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The true soldier fights not because he hates what is in
front of him, but because he loves what is behind him.
 
G.K Chesterton






Dedication For the Glory of God
 
Words are pictures and writers are artists painting images in our senses describing something the writer has experienced.  He carefully draws pictures crafted to bare his heart, accurately portraying something that has been impressed on his own senses, spiritual or physical.  The problem I have encountered in writing this book is not that I have not seen many pictures of the glory of God, for I have. 
I saw His glory when our two daughters, Renate and Erin, were born and later, the births of their nine children.  My eyes well up with tears at just the thought.  I saw the glory of God when I first looked into my wife JoAnn’s eyes some 48 years ago when Brother Ritchie married us in the College Church of Christ in Searcy, Arkansas.  I saw that glory again as we renewed our wedding vows before our good friend Mike McDermitt, all of our children and grandchildren as well as the church that God has allowed us to pastor all these years. 
              I have wept over the glory of a redeemed soul, coming out of the baptistery, dripping wet, joyful and excited, having been delivered from the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of light. Many times, God has blessed me with the privilege of seeing a drug addict set free, or an alcoholic given a new life, or even the sanctifying effects of the glorious disciplines that God has brought into our lives.  How glorious it is to stand and lead our church in worship to the God of this universe, and  to  stand in  the  pulpit,  proclaiming  the glory of God is an  experience  that I  will never take for granted.  These eyes have seen the glory of the Lord.
 I have stood on mountain peaks, marveled over the glory of His creation and fished in streams and rivers all over this country where I drank in the beauty of a babbling brook or a rolling river.  I have enjoyed the beauty of the Lord in every sunset and sunrise, stood over the Grand Canyon with my mother who was 80 years old and exclaimed His glory as she asked, “Son, who made this, man or God?”  When I said God, she remarked about its glory.  As the song goes, “Mine eyes have seen the glory of the Lord.”  
No, my problem is not that I am short of pictures.  I have seen plenty and they are indelibly pressed into my thinking. My problem is my own inability to find the words to paint my picture.  It does seem like a man who has his Master’s degree in communicating the sciences to students, who put a fair amount of time into doing exactly that, who was the administrator for a Christian school and who has preached now for close to 40 years, would have a better command of the King’s English.
 However, my heart does soar when I think about these things.  I grasp for the words, fumbling for words always just beyond my reach, to describe the Majesty of my Lord. Words describing His great love, His infinite compassion, His merciful kindnesses renewed day by day, or the gentleness as well as severity of His disciplines, are difficult to come by.  I can only borrow from scripture where it says, “The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases; his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness” (La. 3:22-23 ESV.)  What words can adequately describe his grace or his compassion or even draw the simplest picture of his love?  It is beyond me.
This book has been my assignment now for several months, born out of a passion for God and a desire to see that passion imparted into the lives of my children and their husbands, then into the hearts of their children and their children’s children.  That has been my goal and to whatever extent that is accomplished, to God be the glory.  Once I was only a few words into the narrative, I had to lay my pen down, because I came face to face with an inevitable conclusion, I could not adequately communicate the God I have served all these years to my children and grandchildren and their children and grandchildren.  Once I picked it up again, I decided just to tell my story, and try to be as candid as possible, for I have seen “the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Co. 4:6.)  My only hope is that my failure to find the words when I needed them will not greatly detract from the impact of this message.
Love and awesome are two words that come to my mind in describing our great God. God bless you and yours as you as you search for Him. You will find Him to be sufficient.  Then, maybe someday, you will write your book for your children and children’s children.  Then you will understand my frustration and, at the same time, my extreme delight in sharing these experiences with you. 
My brother, Dewayne, died an early death due to huge tumors on the base of his brain.  He was a prolific writer and a profound thinker, having written hundreds of letters to editors, authors and political figures all over the country.  When he died, letters from all over poured in, honoring the man that had such a simple way of communicating his heart.  Every letter or piece of prose Dewayne wrote he signed using his familiar handle, “Peace n Smiles.”  To his memory, I dedicate this book. 
 
Peace n Smiles
Jerry Selvidge
 
              









 
Our most treasured family heirlooms are our sweet family memories
 
Author Unknown




Foreword
Call to Multigenerational Faithfulness
 
We all have a legacy, good or bad, that is passed down from generation to generation. The Psalmist said, “With my mouth I will make your faithfulness known to all generations. “ The only way we can carry out such a monumental calling is by passing on the exploits of our mighty God to our children and our children’s children so that generations to come might proclaim his faithfulness (Ps. 89:1-2.)  This becomes our legacy, and this is the reason I wrote this book.  JoAnn and I come from a family with a rich heritage of preachers and church leaders dating back generations ago, who walked with the Lord and left big enough footprints that we could see and follow them.  It was not as simple for them as it has been for us, and it will be easier in some respects for our children.  As Isaac Newton said, we are “able to see farther because we stand on the shoulders of giants.”
My parents were hard working farmers from Arkansas, entrepreneurs who owned their own farm where they grew strawberries and sold plants to neighboring farmers.  We watched how they labored to eke out a meager living for their family of seven. My brothers observed both of them working long rows of strawberries, backs bent, without looking up; sweat dripping from their faces, until they reached the end of the row.  I once asked my father how they survived the Great Depression.  He said he did not even know there was a depression; life just went on.  One year, Dad mortgaged his mules and farm to put in a crop, and lost everything.  That was about the time I was born and Dad left to fight in WWII.  He moved his family to Michigan to be around other family members before he found out he had failed the physical.  The Midwest was familiar country to my folks since for some time they followed the crops as migrant farmers to harvest fruit. 
 Migrant workers had it hard, following the crops, never really having a place to call home.  Dewayne, my brother, used to tell me about what it was like to live in a migrant camp.  One of the memories he passed on was the good times he had sitting on the porch of the cabin while Grandpa played Red River on his harmonica.  When I was born, Dewayne and Floyd asked permission to give me my surname, Jerry. I have taken it to be short for the preacher, Jeremiah. 
 Most migrant families lived in whatever a farmer had to offer. My parents reminded us of where we came from, living in some difficult places, including a horse stable, to which Mother defiantly objected; she required the owner to clean the stable and fix it before she would move her family into it.  Our house in Riverside, Michigan was a three-room house converted from a two-room house by evicting chickens from a chicken coop up on the hill above our house and attaching it to our home.  Our toilet was a two seater out back at the end of a winding trail.  Dad worked the small farm and labored in a steel mill in Benton Harbor, Michigan.  Dad often came home with injuries sustained from handling huge caldrons of molten steel. Mother always worried about him when he came home late. When they died, they left little in terms of money, but they left a great legacy for their children, the greatest inheritance we could ever want. 
Mom and Dad faced their share of struggles rearing five boys. One of their boys came down with rheumatic fever, and one jumped out of a hay loft onto a pitchfork, driving the tines through his left foot, leaving him crippled for the rest of life.  Dad pulled the pitchfork out of his foot and doused it with kerosene, in the absence of any antiseptic.  He later asked the doctor if the kerosene helped.  The doctor answered, “Well, it didn’t hurt anything.”  Dewayne died at an early age with several tumors on his brain left behind from an operation to remove two others.  They said he would live about ten years, which was accurate.  Mom and Dad took care of him the last years of his life, sacrificing almost all they had to give him the best care possible. 
 Though poor, they were rich.  James said in James 2:5, “Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised to those who love him?”  They were poor dirt farmers, but they loved the Lord and drove a love for God’s Word deep into my own heart that has never faltered, except for a brief period of time when I left for college.  Growing doubts over churches splitting and Christians arguing left me cynical and hardhearted.  However, even then, their faithfulness in prayer pulled me out of cynicism and doubt into a renewed determination to bring unity to the Body of Christ, which I have labored to do.
Dad was a man of integrity.  When he was near death, I watched him every morning as he opened his Bible and had his morning devotional, a habit he had perfected over a lifetime of walking with God.  I would go into our living room, while they lived with us, and watch him, poring over his Bible.  It did not seem to matter to him that his Bible was often upside down for he had long since stopped understanding what he was reading, carrying on a ritual that stayed with him until God took him home.  I loved to ask Dad for advice and found great wisdom in his counsel.  Toward the end of his life, I would ask for counsel in spite of the fact that I knew his mind just was not there any longer.  I would always pray for him to be lucid enough to give me advice, and would be amazed at how God would give him clear thinking long enough for him to give me clear advice before retreating back into his make believe world.
 While visiting family in Memphis, Tennessee, we were having dinner in a restaurant.  I had left the table to find the restroom when I heard someone calling my name.  Looking around I saw Bob Reinkin, the president of the bank where my Dad did all his business.  He was also my boss, as he was the president of the school board where my wife and I taught and I coached football and basketball.  In addition, he presently held my mortgage since we had bought the farm on which I grew up in Covert, Michigan.  His bank had served Dad for years.  Mr. Reinkin called me over to his table where he was having dinner with family and friends, and introduced me as the son of the most honest man he had ever known.  “Cecil could walk into my office and say, ‘Bob, I need a hundred dollars,’ and I would give it to him without even signing a note.  His word was his bond.”  
Was this just a chance meeting? I don’t think so. To begin with, I would rather give glory to God rather than chance.  Besides, what are the odds of Mr. Reinkin eating in the same restaurant as my family 700 miles from either one of our homes?  No, it served as a reminder to me of the value of our influence in multi-generational faithfulness.  God brought us together so I could see the value of integrity and the legacy handed down to me from my Dad.
Our culture places little value on character.  We have long ago stopped trusting each other.  Cynicism marks our age.  We need a few men and women like the parents with whom we were blessed.  David had his mighty fighting men, including the mighty men of Issachar. The Bible says they were mighty “men who understood the times” (1 Ch. 12:32.)  This book is about mighty “men who understand the times.” It is about legacy and integrity.  It is also about passion, passion for God and passion for His reputation. The central figure is a passionate man like you and me, who saw the signs of the times and was moved to action. (Jas. 5:17) He fought for righteousness when sin had darkened the land of Israel and hope was fast disappearing.  He came crashing onto the scene after he had prayed a passionate and effectual prayer that shut up the heavens. He parlayed that powerful prayer into a contest on Mt. Carmel between the preachers of Baal and the God of Abraham, where he killed all 450 prophets of Baal.  His passionate prayer brought the rain again.
 Not only are we recipients of God’s grace of legacy, but we are the package being prepared for the next generation.  Where are the men of Issachar?  Where are the Daniels who would rather fight lions in the lions’ den than stop praying?  Where are the Elijahs who are willing to endure the solitude of the brook and the austerity of Zarephath? 
 This is a call to my children, grandchildren, and great grandchildren to be an Elijah for your age, to become everything that God has called you to be, standing in the gap for your families.  This is a call to become people who understand the times.
 
Jerry Selvidge
December, 2012
 






Introduction
 
Days of Elijah has been in preparation for a number of years, from the time when we began to experience the disciplines of God in South Haven, Michigan until just a few years ago.  Memories of those days in Michigan are as clear today as if they happened yesterday.  
God has given us the privilege of experiencing His disciplining hand over these years, but none so powerful and life changing as that time when God took away all means of financial support and allowed our fast growing church to dwindle down to less than a hundred people in just a short time.  The lessons learned will never be forgotten. I first wrote these memories down in 1997, under the title School of Hard Knock. After sending it to my brother Don for review, I lost the desire to see such an open exposition of my life in print and destroyed the manuscript.  The original also chronicled the life of Elijah, but was different in title and objective.  Last year, with renewed desire, I rewrote my story, calling it Days of Elijah, to honor God for His powerful deliverances.
My hope is that you will identify with Elijah as I did and be inspired as you read how God worked through my failures and weaknesses. My prayer is that God will give you a renewed faith in an almighty God who still does “exceedingly abundantly above all we can even ask or imagine” (Eph. 3:20.)  I am humbled that you would even consider reading Days of Elijah, but encouraged that you might find yourself in the pages of this book.  May we magnify our great God!
 
Jerry Selvidge.




1 - A Passionate Man
 
 The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.  Elijah was a man just like us. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain on the land for three and one half years. Again, he prayed, the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops. (Jas 5:16b-18.)[1]
 
These Are the Days of Elijah
 
The Bible characterizes our walk as warfare because we are warriors and we are at war. The Bible is filled with stories of bold, courageous men who continue to stir the hearts of God’s people to battle for the Lord because, residing in the heart of men is the heart of a warrior, dreaming of battles to fight and wars to win.                            I sat through the long movie Braveheart while my wife covered her eyes at the violence and bloodshed.  JoAnn provided me vindication for all the love stories I have watched with her!  God has built into our hearts a fierce desire for justice we play out at a very early age.  We are all warriors who find joy as we fight the battles of life.  I think that is one reason I loved coaching football and basketball.  Every week we prepared young warriors for battle, four quarters of intense warfare against a foe conditioned to fight equally as hard against you.  That may be the reason so many men love athletics, whether we play or watch others play.  When we were little boys, we played cowboys and Indians.  As we grew older, we fought our game battles in the woods hunting or by the river fishing.  My grandchildren have gone through the same training.  At an early age, they became pilgrims fighting the Indians, then cowboys fighting the bad men or star war heroes battling against the forces of the universe. 
              Fishing and hunting have always fascinated men because our ancestors hunted and fished to bring home food to eat and skins for clothes to protect them against the winter. The instinct to protect our families and homes is part of this warrior mentality. God created us to be warriors, and there are still plenty of battles to fight. Few live out their childhood ambitions to be warriors.  That might be why God’s call for me to preach was so exciting and why it still thrills me today.  At seventy years of age, I still have a warrior’s heart and plenty of battles to fight.  
              This book is about one of the greatest warriors of all time, Elijah.  He referred to his commanding officer as the God of hosts because his God is a warrior God. He refused to bow his knee to the god of his age, seeking rather to stand boldly on truth, whether he lived or died because his warrior God is also the God of Truth!              He was a true prophet who spoke on behalf of God.
               Paul said, “Besides this you know the time, that the hour has come for you to wake from sleep” (Ro. 13:11 ESV.)  He was speaking of an opportune moment.  Time here is kairos, which means a window of opportunity.  As we move toward the end of this age Paul refers to as the last days, he is calling to the warrior inside of each of us to once again, awaken.  Many warriors, having lost their taste for battle, have instead, yielded to compromise, put away their swords and fallen prey to indifference and lethargy.  Others have become Don Quixotes, flashing their swords at imaginary enemies with little or no engagement in the real battle.  There was a time when a good warrior was at a premium, looked upon with respect and admiration from others.  His counsel was sought at the city gates because he bravely built his life around Biblical truth.  Today, men are different.  Our founding fathers built this great nation on solid Biblical principles, but men today have lost their regard for the Bible and that nation built on those principles is drifting away from God.  When a warrior does put on his armor and engage the enemy, he will find himself with a huge target on his back.  Isaiah said in Isa. 59:14-15, when men stand on truth, they become their (enemy’s) prey.  Satan does not give up easily and warriors must continue to fight.                            We are indeed in the last age.  In 2 Ti. 3:1-5, Paul described the conditions of this last age.  He started out by labeling these days as difficult.  They are difficult because they will be filled with people who are “lovers of self, lovers of money, proud, arrogant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, heartless, unappeasable, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not loving good, treacherous, reckless, swollen with conceit, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, having the appearance of Godliness, but denying its power.”  Paul paints a picture that accurately describes the days in which we live.  These are difficult days, but the impact of Paul’s call in Ro. 13:11, is to awaken warriors from their slumber.  It is time to get out of bed, pick up our swords and go to fight.  Paul is encouraging the warrior within each of us to rise to battle in these last days.  These are the days to fight the fight of faith.  It is not the time to sleep.  These are the days of Elijah and men of conviction need to awaken!
 God uses warriors in every generation, strong men who are willing to take up the Sword of the Spirit and fight valiantly on behalf of truth.  Our generation is no exception.  God is raising up men of great faith who boldly and courageously, with little thought for their own comfort or even for their own lives, step forward and answer the Lord’s  call to arms. God chose warriors like Daniel, who would not give up prayer just because the King required it.  King Darius condemned Daniel to die in the lions’ den, where he faced an agonizing death had God not intervened and shut the mouths of the lions. 
Casting the preacher Jeremiah into a miry pit up to his neck did not silence the warrior.  Even killing him by placing him in a hollow log and sawing him in two has not silenced him. He still speaks to our hearts today. Then there was the warrior Jonathan and his armour bearer, who, when outnumbered by the enemy, said God will save, “whether by few or by many” (1 Sa. 14:6.)  Consider the early Christian warriors, such as Peter and John in Ac. 4, who refused to stop preaching even when threatened with beatings and imprisonment or even death.  These men are true heroes, not men who play football or other sports. True warriors are the men fighting for the glory of God, putting their lives on the line every day, standing for truth even if they are called to stand alone. They are brave men who understand the times. God calls these brave, courageous men, “bold.”
 
Bold As a Lion
The wise man Solomon echoes the heart of God when he said that the “righteous are bold as a lion” (Pr. 28:1.)  Solomon says the righteous man is as bold and courageous as the King of the jungle.  He is able to stand in the face of hard times and declare the truth of God, without fear.  He has a resolve in his heart to stand on his convictions.  Convictions are basic scriptural truths, which a righteous man purposes to follow, no matter what the cost, whereas preferences are easily discarded when keeping them goes against the tide of public opinion.  Truth dictates their every move, and as warriors, these men hold their position with great boldness.  Warriors at heart, they fight the “good fight of faith by holding on to faith and a good conscience” (1 Ti. 1:18-19.) Standing firm in the day of battle requires both faith and a good conscience. Warriors with a vision for God’s glory but an unclear conscience cannot be trusted when the war is raging.  
              Solomon’s description of the wicked man is just as startling.  He says, “The wicked man flees though no one pursues him” (Pr. 28:1.)  He is a man who is running from an imagined foe, thinking he is fleeing to his death.  This man’s heart has melted down into his boots.  He finds no inner strength to fortify and to help him stand against the enemy.  He runs at the first sign of trouble.  Bold men are hard to find.  Cowards are everywhere.  The world is full of them, and one can recognize them easily by how they complain about the world about them, but never do anything about what they see.  They are more comfortable kicking back and watching life rather than taking any meaningful stands.  In fact, if there is any word that defines our generation, it has to be the word comfortable.  People look to be comfortable, and search for ways in spite of the rage in their hearts over sin and its disastrous results.  However, Isaiah said that when “the enemy comes in like a flood, the Spirit of the Lord will lift up a standard against him” (Isa. 59:19 NKJV.)  Though evil is flooding our nation, we can count on God to produce a generation of righteous people to stem its flow.  
              The above truth is timeless; it was true for Israel, and it is true for us today. Israel’s history is filled with stories of evil and wicked kings.  Elijah was a prophet under the leadership of arguably the worst king that ever sat on the throne in Israel.  He reigned on the throne in Israel for 22 years, having “done more evil in the eyes of the Lord than any of those before him” (1 Ki. 16:31.) He not only considered it trivial to commit the sins of Jeroboam, but he also married Jezebel, daughter of Ethbaal, king of the Sidonians.  In addition, King Ahab adopted the worship of the pagans by serving Baal and worshipping him.  He even set up an altar to Baal in Samaria, building an Asherah pole for Baal worship.  God punctuated the reputation of Ahab by saying, he did more to provoke the Lord to “anger than did all the kings of Israel before him” (1 Ki. 16:33.)              
               He even sent Hiel to rebuild Jericho, the city destroyed by God and cursed by Joshua himself if rebuilt.  Hiel lost two sons in the construction of Jericho.  Though the Bible does not say how they died, more than likely they died as human sacrifices.  Child sacrifice was a prominent part of worship among polytheistic Canaanite religions of Elijah’s day.  God could have killed them for the act of rebuilding Jericho.    Some say that Ahab and his wife were the “Bonnie and Clyde” of their day.              
              Elijah could not tolerate indifference toward the Lord.  His strong convictions set him at odds with those who worshiped the popular gods of Baal, hating false prophets who led the people in worship to their false god, Baal.  King Ahab’s stubborn refusal to turn the people back to Yah-weh, the God of Israel especially incensed Elijah.  His strong convictions rubbed King Ahab and other liberals of his day in a way that irritated them and set Elijah up against them, especially with those who were compromising their faith.  Elijah was not a popular figure in Israel.  King Ahab referred to him as “the troubler of Israel” (1 Ki. 18:17 KJV.)  
              The rough, weathered mountain man seemed to be looking for a fight.  He opposed Jezebel from the start because she endorsed Baal worship.  She was King Ahab’s Phoenician wife, who supported hundreds of Baal and Asherah prophets.  God was lifting up a standard of righteousness and Elijah was the point man. His hatred of evil placed him on a collision course with the prophets of Baal, leading to the great battle on Mt. Carmel, where God slaughtered hundreds of false prophets and judged the entire family of Ahab over the sin of idol worship.  Elijah was consumed with a passion for God and truth.  The warrior in Elijah would not allow him to be content with sitting back and watching. He had to take action.
 
