Elijah Before the Lord

I Kings 19: 1-18

March 18, 2007

Rev. Curtis J. Young


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)

In recent weeks, we have met Elijah the prophet, who raised the dead, called down fire from heaven, confronted a tyrant king, and triumphed over the prophets of Baal.

This morning we meet him again as the man of God confronted by the most horrifying nightmare that kind of person can have.  

To wake up in a world where Jezebel wins, where evil triumphs, the corruption of human nature harnessed to worldly power rules the day.  
Elijah went to sleep the night before he received Jezebel’s message thinking his accomplishments had set the stage for the end, the goal and passion of his life – the restoration of Israel to the Lord.  What else could Mt. Carmel lead to?
But instead of waking up as Time’s “Person of the Year,” he awakened as the most hated and hunted man in Israel.  For all his sacrifice and service for the Lord, very little had changed.  Or, in more nightmarish language, very little could be changed.

Most commentators misread this passage.  They read it to say Elijah fled because he was afraid to die. But this cannot be right.  Shortly, Elijah would plead for the Lord to take his life, just as Moses did at a point of exhaustion and disappointment.  
Elijah wasn’t afraid to die.  He was afraid to live.  The thought of living in a world where Jezebel wins, in which the mighty works of God made no impression, in which evil is challenged unsuccessfully – that terrified him.  That made a nightmare of life.
After Jezebel delivered her promised to murder Elijah, the NIV translates verse 3, “Elijah was afraid and ran for his life.”  The Hebrew literally reads, “Elijah saw and went for his soul.”  
What he saw was bleakness, defeat and hopelessness.  If he was fleeing to save his life, he was fleeing to save his life from this.

There are many ways to threaten and do violence in this world.  Jezebel’s threat to Elijah ran far deeper than, “I’m going to kill you.”  It was, “I’m greater than you or your god.  Your blood will be the proof.”
This reminds me of our New Testament Elijah and Jezebel, and how the wife of Herod demanded the head of John the Baptist on a platter.  From prison he sent to Jesus the question, “Are you the coming one or do we look for another?”  In other words, “Have I gotten it all wrong?  I’m sitting here in a prison waiting to die, and it just doesn’t feel right.  I thought the consummation of the age breaking in, that you as Messiah would establish the Kingdom of God on earth!” 

Commentators who interpret our hero’s actions as unworthy, as a collapse of faith or failure of nerve miss the point.  Elijah was doing exactly what a godly man is supposed to do in his circumstances.  There were no more plays in his playbook.  He had given it his all.  So he fled literally to God.
Do the Scriptures not teach that when we are in danger we are to flee to Him; that rather than chasten us he welcomes us to his refuge?  In going for his soul, Elijah was not repudiating the faith he had been taught by Moses and David, he was acting on it.
David had prayed, “My God is my rock, in whom I take refuge, my shield and the horn of my salvation. He is my stronghold, my refuge and my savior— from violent men you save me. (II Samuel 22:3)  Elijah could well have prayed these very words.
There was nothing helter skelter about his retreat.  If you look at a map he traveled from Jezreel in Israel to the north, to Beersheba at the southernmost edge of Judah, bordering the Negev desert, left his servant there, and plunged onward. 
The text gives us no reason to doubt that from the beginning his goal was to reach Mt. Horeb, Sinai, to go back to the beginning of God’s revelation to Israel and the first place he had appeared.  When the angel fed him, he said to Elijah, “the journey is too much for you.”  Journey implies a destination, a goal.
He collapsed exhausted in the meager shade of a broom tree.  In his prayer, we hear the bleakness that caused the prophet to flee for refuge.  “I have had enough, Lord.  Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors.”  They couldn’t turn things around and neither can I.
Elijah was spent.  He had given the last full measure of devotion and failed.  That’s the way he saw it.  
So, understand Elijah was not a self-pitying, blame shifting soul who needed propping up; but a strong hearted, godly man who was now exhausted, who had run every play his playbook and still the opposing side came on.
So also, place yourself in Elijah’s shoes, so you can see what the Lord did for him.  The Lord’s will was for him to end well, and to sustain him so that he did.  Scripture promises, “He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak.”  That is exactly what Elijah experienced.  
Not the limp along, whine along, mope along surrender of self-pity, but a recommission born of an assurance of God’s prevailing grace to sustain him.
The food and drink of heaven now came to him for the third time in his life – the first from ravens, the second from jar and jug that could not be depleted, and now from an angel.
All to bring him to Mt. Sinai and the place to which Moses had returned after witnessing the debacle of the golden calves only to hear God’s promise, “My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.”  (Ex. 33:14)
So the Lord asked him, not unkindly, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”  In verse 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.”
The Lord then told Elijah to go outside his cave and stand on the mountain because he was about to pass by.  Then there came this revelation of overpowering wind, earthquake, and fire, followed by a gentle whisper.
What are we to make of this?  The Lord was giving Elijah to see something more than he could see before, much more.
The revelation of verses 11-13 included a series of three related phenomenon.  Wave after wave they swept by:  The mighty wind, a terrible earthquake, and roaring fire.  These often have been accompanied God’s self-revelation of holiness, especially when his judgment is in view.

