Sunday, October 21, 2007 – Discussion Sunday
Sermon: - “The price of fearing man (woman) more than God!”
1 Kings 19:1-21
15 The Lord said to him, “Go back the way you came, and go to the Desert of Damascus. When you get there, anoint Hazael king over Aram. 16 Also, anoint Jehu son of Nimshi king over Israel, and anoint Elisha son of Shaphat from Abel Meholah to succeed you as prophet.
1 Kings 19:15-16 NIV
-----------
Six weeks ago I drew your attention to the prophet Elijah as found in 1 Kings 17. God’s assignment for His prophet was to call Israel to repent by going to Israel’s king Ahab and declaring to him that it was not going to rain until a very long time had past. Drought was to be one of God’s tools to get the attention of a nation that had turned her back on Him.
The reaction of Ahab could have been anticipated, and probably was. Elijah had to flee for his life and hide. First to the Kerith Ravine when the ravens brought him bread and meat in the morning and in the evening. When the brook dried up, God sent him to the village of Zarephath where God had a widow strategically placed to take care of Elijah.

Through the obedience of Elijah, God provided miraculously for both Elijah and the widow, supplying food and restoring her son back to life.

In chapter 18, God sends Elijah back to Ahab to announce the return of rain after over 3 years of drought. We met Obadiah who was in charge of Ahab’s palace and a devout follower of the Lord. Elijah’s assignment for Obadiah created a crisis moment for Obadiah. Because of Elijah’s elusive history, Obadiah needed assurances that Elijah would keep his end of the bargain if he was going to go inform Ahab of Elijah’s presence.
When Elijah and Ahab meet, Ahab comes filled with accusations against Elijah as the Troubler of Israel. But, Elijah begs to differ with Ahab’s assessment and challenges Ahab to a showdown on Mt. Carmel. Surprisingly, Ahab agrees and gathers the prophets of Baal at Mt. Carmel along with a great host of the people of Israel. 
I can only imagine how this battle of the gods (at Mt. Carmel) was promoted. It had the potential of being a defining event for the nation of Israel. Who was going to win? God? Or Baal?
So, after giving the prophets of Baal the opportunity to demonstrate the power of their god and watching their futile efforts and actions and self-abusive measures, Elijah begins to mock them for their failure to get Baal’s attention. Is he sleeping? Is he traveling? Has he gone into private quarters? Why doesn’t he answer you?

Then, when it is clear that Baal was without any power to respond to his prophets prayers and mutilations, Elijah steps up and prepares the altar, dousing it with water to make it clear that when the fire comes and burns the sacrifice, and consumes the altar, it is surely the Lord God who has done it.

In response, the people shout words of praise: “The Lord – He is God! The Lord – He is God!”
It had to have been an exhilarating moment. A revival. A turning of the nation back to God.
Elijah commanded the 450 prophets of Baal to be slaughtered. Surely, this was the end of the worship of Baal and the return to the worship of the Lord God. Certainly, the children of Israel would now walk in obedience after the one and only true God. (Elijah’s expectation:)
There must have been this expectation within Elijah. He had carried out his Lord’s commands. He had seen one of the most powerful displays of God’s glory. He had heard the praises of the people acknowledging the truth of God’s supremacy. Would you not expect that lives would have been changed the next day and the next week? Would you not have thought that the singing of praises would have at least continued for a little while into the future?
And, who would have anticipated a retaliatory move on Satan’s part so soon after his devastating defeat? 
Let’s turn to our text in chapter 19 of 1 Kings. Let’s look at the first 5 verses.