A Man of Passion
James said Elijah was a passionate man.  (Jas. 5:17KJV) 
Passion and intense conviction go hand in hand.  In fact, when our passions are driven by conviction, it becomes a powerful tool to correct the course of any culture, whether it is our culture or the culture of the days of Elijah.  Passion turns a fearful spirit into a spirit of boldness.  Passion stirs a man’s heart for God and drives him onward to great exploits for God.  Passion burns in a man’s heart and brings out the warrior inside.  This kind of passion exists rarely in any generation because conviction drives too few of us.  It was rare in the day of Elijah.  As the old expression goes, it was about as rare as “skin on a chicken’s tooth.”  Elijah was different. 
His passion drove him to his knees, igniting the heart of God to hear and answer his powerful and effectual prayers. Elijah was a passionate man, passionately crying out to a passionate God on behalf of his nation. We could use that same spirit in our country today. God does not take pleasure in religion that has little or no passion.  Warriors are useless in the day of battle without passion.  In Revelation 3, Jesus describes indifference and lukewarm hearts as so nauseating, he wants to regurgitate them.  
What else would get into the head of a man and compel him to walk up to the King and declare that it was not going to rain again until “I say so.”  Passion and boldness go hand in hand.  The dictionary says passion is a powerful emotion; it can be driven by intense love or deep anger, accompanied by great enthusiasm. It is an overwhelming urge to set things right, whatever the cost.  Passion will consume a man to the point that he would be willing to die for what he believes in.  It is impossible to bridle courage rising out of deep passion.  History is full of stories of men and women who made personal sacrifices for others.
In addition, James also says we are men “of like passions” (Jas. 5:17 ASV) to Elijah.  That bothers me some.  That is not as difficult as acknowledging that we are righteous men.  Here, we must be clear to distinguish between our righteousness fueled by pride and the righteousness of God granted to us on behalf of Christ (2 Co. 5:21.)  However, after we understand the grace of God, we can firmly acknowledge that we are righteous people and can pray powerful and effectual prayers.  The passion James uses to describe our hearts cuts two ways.  Godly passion drives us on.  It most certainly refers to the evil passions in our souls that tempt us away from our primary passion.  Elijah experienced both sides of that sword.  In the thick of the battle, he wanted to quit, but God stirred his passion once again to finish his life and to finish it strong. 
His story drives me on, not to retire and spend my last years on the beach or in the mountains, but on the battlefield, fighting my last battles to the glory of the “Lord of Hosts!” (1 Ki. 18:15 KJV.)  Elijah is my hero.  He wore his convictions where the world could see them.  Fear was not an option.  At a time when the fabric of integrity was fast falling apart in Israel, when wickedness was rampant in high places, and King Ahab had failed as a leader, this man of God put on his armor and went to war.  The King was a man with no personal conviction with a wickedly ambitious wife who drove him on.  Her name still stands for wickedness today.  How many parents name their daughters after “Jezebel?”  While Jezebel threatened and killed the prophets of God, she supported the false prophets of Baal and empowered them to preach and carry on their wicked agenda.  In the middle of all this wickedness, Elijah stepped forward to serve God.  These were hard times, and these were the days of Elijah.
 
Passion Drives Men On
Passion is rare enough that when we see it, our hearts are moved. In the years spent as a coach, it was easy to tell the difference between players with passion and those who lacked passion. Some players went out for the team because they liked wearing the gold and maroon.  There was a certain status achieved by just being on the team.  Their greatest motivation was to be a member of the team.  Others were passionate for the game or the team.  Passion moves a person to do things he would never do under other circumstances.  In Michigan, teams play football regardless of the weather.  It was common to play in below zero weather while trudging through 100 yards of mud and snow.  A major snowstorm blanketed southwestern Michigan one year in early November and covered us with several feet of fresh snow.  It was impossible to use heavy equipment to remove the three feet of snow without damaging the turf.  Our head football coach, Jerry Barchett, one of the most passionate coaches I have ever known, lobbied to get the day off for the student body.  The city brought in huge plows and snow movers, local hardware stores donated snow shovels for students, filling all of us with passion to get the field ready for the game that night between Watervliet High School, and our local rivals, Coloma High School.  Of course, we won.  He used to tell our players to play with passion.  People who play with all they have do not get hurt as often.  
Passion makes life exciting. Elijah’s passion was even revealed itself in his name.  Elijah means, “Yah-weh is my God”, a name that describes the whole of Elijah’s life.  You can almost hear him say, “Yah-weh is my God!”  Jas. 5:17 says Elijah was a man just like us.  The KJV says he was “subject to like passions as we are.”  Passions cover a wide range of emotions from human tendencies all the way to love for God.  Elijah, by his very name, lived out a great passion for God and God’s reputation. 
James also says that this man of passion was also a man of prayer, a powerful combination.  Like nitro and glycerin, passion and prayer produce dynamite.  In his passion, he prayed fervently that it would not rain, and James says that it did not rain on earth by the space of three and one half years.  True passion leads to fervent prayer.  Fervent prayer touches the heart of God, moving him to action.  David said about God, “In the day of my trouble I will call upon thee for thou wilt answer me” (Ps. 86:7.)  This was a day of trouble and this passionate man fervently called upon his God. 
 In that same passion, Elijah called upon the King and said, “As the Lord, the God of Israel lives, whom I serve; there will be neither dew nor rain in the next few years except at my word” (1 Ki. 17:1 NIV.)  In this simple declaration, Elijah drew a line in the sand, first, declaring to the King that God is not dead.  Many have tried to put God in the grave.  They are all dead and He is still alive.  Second, he declared that it was in God that he was taking a stand and it would be only in God that he would remain standing after the contest was over.  Finally, declaring Yah-weh to be Lord of everything, he prophesied that it would not rain until God’s servant gave the word. Yah-Weh trumped Baal, who was recognized as the god of the rain, and it did not rain again until God opened the heavens.
God is preparing us for great contests against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.  In this way, the life of the prophet becomes our story, duplicated in our lives and the lives of our children for generations to come. 
So begins one of the greatest stories I have ever read.  It is a story of great passion and fervent prayer, revealing the heart of a man who was filled with passion, just like you and me, yet used by God because of his fervent prayer and righteous devotion to God. It starts with the heart of man kindled with passion for God, fueled by hatred for sin, and fanned into flame by a love for God’s reputation.  It starts in prayer and a bold declaration, but does not end there.  It becomes a story of a loving God, testing, molding and forming the character of a man that would change the history of Israel.  God would forever remember him as a man of passion and fervent prayer.  Even in his wildest imaginations, Elijah could never have dreamed where his prayer would take him, nor the paths he would travel.  He could never have imagined the joy and the fear of serving the living God, Yah-weh.  His was a life of adventure as well as hardship, victory and pain, exultation and depression, tears and joy, as God perfected His plan in Elijah’s life.  
  This passionate, bold and righteous man was heard by God. God used his earnest prayer as permission to work in Elijah’s life to build character and chisel out God’s image in his life.  He equipped him to carry out His purposes that would result in glory for God.  God so magnified His power in Elijah that people in a dark age once again would believe.  People who had lost hope because Satan’s agenda is to neutralize believers by watering down their faith and hope in a supernatural God.  God raised Elijah up so that faithful Jews would know that God is the same yesterday, today and forever.  James says, “Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops” (Jas. 5:17, 18.)  This is the biography of a great man of God a man whose life has thrilled the hearts of countless believers and spurred them on the mighty exploits for God. 
Elijah’s story is a story about men in any generation who passionately touch the heart of God in prayer. It is the story of our great God, who responds to the passionate cry of His people.  It is an invitation to all of us to be earnest in our prayers.  Elijah is a story of passionate men praying and a passionate God hearing and answering those prayers.  The story of Elijah is the story about our great God, who is worthy of all our praise and adoration and the road we will travel when we set out to lift up “fervent and effectual prayers.” (Ja. 5) 
We ought to be able to identify with the passion of Elijah and see the his struggles  mirrored in our own lives, as we pray for spiritual progress and as God rewards us with the disciplines necessary to build character into our lives.  This is what Paul taught in Ro. 5:2-4.  He says we rejoice in our sufferings because suffering produces perseverance; and perseverance produces character; and character produces hope.  Then, the Holy Spirit is able to pour out love into our hearts.  
JoAnn and I could identify with Elijah as we moved forward in our journey and God used hardship to discipline us, training us for His purposes and building His character in our lives. 
I want my children and their children for generations to come to see how the story of Elijah parallels all of our lives, that is, for a man or woman who is bold enough to lay claim to the challenge laid down by Jas. 5.  We are men and women of passion just like Elijah, and God wants to use us to declare to a dying world that there is hope, that the God of Elijah still lives, disciplining and training those he has called to be warriors.  He wants to take these soldiers to the brook where they will learn that God will take care of his soldiers.  He will lead us to the place of refining to care for and be cared for by others.  I am not comparing myself with Elijah.  Such a comparison would be presumptuous at best and pride-fully ambitious at the worst.  What God did to prepare Elijah, he has done for many thousands of people.  The purpose of this book is to give glory to God who heard Elijah’s prayers and who was faithful to do the same in our lives.
 When God wants to use a man, He first has to develop his character.  Character does not come by reading a book or attending a conference or even completing seminary training.  As useful as these tools may be, God’s greatest school for training Christians is the school of reality, where God’s disciplines break us into tiny bits of clay, and then through hardships, smooth off the rough edges, molding us into the vessel He is able to use.  He does this through a variety of tools he has chosen to sharpen and mold us: the hammer and chisel of authority, the refining fires of adversity, the pain of sickness and affliction, the humbling of financial failure and the frustration of failing.  The variety of tools are meant to grow our character so that we, too, like the man whose passions are like ours, will find the courage to stand alone against pluralism, relativism and humanism of our day. He strives for perfection so he can forge a way into the heart of God.  It is a formidable task, but in the end, as we shall see, he is not alone.  The prophet’s battle is really God’s battle, and Yah-weh is with him every step of the way.
 
Gird your sword upon your side, O mighty one: clothe yourself with splendor and majesty. In your majesty ride forth victoriously in behalf of truth, humility and righteousness (Ps.  45:3-4.)






2 - Be Careful How You Pray
 
For we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose. For those God foreknew He also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of His Son (Ro.  8:28-29.)
 
No Shortcuts
We know little about Elijah’s early life, except that he came from Tishbe, a mountainous area in Upper Gilead, which would make him a “mountain man.” Nothing in his background was significant enough to impress most people, yet this rugged man caught the eye of God and continues to inspire men today. He was a simple man who dressed the part by wearing a garment of black camel hair girdled with a leather belt around his waist. (2 Ki. 1:7-8) With a name meaning “Yah-weh is my God,” he probably had godly parents. He was like the picture we have of John the Baptist “a voice crying in the wilderness.” (Isaiah 40:3)
               James helps us understand how this unpolished mountain man touched the heart of God. Just as his name declares, Elijah had been set aside by God for His purposes, and he passionately pursued his namesake. God had given him a clear vision for re-establishing the Lord’s supremacy in a land that had turned from God to Baal worship. In that respect, he was a “reformer prophet,” calling the people back to God.  James says he was a righteous man, yet a man of passion just like us who was prone to sin.  In addition, he was a man of prayer whose faith was rooted in the will of God.                              Elijah’s passions had to be tempered, hardened, and his faith given resiliency. His life had to be brought into order. Warriors have to be trained. His heart had to be purified from the entanglements of this world and his mind tooled for battle (2 Ti. 2.)  When God wants to use any man, He starts in the woodshed of his life where he lovingly disciplines and scourges, carefully implanting vision into the warrior’s heart.  His passion will then grow the seed of God’s vision rather than the man’s plan for greatness. Passion in fighting men rises out of vision: a vision first for the glory of his commanding officer and secondly, for the expansion of the Kingdom.  Passion rooted in that vision honors God and brings His favor.  If that passion rises from any other source, God is not glorified. That is order. God is a God of order.
              The passionate soldier grows in righteousness as the battles of life erode away his pride and selfish ambition.  Out of that righteousness rise powerful, effectual prayers that accomplish much to further the vision implanted in his heart. (Jas. 5:17.)  This is true for every warrior whose life is recorded in the Bible; it was true for Elijah, and it is true for you and me today.  There are no shortcuts.
 
Careful How We Pray
South Haven is a great little town right on the shores of beautiful Lake Michigan, directly across the big lake from Chicago.  We grew up in a little town a few miles south, named Covert, a small, integrated community who survived the days of slavery and segregation by covering up their intentional efforts at maintaining equality of the races.  That is one reason the citizens named it Covert back in the days of slavery.  African Americans and white children attended the same school while other communities were fighting integration.               
My folks owned a small farm south of Covert where they raised blueberries, raspberries, grapes, pickles and boys, five of them to be exact.  Dad was a great farmer, which helped him support a large family, but his greatest passion was the church.  He had helped start a number of congregations in southwest Michigan, either in homes or in rented storefronts, or even for a period, in an American Legion Hall upstairs over a store in Watervliet.  When my wife and I established a church here in Phoenix, we started in much the same way.  We met in homes, public parks, and even in a bar, once or twice, where I preached from a revolving dance floor.  We carefully covered beer ads and other objects of the world of drinking, so that we could worship God without distraction.  
One of the churches Dad helped start while living in Covert was the church of Christ in South Haven, Michigan.  He was part of a group of men who started the church in one of their homes, which it quickly outgrew. A few families pooled their resources in order to purchase a piece of land on the outskirts of the small town.  There was an old condemned house on the edge of that property, beyond repair, with too many years of neglect showing through the many holes in its walls.  However, the men worked hard, repairing water lines, shoring up floors, covering windows with plastic and making an old fuel oil furnace functional, which was located in a damp, Michigan basement.  This new home for the church was unbelievably cold in the winter, when the wind drove snow through the many cracks in the wall, and unbearably hot in the summer, when temperatures could be in the 80’s and 90’s with 95% relative humidity.  Yet, it served the needs of this small, but growing body of Christians who were zealous to see the work of the Lord advanced in this corner of southwest Michigan.  The men prayed for God to provide the funds to build a modest church building on the church property, then sold a bond program to finance the construction of the new building, but the man selling the bonds took the money from the sale, leaving the church without money or a building, with a bond payment due every month.  The church was born in adversity.
 The Spirit was at work as He touched the hearts of churches all over Michigan and Indiana to help the struggling little church.  Word got out about the church’s plight with a mortgage payment and no building, prompting many churches to plan their weekends around the South Haven church building project.  Some of them would even drive their trailers or other recreational vehicles to South Haven, planning their entire vacation around construction of the building.  God sent many skilled men, who were able to read blueprints, and many laborers like me, who could barely cut a straight line with a power saw.  The women joined in as well, preparing meals and plenty of coffee and lemonade, to keep the workers going.  It was a great, exciting time.  The workers prayed diligently for the progress of the little church and for great revival in the small town.  God answered the men’s simple prayers with a large number of volunteers who united to honor and glorify God.  What a great answer to prayer that was, as it not only provided a building, but also united Christians from all over the state!  That church building was indeed the house that God built.
My wife JoAnn and I came to South Haven in 1966, shortly after Christians began meeting together in the old farmhouse.  We both taught in Watervliet, three miles from the farm where I grew up.  I coached football and basketball, while teaching physical science and later on, chemistry.  JoAnn taught physical education.  We also were part owners of a restaurant on M-140, just south of Watervliet, called the Pilgrim Drive In.  Our partners in the restaurant were Steve and Judy Shannon, close friends with whom we spent a great deal of time.  We named it the “Pilgrim” because we envisioned hungry pilgrims driving down the highway to stop in for dinner.  In addition to the restaurant, there were three ponds:  a trout pond, a bass pond and a third pond with a mixture of fish.  We kept one of the ponds stocked with rainbow trout, charging people who wanted a sure catch, 15 cents an inch.  Every now and then, anglers who had tried their luck in the local lakes would come by to catch fish before they went home.  I often wondered how they explained catching rainbow trout in a warm lake where there was neither hide nor hair of a trout found anywhere.  Some fishermen probably never put a line in the water, spent their vacation drinking and partying, then drove by the Pilgrim and asked us to catch hundreds of dollars of trout for them.  We gladly did that, icing the fish down and putting them in their fish coolers. 
The restaurant was located on a beautiful piece of property, bordered to the north by Paw Paw River and only a short distance from two lakes, one across the street from us, and the other just down the road.  Steve and Judy had good heads for business and we felt fortunate to be their partners.  We were all Christians and spent time playing and watching our children grow up together.
 Buying the Pilgrim complicated all of our live, leading both families to make huge adjustments in our lives just to be able to keep the restaurant open.  My daily routine included going early in the morning to school, where I met with chemistry students for extra tutoring.  When the school day ended, my second job started, coaching football or basketball.  We had games two nights a week, so there was a lot of travel involved as well as practice during Christmas breaks and sometimes on Saturdays.  After games or practice, I drove two miles to the restaurant, where Steve, our partner, and I, took turns closing the restaurant.  He was also a coach and teacher in South Haven, where the church was located, but did not worship with us for several years.  He and his wife, Judy, lived in a mobile home, close to the restaurant on the same property.
Both of our daughters, Renate and Erin, were born while we lived in the old farmhouse that we had purchased from Mom and Dad, who decided to retire from the farm and move to South Haven to be closer to the church.  We bought the farm, fulfilling a dream of mine to live with my family in the same house where my brothers and I grew up.  Our oldest daughter, Renate was still a baby when we owned the restaurant and while I was coaching and teaching at Watervliet.  Erin, our youngest daughter, was born two years later.  It is hard to imagine the struggle we were in, balancing a marriage, being a father, church member, teacher, coach, farmer, and partner in a restaurant, all at the same time.  It was even more difficult for my wife who also worked in the restaurant, helped on the farm and was raising a baby all by herself.  From time to time, we had some long conversations about that.
 One night after a long day of keeping all the balls in the air, my juggling days ended.  The way a man’s mind works is to get through life one day at a time, worrying about tomorrow when it gets here, correcting the inequities of the previous day tomorrow.  I came home late that night, hoping for three or four hours sleep before starting all over again the next day.  Instead, I found JoAnn crying.  She reminded me that I had not seen our baby daughter, Renate, awake in several days.  Between all my jobs, my most important responsibility was slipping through the cracks.  The blueberry farm required a lot of attention, even during the off-season with cultivation, trimming the plants and spraying for insects.  In addition, to add to my daily struggles, I had bought several head of registered Black Angus cows, giving us the name for our little farm of Black and Blue Acres, black for the cows and blue for the blueberries.  In short, I was up to my eyeballs, as the old saying goes.               
 Speaking of “black and blue”, JoAnn’s mood was pretty black and blue when I got home that night. Her proverbial bucket was full.  She said, “You may want to live this way for the rest of your life, but this is not for me.”  I sat on the edge of the bed that night, listening to her cry, and for the first time, realized I did not particularly enjoy life either.  It had become a nightmare of a routine.  Days ran into nights without any thought to the next day.  Survival was the only thing on our minds.  JoAnn’s tears shocked me back into reality.  “Why are we doing this?”  My dream was about as shallow as it could get.  As we cried, I was ready to cry “uncle”, but at the same time, I could see no hope for getting out.  We were in a mess.  I could not bail out on Steve and leave him holding the bag.  However, I wanted out.  For the first time, I knew we could not continue to live like this.  The preacher where we attended church told me one day, after I turned him down for yet another job, “Jerry, you are worthless to the church.”  All I could do was hang my head.  That night, we cried out to God out of our deep despair.  We wanted to serve God, but we were too “entangled with the affairs of this world” (2 Ti. 2:4 KJV) to be of much use in the Kingdom. 
 Our backs were against the wall.  That is all I remember.  It was a passionate prayer of a passionate man just like Elijah.  We fell asleep out of sheer exhaustion.  In my mind, we had solved nothing.  I would begin to learn that God does not slumber nor does He sleep.  God’s workday does not coincide with ours.  He was at work while we were trying to sleep.  It was somewhere around 4:00 a.m. when we finally drifted off to sleep.
 At 5:30 a.m., we were awakened by the phone.  It was our partner in the restaurant, Steve.  Steve and I hatched up the idea of buying the restaurant while out pheasant hunting one day.  At the time, I thought it was a great idea since we both wanted something that would produce more income than teaching.  Besides, I knew that Steve and Judy knew what they were doing, or so I thought.  They ran a very successful food business every summer at Silver Beach, an amusement park in St. Joseph, Michigan.  However, just the sound of Steve’s voice alerted me that we were heading toward a major shift in our lives.  Steve told me that they had been up most of the night, talking about the restaurant.  I wanted to say, “So have we,” but my immediate thoughts were not that pleasant.  “Look what praying got us into.  Steve is getting ready to bail on me and we are going to have to run the restaurant all by ourselves.”  We would be moving out of the frying pan into the fire.
However, as we were up all night looking for a way out, they had been up all night looking for a way in, to get more involved in the restaurant business.  They had been working out a plan that would allow them to purchase our part in the restaurant.  Whereas, we were wanting out, Steve and Judy wanted to invest even more of their lives in the business.  Steve and Judy were also schoolteachers, but they seemed to have the ability to juggle more balls and keep them in the air than we did.  They were two of the hardest working people I think I have ever known.  They seemed to know how to make money. 
That morning, on the phone, Steve made us an offer.  I shocked him by saying, “yes”.  I really did not care about the details.  I wanted out, and his offer was my ticket out and the amazing answer to our prayer of desperation.  They gave us some money, much more than we deserved, and a boat motor Steve and I, in a time past, had used for fishing.  The boat motor lasted a lot longer than the money, but we were happy to be out of the business.  We learned something very important about God that night.  When we were oblivious to the seriousness of our predicament, God was fully aware and, in fact, had already gone to work preparing the solution to our self-created crisis.  Time does not bind God; He works unceasingly, night and day, to accomplish his purposes.  He wasted no time in providing our way of escape, while at the very same moment, answering the prayers of Steve and Judy. I saw two things that night that I will never forget.  God really does care about our lives, even the tiniest little detail, and He really does, indeed, work all things together for the good (Ro. 8:28.)
 The rest of our entanglements fell almost as quickly as the restaurant.  We sold our cows at above market price, bought a home closer to the church where we worshiped, and began to teach other young couples in our church. God was giving us a love for ministry, finding fulfillment doing what God had called us to do. We began to treasure our little family, making efforts to consolidate our lives around the church in South Haven.  Eventually we sold the farm, but for the time being, God blessed us to be able to rent the house to other families.  In fact, one of the families who lived there started coming to church with us and we eventually led this family to Christ.  Sadly, upon moving out of our house to Benton Harbor, her life came to a tragic end.  She was using gasoline to clean glue off her floors, when a spark ignited the gas causing a huge explosion, which took her life and set the house on fire.  I preached her funeral, and was so grateful that she knew Jesus.  We marveled over God’s timing in turning our lives around so that we could be the instrument God used to bring her to the Gospel.  God could then redeem her before He took her to live with Him. 
During the spring of the year in Michigan, many things take place.  The snow melts, trees turn green, lilacs and iris plants bloom, and school boards hire and fire coaches.  Our school board met, and I was sure they would renew my contract.  I saw myself as a basketball coach, aspiring eventually to coach on the college level somewhere.  The next day after the board meeting, I was shocked when my good friend Jerry Barchett informed me that the board had fired me from my basketball job.  I had been head of the program for three years, having taken over the team mid-season when the head coach resigned.  
Though the news was at first devastating, it was not long before I could see that God was using Coach to rid me of one more entanglement. For some time, I blamed him, but as I thought about it, I knew he was being used by God. Jerry was an excellent coach and teacher who, along with Monte Overweg, taught me a great deal about coaching as well as skills I continue to use in teaching others.  Jerry asked me to stay on as football coach, but my pride would not let me do that.  Besides, I sensed that God was doing something new, and I was excited to see what that would be.  God was again working everything together for the good.  
 
