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Preface

Some Christians I know have more hang-ups than a hat rack. That used to
bother me. But the more I studied the lives of the heroes of the faith, the
more I realized that none were wholly holy. They all had their problems.

Longfellow was right: “Some must lead, some must follow, but all
have feet of clay.” Abraham, the father of faith, doubted God, took mat-
ters into his own hands, and had an illegitimate son by his handmaid
Hagar. Moses, the meekest man who ever lived, lost his cool and thus lost
his opportunity to enter the promised land. The patience of Job wore thin,
and he complained bitterly to God. Elijah, the iron man of the Old
Testament, became depressed. Solomon, the wisest man who ever lived,
played the fool over women.

Even the best of humans are imperfect. Even those chosen by God for
places of leadership in God’s redemptive work have weaknesses and
shortcomings. God’s people of all ages experience the same emotions,
fight the same battles, and struggle with the same problems.

In this book we meet God’s people of other ages on the turf of our
common emotions and learn how to keep our feet planted on solid
ground. Read on, and you will see.



Depression is the common cold of our emotions. Eventually it touches
everyone—even God’s people. It would be nice to think we Christians
didn’t have dark days, that discouragement came only to those around us.
But in reading the Bible, it is clear that the great saints—people we laud
as heroes—had times of despair. If we are to experience victorious living,
we must, therefore, learn how to deal with depression.

A classic example of a depressed person in the Bible is the prophet
Elijah. Elijah lived and served during the days of the wicked king Ahab
and his sinister queen, Jezebel, who introduced pagan worship in Israel.
He was the champion of orthodoxy, chosen by God to challenge the king
and the prophets of Baal and to call the nation back from apostasy. In a
contest on Mount Carmel, he was God’s instrument to prove to Israel that
Jehovah was the Lord. But after that amazing victory, Elijah sank into the
depths of despair. He sat down under a juniper tree and asked God to take
his life. Does that surprise you about a person of faith? I hope not.

These two experiences, Elijah on Mount Carmel and Elijah under the
juniper tree, are set side by side in the Scripture (1 Kgs 18–19), perhaps
to show how close we all live to the edge. In chapter 18 Elijah is at the
height of success; in chapter 19 he is in the depths of despair. In chapter
18 he is on the mountaintop of victory; in chapter 19 he is in the valley of
defeat. In chapter 18 he is elated; in chapter 19 he is deflated. We are all
capable of such roller-coaster emotions.

Chapter 18 records the incredible story of Elijah on Mount Carmel.
He assembled the people of Israel on the mountain and accused them of
spiritual schizophrenia. They could not decide whether to worship God or
Baal.

So Elijah challenged the prophets of Baal, 450 of them, to a theolog-
ical shoot-out. “I’ll call on my God,” he said, “you call on Baal, and let’s
see which one answers with fire from heaven. The one that does will be
the God of Israel” (18:24).

Depression

Life under the Juniper Tree
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Baal’s prophets accepted the challenge, set up their altar, and began
crying to their God. But no fire fell.

“Maybe he can’t hear you,” Elijah said. Then he suggested that they
shout louder. They did, but still no fire fell. “Is he asleep?” Elijah taunt-
ed. “You had better wake him up” (18:27).

As a final appeal, Baal’s prophets slashed themselves with knives, but
that didn’t work either. No fire came. Elijah then built an altar, dug a
trench around it, and ordered that water be poured over it until the sacri-
fice was soaked through and through and the ditch around it ran over.
Then Elijah prayed a simple prayer. God sent fire to consume the sacri-
fice, the altar, and even the water.

With that turning point, the people worshiped the Lord and shouted,
“The Lord indeed is God; the Lord indeed is God” (18:39). It was a high
hour. Everyone knew God’s hand was upon Elijah.

Elijah was not permitted to relish the mountaintop experience long,
however. As soon as queen Jezebel heard what had happened, she sent
Elijah a message saying, “You have killed all of my prophets, and by this
time tomorrow, I am going to kill you also” (19:2).

When the prophet of God read Jezebel’s message, his heart sank, and
he began to run for his life. He ran all the way to Beersheba, the south-
ernmost city in Judah. Beersheba was the end of civilization. Beyond it
there was nothing but desert. He was getting as far away from the queen
as possible.