1 Kings 19:1-5 (NIV)

19 Now Ahab told Jezebel everything Elijah had done and how he had killed all the prophets with the sword. 2 So Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah to say, “May the gods deal with me, be it ever so severely, if by this time tomorrow I do not make your life like that of one of them.” 
3 Elijah was afraid and ran for his life. When he came to Beersheba in Judah, he left his servant there, 4 while he himself went a day’s journey into the desert. He came to a broom tree, sat down under it and prayed that he might die. “I have had enough, Lord,” he said. “Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors.” 5 Then he lay down under the tree and fell asleep. 
Folks, I have not run into anyone who has read this text and who has not been bewildered by Elijah’s response to Jezebel’s ranting. It seems totally out of character. He had been so strong in the face of Ahab. He had been so courageous and bold in the face of the prophets of Baal. But, in the face of Jezebel, he withers. He runs. He is afraid. He prays to die. This is not the Elijah we have come to know.

But in Elijah’s defense, we must not miss the fact that in Jezebel Elijah has met evil personified. If evil can be packaged in a person, if Satan can walk this earth in a human body, he has done so in the woman Jezebel.

Therefore, we must not simply look at Jezebel’s vengeful confrontation with Elijah as a human act of revenge, but see Jezebel as a pawn of the devil who is trying to foil the plans of God. Elijah was not just facing an evil woman. He was facing the gates of hell. Yet, isn’t this precisely what God had sent Elijah to confront. Remember what God is trying to do through the ministry of the prophet Elijah: defeat the powers of evil through repentance and a demonstration of the ultimate impotence of Satan in the presence of God.
When God appoints Elijah to go and confront Ahab regarding his role in leading the nation of Israel to forsake the one true God and follow false gods like Baal, God is calling Ahab to repent and lead the nation to repent of their sinful ways. Even though Jezebel is the stronger personality of the two, God directs His prophet to Ahab and calls him to be the man, to step up and take charge and lead both his family and his nation to walk in the fear of the Lord.

Meanwhile, Satan has Jezebel, his ally, his accessory, in the palace to keep pressure on Ahab to keep drawing his attention away from God. Listen, there’s a whole sermon or more in this marriage relationship. But, we’ll save that for a later time.
Such knowledge of Jezebel as a puppet of Satan should make us a bit more understanding of Elijah’s withdrawal. No one should ever lightly engage the devil or dismiss his dealings as not worthy of the best of protection. There is good reason why Paul tells Christians to put on the FULL ARMOR of God to overcome the schemes of the devil.
Jezebel’s words are no idle threat. Sadly, they seem to come as a bit of a surprise to Elijah. He doesn’t seem prepared for Jezebel’s revenge.

Could it be that Elijah was so pumped by the Mt. Carmel experience and energized by his run of more than 20 miles from Mt. Carmel to Jezreel in the power of the Lord that he couldn’t imagine there was yet another battle to face?

Consider all the emotionally and physically draining activity that Elijah had been involved in prior to the vengeful confrontation with Jezebel:

going to Ahab face to face to tell him of the drought God was bringing to Israel; 
hiding in the Kerith Ravine and in Zeraphath; 
dealing with the widow of Zeraphath in her repeated crises; 
returning to Ahab to announce the contest on Mt. Carmel; 
testing and taunting the prophets of Baal; 
having full confidence that God would bring down fire to consume the sacrifice and the altar on Mt. Carmel; 
killing 450 prophets of Baal; 
running 20 miles in a race with Ahab & his chariot. 
Talk about adding up stress points. It’s not hard at all to imagine that Elijah was physically and emotionally a basket case. He was spent. And he needed more than ever to be refreshed in the presence of his Lord. Yes, he needed physical rest. He probably needed to go on vacation. Retreat to the mountains to recover. But, most assuredly, he needed to keep his focus on the Lord, for no refreshment is complete unless it takes us into the rest we have in Christ. That’s what Elijah needed.
Folks, there’s another whole sermon in that sentence. I suspect far too much of what we call rest and relaxation has little to do with our resting in Christ, of our trusting Christ to order our lives, to shape our relationships and direct our schedules. But, like I said, that is a whole ‘nother sermon.
I believe our text indicates that the Lord desired for Elijah a time of rest. Notice the second half of verse 5 and following.
All at once an angel touched him and said, “Get up and eat.” 6 He looked around, and there by his head was a cake of bread baked over hot coals, and a jar of water. He ate and drank and then lay down again. 
7 The angel of the Lord came back a second time and touched him and said, “Get up and eat, for the journey is too much for you.” 8 So he got up and ate and drank. Strengthened by that food, he traveled forty days and forty nights until he reached Horeb, the mountain of God. 9 There he went into a cave and spent the night. 
Two visits by the angel of the Lord. Both to bring refreshment and renewal, nourishment and rest.
And, did you notice the additional comment made by the angel on his second visit? for the journey is too much for you. What journey is the angel referring to? Is he looking back on all that Elijah had been through and acknowledged that Elijah’s journey had been more than enough for him and now he needs to rest? Or, is the angel suggesting that the journey Elijah is about to take is too much for him?