Great Revival of 1975
In the meantime, the church in South Haven continued to move on.  It was a small church and in much need of revival.  At the time, I had no idea that someday I would become the preacher for the church.  This was the same church Dad had helped start years earlier.  In 1975, the church experienced a small revival, coming suddenly and without warning, bringing greater joy than this little church had ever known.  For some reason, God chose this little town for revival.  Only He knows why.  Though we did pray for revival, none of us really had high expectations that it would come.  By this time, our friends, Steve and Judy, were worshipping with us, and Steve and I were doing the preaching, mainly because he volunteered “us” for the job.  
Steve and Judy attended a workshop in Tulsa, Oklahoma on how to reach people using buses, and came home filled with some good old Elijah passion.  Initially, they made a list of people for whom they had started praying, who were members of the church but for one reason or another, stopped coming.  These people had lost their passion and it was it was the Shannon’s prayer to build that passion back into their lives.  Steve and Judy made a decision that night to stay up until they had either seen or talked to every person on their list.  Appealing with them through the Word of God, they persuaded them to give their lives back to God, get back on His easel, and let our loving Father continue His work in their lives.  None of the rest of us knew anything about their passion.  We were all sleeping soundly while God was doing His work through them.  God established the work of their hands. 
What a great shock and thrill it was to attend church that morning and see our small group of thirty-five doubled overnight and the parking lot full of cars.  I think I was preaching that morning because I remember standing on the platform looking at people I had not seen in years.  It was a shock.  We did not know that Steve had been out beating the bushes the night before.
That was just the beginning.  Steve and Judy had come back from that workshop with a strong passion to serve God.  They knew that we could reach people through a bus ministry.  They built that same passion in our hearts and led us to hunger for lost souls.  Steve started looking for old school buses that we could purchase for a few dollars.  We began to buy old, yellow school buses, with a considerable amount of rust, and engines that had to be overhauled.  Steve put together a core of hard working mechanics, painters and body repair people who worked hard to get the buses on the road.  We sanded them down, painted them yellow and blue, and called them “Joy Buses.”  It was the beginning of a great adventure, and it was not long before we were bringing in hundreds of people, on our bright colored blue and yellow Joy Buses.  They were literally Sunday schools on wheels. 
God blessed us in so many different ways.  To begin with, our attendance was growing fast enough to excite all of us.  By the time we marked the anniversary of our first year, God had raised our attendance to over 650 people, with a mixture of children as well as adults riding our buses.  A number of them looked at us as a free baby-sitting service while they had time away from their children, but many others felt moved to go to church with their children.  In addition, a number of people were coming because they heard about the “Joy Bus” church and wanted to see it firsthand.  We began having Saturday evening prayer services to cry out to God for the souls of people coming to church.
The increase in numbers brought its own set of problems peculiar to bus work. Some complained about the noise level with the increase in numbers.  We were accustomed to quiet little services, and now un-churched people surrounded us.  These visitors did not know how to behave in a house of God.  When people complained, which was often, we reminded them that there were quieter places, like cemeteries, but there was no life there, only dead people. I learned that from some smart preacher.  That seemed to quiet them down for a while.  People even fussed about wasting all the money on extra toilet paper, prompting some to form “toilet paper vigilantes” to apprehend the paper criminals who were wasting paper.  I seem to remember children playing in the baptistery. I do not think we counted them as baptisms because they were not completely and totally immersed!  Everything was a challenge, but Steve and Judy faithfully led us into the battle, making that period memorable for JoAnn and me.
 Even baptisms offered their unique challenges for a small church with small facilities.  I baptized one woman who was very large, filling the entire baptismal pool. I feared getting her stuck between the walls of the tank, imagining her coming loose with a sucking noise, overflowing the pool and flooding the auditorium. When I pulled her up, she was too heavy to lift her. She was indeed stuck, her head still under water. God had to move a mountain to save her life. With her head still under water, I braced myself and forced her up, with water splashing all around the tub. 
Shortly afterwards, I baptized the mother of a man whose name was John.  John had a hard time understanding what was going on.  I lowered her under the water about the time someone closed the curtains to the baptistery.  The last thing he saw of his mother, I was pushing her under the water, but he did not see her come back up again.  It looked to him as if I had left his mother under the water!  He very aggressively showed his displeasure by beating on me until I produced his mother, healthy and very much alive! 
 In spite of all the challenges, many people remained faithful to the task, and the church continued to grow.  God was continuing to set me up for the education of a lifetime.
The following year brought even more people, as we maintained vigilance in prayer. God’s answer to our prayers was so exciting that it was like pouring gasoline on the fires of prayer.  However, along with growth came the testing of our faith.  We were learning how to deal with large numbers of people.  On our first anniversary, we fed hundreds of people hotdogs in a single line in the fellowship hall.  With a line snaking in and out of the classrooms, people were noticeably agitated and we determined that our “feeding of the multitude” needed a good deal of refining.  
We were leading hundreds of people to the Lord, and the little church building overflowed with singing and worship to God.  Baptisms were a regular part of our Sunday worship.  We ran buses on Wednesday evenings and Sunday mornings, taking a break on Sunday evenings to focus on the church.  In order to accommodate the large crowds, we knocked out walls and remodeled our sanctuary.  Once we knocked walls out, however, we no longer had room for classrooms, making it necessary to build an annex to our sanctuary.  Because we were not interested in aesthetics, a member of our church built a 5000 square foot pole barn.  It was cold in the winter, and hot in the summer.  We attracted a lot of attention from people all over the state, who came to this little town to see the little church that was literally bursting at the seams.  They came with suggestions how to improve the looks of the big white education building.  Several of the men shared pulpit responsibilities, until the workload became too big for committee preaching. 
As the church continued to grow, we needed a full-time preacher. God was already working on my heart to give up teaching, allowing me to preach the Gospel full-time. Steve was hired as full-time bus director about the same time. The little church had found favor in the eyes of God, and He was establishing the work of our hands.  It was exciting!  The church was busy, and God saved many souls!  Those were the beginnings of the days of Elijah!  
 I like to think, Steve and I were men of vision, like Elijah. We wanted to see the church grow and we were willing to make whatever sacrifice was needed.  Money was no object and, being coaches, we knew we could overcome resistance. Like Elijah, we were men of passion.  We lacked wisdom and knowledge, but we had zeal and a church willing to follow.  We set out on an adventure that year that would serve as one of the highlights of my life.  Hundreds of people came to know Jesus and large numbers of others saw their faith and their enthusiasm for God restored.  Everyone was excited and Steve and I were ecstatic.  Our wives and our children worked with us in the bus ministry, and in a way, I felt like I was still coaching and we were winning the game.  Sometimes, you wish things would never change, but they always do. 
What happened next to Elijah was incredible, ushering in a great movement by God.  Not only did it stop raining but also Elijah’s life changed in a way that strengthened his character and gave glory and honor to God. In much the same way, we caught a glimpse of His glory.  We were to see that the God who works everything out to the good for those who love Him does so with purpose.  He wants to mold us into the image of Christ. (Ro. 8:28) Prayer to get involved with God opens the door for God to work His mysterious plan.  God answers prayer in ways that we might not initially understand or approve.  We wanted God to use us.  God had given us a passion for His glory.  We did not know what we were doing, but we did it with zeal.  We prayed for understanding and God took over. 
The battle belongs to the Lord.  In the final analysis, any battle God begins God will see through to completion.  (Php. 1:6).  The good work he started in us is still going on and will continue until He returns.  In the meantime, we remain sold out to Him and eager to see what He is going to do next.  Warriors fight the war one battle at a time, realizing we do not conquer through our own strength because the battle belongs to the Lord. 
                                                                                             The Lord will fight for you; you need only to be still (Ex. 14:14.)






3 - Neither Dew nor Rain
They asked, and he brought them quail and satisfied them with the bread of heaven. He opened the rock, and water gushed out; like a river it flowed in the desert. (Ps. 105:40-41.)
 
The Power of Effectual Prayer  
In his passion, Elijah prayed a prayer that was “powerful and effective" (Jas. 5:16.) He knew that God had   heard his prayer, and that it would not rain again for a long time.  That is faith, not a leap in the dark, but a calm assurance that God is at work and has answered your prayers.  In Heb. 11:1, the writer tells us “faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.”  Our prayers are often based on emotional desire rather than faith. Elijah knew God was in this and that he was doing the will of the Father.  That is what makes prayer powerful and effective.  
Elijah was then moved to confront King Ahab. He marched up to the King’s palace and boldly declared before the King that there “will be neither dew nor rain in the next few years except at my word” (1 Ki. 17:1.) Elijah’s boldness rose from his faith. You do not say things like that unless you are either a fool or you have a pipeline to heaven that assures you that no rain is going to fall.  I wonder what was going through his mind that day, when he confronted King Ahab with the sins of Israel, announcing that a drought of epic proportion was about to descend on the land, and that it was Ahab’s fault?  His declaration was especially meaningful in that Ahab worshiped the god of thunderstorms and rain.  To say that another god was going to invade his territory was, at the very least, fighting words.  Elijah had drawn a line in the sand. Whatever was running through his mind, it is doubtful that Elijah had seriously considered how this drought would affect him, personally. 
 The man of God declared drought over the same land in which he lived.  The same prayer that stopped the rain for Ahab and Israel was the prayer that brought drought to the prophet Elijah.  When drought strikes a country, nothing is normal; it affects every aspect of life and draws every living creature into the crisis.  When the rain stops falling, the ground turns into sand and crops begin to die off.  When the wind blows, the air fills with dirt and dust.  Here in Arizona, we have huge dust storms, several miles wide and thousands of feet high.  When these storms move in, the scorched land, already dry from desert conditions, shifts from place to place.  After the ground dries up, plants wilt and crops die. When crops die, animals find no food and die, affecting the cattle herds.  When cattle die, those of us on the top of the food chain suffer because there is no food.  People, who make their living off the land, have nothing to live on.
  Drought was one of the punishments promised when people turn away from God, refused to keep His commandments and turned to false gods. Moses told the Hebrew children, after forty years of wandering through the desert, to “be careful, or you will be enticed to turn away and worship other gods and bow down to them” (Dt. 11:16.)  Just as God had warned, after possessing the land of Canaan, the Israelites were drawn away into idol worship.  They took the gods of their enemies and bowed down to worship them.  Moses went on to warn them, “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” (Dt. 11:17.)  God makes no idle threats.  Every promise God has made He has kept, including His promises of discipline for His wayward children.  This discipline was the will of God to a “wicked and adulterous generation” who chased after other gods thus incurring the wrath of the Lord. 
Elijah’s prayer for God’s discipline brought a severe drought on His people in keeping with the promise God had made. You can see how that works, can’t you?  Pray according to His will, and He answers powerfully.  In Jn. 15:7, Jesus tells His disciples, “If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you.”  Elijah knew the Word of God and sensed God’s timing.  He prayed a fervent and effectual prayer that brought a drought to shut up the heavens.  The results of that prayer are recorded in detail in the account of Elijah in 1 Kings, chapters 17-20.
 
Open Door for Character Development
In the same way, our prayers open the door for God to test and mold our character.  Perhaps, Elijah should have been careful how he prayed, since his hardships by the brook and in the village of Zarephath were direct results of his prayers.  I suppose we should all be careful how we pray.  Our testimony confirms this truth. Church growth exposed my lack of preparation. The pressure of a growing church brought opportunities for our own spiritual progress which     was especially true when the church is being fed by a fleet of cold hearted, mean spirited servants made out of steel, glass and rubber called school buses. When God led us into bus work, none of us ever began to imagine where it would ultimately take us.  Buses have no heart, are cold and indifferent, and never attend a prayer meeting.  They sit outside during worship, mocking your sincerity and passion to bring lost souls to church.  In addition, they have a mind of their own.  If they want to run, they will.  If they do not want to run, they just sit there and look at you.  
My Dad used to farm with two old mules, Tom and Mary.  Running buses is like farming with two stubborn mules.  He said, the only time they got in a hurry was when they were going back to the barn, and the best way to get their attention was a 2x4 between the eyes.  That describes an old school bus, including the desire to use a 2x4 on them, when their stubborn streak acted out right before it was time to start the bus route.  The physical aspects of running a bus ministry are huge.
 
Challenges of A Growing Ministry
Our church had seen phenomenal growth.  However, along with the fast growth came a number of mounting pressures that are a part of that kind of growth.  By 1977, we were running 13 buses to several towns in our Tri-County area, including South Haven, Benton Harbor, Bangor, Hartford, Watervliet, Grand Junction, Coloma and Bloomingdale.  We were dreaming and scheming how we could buy even more buses.  Just keeping a fleet of old buses running is a major project.  In the summer, they are unbearably hot, and in the winter, the cold Michigan weather made it even more of a challenge.  One of the first families Steve brought to Christ was the Leadingham family.  Jane became a bus teacher and Dale became one of our faithful mechanics.  He would arrive at the building two or three hours before a bus ever left the parking lot, starting them, replacing defective parts, charging batteries and filling the buses with gasoline.  He also did that on Saturdays.  It was a never-ending job.  After they gave their lives to God, they became some of our hardest workers, but their story was only one of many.  In Michigan, winters are severe. 
In addition to sub zero temperatures, buses have to navigate snow packed roads.  We inspected bus equipment every week so the buses would be safe to drive.  This was primarily Dale’s job.  Dale was a real hero.  After working on buses, he would sometimes come inside to warm his hands.  His hands would be bleeding from the cracks created by the weather.  Of course, you cannot work on an engine with gloves on, so his hands would crack and bleed.  Dale was not the only hero.  Steve and Judy worked night and day to keep buses staffed, and others spent time teaching people who rode the buses, many of them becoming Christians.  It was an exhausting job.
 The huge task of keeping old buses running actually turned out to be the least of our problems.  Besides the mounting pressures of running the buses, we had made some bad decisions about debt.  We had borrowed money to buy the last of our bus fleet.  We usually bought equipment on a thirty-day note, guaranteed by Steve and me.  We had always been able to borrow money from the local bank and then pay it off as God supplied.  I have since learned that what God orders, He pays for and He usually pays for it up front.  However, the time came when paying that money back became a problem.  When the payment to the bank was due, we had no money to pay the bank.  Paying salaries also put great pressure on us.  
We had as many as four full time preachers on the staff, a bus mechanic and two secretaries.  The church paid all of these salaries every week in addition to keeping the lights on.  Our fuel bill was out of sight most of the time, and the need for bus parts was never ending.  From time to time, we would have special collections, but usually we spent that money before we took up the collection.  It is somewhat humorous now when I look back, but we even had a drug dealer offer to “shake down the congregation” for us.  After having witnessed what he called my “pathetic efforts at raising money”, he begged to try his hand.  Graciously but firmly, I refused his help.  I had visions of hit men standing at the doors, refusing to let people out until they paid their offering.  However, he did tithe his marijuana crop that year.  Do not ask me if that is Biblical or not! 
There were other issues, some centering around doctrine and others around the needs of the church.  I grew up believing that the narrow road to heaven narrowed even more by the church to which you belonged.  Conversion usually meant becoming a member of our particular brand of Christianity.  We were zealous for baptizing people, but found it more difficult to help them grow. Though we knew our salvation was from God, living the Christian life required adherence to all the rules of Christianity.  I was hungry for the Word, so I listened to well-known denominational leaders and often wondered how they could have so much wisdom seeing that they were not even Christians.  In addition, I met many people who seemed to know Jesus better than I did, who talked about a real relationship with Jesus that I, frankly, was not experiencing, yet, according to my thinking, they were lost. It was difficult for me to understand.  Sometimes, I would break out in a cold sweat, thinking, maybe I had been deluded.  Maybe they had salvation, and I was lost. 
Adding to my frustration was the huge number of people needing help with their marriages or children and other relationships.  We seemed to attract families who were in crisis.  One day, a recently baptized couple called and informed me that they were having a fight and needed help.  They asked me if they could come to my office for counseling.  What was I to say?  I set a time, invited them to come and began immediately to hope that they would not show up.  I had no idea what to do.  Contrary to my prayers, they showed up anyway.  I sent up a prayer of panic as they walked through my office door, God help me! 
God was faithful and led me through that crisis, only to have the pastor of one of the churches in our area call me to tell me that his wife had committed adultery and had left him for another man.  Sitting in front of a pastor who was far more grounded was very difficult.  Besides, at that point, I did not even consider him a Christian.  Mike became a great friend, whom I came to realize, was one of the most powerful young pastors I had ever known.  Then, there was the man I had baptized who just learned he had terminal cancer.  How was I to help his family through the most difficult part of their lives?  Shortly after baptizing him and his family, a young woman in our church, only 17 years old, was sitting inside her living room when a stray bullet drove through an outside wall and two inside walls and struck her in the chest, killing her instantly.  That left all of us in shock and we began to mature quickly seeing how urgent our mission really was.                              Then there was Harry.  Harry rode the Bangor bus to church.  He was always attentive during church, and one day he came forward after my sermon and I baptized him.  He was always faithful, until, all of a sudden, he stopped coming to church, which was not like him at all.  I set out to find him one Saturday, and after driving for some time, saw him crossing a bridge not too far from his home.  I stopped him, and we had a long talk, reasoning from scripture.  He promised me to be in church the next day, and he kept his promise, walking down front after the sermon and rededicating his life to God.  The next week, I got word that he died on the way home from school, struck by a train while riding the school bus.  His death was a shock to our church and left me humbled by a simple act of obedience that led me to minister the Gospel to Harry that day. I think he was the only one killed.  That hit me hard.               
I was being asked questions for which I had no answers.  I wanted to give good advice, and minister to the church, but I lacked the tools. 
 
The Holy Spirit 
Coupled with my desire for wisdom was concern over the work of the Holy Spirit.  I learned that the work of the Holy Spirit connected to the Word of God and that He did not work in the lives of people in the way He did back in the days of the early church.  I was always somewhat conflicted by that teaching because we thought of ourselves as restoring New Testament Christianity. Believing the Holy Spirit no longer brought signs, wonders and miracles put me in direct conflict with what I saw in the Book of Acts. I believed in the power of God and that He worked in the lives of His people in some way.  We did not speak of the Holy Spirit as if He were a real person, but referred to Him as “it”. Of course, we loved truth.  The Bible was always at the center of our lives, but somehow we supplied the power.  God supplied the knowledge through our faithful study of the Bible and careful application of scripture into our lives. 
Even our prayers at times conflicted with what we said we believed. We always prayed for the sick, faithfully asking God to heal them.  My Dad, who was an elder and a faithful Bible student, would pray something like this, “Heavenly Father, so and so is sick and is going in for surgery tomorrow morning.  O Lord, direct the hands of the surgeons.”  I would ask my Dad “Exactly how is God going to do that?  If he no longer works miracles, why do we pray for a miracle?”  Somehow, he was unable to see that God directing the hands of a surgeon was an even greater miracle than was God directly touching the diseased body and healing it!  I studied the Bible, read books, written by denominational men, and attended seminars to try to find answers, but I was still confused.  
Works and salvation also confronted me. I was deeply disturbed over how hard I worked to hold on to my justification.  I would work night and day, as hard as my legs would carry me, somehow to appease the God who was driving me to greater heights of approval.  I would come home exhausted, barely brush by JoAnn and my daughters, Renate and Erin, and fall into bed, praying for God to forgive me for not doing more.  It seemed like a cycle of works, guilt, repentance and setting out the next day to do better.  Somehow, in my heart, I knew this could not be right.  The most difficult part of my life was finding the rest that God had promised.  
Running buses was a tool to reach more people.  Reaching more people was a way to please God.  One day, after reading Eph. 2:1-10, I was impressed that grace saves us, through faith, and not from any one thing we did ourselves.  Though my understanding was limited, this revelation opened my eyes to a life that I had known nothing about.  I knew grace saved me, but did not James teach that faith without works is dead?  I heard a sermon preached by David Powers on Eph. 2:1-10.  He said that works could not anymore make you a Christian than hanging oranges on a sassafras tree could turn the tree into an orange tree.  I poured over that passage, until the truth finally sank in.  My works were like the oranges.  Either I was an orange tree, or I was not an orange tree.  Hanging oranges on the tree would not change the truth.
  For the first time, I settled it in my mind that I was a Christian, and because I was a Christian, the fruit that I bore would be that of a Christian.  God’s wonderful grace saved me and not by my paltry works.  In fact, I began to understand that even my works were a result of God’s power and my walk with Him, rather than my own righteousness.  For the first time I realized I was the “righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21.)  My life began to change.  My preaching changed.  I started longing for a deeper relationship with God.  I wanted a closer walk with JoAnn and a more meaningful relationship with Renate and Erin.  I always loved all three of them.  I would have given my life for them.  They were a delight.  However, I could not balance a thirst to appease God and pursue them at the same time.  Now, I could see how God makes all relationships better.  Praise God!
There was another issue, not quite as serious as the others were, but it was equally as confusing.  How does God call men into ministry, or does He?  My thought had been, “God gave me a brain. It’s my job to figure out the details.” Early Christians had a supernatural calling, but not modern day Christians.  While still teaching, after retiring from coaching and selling the restaurant, I felt a drive in me to minister to the church.  I had even taken a summer and offered my services to the South Haven church to work in the absence of a full time preacher.  I did not preach, but worked with people, teaching and baptizing new converts.  I loved doing this, finding greater satisfaction than in anything else I had ever done.  
After Steve and Judy bought us out of the restaurant, Steve and I began taking turns preaching.  When we started running buses, and the church began to grow, there was not a time of the day that I was not thinking about the church.  Teaching had always been a great passion, but now I found myself being distracted from schoolwork by my work with the church.  I came to the place where I could no longer split my time between God and my students. I am not sure I heard God as much as I experienced an overwhelming desire to give myself in full devotion to serving God by ministering to the church.  
Every-one who graduates from Harding College has to have a minor in Bible and I remembered that my first dream at Harding College was to be a medical doctor out on the mission field.  In fact, along with several of my friends, I planned a summer long mission trip to explore the lives of South American peoples who did not know the Lord.  Though that dream never came to fruition and my college plans changed, the desire for working with people never went away.  Finally, one evening, I talked to JoAnn about what I was experiencing.  Neither of us believed that it would really happen, but we had to talk about its possibility.  JoAnn had said earlier that she never wanted to marry a preacher.  Now, I was asking her to love a preacher rather than a coach.  It seemed pretty far-fetched and surreal.  We prayed and wept together as we realized the gravity of the decision we were making.  
Neither of us had any concept of what it would be to give our lives in full time ministry, but we were sure it was more than a new career.  We would walk it out like Elijah, driven by God, in wholehearted devotion to His purposes.  
How were we to know for sure?  Sadly, I hoped deep down that becoming a preacher would not change my personality, because I loved being a coach and I had a notion that preachers were a little on the sissy side  Since that time, I found men I know who have given their lives to full-time service are anything but sissy.  Recently, God reminded me of how I used to feel when one of the members of JFC called me coach.
We were not sure where this road would take us, since preaching could mean we would have to leave South Haven.  Looking back, it is amazing that God has given us only two churches to minister to in all these 37 years of preaching the Gospel.  Preachers rarely ever last more than two or three years in one location.  In addition, we loved teaching.  It had been my life.  Teaching children was my passion, but now I could see me turning a page on that passion.  After spending a long period in prayer and deliberation, I sought my Dad’s advice and began to sense that becoming a preacher was not an option, but was the calling of God in my life. This was not my decision to make; it was my response to an inward urging from God.                
My next step was to talk to our church leaders about obeying the call of God.  Our church needed a full time preacher and I was applying for the job.  One brother dissented at first because as he said, “you guys are good givers and we would lose your contribution.”  He relented, and the church hired us as their preacher. Next, I talked to my superintendent, Sam Gravitt.  He had become a friend, and he asked me to reconsider.  After much talk, he said, “I am going to keep you on contract for a year.  If at the end of that time, you should change your mind, let me know, and I will give your job back to you.”  I remember these fateful words as I gave him my answer.  “Mr. Gravitt, I cannot do that.  I won’t be back.”  In the back of my mind, I thought, I do not need an easy way out.  That proved to be a wise decision.  It was not easy to see my paycheck drop nearly in half almost overnight.
Debt and borrowing money was another issue.  As I have already said, well-meaning preachers who saw what God was doing in South Haven encouraged us to borrow money to buy new buses.  “Jesus will return and he will pay your debts,” they said with their tongue in cheek comments.  I bought into that mentality, in spite of the fact that one of our elders warned me that the Bible says, “Owe no man anything” (Ro. 13:8 KJV) and the “borrower is servant to the lender” (Pr. 22:7.) My smart response was, “that is for people who do not pay their debts.”  His response sent chills down my spine and proved to be prophetic.  “What happens when you do not have money to pay your payment at the end of the month?  Are you not presuming upon God?”  My catch phrase for people whose thinking did not line up with mine was, “O ye of little faith.”
 