In Isaiah 29:6 we read, “The Lord Almighty will come with thunder and earthquake and great noise, with windstorm and tempest and flames of a devouring fire.

But our text underscores, “but the Lord was not in the wind”, “but the Lord was not in the earthquake”, “but the Lord was not in the fire.”
These things were not the end of the Lord’s revelation to Elijah.  They were not even the beginning of it.  He is so much greater.  They were merely his servants announcing his coming.
The Lord was not relating to Elijah by way of his judgments, though they are real.  Though they are according to his word, they are not his final word.

So there came lastly God’s voice, translated as a “gentle whisper” though the Hebrew does say “voice”.  The best translation may be “calm, quite voice.”  What was so remarkable was that God’s voice, so often associated with terrifying thunder in Scripture, now came to Elijah calm to impart calm, quiet to impart quiet, peaceful to impart peace.    
Earlier, all that Elijah could see caused him to flee in despair.  Now the Lord had given him to see more.  He had given Elijah to see that his sovereign reign was as sure as ever.  Who can withstand the raging wind, the shattering earthquake, or the unquenchable fire that obeys the slightest whisper of God’s will?

Even more, the Lord gave Elijah to see that his judgments serve his gracious purposes, his unwavering counsel of salvation; that his grace is as sure as it is sweet.
Well, all this sounds very good, but what’s it mean practically?  Good question.

Notice in verse 13, after all this, the Lord asks Elijah the very same question he began with:  “What are you doing here, Elijah?”; and  Elijah in 14 gives exactly the answer he had given before.  
In verses 15-18 the Lord then responds.  But his second response is not exactly the same, for it builds on what had just been revealed.  It fleshes out the revelation in concrete terms.
God has shown Elijah his prophetic will.  Now he will learn how it is to be fulfilled in history.

Corresponding to wind, the quake and the fire of God’s judgment, the Lord commands Elijah to anoint three men to carry out his judgments against Ahab:  Hazael, Jehu, Elisha.  
Hazael the Aramite, like a wind blowing in from Syria, ruthlessly tore into Israel.  Jehu, like a quake, destroyed the house of Ahab from within.  Elisha like the fire of God would continue the history-shaping prophetic ministry of Elijah.

But what of that gentle voice that spoke of the certainty of God’s grace?   In verse 18 we read:  “Yet I reserve seven thousand in Israel – all whose knees have not bowed down to Baal and all whose mouths have not kissed him.”
Elijah had fled to the Lord for refuge, for the word that can sustain the weary, and he surely received it.  
Centuries later the apostle Paul would find himself in his own quandary over Israel and why Israel had not en mass turned to Christ.  He would turn for assurance to the very words the Lord had spoken to Elijah, and so would comment, “So too at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace.”  (Rom. 11:5)
I would conclude with three observations about the Christian life, drawn from Elijah.
The results of your best endeavors for Christ will never be as great as you would pray and hope them to be.  No matter how devoted you are to your calling as a son or daughter or brother, or Sunday School teacher or husband, or youth leader or missionary, the fulfillment of your highest, most Christ-centered desires, awaits the consummation, the day when wind, quake and fire remove all that opposes God’s kingdom coming and his will being done.  Until then, nothing is ever finished or perfected.  But then come it will.  And you will see that all you have done for the glory of God brings him glory, and none of it was in vain.
Second, conditions are never as bleak as despair would lead you to believe.  No matter how evil evil becomes, regardless of its deceit, power and crimes, its grand design must fail again and again.  God’s design is greater, and includes wind and quake and fire.  
Finally, it is not God’s will that you end poorly but well, in the comfort of his grace and power.  Doing the right thing; saying what is right; defending what is true; remaining silent when silence is godly; correcting, encouraging, informing, rebuking, testifying, serving – is exhausting.  It will leave you at times feeling that you cannot take step further, and you can’t.  
But the Lord has not abandoned you, nor will he, ever.  Whether your last full measure of devotion falls short of accomplishing what your had desired is beside the point.  Your Savior’s last full measure of devotion has proven more than sufficient to accomplish His desire for you.  His desire is your salvation.  His pleasure is your fellowship, to renew you again and again and forever.  
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