My opinion: it’s both. The angel is first looking back. His purpose in doing so is to consol and revive a discouraged men. Thus, the bread and water. The angel is next looking forward. His purpose in that is to strengthen Elijah for the journey ahead.
8 So he got up and ate and drank. Strengthened by that food, he traveled forty days and forty nights until he reached Horeb, the mountain of God. 9 There he went into a cave and spent the night. 
There’s no indication that God commanded Elijah to make this trip to Mt. Horeb, which, by the way is very likely the same as Mt. Sinai where Moses received the Ten Commandments. It could be that Elijah goes to Mt. Horeb to meet with God. He was not running away from God. He was running away from Jezebel. He knew that it was on Mt. Horeb that God met with Moses. Surely God would be there for him, too. And He was.
And the word of the Lord came to him: “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 
10 He replied, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty. The Israelites have rejected Your covenant, broken down Your altars, and put Your prophets to death with the sword. I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too.” 
Here we have Elijah’s personal assessment of his job performance. In brief, he says, he did well; the people did horribly; the prophets were killed; and he’s about to be killed. So, in spite of his doing well, he was feeling like a failure.
But, did Elijah answer the question God asked of him? What, again, was the question? 

“What are you doing here, Elijah?” 
What was he doing there? The answer, which he does not give, is that he was running away from Jezebel. I believe God was trying to say to Elijah, “You need to get your eyes off yourself and focus them on the Me. You need to see yourself as My servant. I’m in control. And, wherever I send you, I will be there with you.”

The Lord now speaks a second time.

11 The Lord said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.” 
Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and shattered the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake. 12 After the earthquake came a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. 13 When Elijah heard it, he pulled his cloak over his face and went out and stood at the mouth of the cave. 
Elijah knew the stories of Moses and the very visible displays of God’s presence. And, he himself had seen God work in spectacular ways, like multiple times the miraculous provision of food. Also, the fire coming down to burn and consume the sacrifice on Mt. Carmel. Elijah had heard God speak before through the wind, the earthquake, and the fire. It seems he wasn’t expecting God to speak in a gentle whisper. 
What happens next troubles me. It troubles me for two reasons. First, Elijah is given a second opportunity to answer the question and all he does is repeat his previous answer. He shows no evidence that he was changed by his engagement with the Lord on the mountain. This absolutely troubles me. Surely standing in the presence of the Lord should have drawn him out of his despondency and his answer would have reflected that.

Then a voice said to him, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 
14 He replied, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty. The Israelites have rejected Your covenant, broken down Your altars, and put Your prophets to death with the sword. I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too.” 
The second thing that troubles me is the Lord’s new assignment for Elijah, particularly relating to his finding his replacement.