There he left his servant, perhaps because he didn’t intend to come
back, perhaps because he didn’t want his servant to see what he was real-
ly like. Then he went another day’s journey into the wilderness alone.
Have you ever gotten so depressed that you didn’t want anyone to see just
how down you were? Psychologists call it “withdrawal.”

When Elijah finally quit running, he sat down under a juniper tree and
asked God to let him die. “I’ve had it, Lord,” he said. “Take my life for I
am no better than my ancestors” (19:4). They had been unsuccessful in
stamping out apostasy in Israel, and so had he. He felt like a failure. He
had done his best, but he hadn’t succeeded any more than they had. Then,
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out of sheer physical exhaustion, Elijah fell asleep. He was physically
drained and psychologically wrung out.

After a time the Lord sent an angel who prepared a meal for Elijah,
awakened him, and gave him food to eat and water to drink. Then he slept
again. Once more the angel awoke him and fed him in preparation for a
journey to Mount Horeb where he could get away from the people and
pressures that were troubling him. Strengthened by the food, Elijah final-
ly reached his destination, 150 miles to the south. This time he had gone
as far away from Jezebel as he could go and still be on the same conti-
nent.

There he sat down in a cave, wrapped himself up in self-pity, and
bewailed his fate. While he sat in dark solitude God asked him, “Elijah,
what are you doing?” (19:9). Elijah then told God his sad tale.

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. (v. 10)

Elijah was having a pity party. All of us get down like that some-
times—businesspeople, ministers, homemakers, teenagers. We know
people in our offices and homes who are down. At times we all feel our-
selves pulled down.

Elijah’s depression wasn’t bound up in any one cause. Rather, it
stemmed from a number of things. There were at least four causes of his
depression: fear (v. 3), failure (v. 4), fatigue (v. 5), and futility (v. 10).

Frightened by the threats of Jezebel, Elijah ran for his life. Fear is
almost always a factor in depression. Many times, like Elijah, we become
afraid of failure, loneliness, not getting a job completed, not making it
through school, or not having our marriage go the way we would like for
it to go.

Elijah held a negative opinion about himself. He felt he was no more
successful in checking the nation’s apostasy than the prophets who had
served before him. It’s easy to think: “I’m no good. I’m incompetent. God
made a mistake when he made me.” Elijah was also emotionally drained
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and physically exhausted. Mountaintops can leave us that way. He need-
ed rest and relaxation. Depression is always related to or reflected in our
physical condition.

A sense of futility overwhelmed Elijah: “I am the only one left, and
now they are out to get me.” He felt alone, hopeless, and had negative
expectations about the future. Elijah was looking at life through dark-col-
ored glasses. He saw no way out.

Have you ever felt like Elijah? Perhaps you are feeling like him right
now: afraid, alone, exhausted, burned out, and hopeless. If so, you are a
good candidate for the juniper tree. I want you to see what helped Elijah
climb out of the valley of despair and go on to a lifetime of useful service.
It can help you, too.

Someone called the Bible “the manufacturer’s operational manual.” It
is. If you will follow its instructions, life will run smoother for you. In it,
through the experience of Elijah, God gives us some divine principles for
dealing with depression.

Fortunately, we are not the helpless victims of our emotions. We don’t
have to be highjacked by our attitudes or by the circumstances of life. We
can bounce back from depression to live useful, happy lives. Consider
some adjustments that helped Elijah.

Take Time Off

Elijah took time off so he could get physically and emotionally rejuven-
ated. He had been so busy taking care of the needs of the nation, he had
neglected his own needs. He had become physically exhausted and emo-
tionally drained.

When we use up our physical energy, we become exhausted. When
we use up our emotional energy, we become depressed. We must there-
fore find some way periodically to replace the emotional and physical
energy that life and work drain from us. If we do not, we will experience
burn-out and depression. Elijah needed rest, food, and relaxation. He
needed to get away from the people and pressures that were getting to
him. So do we occasionally. This poem says it best:
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If you put your nose to the grindstone rough
And hold it there long enough,
For you there will be no such thing
As a bubbling brook or birds that sing.
These three things will your life compose,
Just you, the stone, and a ground-down nose.