Struggles of a Proud Man
I was indeed a proud man.  I was listening to no one.  My mind was set that I could do whatever I set my mind to do.  A favorite saying of mine was, “either get busy leading or get busy following, or get out of my way!”  There were many issues that surfaced in the next few months that would convict me of my lack of wisdom and my stubborn desire to have my way.  Of course, I thought thinking like that made me a good leader, whereas it actually set me up for failure.  
I would learn, the hard way, that even though the spirit is willing, the flesh is indeed weak, and must be subdued before we can glorify God.  What happened in the next two years would turn out to be the seminary of my life.  
Of course, my greatest problem was a spiritual one, not knowing how to help hundreds of people we were baptizing.  It was working deep inside my own belly.  It surfaced as a nagging thought, never quite went away, that the church was like a big balloon.  It was growing big on the outside and even looked successful, but I knew it was full of hot air.  I knew the Gospel that saves people, but I had little understanding of the Gospel that sustains people.  There were few signs of spiritual maturity around me.  
One Monday morning, I found myself on my knees in the church sanctuary, weeping before the Lord.  Monday had become the longest day of the week for me.  I worked a seven-day week, and was judgmental toward staff members who took time to mow their lawn or do repairs on their homes.  My yard was a neighborhood disaster.  The city once sent me a letter, asking me to remove the old junk car from my driveway.  I called the man in charge and told him that the junk was my family car!  Instead of rejoicing over last Sunday’s victories, Mondays usually became a time of evaluation of how we did on Sunday.  I usually found myself being critical of what we had done and remorseful that we had not done better.  Instead of praising God for what we had, I longed for more.  I even had graphs on my office wall, analyzing every bus route and non-bus ministry as well.
 
The Exchange Prayer  
There was a growing concern in my heart over our inability to help people grow. It seemed more people were going out the back door than were coming in the front door.  That morning, in the church sanctuary, my heart was heavy, as it had been for several weeks.  With all these burdens on my shoulders, I prayed an Elijah type prayer.  “Thank you God for all these people.  I am truly grateful for every blessing you have poured out on us.  But, I don’t really know what to do with all these people.”  I do not remember much else about that prayer, except I prayed an exchange prayer, one that I knew was Biblical because I read that Solomon had done this, and came out quite well.  I told God that I would exchange all this growth for the wisdom to know how to help people.  I thought this a humble prayer and that God would be impressed and give me both, a big church and wisdom to boot.
The wise man Solomon once said, “When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with the humble is wisdom” (Pr. 11:2.)  I was a proud man asking for wisdom.  Disgrace had to come before wisdom.  Just as Elijah’s prayer that there would be “neither dew nor rain” dried up the brook Kerith, so my exchange prayer halted the flow of income to our growing church.  When we retired from education, our income had dropped nearly in half.  Now, I was not only living on a reduced salary, but the time was coming when there would be no salary.  It was a financial crisis that was a result of my prayer.  
It started happening fast.  Finances got tougher.  We started getting bills from people to whom we owed money.  Contributions dropped fast, so we dropped several bus routes and cut salaries.  We dropped all ancillary salaries, then, following shortly afterwards, we dropped the salaries of all of our full time preachers.  Even our Christian school suffered for lack of finances.  On top of all that, I had purchased a printing company in town for the purposes of printing materials for evangelism.  I did this against counsel.  One of my close friends, he a printer, told me to stay away from the printing business.  He said, “You are a preacher, not a printer.”  My retort was, “O ye of little faith.”  Even my wife counseled against purchasing the Service Press, but in my pride, I ignored her as well.  I would later learn there is safety in the “multitude of counselors” (Pr. 11:14.)  Their advice proved to be right, and the Press was one more payment that I had every month. All I could think was “O ye of little faith.”
One great dream I had was to plant a church in Chicago, Illinois.  There is a bluff out on the coast of Lake Michigan that was directly across the Lake from Chicago.  Sometimes, I would spent time there praying.  At night, you could look slightly south, and see the lights from the huge city all across the lake.  This was my trysting place.  I spent many hours there crying out to God.  I wanted to see the Gospel, at least our brand of the Gospel, spread into this great city.  God had given me the privilege of preaching from the top of Sears Tower one time, and I preached about Jesus weeping over the city of Jerusalem.  
We started training three families for this mission.  They were excellent candidates and seemed to have a love for the Lord.  They trained at Williamstown Bible College and seemed a perfect fit for our mission program to Chicago.  Of course, counselors told me that we were not ready for such a big project.  I gave my standard reply, “O ye of little faith.”  I had no salary.  The church was broke and in debt, and I was supporting would be missionaries.  What is wrong with this picture?  I was out of town frequently to raise money for their families and for our Chicago mission. 
 One day, while praying at my favorite trysting place, on the bluff overlooking Lake Michigan, an amazing picture unfolded before my eyes.  I had never seen anything quite like it.  I watched a huge salmon floating up the lake wash in the waves for quite a long time.  I watched it for a little while, and then I saw a huge sea gull come in like a dive-bomber.  He was looking for lunch and landed on top of that salmon.  It looked as if he was trying to lift it out of the water.  He would rise up high in the sky, then come crashing downward toward the floating salmon; he hit so hard, that he would topple over into the surf.  After a moment or two, he would get up, shake himself off, and head back up into the sky to gather momentum for another assault on the salmon.  This happened repeatedly, until they had moved beyond my sight up the shore line.  I was encouraged not to give up.  I have had visions of the addlebrained sea gull flying off with a thirty-pound salmon attached to his feet.
 That sea gull was plucky and persistent. Besides, he had a big dream with enough passion to finalize his dream.  I felt like that sea gull.  I could not quit.  I had beaten into the hearts of my church, “you can’t quit.”  Quitting was not an option.  I had a placard on the wall in my office to remind myself of this commitment.  It sent a message deep into my heart.
Success is failure turned inside out-the silver tint in the clouds of doubt-and you can never tell how close you are.  It may be nearer when it seems afar. So stick to the fight when you’re hardest hit-it’s when things seem worse that you mustn’t quit.  Anonymous
All of these things were at work on me that fateful day when I prayed the exchange prayer.  Now, God was going to take me at my word.  He would answer my prayer and grant me the exchange, wisdom in exchange for a big church.  I never even imagined how big God is and how great are His mercies and loving kindnesses.  We not only ought to glorify Him in everything, He is worthy of nothing less than our undying resolve to bring glory and honor to His name.  Elijah prayed that it would not rain, and James says that God answered his prayer, with “neither dew nor rain.”  The Word of the Lord came to Elijah to move to the brook Kerith. 
There were some valuable lessons for us back in those days when God took care of us from His hand to our mouths.  It was a time of seclusion, a time to be set aside while God worked His purposes out in our lives.  It was a time to listen to God for direction, which would also bring His abundant provision. God took me at my word, answered my prayer and granted me the exchange, wisdom for a big church.  I never even imagined how big God is and how great are His mercies and loving kindnesses. He is worthy of nothing less than our undying resolve to bring glory and honor to His name.  Elijah prayed that it would not rain, and James says that God answered his prayer, with “neither dew nor rain.”  This was not a time to set out on our own and find our own way.  It was a time to learn how to trust in God to keep his promises that He “would never leave us nor forsake us” (Heb. 13.)  He would lead us one day and one step at a time.  
It was also a time to see crisis from a different place, sitting in the palm of God’s hand and sensing that when things happen, it is not necessarily a sign of God’s anger or displeasure.  In fact, often it is a sign of God’s pleasure.  Such was the case with Elijah.  Thus, it is so with his prophets today.
 
Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it (Jo.14:13 ESV.)  
 
We should be careful how we pray.






4 - Cut Down By the Brook
I was young and now I am old, yet I have never seen the righteous forsaken or their children begging bread.  (Ps. 37:25.)
 
When the Brook Dries Up 
When we were young, we lived in a small rural community in southwest Michigan, named Riverside, probably because it was close to the banks of Paw Paw River.  Our house had three rooms and a trail leading to a two-seat toilet out back.  The house was really only two rooms.  The third room originally belonged to a flock of chickens on the hill above our place.  The owner dragged it down the hill with a tractor and then attached it to the end of our house, making our two-room house into a three-room home.  The old chicken house became our only bedroom.  Lee, Donald and I slept in the bedroom with Mom and Dad while our older brothers, Dewayne and Floyd, slept in the living room on a couch that made into a bed.  So, I say, though we were not raised in a chicken house, we did roost there at night.  There were sheds out back that served as storage for farm implements, the walls of which we used to stretch skins of varmints that we trapped on the banks of the river, or shot while hunting.  
Dad worked in a steel mill in Benton Harbor, and raised grapes on his farm during his spare time.  Mother washed clothes by heating a large washtub of water on an open fire built out beyond the willow trees in our back yard.  It was the same tub used for our weekly baths, whether we needed them or not.
There was an old farm road on the edge of our farm.  It led from the gravel road in front of our home, curling past fields of asparagus on one side, and grapes on the other.  Toward the end of the road, it began to wind through an old apple orchard, which belonged to our neighbor, John Daley.  Some of the trees were loaded with huge Wolf River apples, while other trees bore small, tasty, snowy white apples, called snow apples.  We often found snow apples even in the middle of the cold Michigan winters when it snowed before it was cold enough to freeze the ground.  As the road narrowed to a trail, it dumped onto a big tree covered hill overlooking a deep basin known as the Paw Paw River Basin.  Dad called this area the bottoms because frequently, during the spring of the year when the ice and snow melted, the river would overflow its banks, flooding this entire area.  Old oak trees, hard maple, huge cottonwoods and sassafras trees covered the hillside, giving way to larger willows and cottonwoods on the bottom.  
The centerpiece in this beautiful setting was Paw Paw River.  Native Americans named the river after the paw paw tree, which grew along its riverbanks.  The paw paw tree bore a sweet fruit with a consistency much like bananas.  The river was a beautiful little river that wandered for miles through lush, green Michigan countryside before emptying into St. Joseph River, which, in turn, flowed into Lake Michigan.  The river itself was a great fishing spot.  There are 39 species of fish in the river, including brown trout, northern pike, walleye and small mouth bass.  We did not personally catch that many different kinds of fish, but we certainly caught a large number, leading me to believe that they are there.  This is where we spent our spare time.
 I am sure this was the beginning of my lifelong love for rivers and streams.  It was a never-ending source of food, providing endless hours of recreation and many hours of daydreaming.  As I grow older, the memory of that beautiful river has never dimmed.  To this day, I can still feel the cool air rising above the stream and the pungent smell of the river itself.  Today, we live close to a water canal that I fondly call my creek.  Our hero, Elijah also had an encounter with a small stream.  Maybe this is why I love his story.  I cannot think of anything more adventurous than camping by a stream filled with trout, fed from God’s hand to my mouth.  That is how my family lived after my exchange prayer.
 The prophet had taken a courageous stand before the King which was to set the future for Elijah. The Word of the Lord came to Elijah several times, the first of which after his encounter with King Ahab. The Bible simply says, the “word of the Lord came to Elijah,” (1 Ki. 17:2,)  God warned Elijah to get out of town, He said, “Leave here, turn eastward and hide in the Kerith Ravine, east of the Jordan” (1 Ki. 17:3.) The Ravine of Kerith surrounded a small stream that fed into the River Jordan, just east of the river. The Old Testament says it is east of the River Jordan and that it feeds into the river Jordan.  The brook Kerith would be a comfortable place to hide out.  It was secluded, offering protection for a wanted man.  There was plenty of water as the brook carried a heavy stream of water year round.  In addition, God told Elijah that he had ordered ravens to feed him.  He ate from “God’s hands to his mouth.”  Elijah obeyed the word of God and camped out by the side of the little brook and “The ravens brought him bread and meat in the morning and bread and meat in the evening, and he drank from the brook” (1 Ki. 17:6.)
 The brook supplied security and God provided plenty of food to eat; Elijah could sleep near the bubbling brook, with a plentiful supply of water, as long as there was rain.  Had it not been for his prayer, he could have stayed there as long as he desired, but God had other plans.  God does use our circumstances to get our attention. After all, Elijah had prayed that it “would not rain nor would there be dew for the next few years” (1 Ki. 17:1.)  
He did live by the side of the brook for some time.  That is not a bad set-up. You would have to get accustomed to road kill two times a day.  It was a good plan, until the results of answered prayer caught up with him and the brook began to dry up.  Many of the situations we find ourselves in are a result of our own prayers.  We do not always put it together, but when God answers prayer, it affects many areas of our lives.  Have you ever prayed for patience, and God begins to give trials instead to perfect patience in your soul?  Have you prayed for financial success and found yourself in financial trouble God uses to build your character so He can trust you with more?  Who has not prayed for stronger faith, or deeper character, or for God to broaden our ministry?  We fail to remember that a broader ministry arises from a deeper message, which comes from testing.  The prayers of the prophet led to a dry streambed, and he had to move on. God does use circumstances at times to get our attention.
This was the position in which I found myself.  I had prayed for wisdom and in fact had been willing to trade a growing church for wisdom.  God assumed I was serious and answered my prayer.  Now, the stream began to dry up.  For us, that translated into money.  As the church began to dwindle in size, contributions went down and there was no longer money to pay salaries, to run the buses or even to pay the bills.  In addition, we had borrowed money for expansion on the advice of well meaning preachers who said, “Jesus will return and He will pay your debt.”  Had I read my Bible, I would have known better than that.  Jesus did not return nor did He pay off our debt, at least not on time.  This would become the time that God taught me a much-needed lesson on determining the will of God through supply, rather than rushing ahead of God, doing what I wanted to do.
My Dad was a good man.  He was also an elder of the church where I preached.  He was the kind of man who did whatever he had to do in order to put food on the table.  Dad was always careful about borrowing money, teaching us through his life-style how dangerous debt can be. There were others objecting to taking out loans to buy buses, but most of them wanted to see the church grow and were willing to take a chance.  Preachers have a way of shutting the mouths of dissenters to their own peril.  
Now we owed money and our source of money had dried up.  To add to my remorse over having borrowed money, the church’s debt was gaining citywide attention due to some of our detractors. We owed the local auto parts store for bus parts and we owed for gasoline that kept our buses on the road.  We were even behind on our church mortgage.  Personally, my family was in no better position.  
We had no income, no health insurance, and I could not find a job.  It was during this time that our daughter Erin’s appendix became inflamed and she had to have it removed. We had already been accused of not taking care of our family because our other daughter, Renate, got mononucleosis. Someone called CPS and turned us in. Even through those tough times, God made it clear that He was not only concerned about providing food for my family, but would take care of our other needs as well.  I told Dr. Witte, who had delivered both of our daughters, that I did not have the money to pay for surgery for Erin, but I would find help to pay him.  He said, “This one is on me.”  Dr. Witte was a good man.  Even after we moved to Phoenix, we would call him for advice.  He never failed to answer our cry for help.  Good men are hard to find.  Praise God for them!
 
