?

Not only that, but how often has our government failed to defend marriage as God instituted it, between
one man and one woman? And how often does our government allow divorce without cause, even though God
hates divorce? And how many children are being indoctrinated every day in public schools against God’s word,
deliberately taught that God did not create us male and female, that gender is subjective, something to be chosen
and adapted at will?

When we think about all these things, it’s very easy to look at America and feel like our nation is a lost
cause. Just like it’s often easy to grow discouraged about the church, in times when people increasingly turn away
from faith, when numbers decline and no one seems interested in the Gospel. We need to remember that God
rules both church and state, the kingdom of the left and the kingdom of the right. His will is always accomplished,
and he is always faithful.

Now, some people say that America is a Christian nation, founded on Christian values. And it’s true that
our laws are derived from the Ten Commandments. Our morality comes from Christian morality, though it’s
shocking how far we’ve gone astray.

But just because America is founded on Christian values doesn’t mean it’s a Christian nation. It isn’t. We
are a secular nation. In our country, no single religion is endorsed by the government. Our constitution protects
all religions equally, good or bad, true or false.

America is not like the ancient nation of Israel, established by God as a theocracy, with a religious
government and laws dictated directly by God himself. In ancient Israel, there was no separation of church and
state at all, no freedom of religion. It was illegal to worship any god except the true God. But now in America,
all religions are tolerated and protected, and the pursuit of happiness enshrined in our Declaration of Independence
has become our favorite idol.

Yes, we worship the pursuit of happiness. That’s the American religion. Our false prophets say: Pursue
whatever makes you happy, as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else. If money makes you happy, hoard it up. If stuff
makes you happy, buy what you want. If same-sex love makes you happy, go for it. If not having children makes
you happy, take whatever contraception you prefer.

That’s the American religion. And really, it’s the same idolatry and the same false religion which ancient
Israel embraced. God chose Israel as his special people. He commanded them to worship him only. But did they
remain faithful? No. They pursued their own happiness however they pleased. They constantly turned away,
whoring after other gods. King after king in Israel did evil in God’s sight, leading the people astray.

And of all the kings of Israel, the worst one was Ahab. Ahab killed the prophets of God. He pursued
whatever his heart desired. He murdered Naboth and took his vineyard. And he listened to his vile Phoenician
wife Jezebel, by leading the people to worship her god, Baal.
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Therefore God sent the prophet Elijah to confront Ahab. Elijah gathered the people at Mount Carmel, to
challenge the prophets of Baal to a duel. And Elijah said to the people, “I, even I only, am left a prophet of the
Lord, but Baal’s prophets are 450 men. Let two bulls be given to us, and let them choose one bull for themselves
and cut it in pieces and lay it on the wood, but put no fire to it. And I will prepare the other bull and lay it on the
wood and put no fire to it. And you call upon the name of your god, and I will call upon the name of the Lord,
and the God who answers by fire, he is God.”

So although the prophets of Baal cried out to their god all day long, even cutting themselves with swords,
there was no fire. Elijah mocked them. “Perhaps your god is asleep, or away on a journey, or sitting on the toilet.
Call out louder, maybe then he will hear you!”

Yet although the prophets of Baal worked themselves into a frenzy, nothing happened. Until finally, at
the time of the evening sacrifice, Elijah prepared his altar and arranged his bull on the wood. And he commanded
the people to pour water all over everything, so there would be no doubt. Then he prayed to the true God, “O
Lord, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day that you are God in Israel, and that I am your
servant, and that I have done all these things at your word.”

At these words, instantly, the fire of God fell and consumed the burnt offering and the wood and the stones
and the dust, and licked up the water that was in the trench. And when all the people saw it, they fell on their
faces and said, “The Lord, he is God; the Lord, he is God.” And Elijah said to them, “Seize the prophets of Baal;
let not one of them escape.” And they seized them. And Elijah brought them down to the brook Kishon and
slaughtered them there.

All this is the context of our Old Testament reading today. In 1 Kings 19, Elijah has just slaughtered the
prophets of Baal, putting Israel’s idolatry to shame. But now, Queen Jezebel is filled with hatred, determined to
get revenge and kill Elijah.

