
We're well into a sermon series based on Old Testament stories. This week we talk about a prophet named
Elijah. A prophet in the Bible is not a fortune teller, but a spokesperson for God. As we will see next Sunday,
Elijah was a reluctant prophet, especially when his life was threatened, but in today's story, he is strong,
confident, and wise as he delivers a powerful biblical truth that we all need to hear.

If you're somebody who follows along in a Bible, great! Turn with me to 1 Kings 17. One bit of background
before we read: As we come to today's story Israel is suffering through a major drought; it hasn't rained in years.
Bodies of water are drying up. Food supply has been hit hard. Really, really tough times. Let's read beginning
with vv.8-12.... 

So Elijah wants some lunch. The widow is willing to give him a drink, but because of the drought, she has only a
little bit of flour left with which she plans to feed herself and her son and then die. Elijah's response to the
woman delivers a profound biblical truth that most of us - most Christians in general - don't follow. It's in 
v.13....

The woman has enough flour to make herself and her kid a last supper, and yet Elijah has the nerve to say to her,
feed me first. Isn't that something? Could you do that? Could you ask for the last bit of food in somebody's
refrigerator? Can you imagine yourself knocking on a neighbor's door saying something like, “I know things are
tight for you right now, and the only thing in your refrigerator is a glass of milk, but I need the protein, so please
go get it for me.” I bet you wouldn't do that. I bet none of us would. But Elijah does. Feed me first, he says. And
you know what? She does! And even more, the widow and her son survive.  v.15....

If you don't know this story you might think she survived because she had underestimated how much food she
had left. But that's not so. In fact, she only had a little bit of flour left. They survived - the widow and her son
had enough to eat for that day and until the drought ended - because she practiced the profound biblical truth
Elijah brought to her. We skipped the main verse,  v.14.... There will always be enough food. God will provide.
How does she trigger the provision? She feeds Elijah first.

Here is today's word: Give first. Jesus said the same thing Luke 6.38..... Give first. Our willingness to give to a
large extent defines our capacity to receive. Do you get that? Jesus didn't say open your arms so that you can
receive enough to have something to give away. He said, give first so there will be something for you to receive.
It's like this: Empty your hands by giving so there's room for you to receive.

Remember the widow who went to the temple treasury and gave everything she had? She's like the widow in the
Elijah story. She gave first and gave everything. How? Because she believed God's promise of provision. Back to
1King 17.15-16.... The widow gave first. God always provided.

In the Sermon on the Mount, the most famous sermon of all time, Jesus said don't worry about what you're going
to eat or wear. Don't worry about what you're going to receive. Instead, what? Seek first the Kingdom of
Heaven. Give first, then God will provide.

Tithing. Lots of us know what it is. Most of us don't practice it, but we know it's ten percent or more. But it's
not just any ten percent. It's not the ten percent you don't need, the ten percent left over after going on vacation.
It's the first ten percent or more. Give first. 

Real quick.  Don't try to look these up:
Exodus 23:19 "As you harvest your crops, bring the very best of the first harvest to the house of the LORD your
God.” Give first.

Leviticus 23:9  “Then the LORD said to Moses, 10 "Give the following instructions to the people of Israel. When
you enter the land I am giving you and you harvest its first crops, bring the priest a bundle of grain from the first
cutting of your grain harvest.” 



Deuteronomy 26.1-2 “When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you as a special possession and you
have conquered it and settled there, put some of the first produce from each crop you harvest into a basket and
bring it to the designated place of worship—the place the LORD your God chooses for his name to be honored.”

Tithing is not only percentage giving it's first giving.

Giving first. That's not a hard concept to understand. What's hard, at least for lots of Christians, is why would
we? What could possibly possess the widow to feed her last food to a prophet she has never met before? What
drove the widow Jesus applauded to throw in her last cent? Why did the ancient Israelites give the first and best
from their harvests to God? 

Two reasons. One, to honor and praise God. God had provided it in the first place; what better way to say
thanks than to give best and first? And two, as an act of faith. God says again and again in the Bible, you give
first and I will provide for you. Don't worry about your provisions. Don't worry about your profits. Don't worry
about your wealth. Give first and you will always have what you need. Believe God will provide.

What's the Lord's Prayer say? Give us this day our daily bread – what we need. And the next sentence in the
prayer: and forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us. As we forGIVE first, you forGIVE us.
Same principle - give first.

One more text - and I could give you many. Matthew 7.1-2.... A different approach to the same truth. What you
give first you will receive. If what you first give is judgment about others - and we all know judgmental people -
what you will receive first is judgment. Make the better choice. Believe God will honor your kindness and mercy
when that's what you give first.

When you don't have a lot of money, it's hard to give first. The way lots of us are, when we don't have all the
money we want to have; it's hard to give first. But the Bible is clear. Elijah in our story today is clear. Give first,
for God will provide.

When it's you and somebody else to get in line at the grocery store, give first - let the other person in first. God
will honor your gift. When the choice is your gift to the church or that special sale priced item at your favorite
store, give to the church first.

The most general rule I can think of in your life this week: When it's you or someone else, let the other
person. Give first. God will provide for you and honor your gift. Don't just talk your faith, live it! Give first. 

Accept my testimony. How many here have learned that God provides? Trust God. Take our word for it. Give
first.

What did all those folks who worked on the rummage sale do? Some of those folks gave dozens of hours to that
project – scores of hours that they could have used for their own purposes. They gave first. And today they smile
with satisfaction and we celebrate a nearly $2,000 result.

Give first. When you do, needs will be met, hungers will be satisfied, your church will be supported, and God
will honor your gift. Which will give you all the more reason to come back next Sunday and give God your first
praise.