From His Hand to My Mouth
Up until that time, many churches would invite me to come out and speak.  Some of them wanted us to re-locate and become their preacher. Some weeks I would be gone for the entire week, other times, the meetings would last two or three days. Now, just as suddenly as Elijah’s brook dried up, so did the offers to preach.  We still had expenses, but no money.  As the old country song goes, “if a wolf had come to our front door, he would have had to bring his own picnic lunch.”  Our brook had dried up.  My daily practice was to read the Psalms before leaving for the office. One morning of several mornings, I poured out my heart before the Lord. Frankly, I was scared. Though I believed he took care of Elijah, Elijah did not have a family.  Besides, he was a righteous man. I doubted seriously that I measured up to that requirement. It seemed that He impressed a thought on my heart, something new and way out side of my little box. I would have considered a story like mine pure fantasy. Nevertheless, God spoke to me, not in audible words, but in a sensation of peace. For the first time since the rain had stopped falling, I knew that we were going to be okay.  I did not know how, but somehow I knew that God would take care of us.  He reminded me “He would never leave us or forsake us.”                
God always backed up His messages to me with scriptures to validate I was hearing from God.  To this day, I enjoy having conversations with God.  People often repeat to me the same thing I used to tell others.  “Why would you think you are so important that God would speak to you?” I never have believed God spoke to me because of my importance, but rather because He is who He claimed to be, a God of love.  He told me that he would feed my family from his hand to our mouths just as he did Elijah.  I began to see that this was all necessary so that God could answer my prayer for wisdom.  Through discipline, he would begin perfecting the character of Jesus in our lives.  We sensed that He was sending us on a journey that would change forever the way we viewed God.  
We were watching God lovingly and purposefully leading us along the path beside the brook to bring us into a deeper awareness of how He takes care of His children.  Up until then, my plan was to work hard and pray for God to bless my labors.  Though that is consistent with scripture, it became apparent to me that I had trusted my hard work more than I had trusted God.  God was teaching me how to rest in Him.  Heb. 4 came alive to me, as well as Mt. 11:28-30, where Jesus offers to take the burden of those who are weary and heavy laden in exchange for taking up His yoke.  The reward is “rest for your souls” (Mt. 11:28.)  God was leading us into that rest.  We soon began to see God’s supernatural provision come in many ways.  
Two things happened around that time that confirmed His provision.  The first came from a simple request from Renate and Erin.  We had been feeding them a lot of macaroni and cheese.  One day, Renate asked me if we could have something different for dinner.  She asked for hot dogs.  We had neither hot dogs, nor money, nor any source to get money, even enough for a package of hot dogs.  I told them that we would ask God to give us hot dogs.  By the end of the day, it was clear that money had not come in for hot dogs.  There was no money in the bank and roughly the same amount in my wallet.  Because it was such a simple request, I did not want to whine to my parents.   I was concerned about Renate and Erin’s faith.  After all, we did ask God for the hot dogs.  Did He really care about our daily provision or had we misunderstood what He said?  God’s reputation was truly at stake, as well as our faith. 
 It seemed to be impressed on me to look in the refrigerator.  Why, I did not know, for I knew that refrigerator was bare.  I looked, but to my disappointment, found nothing.  I was convinced that I had not heard from God.  Perhaps it was only wishful thinking.  Then, I decided to have another look in the refrigerator.  I took everything out and looked in the back of the refrigerator, under some other things, and found a package of hot dogs!  I had told no one else about the request for hot dogs.  It was before dating on the packages, so I do not know how old they were, or if an angel had just placed them in our refrigerator. God did say He would take care of us. He surprised us with hot dogs for dinner.
 The second incident was a little more serious.  We could not make our tax payment to the IRS from the previous year.  After several letters, an agent came to our home, and he carefully examined our records.  He was noticeably confused, and skeptically said, “I really do not know how you are able to make ends meet.  You have no income, nothing recorded that shows you make anything, so how are you feeding your family?”  My wife spoke up and said, “We do not really know, except to say that we have not missed any meals.”  Then, we told him about finding roasts in our car, chicken at our doorstep, and bags of groceries delivered to us.  Finally, we told him the hot dog story.  Tears welled up in his eyes, and then he said, “I have never heard of anything like this before.  I do not see how you could possibly pay this IRS debt.  When I get back to my office, I am going to bury your file so deep that no one will ever find it.  I never will ask about it again.  When you get ready, call this number, and they will find your file.”  
The IRS agent walked out of our house, and we stood looking at each other, humbled by the power of God to move the heart of an IRS agent.  A few years later, we paid off that IRS debt.  I remembered the words of David when he said, “I was young, and now I am old, yet I have never seen the righteous forsaken or their children begging bread.” (Ps. 37:25.)
 We did everything to make a living.  I sold books.  We started a tape ministry.  I applied for a job as a chemist in one of the factories in town, but did not get it because I was a pastor, and they knew that I would quit them as soon as the church recovered.  We even became distributors for Amway. I sold a lot of product and got the attention of the folks who were our direct distributors.  They encouraged us to set up a meeting and invite friends to come hear them speak on how to make money selling Amway products.  It seemed harmless, so we gathered 35-40 people in our living room people who could all use a hand financially.  Though they spoke of God, they seemed to know a different God than the one we were serving.  Their God gave them expensive vacations in exotic places, and put huge, expensive rings on their fingers.  Their message was against everything we had been experiencing and certainly defeated everything we were teaching these good people.  That is when we became ex-distributors.
How we learned to handle daily struggles was also a sign of the grace of God.  He was teaching us be open about our needs only if we were asked.  We were not to complain to anyone, including family and even our closest friends.  We tried to live a normal life.  We rarely went out to eat.  When MacDonald’s built a restaurant in South Haven, we did not even have enough money to take our children there for a meal.  We did not complain about that, nor did we feel like we were deprived.  We were committed to trust in God for even the very small things in life.  During these difficult, but rewarding times, we studied Psalm 50, where David assured us that the God we served owned all the cattle on a thousand hills, and he was a generous God who would take care of our every need.  Our role was simply to praise Him, remembering that gratefulness opens the door for God’s salvation.  It was impressed on me that salvation did not mean redemption, but deliverance from our struggles.  We took that seriously, not that we never got down or felt sorry for ourselves.  As I will explain later, there were times when we were not very grateful and we were not praising God.  Generally, though, we lived in gratefulness, and I believe God rewarded our grateful spirits. 
 It is surprising how many people God has brought into our lives who are suffering through a crisis, and we can honestly say, “We know what you are going through.”  We were comforted with the love of God so that we could comfort others in their struggles.  That was a direct answer to my cry for wisdom to know how to help people. 
Praise be to the God and father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the father of compassion, and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.  For just as the sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives, so also through Christ our comfort over-flows.  If we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation (deliverance); if it is for your com-fort, which produces in you patient endurance of the same sufferings, we suffer.  And our hope for you is firm, because we know that just as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our comfort (2 Co. 1:3-7.)
Little miracles continued to trickle in, reminders of God’s faithfulness.  We received checks from people we did not know.  God opened the hearts of friends who blessed us from time to time.  I don’t remember ever making an appeal to the church or anyone else.  We were learning that our deliverance would be from God.  Though some people trust in horses, and some in chariots, we were learning to trust in the name of the Lord our God (Ps. 20:7.)  My parents were blessings to us.  We had meals with them from time to time, and, though they had very little themselves, they shared what they had with us.  They had always done that, even when we were children.  It was nothing to awaken with a stranger or two around our breakfast table.  They helped us as much as they could. 
 I did say that we never made an appeal, but that is not quite accurate.  JoAnn did call her dad once, and he made it very clear that we did not receive a college education to beg for help.  That helped me put things back in perspective.  God would be our deliverer.  It was not as if we were sitting around twiddling our thumbs.  We were both working hard to bless the Kingdom.  We were being obedient to God, but had grown fearful because we took our eyes off the Lord.  However, the words from JoAnn’s Dad were special to us.  First, we were hurt, and then we realized that he was an agent from God, directing our hearts back to “the name that is above every name” (Php. 2:9.)  We did not come to the brook Kerith to beg for bread, but to wait upon our Lord to feed us from his hand to our mouths, and he never let us down.
One morning, while I was in my study preparing my sermons for Sunday, my secretary, who worked without pay, answered the phone.  She called in to my office and said that there was a man on the phone from Sweden.  I had no idea who that could be, but I was sure it would not be a bill collector from that far away, so I picked up the other line.  He introduced himself as a brother in Christ who knew of our ministry.  How he knew of us, we never found out.  He told us he felt led to call us and see if we needed help.  He asked me if we needed anything, almost unsure that he had really heard from God.  Almost as if he had been hearing my cries to God, he knew that we were in trouble.  He then said that he would send me a check for $2500.  He also told me that I did not know him and I would not be able to reach him.  In all of our struggles, I was never tempted to try to reach him.  God used him to help us, but we were not to look to him for our help.  Three times God told him to send us a check for $2500.  I never knew or found out who he was, nor did I ever find out how he knew us.  I only knew his name by his signature on his checks.  His calls were always mysterious.  He would always say that he had been led to call, and would ask if we needed anything.  Then, he would assure me that a check was in the mail.  
It was strange, but after our need was gone, we never heard again from this wonderful man who was willing to listen to the voice of God.  Though the brook had dried up, I had a growing assurance that our Father, who owned all the cattle on ten thousand hills, was not only able to sustain His children, but was indeed willing to do so, no matter what crisis they were in and without prejudice against their sins. 
When Elijah’s brook dried up, it looked like the end was near.  Paul said that which we can experience with our physical senses are not the true realities.  The realities are beyond the veil, in the heavenlies.  That is why we put our trust in what is unseen rather than what is seen (1 Co. 4.)  To his credit, Elijah always remained in rhythm with God.  When the Word of the Lord came, he instantly obeyed the voice of God.  He came to the brook by the Word of the Lord, and he would move on to the next level of training, all at the Word of the Lord.  “The ravens brought him bread in the morning, bread, and meat in the evening, and he drank from the brook” (1 Ki. 17:5-6.) Then, one day, without any announcement, the brook dried up.  The wonderful, refreshing stream that had been Elijah’s home became nothing more than a dry, dusty bed.  He may have thought the brook was sustaining him, but he soon found out God only used the brook.  
The Bible says, “Then the word of the Lord came to him” (1Ki. 17:8.) It is strange how all that works out.  One day, he has plenty; the next, he is facing poverty and is only a step away from perishing.  It looked like the end, but in reality, it was only the beginning.  In answer to Elijah’s own prayers, the life-giving brook dried up, a stark reminder that God does answer prayers, and that we are then forced to make the necessary adjustments to continue to go with God.  God was finished with the place of “cutting off.”  Elijah had learned a valuable lesson there about prayer and about God’s supply, but he would now leave that place of solace and comfort behind.  Elijah’s faith had increased at the brook, and he now had the faith to move on to the next level of his character training.  He was ready to move to Zarephath, “the place of refining.”
In a sense, we were also moving on, from the comfort of the brook to the unknown of Zarephath, where we would experience the fires of God’s refining.  I had a sense that God was turning up the intensity of the fires of testing, but had no idea of where that would ultimately lead us.  Just as Elijah learned of God’s faithfulness at the brook, we too learned that we could trust Him.  This truth has held us up through many storms of life.  We would not forget the lessons we learned by the brook Kerith, and they would serve to hold us up as God began to refine our faith in Zarephath.
Now to Him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to His power that is at work within us, to him be the glory in the church and in Christ
Jesus throughout all generation, forever and ever!  Amen.
God brought this scripture from Eph. 3:20 into our lives with fresh new meaning.
 I was beginning to understand something I had never known before about God.  An old hymn asks the question, “Does Jesus care when my heart is pained too deeply for mirth and song?  As the burdens press and the cares distress, and the way grows weary and long.”  Then, the chorus answers the question, “O yes, He cares; I know he cares, His heart is touched with my grief.”  We were learning that God really does care more than he cares for the lilies of the field or the birds of the air.  We are His prized possessions, and He keeps us in the palm of His hand.  To know that He is able to do immeasurably more that we could even ask or think, was way beyond my comprehension.  That He will do, forever and ever!  To God belongs the glory!
No King is saved by the size of his army; no warrior escapes by his great strength.  A horse is a vain hope for deliverance; despite all its strength it cannot save.  But the eyes of the Lord are on those who fear              him, on those whose hope is in his unfailing love, to deliver them from death and keep them alive in famine.  (Ps. 33:16-19.)
 That we were not going to be able to rely on anyone but God to sustain us during this crisis was becoming very clear, driving us to our knees and deepening our love for Him. Just like Elijah, my prayers had cut off all of our outside sources, leaving it painfully quiet.  There was a peace that was coming over us that I had not known before that sustained us and gave us hope.  Ro. 15:4 began to take shape in my heart.  “…Through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures” we found hope (Ro. 15:4.)  All we could do now was to “wait upon the Lord” (Isa. 40:31 KJV.) My prayer for wisdom was beginning to work, but not in the ways that I had hoped.  Adversity forces a man to fall on his knees and search for truth.  As he does so, he finds the fear of the Lord, which is the beginning of wisdom (Ps. 111:10, Pr. 2:1-11.)  God was preparing us for the battle that was ahead by honing our skills and training us in the use of the Word of God (Eph. 6:17.) Praise God for His merciful kindnesses!  The path of the righteous is like the light of dawn, which shines brighter and brighter until full day (Pro. 4:18 ESV.)






5 - Refining at Zarephath
 
Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.  Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.  Share with God’s people who are in need.  Practice hospitality (Ro. 12:11-13.)
 
Fellowship at Zarephath
Corrie Ten Boom once said, “You can never learn that Christ is all you need, until Christ is all that you have.”  That is true.  You can also say that you will never know that Christ is all you have until you know that He is all you need.  
The Psalmist speaks of the valley of Baca where the sojourner finds water and pools.  This is the desert valley, stretching between the mountain peaks.  When we go from strength to strength, it is from one mountain peak experience to another.  However, we know that we do not always live on mountain peaks.  In fact, the valley gives perspective to the peaks, and that valley stretches between the mountain peaks.  Baca means weeping and refers to an actual valley in Palestine.  We must go through the valley of weeping to get to the mountains of joy. If we search for it, we will find a place filled with water, flowing from deep, fresh cold springs, in the desert valley (Psalm 84:5-6.)  Often our deepest communion with God comes in this valley of Baca, in the time of our greatest need when we draw near to rely upon Him who is always faithful.  Those are the times by the brook, where you hear His sweet voice whisper, “take your cross and follow Me.”  This is when fellowship with other fellow sojourners grows deeper and friendships form that last a lifetime.  Those times lend perspective to the mountain peaks in our lives.  This story pictures our valley by the village of Zarephath and the widow that lives there.  God has blessed my family to live in Zarephath, where He raised up the “poor widows” to share their last meal with us.
 
God Breaks the Silence
Elijah went to the brook Kerith at the “Word of the Lord”, and he remained there until the “Word of the Lord” came again.  We have no record of God speaking to Elijah while he was living by the brook.  My vivid imagination and love for streams of water paints a picture of this man of God enjoying a season of intimacy with the Father, feasting off the morsels provided by God through the beaks of the raven, and drinking deeply from the brook.  He must have wondered where all this was headed.  After all, he was on a mission, but there was no word from God as days ran into weeks.  It was only a matter of time until the drought brought by his fervent prayer would dry up the brook.  Sometimes, circumstances speak before the Lord.               
When the brook dried up, and Elijah ran out of water, the “Word of the Lord” came again.  That is how God works.  He follows revelation by long periods of silence, tempting you to doubt the original word.  “Was that really God, or was that something I ate?”  Then, all of a sudden, God speaks again.  We pore over the original words, until He speaks once again.  One thing we can be sure of, when God is ready to speak, He knows how to get a message to His children.
We are not given all the details of Elijah’s crisis.  More than likely, the stream did not dry up all of a sudden.  Most of the streams out here in Arizona are dry most of the time.  When it rains, the streambeds overflow with rushing water.  Then, it is over almost as soon as it started.  The man of God may have noticed the water level getting lower and the sound of rushing water getting quieter.  Then one morning when he awakened, there was only a trickle.  Usually, even when there is a trickle, you can find water in pools here and there.  I have fly fished for trout in streams that had only a trickle of water, forming deep pools and narrowing out once again to a small trickle.
Soon, the pools dried up, and finally, there was no water at all.  Even though his living had been meager, he had grown to depend on that water.  It must have been worrisome for the man of God, causing him to reflect on that prayer that he had prayed before everything dried up.  Nevertheless, when God was ready, the Word of the Lord came to him.  Maybe he enjoyed the retreat by the brook Kerith.  We have no other “Words” from the Lord.  However, when the need was there, God showed up and so did His Word.              Then, “the Word of the Lord came” (1 Ki. 17:8) has always fascinated me because it raises questions about how God speaks to His children.  That is how He spoke to Elijah, but does He speak to us today, and if He does, how does He do it?  The Bible is the inerrant word of God. Any new word has to agree with the Bible. Does God give direction in any other way? We had led a man to the Lord while he was in jail. After his release, he brought his wife to church one Sunday.  She said she loved the worship, but “you are just babies in Christ.  When you get to know God’s Spirit, He will help you grow up.”  That seemed to be a word from God, but it irritated me and bothered me all at the same time
I am not sure what she meant but in my pride I thought it might have something to do with our singing.  Though singing without instruments can be a beautiful, heavenly sound, singing for our early morning worship was not the greatest.  A cappella leaves you very vulnerable when you have a singer singing off key.  We had more than one.  Why do people who sing off key sing the most enthusiastically in the group?  We had a man visit from Grand Junction one Sunday.  He said, “I won’t be back.  Why, I’ve heard chickens that sounded better than that
That is one thing, but to say we needed to grow up was just irritating, and more than I wanted to hear.  After all, I did not even think she was a Christian.  The very idea of needing to grow up was more than I could take, coming from her.  However, there were encounters with others who seemed to know God more intimately than I did that raised questions, questions for which I had no answers.  We had the truth, but they seemed to have the joy.  It made no sense.  It was almost as if they knew Him personally.  They talked about Jesus as if He were a close friend.  Some of the men I talked to seemed to walk with God.  I knew He was who He was, but did not talk about Him with the same intimacy.
 Like Elijah, I had prayed for wisdom and had told God that I was willing to trade everything to get it. Like the Brook Kerith, our stream also dried up.  Kerith means “cut off” or “cut down.”  Elijah made a big splash in the courts of King Ahab when he declared there would be no more rain.  Then, he hid away for a long time, having gone from a vibrant public ministry to a ministry of seclusion.  The brook was where his king sized ego was whittled down to size, from a public figure to seclusion.  God had His man right where he wanted him.               
Adversity is a tool for preparing us to be used by God for His purposes. Before our brook experience, we were focused on our own dreams and ambitions. During the seclusion of the brook, we began to see the bigger picture of ministry and to understand the nature of the Kingdom. It is not about the accolades, the grandiose plans or our reputation.  It is all about God.  We learn to find our joy in His glory.  We begin to set aside our own plans for the plans of the Creator.  This does not come easily, but it happens best when we are isolated and given a retreat.  For Elijah, it took place beside the brook.  For me, my brook was a church whose growth came to a screeching halt, leaving us with bills to pay and salaries to meet.
 
Welcome to Zarephath!
The Word of the Lord came this time with a sense of urgency. We often forget that God’s timetable is not the same as ours.  In 1 Kings 17:9, God told Elijah to “go at once to Zarephath” and “stay there.”  God’s plan was for Elijah to leave the brook quickly and stay in Zarephath where he would be the answer to the prayers of a poor widow and her son who were about to cook their last meal and then die. God used the answer to her prayer to provide for Elijah (Ro. 8:28.) 
Zarephath means “place of refining.”  It was a small smelting town in Sidon, the heartland of Baal worship. Elijah must have known he was moving into the middle of Baal’s stronghold. God’s warriors don’t lob missiles from outside the enemy’s stronghold.  People had to see the authority of God extended into Sidon. Where the man of God goes, so does the power of the Lord. It is always hand to hand combat.
We do not know what happened to the widow’s husband.  Perhaps he preceded her in death, unable to supply food for all three of them.  Whatever the case might be, the widow is all alone.  She has faced the pressure of hunger, and now running out of meal and oil, she has no other place to turn.  There is no more money.  The crops have all failed, due to the prayer of Elijah.  There is no corn in the garden, no wheat in the field, no olives on the olive tree.  She is destitute, brought on by the devastating lack of rain.  
The same discipline of the Lord that brought judgment on the King also greatly impacted the lives of others who depended on rain for their livelihood. It is always a pattern that I have seen as entire families are affected by the sins of the family’s leader. Our authorities form an umbrella of protection over us. Sin makes holes in the umbrellas that cover those under our authority, robbing them of protection. Now, she holds her last meal in her hands.  When the Prophet arrives, she is outside, picking up sticks to build a small fire on which she will prepare her last meal, for herself and her son.  She had just enough oil and meal to cook their last supper, then she and her son would die. 
 
Crisis Deepens Koinonea
Financial crisis reveals interesting things. For one thing, we find out we can live on a lot less than we thought. In addition, God brings people along side to stand with us and help us through our crisis. This happened to Elijah, as God moved him to Zarephath, to minister to a widow who was fixing her last meal for herself and her son.  His arrival in Zarephath had the dual purpose of answering both, the prayers of the widow and the needs of Elijah. Elijah blessed her and she blessed Elijah, developing a strong bond.  One of the purposes for financial struggle is to unite the body of Christ.
 When we were young, my brothers and I enjoyed travelling together.  We travelled all over this country, including Canada, and Mexico.  We always traveled on a shoestring requiring us to conserve our meager resources in order to get back home.  Shortage of funds added to the taste of adventure. It did necessitate, however, unusual and often crowded sleeping quarters.  One time, all five of us slept in my Brother Dewayne’s station wagon.  We built a slide out platform, which would slide out of the rear of the wagon.  It had a pup tent attached that opened for sleeping two or three of us, while the rest slept in the wagon itself.  Other times, we just used the pup tent.  If it were nice weather, we would sleep on a beach, or in a grassy field.                
One year, while fishing in Canada, we all slept in the pup tent.  We arranged ourselves inside the tent like stacking cords of wood.  We had heard of a great lake for northern pike, so we traveled several miles north of the U.S. border, in search of a lake that produced large northern pike.  At the end of a long, gravel road, we found ourselves near a small reservoir.  Parking beside the road, we hiked up a steep mountain packing our pup tent and cooking gear, to the edge of a creek that fed into a beautiful waterfall cascading several hundred feet to the reservoir below us.  The scene was breath taking!  The long hike up the hill tired us out, so after eating dinner cooked over a small two-burner stove, we settled into our tent for what we hoped would be a long night’s rest. 
We were stacked inside the small pup tent with my Brother Donald, in the very back.  What do you do when Donald has to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night?  It is:  unpack, wait for Donald, and pack back into the tent, three times! 
In the morning when we awakened, our tent was wet.  Taking a closer look, we could see that the waterfall was much larger and the lake below us was fast filling up.  We packed as fast as we could and made our way back down the mountain.  A lake of water spilling over on to the small road greeted us, rising rapidly.  We thought we were goners!  Dewayne got behind the wheel, and Floyd and I walked on the side of the car, right next to the edge of the road on each side, feeling for the side of the road with our feet.  Walking along the side of the road with water half way up my legs made me appreciate my brothers.  Earlier, we had argued over money because the car had broken down, and we had little cash and Floyd was holding out on us.  Now, Floyd and I walked on each side of the car, as Dewayne drove us out.  Our job was to make sure the car did not fall into the lake.  It was about half a mile to the main road, and we were not sure we would make it out alive.  Believe me, five Selvidge boys got closer to God and to each other that day!
 Trials are God’s special gifts to draw us closer to Him and deepen our fellowship with each other.  In the early days of our trial, the miraculous hand of God fed us from His hand to our mouths.  Now, we were moving into greater dependency on our Lord, as our resources dried up.  There was nothing to fall back on except God, who began to connect us with people that we had ministered to in various ways, to minister to us, just like the poor widow of Zarephath.  It was deeply humbling to depend on God for every meal.  It was even a deeper humbling to have to admit to friends and associates that I had driven the church into debt.    Sometimes, God uses the offering of the widow to sustain his prophets.
 
Motorcycle Koinonea
One morning, I saddled my trusty 180 cc Yamaha, and headed out for a day of ministry.  It was early fall in Michigan, which meant cool days and on this particular day, threatening skies.  To protect me from rain or worse, I wore an insulated pair of coveralls.  A 200-pound man, wearing coveralls and sitting on a 180cc Yamaha, was humorous, I am sure.  However, that little bike was my only transportation.  Kalamazoo was a good 40 miles away, where a member of our church was recovering from open-heart surgery.  On the way, I stopped in Bangor, where I had a Bible study with a young family who had just become Christians.  I had a strange mixture of emotions, happy to be in God’s will, apprehensive about the future, and more pressing, concerned about house and insurance payments that had to be paid by the next day.  However, prayer always lifted me up, though I could see no possible way that $1000 could just appear out of the sky.              After seeing my friend in the hospital, I called back home (this was before cell phones).  JoAnn reminded me that the bank had called and a payment was due the next day.  Before I left Kalamazoo, I called my good friend, Vernon Haus, and he planned to see me on the way home from Watervliet, where we used to teach and coach.  By the time the little Yamaha made it to Vernon’s house, it was raining and the temperature was dropping rapidly.  It was about 4:00 in the afternoon, and I still had no thought of where the money would come from to satisfy the bank.  Vernon was gone, but I saw his wife, Bonnie.  After visiting with Bonnie and Vernon’s mother, “Sister Haus,” I got up to leave, and Bonnie handed me a check for $500. Vernon knew I needed help. She told me Vernon had left the check for me to use for whatever I needed. Walking out of their house, I was faced with a mixture of emotions, praise for the generosity of Vernon, and fear over where I would get the rest of the money that I owed by the next day.  I saddled up and headed home.                While on the way home, I remembered that I needed to stop and visit with a large family living outside of town in a house trailer.  They were poor in money, but rich in faith.  Frequently, we had to help them with a few groceries or other needs that they had.  We had a great visit, sitting outside, in the drizzle, drinking coffee and swapping stories of God’s greatness.  What a sweet family!  I remembered what James had said, “God has chosen the poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom” (Jas 2:5.)  This family had great faith and they were as poor as church mice.  Just sitting there, in their yard, listening to them talk about Jesus, lifted my soul.  My problems were so small compared to theirs, and yet, they had greater faith than their preacher did.                            Just before I left, we prayed.  The man whispered something to his wife, and she said, “I almost forgot.”  She ran into the trailer, coming back out with a huge smile on her face and something in her hand.  She said, “We sold some property and God told us to give this to you and JoAnn.”  I could not believe it.  The poor of this world were rich in faith.  We hugged and through tears, I thanked them for their being so generous.  I had no idea how much was in the envelope, but I expected maybe $20 or $30 so as I thanked God for their generosity I still wondered how God was going to find the rest of the money to take care of our house payment.  
The drizzle had changed to a hard rain, and I still had about 15 miles to go to get home.  It was dark by this time, and getting colder.  As I was putting on my coveralls for the long drive home, I took a glance at the check.  My heart nearly leaped out of my chest.  There is nothing more thrilling and affirming than the times God blesses with exact amounts.   The check was for $500, exactly what I needed. God had shown up big time, and my faith took a quantum leap.  This so deeply moved me, I wept like a small child who had received a great present from his father.  I now knew that God cared for every detail of our lives.  The God of heaven and earth is also the God of His creation.  Weeping, I began to praise God for his faithfulness. 
By the time I arrived back in South Haven, I was soaked, freezing cold, but eager to share God’s provision with my family.  God had used the poor who are rich in faith to bless us.  Out of their poverty, they had given far more than $500.  They had given the widow’s mite.  God was proving to us that he would take care of us, even through the hands of the “widow.”  They had also given us the gift that would never stop giving, the gift of faith.  Hallelujah!
 
