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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

Here’s a pop quiz question:  Who would you say were the two most towering spiritual figures in the Old Testament?  I would say, “Moses”, which may well be one of your answers, and “Elijah”, which may not be.

My goal this morning is to raise Elijah in our estimation, to put him squarely in Moses’ league, and then challenge us to imitate his faith.
Moses and Elijah.  They lived in different times, under very different circumstances.  God called Moses from the wilderness to lead the Children of Israel out of slavery in Egypt to the Promised Land.  Elijah also was called from the wilderness and also confronted a godless tyrant.  
As for immediate impact, Elijah’s was far less than Moses’.  The effect of his ministry was nothing like leading millions out of slavery.  The Lord used Elijah as a witness to an apostate kingdom, and as leader of an emerging remnant that would become the nucleus for what latter prophets would call the true Israel, waiting the fulfillment of God’s promised to raise up the Messiah through David.  The leaders of that remnant were neither kings nor priests but prophets of God.
So why not instead place some other figure alongside Moses, who accomplishments were far more obviously pivotal – A Noah or Abraham or David?  Here is my answer.

The enormity of personal sacrifice that God demanded from Moses and Elijah, the hard callings he gave them, were unparalleled.  The miracles God performed through each of them were unparalleled beginning with heavenly bread.  Their faithfulness was unparalleled.  Their lives were hard and then harder.  The Lord gave them no earthly comfort or wealth or peace as a reward.  Their moral resolve was greater than any of these others.  They were free from scandal.    

Among the latter prophets, the mention of their names is synonymous with spiritual greatness.  
In the New Testament, on the Mount of Transfiguration, it was Moses and Elijah who appeared with Jesus to discuss his coming crucifixion and suffering in Jerusalem. (Luke 9:30-31)  Their counsel and none others, was deemed helpful to him.

Our Old Testament ends, “Behold I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes.  He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers...”
Of Elijah in particular I would remind you that he raised the dead, while he himself did not taste death but was caught up to heaven in a chariot of fire.
In the amazing events of his life and ministry and according to the prophets, Elijah was the forerunner of Christ.  It was Malachi who so dramatically revealed this, yet did so by taking Isaiah’s prophecy and linking it to Elijah’s name.

Understandably the people of Jesus’ day were confused over John the Baptist.  If Jesus was the Christ, shouldn’t John his forerunner be Elijah?  In fact Jesus identified John as coming the spirit and power of Elijah.  He said of John, (Matthew 11:11) “Among those born of women, there has not risen anyone greater than John the Baptist.”  Surely much of that luster extends to Elijah himself.
Elijah, the forerunner of Christ, whose ministry would have successors beginning with  Elisha, extending through Malachi, and culminating in John the Baptist.
What are we to do with a man like this?  How are we to relate to him?  Or should we see him as so extraordinary that we set him apart from ourselves?  I would offer two observations.