No one can run full throttle all the time. We need to slow down to an
idle occasionally. Some people say it is better to burn outthan to rust out.
That’s nonsense. It is better to live outyour life in victory. Getting away
helped Elijah. It will help us, too.

There is a close relationship between our physical and emotional state.
The body and soul live so close to one another that they tend to catch each
other’s diseases. If we are down emotionally, it affects the way we feel
physically. If we get sick physically, it affects our emotions. Keeping
healthy in general—eating the right kinds of food and getting enough
sleep and exercise—while no guarantee against depression, may help to
prevent it and will certainly keep the body in a better state to deal with it.

So if you are depressed, get a good physical checkup to see if there is
anything physically or chemically wrong. If everything is all right physi-
cally, take some time off to let your body and soul catch up with one
another. Live a balanced life. Establish a rhythm between work and rest.
If you don’t find it, you will become either a basket case or a casket case.

Let It All Out

In addition to getting rest, Elijah talked through his frustrations. While he
sat in a cave feeling sorry for himself, God asked, “What are you doing
here, Elijah?”

Have you noticed in Scripture that God is always asking questions
God already knows the answer to? God asked Adam, “Where are you?”
God knew where Adam was. God inquired of Cain, “Where is your broth-
er, Abel?” God knew that Abel was already dead. God asked Moses,
“What is that in your hand?” God knew that Moses had a staff in his hand.
Similarly, God asked Elijah, “What are you doing here?” God knew what
Elijah was doing there. God helped him get there.
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Why, then, did God ask Elijah this question? To get him to think
through his situation and then to give him an opportunity to talk, to vent
his frustrations. Then God listened nonjudgmentally as Elijah poured out
his feelings of anger, bitterness, and self-pity.

We all have such feelings at times. Unless we rid ourselves of them,
they will poison us emotionally. There are some health-giving emotions
such as love, faith, and hope. But there are also some destructive emo-
tions. Fear, anger, worry, bitterness, hatred, jealousy, and self-pity are
slow killers. We must find some way to rid ourselves of these destructive
feelings.

But how can we rid ourselves of these pent-up feelings? Exercise, just
plain hard work, is one way. It relieves a lot of tension. Some even believe
that the brain produces its own “mood-elevating” chemicals that are
enhanced by exercise. But exercise, like other activities, is not appealing
when we are depressed. We don’t feel like doing anything. It’s hard
enough just to get through the day. At those dark times we lack energy.

Tears are another way. Depressed people tend to cry a lot. That is
good. Tears are a God-given way of release. I hope you never lose your
ability to cry. Someone has said that the answer to all of our emotional
problems is salt water: sweat, tears, or the ocean. There is some truth
there.

But talking is perhaps the most effective way to rid ourselves of
harmful emotions. When we talk, it is like pulling the plug out of the bath-
tub. All sorts of bad feelings are drained from us.

The head of the medical school at the University of Oregon said that
probably more good is done between two friends at ten o’clock in the
morning over a cup of coffee than in the doctor’s office all day long.
Talking to a friend can help bring life back into perspective and enable us
to solve our problems. Everyone needs someone in whom to confide. If
we had more friends, we would need fewer psychiatrists. So find a non-
judgmental listener, and pour your soul out to that person.

And as you talk to others, don’t forget to talk to God. God will listen
nonjudgmentally. Elijah practically accused God of infidelity. But God is
not defensive. God deals patiently and tenderly with an overwrought
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child. Say what you want to God; God can take it. God will not condemn
you as you pour out your hurts.

But a word of caution: be careful about dwelling on your problems.
If you pity yourself and bore others with repeated stories of your troubles,
you will find yourself left alone.

Get Life Back in Perspective

After talking through his frustrations, Elijah gradually put his life back in
perspective. He felt that he alone remained faithful to the Lord. His rea-
soning went something like this: “Here I am doing my best to serve the
Lord, and look what happened. God has forsaken me. I alone am left. It’s
me against the world.”

Depressed people often feel like that. They have problems because
they pay more attention to negative events than to positive ones, and they
focus on the immediate rather than on the long-term consequences of
behavior.

Unfortunately, Elijah had arrived at the wrong conclusions. So the
Lord revealed just how warped and distorted his view of things had
become.

Ultimately, all depression can be traced back to some distorted view
of life. Elijah had a distorted view of himself and of God. He needed to
know that God was there and that there were others who had not bowed
to Baal.