Koinonea in Iowa
Not too long after that exciting day, the church of Christ in Davenport, Iowa asked me to preach at their soul winning workshop.  After spending the days of solitude by the brook, where every opportunity to preach had dried up, God started opening doors for preaching.  Usually, the amount of money I got for these meetings was small.  Sometimes, I would give what they gave back to them or not accept any pay at all.  The invitation to preach in this workshop excited me, because God had given me messages that I wanted to preach about saving souls, and I knew it would be a large crowd.  However, God had other plans
I really can’t remember where the money came from to buy my ticket.  Someone probably gave me money before I left church that Sunday.  The day of travel was foggy, delaying planes out of Benton Harbor; it fogged in even worse in Davenport.  Somehow, in all the confusion, I arrived late into Davenport, without bags.  All I had was what was on my body, jeans, shirt and a jacket, no dress clothes to preach in, tennis shoes on my feet, no toothbrush or razor.
By now, this preacher was beginning to recognize the signs of God at work.  It was clear that God was up to something, so I chuckled to myself and began to relax.  When I got to the hotel room, my roommate was already there.  He asked me if I needed help with my luggage, and I said, “Yes, although I do not think you can help me,” followed by an explanation.  He offered me his toothbrush, and razor.  I could handle the razor, but the toothbrush was a bit much.
That evening, the brother in charge of the speakers called me.  He had no way of knowing that my clothes were in route, but he said they had a problem.  I thought, “You’re right about that.”  Apparently, the same storm that fogged me in fogged out the speaker for the breakfast the next morning.  He would be arriving late and asked if I would be willing to change one of my classes for the breakfast speech.  It seemed fine to me.  Maybe my clothes would arrive in time for class later, and speaking at breakfast in jeans and tennis shoes did not really seem that much out of place.  I had not prepared to speak for breakfast, and I wondered, “What will I say?”  I drifted off to sleep, with crud in my mouth, in awe of what God would do next.  One thing I was sure of, it would be good.
On the way to breakfast, I still did not have a clear picture of what I was going to do.  I knew that I would speak on Ro. 8:28 that God does indeed work everything out to His good, but, at least at this point, I was not sure how He would do that.  The person in charge introduced me, and explained my dilemma, and the reason for wearing tennis shoes and jeans.  Everyone thought that was funny, and on my way to the podium, I got a little chuckle out of it myself.  Then, once again, the Word of the Lord came to me, “Tell them what happened in South Haven.”  Immediately, I sensed that the God of this universe had set me up.  He also reminded me that He was listening just in case; the Holy Spirit would give me the words to say.  Well, that settled that.  I knew what God expected.  The story of my prayer for wisdom and the resulting financial crisis came much easier than I thought. 
Using Jas. 5, I told the story of Elijah, how God stopped the rain because of prayer.  Even his retreat by the brook Kerith ended because of God’s answer to prayer.  I told stories of people who became Christians in spite of our crisis, and how God was giving me wisdom.  I told the story of the IRS agent who left our home in tears.  There was not a dry eye in the room.  Afterwards, two sweet women came up and hugged me.  They both opened their purses and gave me what they called their “mad money” (money they set aside for a time they were “mad,” I guess!)  One of them told me to take my wife out to dinner and spend the entire $100 on the best steak meal I could find.  That was not even possible for us.  We spent less than half of it, and took the rest home for our family. 
 After the workshop, a group of the speakers met me just before we all boarded our planes to go our separate ways.  They all gave me their honorariums, which were around $2500.  Their generosity humbled me; I was amazed at how God works.  Though He owns all the cattle on a thousand hills, he brought together Christians to minister to our needs.  It changed the way I viewed financial problems in the body of Christ.  To this day, I see God’s hand in every opportunity to bless members of the family of God.  In Romans 12:13, God tells us to contribute to the needs of the saints.  The early church practiced generosity and sold their possessions so there would be no needs among them.  In our church, we practice giving to the needs of the body of Christ.
 
Koinonea at Home
There were other acts of generosity experienced during that time.  The widow woman, Sister Addie Palmore, who lived on social security, would give us a five or ten dollar bill from time to time.  Sister Haus frequently ministered to our needs.  Others would leave large bags of groceries on our doorstep, or a roast in our car.  One sweet woman bought Christmas gifts for Renate and Erin and my wife JoAnn.  Small checks came in the mail for five or ten dollars.  We never knew where it would come from, but it came regularly and faithfully, at just the right time.
Then, there were our good friends, Don and Donna Walters.  The Walters’ arrival in South Haven was a gift from God.  Don had just graduated from Williamstown Bible College and could have gone anywhere for God to use him.  For some reason known only to God, Don and Donna felt led to South Haven.  We fell in love with Don and Donna the first time we met them, and that love has never died.  Theirs was a kindred spirit beyond understanding.  They became our closest companions.  Their first night in Zarephath, it seemed like we were preparing our last meal in preparation for a dying church.  Don and Donna became friends that “stick closer than brothers.”  Don had Parkinson’s and polio had crippled Donna.  It is difficult to say that the polio crippled her because her deep faith in God and resolute spirit permeated everything she did.  
We spent hours together praying and playing.  Don and I were prayer partners, spending many wonderful hours together, visiting Christians, counseling marriages, teaching the lost and visiting inmates in the county jail.  God raised Don and Donna up to minister to us as the widow woman ministered to the Prophet of God.  We shared many meals together, always in Donna’s kitchen.  What wonderful friends they were.
My brother Don and his wife, Nancy, often helped us in ways I am sure they really do not know.  Donald had always been generous with us.  One time, we were traveling south to visit JoAnn’s folks in Arkansas.  The four of us and another woman and her daughter were all in our small station wagon.  On the way down, we stopped to see Don and his family.  While we were there, we had a flat tire.  Don bought us a new tire and sent us on our way.  It was my Dad’s car, since we did not own a car that was road worthy enough to take a trip.  The weather on the way back was horrible, with several feet of drifting snow, and sub-zero temperatures.  Authorities shut down the freeway at Mattoon, where Don and Nancy lived.  We went to his home, but he was gone south to see Nancy’s folks.  We went to a gas station to use the restroom, but the restrooms were closed because the water lines were frozen.  
Even though we had little money, we determined that our only solution was to stay in the Holiday Inn near the freeway, but even the Inn had closed because of frozen and broken water lines.  Don and Nancy owned the only house that we knew about, but Don had securely locked it.  Breaking a window to get inside was my best solution, even with the risk of getting caught breaking and entering.  Even spending the night in jail was better than freezing on the side of the road.  I picked up a brick, and just as I was getting ready to throw it at the window, I heard a familiar voice yelling, “What are you doing?”  It was Don.  Providentially, the freeway south of Effingham had also been closed, which brought Don and Nancy back home just before I launched a missile into their back window.  
Don and Nancy had a son and daughter, Scott and Donna, about the same age as our daughters.  We spent the holidays together.  I will never forget that Christmas, and how God not only rescued us from the storm, but also provided rich fellowship with Don and his family.  We had turkey dinner for Christmas and Don went out and bought presents for our kids.  Don would give you the shirt off his back.
There were others as well, far too many to mention:  Rodney and Anita Walker, Tom and Wanda Plochocki, Les and Becky Burford, Ken and Becky Berry, the Heavins, Surna Smith, and the list goes on.  We continue to make trips back to South Haven or to meet these wonderful friends around the country, and it is as if we never left each other.  The bond is so deep, that it goes far beyond friendship.  It is what the Bible declares as koinonea.  I can truly say that I have experienced that level of fellowship known as koinonea.  We shared not only our resources, but our lives as well.  This kind of fellowship does not come by giving a pat on the back and a handshake.  It is created in the melting pot of life, where heat and pressure rises significantly and the hypocrisy of life is burned off.  God bless these wonderful saints.  We have often wondered what made them so special.  I now know that friendships formed in the cauldron of life deepen, becoming more precious than gold refined in the fire.                             
And all who believed were together and had all things in common (Ac. 2:44 ESV.)
 






6 - Miracle in Zarephath
 
Then the disciples came to Jesus in private and asked, ‘Why couldn’t we drive it out?’Jesus replied, ‘Because you have so little faith. I tell you the truth, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, move from here to there’ and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you (Mt. 17:19-21.)
 
A Step of Faith
Fellowship (koinonea) of this depth does something to the human heart, where the parts of the body come together to form the whole, representing something far deeper and far more beautiful and powerful than the original.  Relationships formed in suffering deepen friendships and form bonds that last an entire lifetime.  Such was the case with Elijah and the widow.  It was a fellowship of need.  She would soon be out of food and Elijah was presently in need of food.  Elijah could bring the widow of Zarephath a faith in God that she may not have known in any other way. 
 God has been drawing me through Ro. 12:13, a word at a time.  For the first time, I have caught just a glimpse of God’s wonderful ways, as I began to see the connection between need and the role of the Body of Christ.  Superficial koinonea comes from a handshake and a pat on the back. God brings opportunities for Christians to meet the needs of one another, thus developing deep bonds that are difficult to break.   Romans. 12:13 RSV tells us to learn to “contribute to the needs of the saints.”  That word “contribute” is the Greek word koinonea, which we widely understand to be fellowship.  Churches have fellowship halls and we often call our meetings “the fellowship.”  Fellowship, however, is much more than potluck.  True fellowship revolves around a common need.  In Ac. 2:44, Luke says this growing body of believers was “together and had everything in common.  Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.  And the Lord added to their number daily such as were being saved.”  There was a great need in the city of Jerusalem and the body of believers rallied to that need.  
This same flame ignited the hearts of Elijah and the widow forming a deep bond between them. Not too long afterward, the Bible tells us the widow’s son grew ill.  We do not know what was wrong or what the widow might have tried in order to save his life.  His sickness was a test of her faith, as many of our sicknesses are today. I am always surprised how quickly we go to the doctor, but rarely ever follow the advice of Jas. 5:13, to “call the elders of the church” and “confess our sins one to another.”  He “became worse and worse” and finally stopped breathing.  
She had seen enough to know that Yah-weh is serious about sin and surmised that he had taken the life of her son because of their sin.  Her first inclination was to blame God and wallow in her own sin.  That is not unusual.  God had spared their lives, worked a miracle every day, but it was with her as it is with us: “God, what have you done for me lately?”  We fail to remember how God brought us through yesterday, but are afraid he will not show up today.  1 Ki 17:1 says “Did you come to remind me of my sin, and kill my son?” 
Even the great prophet, who had already seen God work in ways that few men would ever know, began to waver.  He took the son and laid him on the bed.  Then, he looked up to heaven and accused God of bringing tragedy also upon the widow.  “Also” indicates that Elijah was seeing this situation as a tragedy.  Had he forgotten that he is the one who prayed that it would not rain?  Could he have missed the point that everything that was taking place was not a result of circumstance, but rather movement of the hand of God Almighty, our sovereign God, who heard the effectual fervent prayers of a righteous man, and answered him?  The healing of the widow’s son is a great story.  She cried out to the preacher, the preacher called out to God and God answered his prayer.
 Elijah stretched himself out on the child three times.  The purpose of this action is not clear.  It is common to see a prophet of God “acting out” as well as speaking the Word of God.  We know that Jesus was in the tomb for three days before he triumphed over sin and death.  Elijah’s actions here seem to be part of his prayer that the child’s life would enter back into his body.  Now, God has demonstrated in several ways Yah- weh is indeed the only true God: God over nature, God over rain, and now, God over death.  When God faces death, He does not submit to the “god of death” as does Baal.  The Lord is powerful in Israel, but he is equally as powerful in Sidon. 
 
God Draws Saints Together
God uses crisis to bring us closer together, uniting saints and deepening their love for each other. The next steps in our journey involved watching God work in the ministries of other churches and watching God at work in other ministries and looking for opportunities to join in. The ring of our fellowship was getting bigger, allowing us to see that we were not alone. We were part of God’s church, not “God’s church.”  
We had spent time by the brook, where God fed us and took care of us, “from his hands to our mouth.”  That was a sweet time.  Then it was as if he moved us from the brook to the poverty of Zarephath, where we were being refined.  At Zarephath, we discovered the riches of koinonea with the beautiful saints God raised up to minister to our needs.  During our time by the brook, we learned the wonder of fellowship with God.  The brook is where we learned to trust God.  Now, we would see the wonder of God working in ways that we could never imagine.  I was about to see the God of the brook and the God of Zarephath be the God of ministry.
For years, I enjoyed books about God’s supernatural power.  However, it was almost as if I had read them as works of fiction.  God healed the blind and gave hearing to the deaf, casting out demons here and there and walking on water.  However, that was then.  Did not God’s power for Christians cease at the end of the lives of the Apostles?  Yet, I longed to see this power at work.  I wanted to believe that God, who is the same, yesterday, today and forever, was still working in the same way in the lives of His people.  A friend of mine invited us to a conference hosted by Bill Gothard.  Since he was not a member of our fellowship, I had little interest in attending.  He offered to fill in for me while we were gone and was so persuasive that I decided to go.  At the very least, a week’s vacation sounded good.  God had already started opening my thinking through the truths taught us by the brook and strengthened my conviction that God was working outside my little box I had made for Him.  The conference opened my eyes even wider.  We went with the Walters and Bur ford’s, camping out in two hotel rooms together.  Every night we stayed up talking about what we had heard that night.  We searched as the Bereans searched, because the insights seemed right, but were radically different from what we had learned.  
From that first night, as we sat around and talked about the message, I began to see the Word in a different light.  It was more powerful than ever.  I did not agree with everything that he said, but God expanded the box in which I had placed him.  The insights he gave were very fresh, but he was not a church of Christ preacher.  Where did he learn all these insights?  I began to concede, for the first time, perhaps there were people saved outside of our church group.
 I heard one of my favorite preachers, Pat Casey, preach a powerful sermon on the potential power lurking beneath the superficial skin of the church.  He said, in part, that the church was like a “sleeping giant,” which needed to wake up and realize the power lurking within its grasp.  That line, “a sleeping giant,” resonated with my spirit and filled me with renewed hope.  We were still without a salary and struggling to make ends meet, but my faith was growing exponentially.  Now, God was turning my eyes to see the vast potential when His church received and ministered in power.  The first century church lived in this power.  Jesus had told them to wait in Jerusalem until “you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Ac. 1:8.)  After remaining in Jerusalem, taking care of business and praying, the Holy Spirit did come, with such great power that the people of Jerusalem thought they were drunk.  Up until that point, they had seen that power working through Jesus, but now they were actually, personally experiencing the power of the Holy Spirit.
 God fueled a hunger for that power in ministry and sparked faith in its possibilities. The church today is in as much need of the Holy Spirit as the church of the first century. The signs, wonders, miracles and gifts of Hebrews 2:4 meant to me that the confirmation and testifying of the Holy Spirit was over when the Apostles died. I saw nowhere in the Bible that God said that.  I started believing that power is available today.  It was not power to play games or something to exult over, but power to be His witnesses.  In that way, we are indeed a sleeping giant.  All we need to do is awaken to the Holy Spirit’s power within us.
As mentioned earlier, this was a difficult lesson for me to grasp. God had revealed Himself in so many powerful ways.  We witnessed God’s provision first hand, in what appeared to be miracles. How were we to harness this power for work in the Kingdom?  Jesus told the disciples to remain in Jerusalem until they received power from on high.  Then, they were to take the gospel to Jerusalem, Judea and to the uttermost parts of the world.  The gifts of the Holy Spirit were not toys or even badges of spirituality, but tools to reach people with the Gospel.  In all my years of learning, I could never remember a sermon on spiritual gifts operating in the church today.  I thought those supernatural operations of the Holy Spirit ceased when the last apostle died and we had received the written word of God.  I was seeing first hand God working in our lives in supernatural ways.  Could it be possible that God would empower us for ministry in the same way he outfitted the early church?  I was about to take a big step in the direction of seeing that power.
It was a struggle to think in terms of God speaking to Christians today. Earlier, I began to experience God impressing truth on my heart, nothing beyond the written word, and confirming truths that He had spoken to me through the Bible.  Now, after the struggles at Zarephath, JoAnn and I both began to be open to the gifts of the Spirit,  like babies,  searching for something that we knew little about and not really sure we would recognize it if we saw it.  My relationship with the Lord deepened, and determination to be only a New Testament Christian intensified.  I knew that I was moving in a direction that would affect my relationship with other churches and ultimately set me on a course that would bring criticism from longtime friends, but my greatest ambition was to be true to God and the Word.  
The desire to know God on a deeper level had become so intense that I was willing for any change that was necessary if it drew me nearer to our Lord.  My background in the church of which we were members gave me strong conviction to take only firm paths.  I owe much to my parents and preachers in my early years, who hammered the Word of God into my soul.  I would sit on a chair under the preacher’s podium so I could hang on his every word.  I was not about to go off on some emotional binge, but I was intent on searching, and was not willing to leave any stones unturned.
 
Plane Tickets to Eatonton
In addition, our ministry was changing rapidly. There were times that I questioned whether God had really called us to ministry, but never for long periods.  We were beginning to see the irreversible nature of His calling.  God was showing me, in spite of my sins and because of his grace, He was willing to use a repentant soul. As we began to emerge from the brook, ministry opportunities began to grow once again.  However, the nature of ministry was different.  God was sending people to me for me to teach and counsel.  
Financially, we were still in the middle of a great drought, but we were growing more excited about how God was going to bring us through this huge dry spell.  As God began to widen our circle of influence, I received invitations to other places to preach and hold meetings.  One of those places was Eatonton, Georgia, where a good friend preached and ran a bus ministry with one bus to a number of different locations.  Memory fails to reveal how many different churches John Mills had started, but it was somewhere close to twenty-five.  John Mills had hemophilia, a blood disorder that caused severe bleeding when he over-exerted himself.  He was a great man of God.  God sent me to Eatonton three times.
 The first time John approached me, we were standing in the South Haven Church of Christ parking lot.  It was at the close of the Great North American Soul Winning Workshop that we sponsored in South Haven, attended by several thousand people, including John and his family.  They had driven to South Haven from Eatonton to be part of the workshop.  John Mills was a wonderful man who loved God and desired to reach people with the Gospel.  We talked for a while about what God was doing in Georgia.  Then he asked me to come to Georgia and hold a Gospel meeting.  I asked him how long, and pressing for an immediate answer, he replied, “Well, Jerry, I don’t see any sense in paying for you to come for just a little meeting.  I would want you to stay for three weeks.”
After throwing up a quick prayer, I did not see how I could say no, so I agreed to come for a three-week meeting, not knowing what I was getting into, until he told me that he did not have any money to pay me.  That was no problem for me, since we did not have any money, either, and had never put a price on preaching the Gospel.  The next words out of his mouth were extremely gutsy and troubling all at the same time.  He said, “If you can get to Atlanta, I can pick you up at the airport and take you the rest of the way.” 
Wait a minute.  I just agreed to preach a three-week meeting without pay.  In addition, I had to come up with the money for the tickets.  Something is not adding up here.  “Brother”, I said, hoping not to look like I was stupid.  “I don’t have any money to fly to Atlanta, Georgia.”  I said this, in spite of the fact that I had just preached a sermon on positive Christian living using Eph. 3:20 as a text.  Here Paul said, about God, “He is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all we can even ask or imagine.”  I am sure John was thinking about that sermon when he said, without even a hint of a smile, “I just heard you preach about faith.  That was a great sermon.  I will tell you that fired me up.  Do you believe that stuff you just preached?  I have no doubt but that God will supply a way.  See you in September.”  
Then he walked away leaving me holding the bag.  Just as Elijah had to ratchet up his faith in order to heal the poor widow’s son, my faith had to grow in order to follow my poor brother from Georgia.  Either John Mills had greater faith than I had ever seen, or he was the greatest salesperson I had ever known.  In any case, I had given my word.  This was indeed in the hands of God.
 The Sunday I was to leave for Georgia was a blur.  My wife took me to the airport, with $35 in my pocket.  I had $35 due only to the providence of God.  After church that morning, almost as an afterthought, I told the church that I was flying to Georgia right after church and needed money for the airfare.  My thinking was that someone would surely step up and offer me enough money to take care of the trip.  Instead, God sent my friend Vernon Haus with a wad of bills that he had pulled out of his pocket.  I counted it right away, and found $35, not nearly enough money for plane fare to Atlanta.  I laughed, nervously, because I really did not know how I would get to Atlanta.  The $35 would not even get me to Atlanta, let alone, back home again.                By the time I arrived at the airport, I was numb with concern, yet somehow, there was a calm assurance in my soul and I felt a kind of assurance that somehow things were going to work out.  In order to get to Atlanta, I had to fly to Chicago and catch a flight to Atlanta.  When we arrived at the Benton Harbor Airport, I sent JoAnn home and went inside just as if I knew what I was doing.  I walked up to the counter and asked for a ticket to Chicago where I would connect with my flight to Georgia.  When I asked the man how much, he said, “$35.”  That was either one great big coincidence or something supernatural was taking place right before my eyes.  That was the exact amount of money in my pocket.  Vernon did not know how much it would cost.  I did not know how much it would cost.  Who knew how much it would cost, besides God and the ticket agent?  Amazingly, God arranged for me to sit next to a young person who was the daughter of the man who helped split our church.  We rode together and had a very enjoyable visit.              When I arrived in Chicago, I had no idea what to do next.  My stack of money was exhausted, and so was I.  The line for the ticket agent going to Atlanta was long and besides, I did not have any money.  What a comical dilemma!  By the time I had worked my way to the front of the line, the ticket agent approached me and told me that her machines were down and it would be awhile before she could issue me a ticket.  She then invited me to sit down, and assured me that she would get me as soon as she worked out the problem.  I was exhausted from preaching two sermons and teaching Bible class, so I fell into a sound sleep.  I have no idea how long I slept, but it was long enough to miss my flight for Atlanta.  The ticket agent awakened me, apologizing for failing to get me on that flight as she had promised.  I told her that it was okay since I did not have a ticket anyway.  However, she insisted that she was to blame for me missing my flight and asked me to step up to the counter. She then proceeded to issue me a roundtrip ticket to Atlanta, courtesy of the airlines for failing to get me on my plane.  Even though I tried to explain that I did not have a ticket, she issued the tickets, and led me to my plane. 
When I boarded the plane, the flight attendant put me in first class.  From no tickets and no money to round trip, first class tickets, was just like God.  He not only got me to Atlanta, he got me back home, first class.  I remembered John’s word, “God will supply.”  That he did, in a most amazing way, leaving me filled with awe and wonder.              
Ministering in Georgia was different from ministry in South Haven. Though we were without salary, I met people everyday who was worse off than us. John ministered to people who had only the basic necessities of life. They were living by faith every day of their lives.  I stayed in the homes of Christians who could barely put food on the table for their families. Living in that part of our nation was like going to a third world country on a mission trip. It was clear from the very beginning that God’s hand was all over this meeting in Georgia.  In the bus ministry back in South Haven, we met many families who lived on very little, but not nearly at the same level of poverty as in this part of Georgia. 
Even John and his family lived in conditions in which we never had to live.  Though we survived two years without a salary, God allowed me to see firsthand how he takes care of families who do not have a salary at all.  It was shocking and inspiring as well. We lived in luxury compared to these Christians.
 John never complained, even about his hemophilia. He was rich in faith.  We would leave his home in the afternoon to begin picking up people for the meeting that night.  We traveled in the old yellow bus, all over three counties, until two hours or so later, we arrived at the building.  Worship started with several minutes of singing, followed by prayer and preaching. The first night, I preached a long sermon, after which John stood up and said something like, “Sermonettes make Christianettes. Keep preaching, brother!”  I preached for a while longer, and again he told me to keep preaching.  This went on until late in the night, after which several people were baptized and many others gave their lives back to God. Then, we loaded the bus riders back on the buses, and took them home. By 2:00 or 3:00 a.m., we made it back home.  John’s feet were exhausted and so was my body.  We sat in that bus talking about what God was doing for another two hours.  God was giving me an education.  He was showing me His power and I knew this was a special moment.
 One day, John told me that he wanted to knock on some doors in a town on his bus route.  My legs were tired, and I knew I had to preach half the night that night, but if he could walk on his hemophiliac feet, how could I complain?  One meeting I held for John was in the late winter.  One was in the hottest part of the summer.  Another meeting I held was in the fall of the year.  We met many sincere people, who loved the Lord, and who loved John for all his sacrifices.  His ministry was teaching.  He taught on the bus.  He taught before church.  He taught during the week.  He had a Christian school where he taught poor students whom he picked up in his bus.  He even had a Christian college on a piece of land near a creek.  God sent me to Georgia to experience true sacrifice.  We had gone two years without a salary, but John and his family had given a lifetime of service without a salary.  I have lost touch with John over the years.  I have tried many times to contact him, but with no results. He may have died.  I do know that John affected my life in ways that I never expected.
God was at work everywhere I went, just like Jesus said, “my Father is always at work.”  God had shown us enough to trust His supernatural power in ministry. I read about Hudson Taylor, who said, “God’s work done in God’s way will always bring God’s support.”  God was at work everywhere I went.  Whether it was Georgia, or California or Michigan, God was always doing His work.  Now we were seeing the power of God unleashed in our lives.  The church did not grow numerically, as I had planned in my five-year plan, which, by the way, I had filed in a circular file in my office.  
It seemed like everywhere we went God had already been there, clearing the way for the Gospel. Arriving in Atlanta, both John and I got a good laugh at how resourceful our great God is.  When I told him how God worked it out to give me a free roundtrip ticket, he roared and said, “I knew you could do it.”  It was not me.  It was God!  It was also the faith of John, who challenged my faith that put me on the stage that allowed God to perform a miracle.  My eyes were opening to what a New Testament Christian looked like in a twentieth century world.  I had been impressed by the hot dog trick back at the brook, and moved  to tears over the number of people God raised up to bless us at Zarephath.  Now, God was dealing with us on a deeper level.  We were filled with awe!
Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles.  All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need   (Ac. 2:43-44.)
 The New Testament church is a huge living organism, comprised of the redeemed who are filled with love for God and generosity toward His people.  We were learning how big and powerful that organism really is.  Praise God!