So Elijah has fled into the wilderness, forty days’ journey to Horeb, the mountain of God. That’s where
we find him today, hiding in a cave, exhausted from fleeing from Jezebel, filled with self-pity, ready to give up
and die.

But the Lord is stronger than all earthly power. Whatever we think is impressive and awesome —
whirlwinds and earthquakes and fire, not to mention powerful kings like Ahab and powerful governments like
the USA — the Lord is not found in those. He is greater. He controls them, but he is not found in them. No, God
is found in the low whisper. For even when he veils himself in weakness, the weakness of our God is stronger
than all creation, and every earthly empire.

So the Lord appeared to Elijah, not in the earthquake, not in the fire, but in the sound of a low whisper.
He said, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”” And Elijah poured out his complaint. “I have been very jealous for
the Lord, the God of hosts. For the people of Israel have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and
killed your prophets with the sword, and I, even I only, am left, and they seek my life, to take it away.”

It was true. For a moment at Mount Carmel, the people did acknowledge God. But that didn’t last. They
quickly fell away again. And in America, we too constantly forsake God. We despise his holy altars in the church,
and we reject his prophets, the men he sends to preach his word.

But how did God answer Elijah? He said, “Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damascus. And
when you arrive, you shall anoint Hazael to be king over Syria. And Jehu the son of Nimshi you shall anoint to
be king over Israel, and Elisha the son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah you shall anoint to be prophet in your place.
And the one who escapes from the sword of Hazael shall Jehu put to death, and the one who escapes from the
sword of Jehu shall Elisha put to death. Yet I will leave seven thousand in Israel, all the knees that have not bowed
to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him.”

That is the comfort. No Elijah, you are not the only one left. You may think you’re it, but there are still
seven thousand in Israel, a faithful remnant. There will always be a faithful remnant. And you may think that you
are the only true prophet left, but Elisha will rise in your place. And you may think that Ahab and Jezebel have
all the power, but their authority will soon be overthrown by Jehu and Hazael. For God alone raises up kings and
brings their pride to nothing.

So it is also, in America today. We may despair of our nation’s immorality, how everyone pursues the
vain ambitions and lusts of their own heart. We may think we’re the only ones left. Everything seems to be going
to hell in a handbasket.
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And we may also despair that our churches are shrinking, that young people keep drifting away. When we
read the gospel text about the miraculous catch of fish, when Jesus filled the nets so full the boats were sinking,
we think in our hearts, “What are we doing wrong, Lord? Why aren’t our nets full? Why aren’t people streaming
into our congregation? What should we be doing to make ourselves more attractive, to draw more people in?”

But like Elijah, we must pause, and listen to the quiet voice of God, a voice that is full of power, and
remember that the church does not depend on us. Nor does the nation. Both kingdoms, the right-hand kingdom
and the left-hand kingdom, church and state, God rules them both. The Lord Jesus is truly King of kings, and all
nations will surely bow down before him. He alone establishes the church, and he will surely preserve a faithful
remnant until the final day.

So be still, and know that God is Lord. Wait for him. Do not be fearful and anxious about your church, or
about your country. Look to Jesus, who reigns triumphant over all.

Elijah feared death, but Jesus did not. Elijah fled for his life, but our Lord gave up his life. Jesus veiled
himself in the weakness of our human nature, to overthrow all earthly powers by his sacrificial death. So he
overcame, and therefore he is in control. Nothing can stand against him, nothing can withstand the powerful, calm
voice of his holy word. Christ knows what he is doing. He knows what is best for the country, and he knows how
to preserve his church.

Jesus will never fail to send out faithful preachers and fishermen, prophets like Elijah, pastors to speak his
word, filled with his Holy Spirit. He will never fail to preserve a remnant for himself, those who do not bow down
to the idols of society. He will raise up kings and presidents, and he will also bring them down, so that all may
worship him, and acknowledge him as Lord.

So do not fear. Be strong, and let your heart take courage. For we are his heritage. We are the people of
his own possession. Christ has chosen us, the church, purchased us with his own blood. We belong to him. We
are his chosen race, his royal priesthood, his holy nation. Unlike any of the nations of this earth, the church is a
people for his own possession. We stand in the marvelous light of his mercy and forgiveness, forever. Amen.

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