15 The Lord said to him, “Go back the way you came, and go to the Desert of Damascus. When you get there, anoint Hazael king over Aram. 16 Also, anoint Jehu son of Nimshi king over Israel, and anoint Elisha son of Shaphat from Abel Meholah to succeed you as prophet. 17 Jehu will put to death any who escape the sword of Hazael, and Elisha will put to death any who escape the sword of Jehu. 18 Yet I reserve seven thousand in Israel—all whose knees have not bowed down to Baal and all whose mouths have not kissed him.” 
Friends, you might take issue with me, but I sense a rebuke in this assignment. It’s a gracious rebuke. Elijah is not condemned. God has not withdrawn His love for Elijah. But, God does schedule a time when Elijah will be replaced. Elijah’s days as a prophet are numbered.
And Elijah carries through with at least his assignment to find Elisha.
19 So Elijah went from there and found Elisha son of Shaphat. He was plowing with twelve yoke of oxen, and he himself was driving the twelfth pair. Elijah went up to him and threw his cloak around him. 20 Elisha then left his oxen and ran after Elijah. “Let me kiss my father and mother good-by,” he said, “and then I will come with you.” 
“Go back,” Elijah replied. “What have I done to you?” 
21 So Elisha left him and went back. He took his yoke of oxen and slaughtered them. He burned the plowing equipment to cook the meat and gave it to the people, and they ate. Then he set out to follow Elijah and became his attendant. 
So far in our study of Elijah we have seen that (1) Elijah is an example for us in his boldness and courage(ous). O, that we would be so bold! Elijah inspires us by his faith and obedience.
But, we also have to admit that (2) Elijah is also somewhat of an exception in that he survived the onslaught of persecution. Just think of Jezebel’s killing of the prophets. In Elijah’s case, God sovereignly protected him in dramatic fashion for the task of calling Israel to repent. But, the reality is, for people in positions of prophet, the casualty rate is very high when confronting evil.
This fact may be why Elijah spoke to Elisha as he did in verse 20:

“Go back,” Elijah replied. “What have I done to you?” 
Elijah may have been reflecting on the very consuming assignment it had been for him to be a prophet. What troubles now await Elisha?

The third thing we have now seen in (3) Elijah is that he is a warning to us that we all have feet of clay. Here are some warnings:
a. Even faithful followers of the Lord are vulnerable to defeat and discouragement.

Fatigue will make spiritual wimps out of the most faithful. We all need to be alert to this reality. Expect that after a great victory, you will be especially vulnerable to temptation and discouragement. Your internal resources have been drained. You need rest and recovery from great victories. Be alert to this reality, to this down side of victory. (A second warning)
b. Faithful followers of the Lord need to be alert to not live by bad information.

Sometimes that bad information is a false notion of our own importance. Elijah got to thinking he was the only prophet of Almighty God left. That simply was wrong information. Yet, he held to that belief and somehow it undermined his faith in God.

Possibly it was because he took his eyes off God and placed them on himself. As far as he could tell, he was the only prophet left. And, with that as his base for operating, he set himself up for discouragement and defeat.

Be careful when you begin to think you are the only one, or that only you can win the game for the team. Such thinking more likely will set you up for defeat rather than for victory. (A third warning)
c. God understands and cares for our whole life: our physical, emotional, mental and social parts that make up the whole.

As an expression of His care for us, God wants us to care for all aspects of our lives. Are we neglecting our bodies? If so, know that that will have ramifications for our spiritual life. Are we straining our emotional lives? We will pay a price for that. Are we letting cobwebs grow in our minds? It will cost us spiritually. Each part of our life is important. God wants health in all aspects of our life.

Prophets get depressed. Elijah and Moses experienced depression. 

Preachers get depressed. Charles Haddon Spurgeon, the "prince of preachers," the builder of churches, the preacher of preachers and author of over 200 books of sermons, would cause us to stand in awe at his great preaching, yet, he got depressed. 

He was possibly the greatest preacher since the apostle Paul, and he suffered from terrible depression, feared financial disaster, suffered from loneliness, and spent weeks ill in bed. 