First, God revealed Himself to Elijah in a new and fresh way. God
sent a tremendous wind, a cyclone, that ripped through the mountain, but
God was not in the wind. Next, God sent an earthquake that shook the
whole mountain, but the Lord was not in the earthquake. Then God sent
fire and lightning, but God was not in the fire. Finally there came a still
small voice through which God spoke. (The Hebrew expression “still
small voice” literally means “a voice of low whispers.”)

Elsewhere in the Old Testament wind and fire and earthquakes are
often manifestations of God. But here God speaks to Elijah in a low whis-
per. It is as if God is saying, “Just because I have not spoken to you as I
have to others in days gone by doesn’t mean I’m not here.” God wanted
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Elijah to know that, in spite of the silence of heaven, God was not absent.
Jezebel was thundering, but she was not in control. God was quietly going
about divine work.

God is the God of wonders, but God is also the God of whispers.
Elijah not only needed a new perspective of God; he needed a new per-
spective of himself. He thought he was the only one who was still faithful
to God. God had to remind him that he had seven thousand prophets who
had not yet bowed their knees to Baal.

Elijah thought he was more important than he really was. He thought
everything depended on him. We sometimes feel the same way. Take note,
if God’s work depends solely on you and me, God is in serious trouble.

When I become overly impressed with my own importance, I try to
think what would happen if a group of women were playing bridge one
afternoon and the phone rang, and the hostess was told, “Have you heard
the news? Paul Powell just died.” When she broke her news to her bridge
partners, one of them would probably say, “Oh, that’s a shame. He was
such a nice man. I really liked him . . . whose bid is it?”

Keep life in perspective. We can’t take God’s work too seriously, but
we can take ourselves too seriously. Not one of us is indispensable. The
workers die, but the work goes on.

Get Back in the Mainstream

When Elijah put his life in perspective, he was able to work again. God
allowed him to sit in the dark cave of self-pity just so long, and then told
him to get up and get busy. There was a new king of Israel and a new
prophet to succeed him to be anointed. The time for complaints and self-
pity was over. Elijah needed to get back to work. He needed the tonic of
a new task.

With us, as it was with Elijah, the best way to quit feeling sorry for
ourselves is to start feeling sorry for someone else.
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Psychiatrist Karl Menninger was once asked by a Tucson, Arizona,
newspaper reporter, “Suppose you think you’re heading for a nervous
breakdown. What should you do?”

Most of us would have expected the great psychiatrist to say, “See a
psychiatrist.” But he didn’t. Instead his reply was, “Go straight to the
front door, turn the knob, cross the tracks, and find somebody who needs
you.”

Don’t sit around in isolation. Don’t get all wrapped up in yourself.
Get back in the mainstream of life working for God and the kingdom. In
helping others we help ourselves.

***** 
Elijah whipped his depression and went on to a lifetime of useful ser-

vice. And so can you. Elijah closed out his ministry in a blaze of glory as
God carried him into heaven in a whirlwind and a chariot of fire.
Interestingly, the man who wanted to die was one of only two people in
the Bible who never died.

Despair need not be the doxology of life. It can be the invocation as
it was for me. My prayer for all of us is this: May these dark days make
us tender enough to keep focusing on God.



Visit NextSunday.com often... we are always adding new resources to expand your choices!
www.nextsunday.com

Want Print Versions of these products? Check this address:
www.nextsunday.com/print.html

or call 1-800-747-3016 (USA only)

Looking for great Christian books? Check out:
Smyth & Helwys Bookstore 

Need Adult Resources? Need Children’s Resources?

Need Youth Resources? Need Worship Resources?

Need Books?

http://www.nextsunday.com/nsteach/nstadult/nsadult.html
http://www.nextsunday.com/nsteach/nstchildren/nschildren.html
http://www.nextsunday.com/nsteach/nstyouth/nsyouth.html
http://www.nextsunday.com/nsworship/nsworship.html
http://www.nextsunday.com/nsbooks/nsbooks.html
http://www.nextsunday.com
http://www.nextsunday.com/nsinfo/nsprint.html
http://helwys.com/books.html
http://www.helwys.com

	NextSunday.com
	Contents
	Preface
	Chapt 1 / Depression
	NextSunday.com Info