First, unexpectedly perhaps, but at the end of the New Testament, James invokes Elijah’s example of faith in prayer by declaring, “Elijah was a man just like us.”  (James 5:17)  
Surely he is included in Hebrews 11 as one of those who faith is commended to us.  Though not named there, he was in view as the author apologized for lack of time (and space) to tell about “the prophets”.  In then goes on in summary fashion to mention among others those through whom, “Women received back their dead, raised to life again.”  Surely this points to Elijah.  (Hebrews 11:35)
Second, our days are like the days of Elijah.  Like Elijah’s, our nation is not a nation in which the Gospel is unknown, but in which the Gospel is often distorted to personal advantage or else, rejected and hated.  The official law is that all gods are accepted, a high place on every hill.  
But the knowledge of the One who was acknowledged from before our nation was a nation, the Savior who has been so widely loved and trusted, whose lavish providences have made us more free and prosperous than any nation in human history, is suppressed on every hand.  
We must be fair.  Molech is just as valid and Jesus.  Chemosh and the Baals must be tolerated.  If you do not tolerate, that can only mean you hate.  Since you hate, you are immediately discredited and endanger yourself – your job, your reputation.  
In Israel there is no question that the emphasis on tolerance – all gods welcome here -- was a ruse to eliminate the influence of the Lord over the people, to dethrone and undermine what had been the heritage of God’s promises and faithfulness, to advance deliberate rebellion against him.  
I fear the same dynamic is at work today in the United States.  
“Tolerance for everything, criticism of nothing” could be seen as merely misguided if not for the vicious denunciation and repression – on our secular campuses, in numerous businesses, and halls of government -- of all dissent that is contrary.  
Against that doctrine, the truth, by definition, will be contrary.  The truth, by its very nature, will not embrace error as if it were acceptable.  So, the truth is no longer welcome.  Christ is no longer welcome.  Biblical faith is attacked as if a social disorder.  
In the South, during the terrible days of slavery, what was the southerner’s worse fear?  Insurrection, a slave uprising.  The Southerner’s fear was constantly stoked by his own determination to enslave.  There is no greater insecurity than the insecurity of the oppressor, no greater fear than the fear of one who is doing to others what he would never have done to himself.  
I think this explains the growing shrillness of rhetoric used to stereotype and vilify believers and underhanded determination to destroy practices and policies if they appear to give credence to Christianity.  I think of the shameless pretense by which Montgomery County Public Schools recently ejected the one genuine abstinence education program from its classrooms.  Not a program the school system ever paid for, but shouldered entirely by the Rockville Pregnancy Center and its supporters.
When do such things happen?  The answer is simple enough.  In days of prosperity and plenty, when the fear of God is in short supply, as was true in the days of Ahab and ours.  
Yet the question merits a response on a deeper level.  When the rejection of biblical revelation is seen as necessary to the future unity and security of a people, those who stand in opposition will be seen as troublers and treated accordingly.  When godlessness and prosperity are linked together as cause an affect, the atmosphere of antagonism becomes barely breathable.  
In Matthew 17:11 , Jesus made said this to his disciples even as he declared that in John, Elijah had come:  “11Jesus replied, ‘To be sure, Elijah comes and will restore all things.’”  The fulfillment of Malachi’s prophecy only began with John the Baptist.
There remains in the church need for the spirit and faith of Elijah.  “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me...in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.  (Matthew 5:10-12 edited)
Here were hallmarks of Elijah’s faith, the faith to which we are called, now centered in Christ.
Elijah, a man just like us, was very confident in God, that he is never frustrated or limited by the evil men do, that his Kingdom constantly advances and never retreats.
If Elijah had believed political power determines the course of human events, he would never have spoken.  This is the case not only because he would have considered it futile, but because he also would have believed that his own welfare was at the disposal of a terrible king and evil queen.  
Think about when you are pressured to remain silent, to accept something that is wrong or to participate in it rather than resisting and opposing.  What holds you back?  Most often for it is fear.

The Lord exhorts us to resist and oppose with this confidence:   "The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can man do to me?"  (Psalm 118:6-7)
Second, Elijah, a man just like us, was confident in God’s Word.  You may wonder why Elijah prayed for a drought.  Because in Deuteronomy God had declared, “Be careful, or you will be enticed to turn away and worship other gods and bow down to them. 17 Then the Lord’s anger will burn against you, and he will shut the heavens so that it will not rain and the ground will yield no produce, and you will soon perish from the good land the Lord is giving you.”  (Deuteronomy 11:16-17, c.f. 28:23-24) 
We don’t know that Elijah quoted chapter and verse, and God may never lead us to speak as if our voice is God’s voice.  But we have the responsibility to pray God’s Word to God, and then from His Word to men.  It shapes people’s lives, it affects what follows.   Those are words of power.
Third, Elijah, a man just like us, was confident that God would use him, that his determination stand for what God said, and say what is from his word, rendered him effective as an instrument  in the Lord’s hand.  
In Isaiah 59:19, we read, “When the enemy shall come in like a flood, the Spirit of the Lord shall lift up a standard against him.”  Elijah is one of many examples of how the Lord delights to use the obscure, the powerless and least likely, to stand against the flood.
There is movie out just now called “Amazing Grace.”  It is the story of William Wilberforce and his tenacious effort to end slavery in the British Empire.  Wilberforce did not wear camel’s hair.  He never ate locusts that I know of.  What he shared in common with Elijah was heart for God.  That made him the man he was.  The man he was made the difference.
In I Kings 19:10, he will say to God, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty.”  This is what was different about Elijah.  This is what set him apart in God’s sight.  This is what matters.   So the Lord reassured him, strengthened him, and used him still more.
Elijah, a man just like us, was confident in God, confident in his Word, confident God would use him.  Elijah had the confidence necessary to pray, to speak, to act for God.  He may have been an aroma of death to those opposed to God, but to those who had ears to hear, his life proved to be a life giving spring.  So, we are called in Christ. 
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