7 - Repairing the Broken Altars
 
The Lord reigns forever: He has established his throne for judgment, He will judge the word in righteousness; He will govern the peoples with justice. The Lord is a refuge for the oppressed, a stronghold in times of trouble. Those who know your name will trust in you, You, Lord, have never forsaken those who seek you (Ps. 9:7-10.) 
 
God’s Timing
1 King 18 opens with the Word of the Lord coming for the third time to Elijah, providing light for yet another step of faith. “After many days, the word of the Lord came to Elijah, in the third year, saying, ‘Go show yourself to Ahab, and I will send rain upon the land” (1 Ki. 18:1 KJV.) Elijah stayed with the widow and her son until he received direction from the Lord.  The NIV says, “After a long time” (1 Ki. 18:1.)  We do not know how long a time this was, but we can be sure it was long enough to make Elijah wonder what God was planning.  
We often complicate our lives when we move forward without knowing the will of God. Circumstances sometimes give direction, dictating our next move, but we have to be careful because the evil one is clever at using circumstances as well.  We can wisely seek the advice of our authorities, especially our parents and leaders in our churches.  However, reading God’s Word is one of the best ways to confirm direction, especially when Biblical principles are at stake.  There are times when God does speak directly to us as he did several times for Elijah.  Even then, it is wise to confirm what we think is the voice of God through our authorities, making sure that we do not violate Biblical principles.  Paul says to confirm words of knowledge by two or three witnesses (2 Co. 13:1; see also Dt. 19:15.)  In all cases, we need to cultivate our sensitivity to hearing the Word of the Lord in whatever manner God chooses to speak to us.
 Timing for the Word of the Lord coming to Elijah was crucial.  God is never too late or too early, being very specific to events taking place around us.  At exactly the right time, the angel appeared to Peter while he was in jail.  God sent the angel in response to the prayers of the church gathered to appeal to Him for his life (Ac. 12.)  In the same way, Paul and Silas were praising God in a jail cell while awaiting execution.  God brought an earthquake to break them out of jail, which led to the salvation of the jailer and his family.  Deliverance for the jailer’s family and release from jail came together on the same tracks as planned by God.
 God sent Jesus to the earth in “the fullness of time” (Gal. 4:4 KJV.)  At exactly the right time, God showed up, not a minute early, not a minute late.  We get ourselves into trouble when we run ahead of God without waiting, listening for His promptings to take the next step.  For Elijah, the Word of the Lord came at the precise moment not only to end the drought, but also to bring a resounding victory to Elijah and bring glory and honor to Himself.  Wait on God; He will reward you.  The 27th Psalm is a great reminder to determine to wait upon the Lord.  After declaring the Lord as his light and salvation (deliverance), David makes several further declarations depicting God as his stronghold, his protection against the enemy, the lifter of his head, and his faithful guide.  He finishes with this powerful affirmation of his faith: “I believe that I shall look upon the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living!  Wait for the Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the Lord” (Ps.27:13-14.)  It takes courage to wait. Waiting is not for the fainthearted.
 Two other times the Word of the Lord had come to Elijah, sending the prophet to places where God would test his faith.  The first time, God sent Elijah to the brook Kerith, the place of “cutting down,” where Elijah’s pride brought him down by isolation requiring God to feed him “from his hand to Elijah’s mouth.”  The second time came after the brook had dried up.  God sent Elijah to Zarephath, the “place of refining,” where God worked everything together for the good, not only for Elijah, but for the widow and her son as well.  
God used both the brook and Zarephath to prepare the man of God for the great contest on Mt. Carmel.  In both places, God brought Elijah to his knees to humble him.  God cannot use a proud man because his own agenda takes precedence over the agenda of God. That is why  “God resists the proud but gives grace to the humble” (Jas. 4:6.)  According to Paul, God works in the hearts of those who are working out their sanctification with fear and trembling (Php. 2:11-13.)  I fear that most of what we do in our churches is give lip service to the agenda of God, while we are busy fulfilling our own dreams and then attributing our dreams to God.  I know that has been true for me.  Waiting on God is a good way to ensure that what we are doing is the same as what God has planned.  Elijah prayed and the rain stopped.  Elijah walked into the courts of the King and told him it would not rain again until he said so.  For three plus years, he enjoyed intimacy with God. Now Yah-weh tells him it is time to move on.  God instructs him to go back to King Ahab and tell him it is going to rain again, but not before God judges the false prophets.
Seclusion-God’s Plan
The time of Elijah’s seclusion has stretched to nearly three years, first in the Transjordan wilderness, and then in the home of the widow of Zarephath in Sidon.  God continues to work all around Elijah but the life of the prophet is simplified.  He walked with God and watched Him at work, learning to adjust his life to the purposes of God. Life is greatly simplified when we get in step with God. We find serving God is not nearly as complicated as we once thought.                                             During our time of seclusion, we were able to get our eyes on God.  When we started fulltime ministry, I treated it like I was still coaching. My style of ministry was a lot of hype, big promotions, and watching what other successful ministries were doing in order to imitate them, hoping to gain the same level of success in our ministry.  I even wrote a five-year plan for our church, not based on seeing God at work, but strictly from my own flesh.  That plan was destined for the circular file.  When asked about it a few years later, all I could do was laugh in embarrassment. For Elijah, public ministry had come to a screeching halt.  The Word of the Lord signaled to the prophet that his days of seclusion were finally over. 
Elijah appeared in public only briefly, then forced into seclusion by his own prayers, and is now being brought back into public ministry. The drought is soon to end, so his time by the brook and in Zarephath must have been somewhere around three to three and one-half years. God has been preparing Elijah and in fact, the widow and all of Israel for his big declaration that Yah-weh is God and there is no other!  We are about to witness the supernatural move of God that will greatly affect generations to come.
              God moves in “mysterious ways, His wonders to perform.” He works out even the smallest detail.  Elijah has actually been living just a short distance from Jezebel’s hometown in Sidon, but has still managed to remain hidden from Ahab, who would have liked to put an end to his life.  Elijah approached the prophet Obadiah.  Obadiah, like the widow of Zarephath, connects the prophet’s presence with imminent punishment for his own sin.  That is usually how it works.  If you reveal to someone that you are a pastor, all the beer cans disappear and foul language is cleaned up.  We should be grateful for that.  Elijah assures Obadiah, such is not the case.  Elijah asked Obadiah to go to the King and set up a meeting with Elijah.  However, Obadiah feared for his life, reasoning that the Spirit would pick up the prophet of God and move him to an unknown place, thus leading the King to kill Obadiah.  Elijah went himself.  
You can just imagine Ahab’s “joy” in seeing the preacher, “the troubler of Israel.” but Elijah is on a mission and nothing is going to stop him.  He has waited three and one half years for this opportunity.  He will not allow the King to sidetrack him now.  Elijah requested Ahab to gather at Mt. Carmel 850 prophets:  400 prophets of Asherah and 450 prophets of Baal, setting up one of the most exciting battles in the Bible, displaying His marvelous power over evil demonstrated how he works through men of God to call down that power.  It was high noon in Israel, time for a showdown between God and the prophets of Baal, light and darkness, right and wrong.  There was a stench in Israel and someone had to clean up the mess.
Stench Rising to Heaven
When we were boys, we loved to hunt and fish around Paw Paw River, which was just behind our home in Riverside, Michigan.  Because it was often wet, we frequently ended up with wet clothes.  If it were cool weather, we would build a small fire and warm ourselves around the fire.  A wood fire burning by the side of a river on a cold day conjures up memories that I can still smell and visualize, even though it was several years ago.  I can hear the sound of the river, smell the huge trees, and feel the coolness of the coming winter.  We would sit around the fire swapping stories and telling tall tales, laughing while our clothes dried before we took the short walk home.  
One very rainy and cold day, the continual drizzle and cold weather had penetrated our clothing, soaking us through to our bones.  Chilled and wet, one of my brothers mentioned building a fire, prompting us to look for a place out of the rain where we could easily build a fire. There was an old hollow tree, maybe fifteen to twenty feet from the bank of the river, surrounded by big cottonwoods and willow trees.  Lightening had hit the hollow tree, gutting out the inside of the tree some years ago, but the bark was still black and the tree continued to stay alive. Because of its size, it seemed to call to us to crawl inside and build a fire. Legends are born in places like that. Though the yarns my brothers could weave were mostly true, there was always a little exaggeration.  Someone suggested we build a fire in the hollow tree, and sit inside while we dried our clothes and warmed up by the fire.  We gathered tinder to start a fire and wood to build the fire, crawled inside the hollow tree, and built a fire.  It took quite a while to get a good fire going, but soon enough, we were enjoying a wonderful, warm toasty fire. 
Soon after building the fire, our eyes began to water and we started coughing.  It took a few more minutes before we realized what was going on. Being exceptionally bright, someone realized the hollow tree was like a fireplace.  It had a firebox with a chimney, which funneled the smoke right out of the tree.  The problem was that we were sitting right in the middle of the firebox and the chimney was right above our heads!  The fire was either going to roast us or smoke us to death.  We did not even realize it until it was almost too late!
 Another story illustrates the same point. My brothers and I went to eastern Michigan to fish in a well-known stream Northern Pike river.  It was late at night when we got to the river, or at least when we thought we were at the river.  We all slept in Dewayne’s Plymouth station wagon until dawn broke and we would be able to set our lines in the water and catch the big fish.  When one of us got out of the car to relieve himself, he saw huge rats, about the size of small rabbits.  We did not think any more about it, though we did notice the place smelled like a dump.  We fell asleep dreaming of the huge pike we would be catching the next day.  When the sun rose on our beautiful river, we realized the body of water was stagnant and surrounded not by beautiful trees, but by trash and junk, mounds and mounds of it.  We had spent the night in the city dump!  Our pleasant dreams ended because of the stinking dump full of huge rats and we made a fast exit!
That is how I picture life in the days of Elijah which also describes the condition of our culture today. He was in the middle of a smoking fire and the stench had filled his nostrils to the point that he had to take action. Sadly, with most people it is business as usual even though surrounded by the stench and pollution of sin. We become accustomed to the discomfort created by the smoke and watery eyes. Our prophet Elijah grieved at what he was watching as progressively went from bad to worse.  He was surrounded by false prophets, corruption was nation-wide and the country itself was dying.  Few people would accept responsibility. Few took it personally. 
America is facing a similar fate today. Our nation was heading in that direction in the early 1980’s.  I felt the heat of the fire in the early 1960’s when we were kicking God out of the public schools.  As an educator in the public schools, I watched conditions deteriorate to the point where educating children was secondary to maintaining control.  The fire grew and we suffered with the stench of smoke.  We just failed to see what was happening.  When we left teaching to preach in 1975, we had a premonition of what was about to happen. Conditions were already beginning to deteriorate. Once, when I was confronting a group of students smoking pot in the parking lot, I was told by school officials to mind my own business.  
We have lived in the smoke and fire so long that we are like the proverbial frog in hot water.  The water around us is the water in which we are cooking.  We have become so accustomed to the stench around us that we are oblivious of the danger surrounding us.  Looking back, laws legalizing abortion were bound to come.  Now, we fight the war on a different level, the sanctity of Biblical marriage.  We planted the seeds years ago.  Like Israel, America is facing a great contest.  It is the greatest contest of our short history as a nation.  It could be a greater contest than the Civil War, as tragic and necessary as that was.  Jesus lamented over his return in Luke 18:8 by asking, “When the Son of Man returns, will he find faith?”  The jury is still out on that question.  It is time for a great contest on Mt. Carmel.
 
The Troubler of Israel
Elijah stormed back into Ahab’s life, with Ahab calling him the “troubler of Israel.”  Just seeing the prophet irritated Ahab.  Men of Truth are always irritating to people who love deception. Any time you make a stand for truth and righteousness, it is likely that others will brand you as a troublemaker.  Some will call you a “legalist” or “radical” or even worse, as if you are the problem, not the widespread sin in our culture.  However, does it really matter what the enemy raises up against us?  We must confront sin and confront it with such intensity that others hear our message.  After all, we are the salt of the earth and we must speak out, whether people listen or not.  We do not have the luxury to sit back in our smoke filled homes and do nothing while the stench intensifies around us moment by moment.  We cannot wait while the blood of millions of unborn babies cries out against our lethargy, victims of godless abortion laws.  The sanctity of Biblical marriage is at stake, as are the Biblical roles of husbands and wives.  The world challenges morality among God’s people because churches change conviction into preference regarding church leadership as well as Biblical teachings that oppose divorce.  We need to fall on our knees, like Elijah, and pray a “powerful and effectual prayer.” His mind-set was to change the culture.  It was time to fight.
Elijah began this great battle by issuing a challenge to King Ahab, saying, “I have not made trouble for Israel, but you and your father’s family have” (1 Ki. 18:18.) He did not beat around the bush when he told them how.  “You have abandoned the Lord’s commands and have followed the Baals” (V. 18.)  Elijah was not the problem; the real troublemakers for Israel were the families who abandoned the Lord’s commands.  In every generation, when God’s people are in conflict, conflict can be traced to abandoning the Lord’s commands.  It is not as if there is any doubt as to what God commands us to do.  The only question is, "which god will I follow?"  This was a very serious indictment Elijah brought against King Ahab and his family.  The family is the place where our culture got off track and the family is where we must get back on track.  Strong families produce strong churches.  Strong churches change culture, and changing culture affects the nation.  It does not begin with the President, but with family leaders.  Moses had warned fathers to train their children, but they had abandoned the Lord’s command (Deut. 6, 8.)  Israel was suffering and the man who was in authority who could help turn fathers back to their calling had caved in to the gods of his age.  He failed to be a leader at home, beginning with his wife and continuing on to his children.
 
Limping Between Two Opinions
With 850 prophets assembled on Mt. Carmel, Elijah took the battle to the people.  Ultimately, although leadership must carry the burden of responsibility for the condition of our country, the solution lies in the hearts of the people sitting in the pews, which, in this case, were the children of Israel.  The sons of Abraham had to step up to the plate.  He issued a challenge still ringing in our ears today.  He prompted them to make a simple decision by asking them a question in 1 Ki. 18:21, “How long will you waver between two opinions?” The ESV uses the word “limping” between two opinions, to describe what riding the fence does to people.  It cripples us, rendering us ineffective and useless.  He was calling them fence riders and challenging them to get off the fence, either way, but to stop straddling the fence.  Indecision has always plagued God’s people.  Men of every generation must be willing to take a stand, but few are decisive enough to step forward.  “If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him” (1 Ki. 18:21.) Their response speaks volumes about their hearts.  “But the people said nothing” (v. 21.)  Not one word!  Not even a maybe or a sometime!  They spoke a very loud message by saying nothing.
When others assault our belief systems, we do not have to be nasty or unkind, but we do need to get off the fence and take a stand.  It is not often convenient, putting us in a strained position with our friends, but necessary nevertheless.  After God had brought us through the testing by the brook, he began testing some of our convictions.  Do we do what we do out of conviction or preference?  We can easily cast aside a preference when things get tough, but a man of conviction cannot easily walk away.  In fact, he would be willing to die for the truths he believes in.  When others commanded the disciples not to teach or to preach any more in the name of Jesus, they responded overwhelmingly.  They had rather face death than refuse to preach the Word.  
We had a Christian school, called Tri-County because it served three counties.  Our school was really a three-room school, with students of all age groups in these rooms.  It was before we began to develop convictions about the parents’ responsibility to teach their own children.  We needed to do something and this was as close to home schooling as we knew to do at the time.  However, how convicted were we?  Our convictions faced a test in two ways, in finances and in the courts.  When we took over the school, it was in debt.  We were still not getting a salary and the school owed money on its’ buildings, which I should have known, but for some reason, did not.  One morning, after our devotional, one of our volunteers gave me a check for $3250.  A short time later, I received a phone call from lawyers who were asking for $3000 to pay off our buildings.  When I told them that I had it, they were shocked.  The attorney went to ascertain the exact amount, which was actually $3250.  The world tested our faith.
The second way our convictions were tested was in court.  At this same time, some people started questioning the right of the church or the family to educate our own children. The church did not have the same resources as schools to buy playground equipment, put restrooms in the school, (we used the church’s facilities), or to give the children programs offered by public education. The court subpoenaed me to appear in a child custody hearing, during which time all these issues and many others came to the forefront.  It was literally a test of our convictions.
  After hours of testimony and intense grilling from the attorney, the judge himself asked a few questions about the seriousness of our convictions. The judge brought proceedings to an end by telling the lawyers to “sit down; we have wasted enough of Pastor’s time.” What he did next shocked me. He asked for the address of our school and then asked if we would accept his grandchildren into our school.  Preference versus conviction: one you would be willing to give up at the sign of serious battle, the other you would be willing to suffer serious consequences for keeping! His grandchildren never showed up at Tri-County, but the good judge made his point.
 
