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‘Unfinished Business’
[slide one] Have you ever been walking along some track, maybe exploring a new area, when you get this rather unsettling feeling that you’re on the wrong track and you may even be lost? You stop, you look ahead, you look back, you consult a map if you have one, and in the end you conclude that the only option is to go back – to retrace your steps to a place where you took a wrong turn and start again up the right track. 

It's happened to me plenty of times, and it is most frustrating, especially when you have a destination and you want to just keep moving forwards – not backwards!

The need to go back, instead of forwards, can be a metaphor for our lives. Sometimes we need to go back. As people of faith, who look to God for our direction, I believe there are times when God calls us to go backwards instead of forwards. Or, to put it a better way, go backwards in order to go forwards. 

Sometimes Jesus called people to go forwards only, like the time he called his disciples to leave their boats behind and follow him (Mark 1:17). He also once said, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the Kingdom of God” (Luke9:62). Yet more often than not he told people, to go back rather than follow him. After healing a leper Jesus instructed the man to go back to proper Jewish living as a man who was now no longer ‘unclean’ (Luke 5:14). After healing a paralytic, he told the man simply to “go home” (Mark 2:11). 

It was as if Jesus was telling some people they had ‘unfinished business’. What is it that they needed to ‘go back and do’? Once they had some life-changing encounter with him, he wanted them to go back to complete some kind of unfinished business. 

Have you ever had a sense, in your own life that you have unfinished business? Maybe God’s spirit has gently nudged you in the past about going back to revisit a certain situation, because there was something you needed to do there? Maybe you still have that sense. 

Our two bible stories today tell of two men who encountered God in life changing ways, but after their encounters God sent them back the way they came…but with a specific agenda. 

[Slide 2] Our first story, from 1 Kings 19, is about Elijah the prophet. I have always loved this story. 

Elijah had been constantly doing battle with the evil King Ahab and Ahab’s wicked wife Jezebel. Elijah succeeded in having many false prophets killed because they had been encouraging the Israelites to abandon the worship of the true God and turn instead to worshipping the foreign god, Baal. Jezebel was livid about this and set out to kill Elijah. Fearing for his life Elijah runs far away to the south and collapses under a tree, saying “I have had enough Lord” (1 Kings 19:4). Exhausted, lonely, ready to give up. 

In that moment of desperation God comes to him in the form of an angel and provides a loaf of freshly baked bread over hot coals and a jug of water. Twice this happens. Strengthened by this food, Isaiah continued on for 40 days to Mt Horeb (Mt Sinai), far to the south and slept there in a cave. It was while on that mountain that God spoke to him, saying “What are you doing here Elijah?” (v9)

It's a good question. It forces Elijah to take stock of things. Why am I here, far away from my own land and people? It’s because I wanted to get away from it all and escape. I had no more to give and there was no one to help me. 

I feel this could well be a question God asks each of us from time to time. Why are you here? What has happened in your life to bring you to the point you’re at now?  It’s a very open question actually. And when God asks it, it doesn’t come with accusation. It comes with love. 

Elijah responds, telling God of his plight. Then God sent him out onto the mountain to hear from him again. That’s when the mighty storm, the shattering earthquake and the fire all sweep by without God being in any of those violent events. It was only later, in the ‘gentle whisper’ of the breeze (v12) that Elijah truly hears the voice and knows the presence of his God. There is so much we can gain from this!

A dramatic set of encounters. But what happens next? The Lord says to Elijah “Go back the way you came” (v15). You have unfinished business Elijah!  Go back and anoint a new righteous King, called Jehu to replace the evil Ahab and he will protect you. And go back to appoint Elisha as your successor, meaning that your good work as a prophet will not be in vain – it will be passed on to future generations. So that’s why Elijah had to go back. 

[Slide 3] In our gospel story from Luke 8 we meet another man, very different to Elijah, and un-named. Yet like Elijah he is in a desperate situation. Everything is working against this guy. From a Jewish perspective this guy was ‘unclean’ in just about every way possible. He was a Gentile to begin with, so that went against him. He was naked. He lived among dead people. And worst of all he was labelled as demon-possessed and cast out by his own people. He was no doubt physically unclean too. A real mess, in fact, from inside out. 

One of the most poignant aspects of this story is the fact that Jesus and his disciples had intentionally crossed over the lake, at the request of Jesus, from the familiar ‘Jewish’ side on the western shores, to the unfamiliar and foreign ‘Gentile’ side on the eastern shores. This was a very symbolic move to strongly demonstrate that the good news Jesus came to share was also to be shared with the Gentiles, even Gentiles as repulsive as this fellow apparently was. 

We could spend a lot of time analysing what exactly ‘demon-possessed’ actually means here. But we can be pretty sure this guy was deeply tormented by something, or perhaps by many things. He was not just physically chained up, he was mentally and emotionally chained up. What had caused it, we don’t know, but it was clear that his life was now reduced to pain and anguish. 

Miraculously Jesus releases him from the captivity of his torment and we have the amazing story of the demons going into a herd of pigs, which race into the sea, and all the people becoming so afraid that they ask Jesus to get back into his boat and leave. 


Jesus does leave that place rather promptly, but before that, we are left with two key things. One is the image of this un-named man sitting peacefully at Jesus’ feet, “in his right mind” (v35).  The second thing is the command of Jesus to the man, “Return home and tell how much God has done for you” (v39). 

The man had begged Jesus to go with him in the boat. But Jesus says, ‘go back’. ‘You have unfinished business with your own people’. 

[Slide 4] Two stories that tell of an encounter with the Lord. Both men had felt oppressed by something or someone, and they experience the healing release that came from God’s grace and mercy. In both cases God sends them back to where they came from. Both had unfinished business. In both cases they had received mercy and grace from God which restored and renewed them, and now they were left with the question “What’s next?” 

When we experience God’s mercy and grace in whatever form it comes to us, we might also wonder ‘What’s next?”.   Perhaps it is as simple as ensuring that we do something to pass on that mercy and grace to others who need it from us. If we have felt God’s grace and mercy in times when we were oppressed, then who do we see around us in this world suffering oppression of any kind, who needs our grace and mercy?

This last week was Refugee Week, and time dedicated to awareness and support of the plight of refugees everywhere – especially those on our own soil. Personally speaking, I feel this is an area of ‘unfinished business’ in my own life. Aside from a few examples of assistance to some asylum seekers in one of my previous ministries, I’ve not had a lot of involvement with refugees. I’ve been too busy with other things, or that’s been my excuse. I feel I have not become informed enough about the terrible circumstances they have escaped from and the enormous difficulties they’ve faced in assimilating into new cultures, amid the financial struggles and social stigmas they face. Becoming intentionally more aware of the plight of refugees is one area I feel I need to go back and work on, in order to be a better advocate, and supporter of that group of oppressed people. It’s one area of unfinished business for me. 

Do you have any sense of where God maybe sending you back to? Having experienced his grace and mercy, where is it that you feel you can go back to share that grace and mercy with someone else?
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