Spirit-filled Christians get depressed! Deacons get depressed, pastors get depressed, Sunday School teachers get depressed. Depression affects everyone––men, women, people of all ages, rich and poor, saints and sinners. It affects people who are reliable, capable and conscientious. 

God offers a sensible solution to depression. Get some rest and refreshment. God never expects us to be superhuman. We are not the only ones who can do what needs to be done. We are part of a team. You may be the MVP of the team, but still, you are part of a team and you need to rely on the other members of the team.

Always put God first in your schedule. Be sure to include time to sleep and to play, time to rest and be refreshed, particularly to be refreshed in Christ. Analyze your entire week. Your month. Your year. Is God first? Are you reserving time to be quiet with Him? 

1 Corinthians 10:12 & 13:

12 So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!  13 No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; He will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, He will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it. 

You may ask, why was Elijah the prophet disciplined?
a. Elijah forgot God's presence (1 Kings 19:1-8)

Elijah became consumed with Jezebel's threat rather than God's promises.

b. Elijah forgot God's character (1 Kings 19:9-14)

Focused on himself and his troubles, Elijah needed to hear from God.
c. Elijah forgot God's sovereign rule (1 Kings 19:15-21)

Elijah needed to get his eyes off himself so that he could again see the Lord with the eyes of faith. This was Elijah's secret to success. Trust and obey God. But, he wasn't trusting and he wasn't obeying.

The Lord has a mission to accomplish. He gave Elijah an assignment, a task to do. But, Elijah's progress had come to a stand still. God was still in charge. If Elijah was not going to carry out the plan, God would find someone else. And He did, graciously allowing Elijah to train up his replacement.
Amen.
Discussion

Opening questions:

1. If Elijah were present today and did the same things among us he did back in his day, and if we were the people of Israel, would Elijah have just cause to give the same evaluation of his ministry today as he gave back in his day?

2. Did we have a present day Elijah speak to us last week?

Observations made by Marshall after hearing Majed El Shafie speak at Missions Fest Seattle, October 12, 2007.

1) Challenging a false god – 1 Kings chapter 18, Elijah presents himself to king Ahab and challenges all the prophets of Baal before all the people. His challenge proves to the people that the Lord God is the true God, is alive and can answer them but Baal is a false god, is dead and cannot. I see a parallel to your presenting yourself before the leader and people of the mosque challenging Allah and Mohammad against God and Jesus.

2) Running for his life – 1 Kings chapter 19, Elijah then runs for his life with Jezebel pronouncing his death sentence. Elijah had a price on his head. Likewise you ran for your life after your challenge before the people of the mosque and again after the courts pronounced your death sentence. You also had a price on your head.

3) Praying for God to take his life – In 19:4 Elijah prayed that God would take his life. But rather than take his life God provided miraculous intervention to refresh and rejuvenate him for the difficult path that was yet ahead of him. You also prayed that God would take your life. But rather than take your life God provided miraculous intervention to refresh and rejuvenate you for the difficult path that was yet ahead of you.

4) Fleeing to the Negev desert – In chapter 19 Elijah fled to Mount Sinai in the Negev desert. You also fled to the Negev desert.

5) Being zealous for God leads to death threats – In 19:10 and again in 19:14 Elijah tells God "I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty. The Israelites have rejected your covenant, broken down your altars, and put your prophets to death with the sword. I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too." This tells the reason that Elijah did all that he did. He was zealous for the Lord, he acted to lift up the Lord's name before a people who were desecrating it, and as a result he was on the run with a death warrant out for his execution. I'd say that fits pretty well with your story too. You were zealous for the Lord, you acted to lift up the Lord's name before a people who were desecrating it, and as a result you were, and to some extent still are, on the run with a death warrant out for your execution. In both your and Elijah's cases, God provided miraculous intervention after you extended yourself way out there on God's behalf. God is faithful.

Thanks again for telling us your story. It has inspired me to be more zealous for my God and to lovingly speak out when I hear people around me dishonor my God and my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.