 
Contest on Mt Carmel
In that case, standing on conviction brought exciting results.  There are times, however, that getting off neutral ground and standing on solid conviction can lead to serious repercussions.  The people of Israel were not sure they were willing to step across the line in the sand.  They did not have conviction.  Elijah determined to help them get off the fence by challenging the prophets of Baal to a duel on the mountain where priests laid sacrifices on an altar.  
Each side in turn would pray to their god for fire to consume the sacrifice, and the god who answered would be God and the people could then choose Yah-weh.  Elijah let the prophets of Baal go first.  
The prophets of Baal called upon the name of Baal from morning until noon, but there was no response. It was as if no one was there.  They even limped around the altar, thinking to gain Baal’s attention by their strange dance. Still, there was no response, no answer. Nothing worked because there was no god there.  The real enemy was Satan, and he was powerless.  All he could do was to deceive. 
 Elijah mocked them saying, “Shout louder!”Perhaps he is deep in thought, or busy, or traveling” (NIV.) The ESV adds a little humor “perhaps he is relieving himself or has fallen asleep and needs to be awakened” (1 Ki. 18:27-29 ESV.) Elijah’s taunt served to drive them to cry louder, even cutting themselves with swords and lances until the blood gushed out.  They continued their frantic prophesying until evening. The scripture says, “But, there was no response, no one answered.” Satan makes great promises, but he is short on deliverance.  Can you imagine the frustration as these men cried out for hours to a god who could not hear? 
 Sadly, I need to confess, that resembles some of my praying, similar to fishing. Getting a fish to bite leads a person to remember everything he did to when he got a bite. How did I hold my tongue?  How fast did I move the fly?  Could it be that much of our praying is nothing more than superstition?  The noise of their worship is a sign of their powerlessness.  I heard a story once of a preacher who was exceptionally loud and long winded.  There was an Indian sitting in the audience that night.  When asked what he thought about the sermon, he said, “Lots of thunder, no lightening.”  That describes much of what goes on when the power of God is missing.  Paul said, “My preaching was not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power” (1 Co. 2:4.) 
The only God there that day was ready to step out on center stage. God chose the battleground.  He has carefully prepared his prophet warrior through years of discipline and hardship.  Elijah’s passion is deep, matching the strength of his faith in Yah-weh. His years of training have proven God is able to do “exceedingly abundantly above all (he) we can either ask or imagine” (Eph. 3:20.) It is a battle between Satan and God, since Baal is no more than an invention of the deceiver. God is ready, he stays ready. The Lord has given Elijah a plan and the time has come to move forward.
The first act of Elijah was to repair the altar upon which the sacrifice would be laid and the place where God’s power would intersect with man’s worship.  That is the place where every prayer should begin, the place of worship.  Until worship is right, nothing will happen.  Worship is a whole lot more than singing a few songs and offering up a prayer.  In Ro. 12:1-2, Paul pleads with his readers to offer their bodies as living sacrifices, which is their spiritual act of worship.  Worship is more than what we do on Sunday.  We must offer our lives to God.  Our living sacrifice must be in non-conformity with the practices of the world.  Until we have come to that point, we will probably not see fire on the altar.  We must get busy repairing the altars of worship in our own hearts.
 After repairing the altar, the prophet of God took the next vital step to calling down fire from heaven.  He dedicated the altar to God and to His purposes.  He built into the altar twelve stones, one for every tribe representing the promise of God to the sons of Jacob.  He dedicated this place of worship to the name of the Lord, not to a church or a denomination, or to Israel, but to Yah-weh.   The prophets of Baal tore down worship, the man of God restored worship!  He reminded God that these were his people, called by his name and the entire future of Israel was uncertain.  That is why Elijah could pray an effectual and fervent prayer.  The reputation of his church or his project was not at stake.  Elijah protected God’s purpose and God’s reputation at all costs, so that the heathen could not find occasion to blaspheme the name of God. 
 Is that your heart in prayer?  Are you more concerned for your reputation than you are for that of God? To this day, that question continues to probe my heart. This is the second key to fervent and effectual prayer.  First, restore worship.  Second, dedicate it to the name of the Lord.  Jesus said that we could ask whatever we wish in the name of the Lord.
Dedicating to the name of the Lord is to dedicate the altar to His purposes, another reason that Elijah built twelve stones into the altar of the Lord representing the twelve sons of Jacob.  He was emphasizing the history of God’s people, multi-generational faithfulness, passed down from Abraham, then to Isaac and to Jacob, then to Jacob’s twelve sons. History is important, telling us where we originated, giving us a compass to judge where we are headed. Multi-generational faithfulness is the heartbeat of God, passing His name and His mighty deeds from generation to generation.  Ultimately, from that seed would spring the Messiah.  Elijah was appealing to the purposes of God.  We must offer our prayers in this same multi-generational hope, not only in our families, but also in our churches, in the race of every generation where the baton must pass successfully from one generational runner to the next.  The exchange zone is limited in length.  The previous runner must continue to run as hard as he can.  He cannot let up.  He must finish strong so that he can successfully pass the baton to the next generation.  The next runner has to be running at full speed in order to receive the baton.  Failure on either part results in a poor exchange and damages the race.
 Third, Elijah’s burning passion was to glorify God among the heathens.  Our passion must be to spread the Gospel so that people will know God and have their hearts turned back from sin (1 Ki. 18:37.) The fact that Elijah prayed this prayer publicly is not without significance.  Maybe you are like Elijah.  Praise God for your boldness.  Perhaps you are more like me.  Pray in secret and trust God to do it publicly, based not on my faith, but on my fears that God will not show up and I will look stupid.  One day I was walking through Home Depot to buy counters for the church fellowship hall.  I had a bottle of anointing oil in my pocket when God prompted me to go up to a total stranger and ask if she were sick.  You would not believe the argument I had with God about looking stupid.  Finally, I obeyed, and asked her if I could anoint her with oil and pray for her.  It was clear I was more concerned about myself than either the woman or the opportunity for the glory of the gospel to spread (2 Co. 4.)  She agreed and told me that she was sick.  I explained the oil from Jas. 5, prayed for her and had peace in my heart that God had healed her.  Anointing with oil is a tremendous opportunity to teach the Gospel.
The conclusion to this powerful story is recorded in  1 Ki. 18:38-39. Elijah did not have to beg.  He did not limp around the altar, nor cut himself with knives.  It did not require a long drawn out prayer meeting.  God was behind the scenes, waiting to be asked to walk out on the stage of history in answer to the prayer of a man of like passions to you and me.  Fire fell from heaven, not just any fire, but the “fire of the Lord.”  When the fire of the Lord comes, it is a major event.  It consumes everything: the burnt offering, the wood and stones, even the dust, licking up the water in the trenches.  Then all the people fell on their faces and said, “The Lord, (Yah-weh) he is God; the Lord, he is God” (1 Ki. 18:39.)  The fire of the Lord will consume our ugly hearts, reviving His purposes in our lives to bring glory and honor to the God of the universe.  What a wonderful story!
 
Contest in County Jail
Once, while ministering in Maricopa County Jail before the county built the new jail, I came across a young Buddhist who had put in a tank order to see a chaplain. In those days, if you had a badge, the officers would admit you into the cell area to minister to the inmates.  The young Buddhist had been suffering with a crippling headache for several days. The infirmary had tried various types of drugs with no improvement. 
              He requested prayer, but needing to know more about him, I asked him if he had a personal relationship with Christ.  He replied that he was a Buddhist but was willing to try anything to get rid of his headache.  I was intrigued with the thought of a contest. He would ask Buddha to heal his headache today. Tomorrow, we would return and find out if he had been healed.  If Buddha had not healed him, we would call upon God in the name of Jesus and ask Jesus to heal him.  He agreed, prayed to someone I assume was Buddha, asking to be healed.              
I was not surprised to find him in worse condition the next day.  It was God’s turn.  I simply turned to God in the name of our Redeemer and asked him to heal my new friend, feeling an assurance that God would heal him.  Immediately, the headache went away and we began praising God.  He told me that my God was more powerful than his god, and that he wanted to know the God who healed him.  I opened my Bible and presented the Gospel right there in his cell.  A few days later, when I returned, we were both grateful that his headache was still gone.  He asked me to baptize him and a few days later, several of us witnessed his burial in the waters of baptism.
It is all about God.  Through my days of testing and refining, I was emerging with a fresh sense of God, with a greater hunger for God’s glory and a willingness to take a backseat to His Glory. We were learning to give Him glory in all things, praise others for their part and take credit for nothing. It was freeing to know that I did not have to please men.  In fact, Paul said if our goal is to please men, we would not be able to please God (Gal. 1.)  Elijah learned that lesson through the cutting down by the brook and refining in Zarephath.  The most important thing in Elijah’s life was God’s glory.  God revealed His glory on the mountain that day, and the real enemy suffered a huge setback in Israel.  If you want victory over the enemy, present the truth.  That is the only weapon God has given us that will stand up on the day of battle.
 JoAnn and I saw God work in exciting and wonderful ways during our “days of Elijah.”  We experienced the power of God in unusual ways that helped us to grasp how much He loves His children.  We began to understand more about His ways, why we had to suffer and how to praise Him in the middle of the storm.  We had experienced great victories, but were facing huge battles. God was restoring worship and prayer while we repaired broken altars, but we were facing financial obstacles that threatened to shipwreck our journey.  One thing God still needed to do in answer to prayer was to bring a heavy rain. “Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain” (Jas. 5:1




8 - The Sound of Heavy Rain
 
And Elijah said to Ahab, ‘Go eat and drink for there is the sound of heavy rain.’ So Ahab went off to eat and drink, but Elijah climbed to the top of Carmel, bent down to the ground and put his face between his knees (1 Ki. 18:41-42.)
 
The Sound of Rain
Elijah had experienced the greatest victory of his life.  He cleansed the land of 850 false prophets, brought Israel to bow their knees to Yah-weh and his fervent, effectual prayer brought glory and honor to God. All in all, a pretty good days work.  Now, one thing remained.  Three and one-half years earlier, he had prayed for the rain to stop.  Now, it was time for it to rain again.  Would this prayer be as effective?  If not, it would only be a partial victory, because he promised rain when it was all over.  When God sets out to bring glory, He never does a half job.
               In addition, the matter of bringing rain was especially important to the followers of Baal since their false god was the god of thunderstorms and rain.  People saw Baal as the only one who could interfere with weather patterns and stop or start rain.  Baal was an ancient Canaanite and Mesopotamian deity associated with agriculture, the giver of life, forcing dependency on his provision to bring crops.  He was also called the “son of Dagon,” who was in control of the grain and “Hadad,” the storm god who would provide rain after he spoke in the thunder.  These qualities made Baal a very powerful god in the eyes of the Canaanites, since man’s very survival was dependent on the rain. Baal had not done so well lately.
                Unless rain came, it would be an empty victory.  When God starts something, he finishes it!  When He sets out to put pressure on us to develop our character, He is not likely to let up until He finishes the job.  God is not finished with Elijah’s prayer until he brings rain.  Elijah went out, bent down to the ground and buried his head between his knees, crying out to God for rain.  When Elijah stated he heard the sound of heavy rain that was not just a taunt to King Ahab.  It was a prophecy.  Yah-weh was about to punctuate the great victory of Carmel with a thunderstorm.
               Elijah’s posture, squatting for prayer with his head between his knees was unique. Squatting in prayer was a custom that has a practical application. To understand why he took that position requires that we understand where the custom came from.  While the Jews were in Egypt, Pharaoh issued a decree to kill all firstborn Jewish boys. To avoid having their son’s taken and murdered, the women, practiced giving birth to their children by squatting with their head between their knees, pushing with all their might.  There is no telling how many children the women saved through this method of giving birth.  
              Through this custom, we can see the intensity of Elijah’s prayer.  The first thing he did was announce to King Ahab that he had heard the sound of heavy rain.  When the servant went out to check, there was not a cloud in the sky!  He declared rain before there was any sign of rain.  His declaration was by faith, before he had prayed.  Would you not like to pray as Elijah did?  He knew the rain was on the way, because of faith, but he also knew he had to pray.  He bent down to the ground and put his face between his knees, just like the Jewish women when they gave birth.  Elijah was birthing a vision, squatting like a Hebrew woman and travailing until the answer came bursting out.  What a great picture of prayer, birthing a vision. He was in labor six times before the answer was birthed. Six times, he squatted and travailed until the answer came. 
              The seventh time, his servant returned saying that he saw a cloud about the size of a man’s hand rising from the sea.  The deluge was on the way.  Yah-weh, God of creation, was about to punctuate Elijah’s victory over Baal by powerfully controlling the rain and unleashing a torrential downpour at the precise moment of His will.  Can you imagine, the glorious rain, after almost three and one-half years of drought?  Prayer stopped the rain three and one-half years earlier and prayer brought the rain.  Seven times, he prayed and six times, there were no clouds.  Six times, the sky was clear.  Six times, but a seventh time was necessary to bring the rain.  Do not stop until it is over.  The seventh time, Elijah knew rain was on the way.  It poured.  
 
God’s Providence in the Rain
Squatting like that in prayer must have been humbling. God answers the prayers of humble men, and sometimes He has to humble us before He can answer our prayer.  A short story serves to illustrate God’s humbling provision. It took place in 1966 after I had graduated from college. We were spending the summer travelling in the West, camping in a tent and cooking our meals over a fire. As usual, we were on a shoestring financially. We had to stop midway through our trip so I could work for a friend in Los Angeles in order to make enough money to finish our trip. 
              My love for rivers and creeks drove us to the Rogue River in western Oregon, one of the most beautiful rivers I have ever seen.  Fly-fishing was popular in the river, and I was eager to wet a fly in the magnificent river.  Since we were camping, we wanted to be as far away from civilization as possible, so we chose a forest road and drove as deep into the national forest as possible where there was neither hide nor hair of any other human being.  We picked the road we would travel on by a method later proven by the baseball player, Yogi Berra.  He said, “When I come to a fork in the road, I take it.”  
              We drove for miles deeper and deeper into a dense forest of redwoods and pine trees, taken by the solitude and majesty of the huge trees.  The river was off a few yards to our right so we thought we had found the best place to pitch our tent.  It was late in the evening by the time we set up camp and ate dinner, late enough to go to bed.  The sky was clear and beautiful, and stars, as numerous as the sand on the seashore, were visible above the huge canopy of trees.  It was an overwhelming sight, causing us to feel small and a bit intimidated.  The temperature was dropping rapidly, so we filled our little catalytic heater with white gas, fired it up and soon were sleeping in our cozy little tent, far from any sign of civilization.  That was exactly how we wanted it.
               The problem with catalytic heaters is that they usually do not burn all night.  Sometime in the middle of the night, we woke up to a cold tent and realized the heater had burned itself out.  Though it was still hot, I took it outside the tent to fill it with fuel from the can.  Somehow, I spilled gas over the wick, which immediately ignited, setting it on fire.  Bursting into a huge flame, which leapt maybe ten to twenty feet high, it caught the lower limbs of one big tree on fire.  Soon, fire climbed up the tree and began leaping from tree to tree.  I had started a forest fire, miles from civilization, in a day way before cell phones, and I had no clue as to what to do next.  By the time JoAnn was out of bed, our exit from the campsite was rapidly closing off.  I do not actually remember the words of my prayer, but it went something like this: “Help!”  God heard the cry of a righteous man that night humbled by his self-created mess.                              All of a sudden, the perfectly clear sky, clouded over and it rained, not just a sprinkle, raining hard enough to extinguish all the flames from the fire.  Then, just as quickly, it stopped, clouds disappeared and stars came out once again.  I could see my weakness compared to His greatness, and my helplessness next to His willingness, His demonstration of care and concern for two people who had absolutely no way out.  It was as if God were saying, “See, I really do care and I will indeed take care of you.”  It would be years before I made the connection between God’s deliverance in the forest and His willingness to care of us.  I was still learning this lesson in South Haven, Michigan, when the fire of my own self-created circumstances threatened to burn us out of a house and home.
 
How God Humbles Us
Isaiah 57:15 is a very insightful passage.  In it, Isaiah describes the kind of person who will see God’s power.  “For thus says the high and exalted one who lives forever, whose name is Holy, ‘I dwell in a high and holy place, and also with the contrite and lowly of spirit in order to revive the spirit of the lowly and to revive the heart of the contrite.”  We fall short of God’s grace because of the sin that God hates above all sin, the sin of pride; pride in our church, in our skills, and in our knowledge.  The scriptures teach us “God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble” (Jas 4:6.)  In pride I looked down on people with whom I disagreed, or worshipped God with a different worship style than our church.  I seemed to have a special dislike for Pentecostal persuasions since they embraced gifts of the Spirit that I was sure had been done away with.                            My pride manifested itself in hard work and strong organizational skills learned while coaching football and basketball.  I could argue with myself that we had built an unusual church, fast growing, with a fleet of thirteen buses bringing hundreds to worship every Sunday.  I could give lip service to “the house that God built”, and recall that we faithfully spent time every Saturday evening praying for success the next day, but in my heart, I felt it depended more on us than it did on God.  After all, does it not say somewhere that He helps those who help themselves?                            When God says He “hates the proud” (Pr. 6:16,) what exactly does he mean, or he says He “opposes the proud” (Jas. 4:6), how does that work out?  More important, what will a God who loves us so much that He gave his only Son, be willing to sacrifice in order to sanctify our hearts and cleanse us of the evil of pride?  When God opposes the proud, we can be sure He will stand against us. One of the biggest reasons I rejected the work of the Holy Spirit was pride.  When I prayed for wisdom, God had to take the only road available to get me to that destination.  I had to be humbled, just as God has humbled His children down through the ages to drive out the sin that He hates.  That describes where I was in my journey.  Hard discipline was necessary to bring me to my knees, and God was well able to do exactly that.  He sent a perfect storm of problems into my life.                            Though God faithfully took care of our day-to-day needs, cracks in the foundations I had laid were beginning to widen. Even hard praying did not seem to move God to take care of our bills.  We continued to owe thousands of dollars to various businesses in town where we had bought bus parts or fuel on credit in order to keep our fleet of buses on the road.  The church was behind in its mortgage payments, and contributions were falling as our numbers decreased.  I stood before the church and sought the church’s forgiveness for having ignored counsel against leading them into debt and ignoring clear Biblical principles against borrowing money.  I pleaded for us to persevere until we paid every debt.  Even as I made my confession, I could see the hardness in the hearts of good people who eventually split away to form a new church.  
              With our dwindling numbers, I found myself fearful that the church would not make it.  It was my fault. I bore the guilt daily for having been so headstrong.  Amazingly, God continued to bring people into our lives to counsel and disciple.  In fact, we became even busier than ever working with families and helping restore marriages.  We were learning how to counsel using the Word of God.  Daily, I faithfully read Proverbs for wisdom and God rewarded my faithful study, as the scriptures were opening with a flood of practical application of Biblical truths that flooded my soul.  My preaching was also beginning to change.  I had seen preaching largely as motivational and linked to growing a church.  Now, God was teaching me how to feed a hungry church from careful exposition of scriptures.  It was still largely topical, but with careful teaching of the Bible.  We were busy doing what God had told us to do, and He continued to feed us from His hand to our mouths.
              In addition, the plans to put a missionary team in Chicago continued to eat at what little resources that did come in.  It was becoming doubtful that God was ever a part of this project.  I had taken it on myself and funded it myself; I was the chief fretter when money did not come.  Eastern Airlines offered a three-week ticket that allowed flight anywhere Eastern flew.  By purchasing this special ticket, we could fly anywhere Eastern flew and make as many stops as necessary, as long as we finished our trip in the allotted three weeks.  A friend had sent us a check for $1000 to help in our ministry, and I think that is what I used to buy the tickets.  I took two of the young men on a fund raising trip all over the United States.  We had prepared a great slide presentation that was very convincing and my charges were exceptionally sharp, allowing us to pick up some funds, but not enough to keep moving forward.  When God is not in a project, laborers labor in vain.
               I mentioned earlier that we had bought Service Press in South Haven from the owner who wanted to retire.  It was a well-equipped business with modern presses, but, as was predicted by my counselors, I was not a printer and though our employees worked hard, we were never able to make a profit.  We owed money for salaries; we were behind on payments for the business and in desperate need of money to buy supplies just to keep the press open.  To keep the wolves from our front door, we needed $47,000.  That is a lot of money yesterday or today.  I did not want to lose the press because it would be an admission that all my counselors were right.  We were not drawing a salary, so I had no money to help the business.  Everything looked bleak.  In spite of all that I had seen, it still seemed I was always asking the question, “Lord, what have you done for me lately?”  I knew we were solidly in the palm of God’s hand, but how could He deliver us from this crisis?  It was my fault because encouraged the debt and besides, I prayed the exchange prayer.
               It should have been obvious that the result of that prayer would be what we were going through.  Besides, my pride and arrogance had put us in additional hardship with the Service Press and bills owed to the community.  We were down a dark road, a long way from help, and I had set my forest on fire.  We needed God in a major way. We learn about God through the Bible, and we gain valuable insight through walking with Him.  Yet, who can say he knows God?  God has so many facets to His nature that even a lifetime of following Him leaves you like a little child.  God’s ways are not man’s ways.  His thoughts are as far above man as the heavens are above the earth (Isa. 55:8-9.)  Why did he take care of some things, while other bills began to mount?  In addition to mounting problems at church, JoAnn and I were behind on our property taxes and mortgage payments and were facing foreclosure.  It was indeed a perfect storm.  Everything was coming together at once. We were in desperate need of rain.  As is so often the case, I thought the need was for God to open up the storehouses of heaven on us and give us a huge financial blessing, more than we could handle.  We needed to hear the sound of heavy rain.  However, the rain we needed had nothing to do with money.  It had to do with the rain of His Holy Spirit.
 
Meeting My Deliverer
I met a brother who owned several restaurants in Southern California.  I was feeling very low and afraid, so I told my friend all about our problems with the church and that we had no salary.  He asked me how much I needed and I told him I needed $47,000, to which he replied that he would help. All I needed to do was get a ticket and fly out to L.A. That would be the answer to all my prayers, costing only an airline ticket and a little bit of humbling. By the next Monday, my bags were all packed and I was on a flight to L.A. Where the money came from, I can’t remember. It was apparently God’s will for me to go, but for different reasons than I thought.  I needed something greater than $47,000.
 A good friend, Vernon Haus, lived in Downey, California part of the year with his son, Phil.  He had agreed to provide a bed to sleep in and his car to get me around.  I did not see it coming, nor even begin to imagine that God was setting me up for something greater than a few dollars.  As far as I knew, money was the answer to our dilemma, and God was showing me where I could get it.  That was my mission, and I was hopeful it would all work out.  
It turned out that Downey was quite a long drive to my deliverer’s place of business.  In addition, not wanting to make light of my friend’s wonderful hospitality in loaning me his car, it was not in the best of condition.  All he used it for was to drive short distances from his apartment.  He did warn me that it overheated easily because it had a water leak, and I would have to stop once or twice to fill it with water.  That was a gross understatement.  It seemed like I stopped every block or so, though I am sure it was not that often. 
Finally, arriving at the restaurant of my potential deliverer, much to my dismay, he was not there, having left there for another restaurant further up the coast. I followed him, only to find that he had left that one as well.  By the time I arrived at the third restaurant, I was thinking he was avoiding me.  Keep in mind, it is hot in L.A.; I am driving a car that overheats every few miles, and my faith is reaching the brink of despair.
 I finally ran into my friend at the third restaurant, but not on purpose.  He was trying to hide from me, and I caught a glimpse of him out of the corner of my eye, ducking into the kitchen.  I cornered him, and he told me his sad story.  It seemed others had let him down.  He was trying to get thousands of Bibles unto China, and no one was interested in helping him.  We were good at asking him for help, but when he had a project, there was no one to help.  Though I knew nothing about his project, I could still understand what he was saying, “I am not going to help any of you again.”  That was clear.  I had invested all the money I could come up with to travel to L.A. where I was sure I would find my deliverer.                Now, my deliverer had turned me away. 
I was devastated.  As the saying goes, “I felt lower than a snake’s belly.”  This was my last hope for deliverance.  After all God had brought us through, it seems incredulous that my faith could be that weak.  Pride was driving me, pride in failing, and fear of what that would look like to all of my friends who thought I was a great man of faith.  I had no more tricks in my bag.  As painful as it was to say it, I had failed and I felt like many people who were depending on me were going down with me.  Hitting bottom is not always a bad thing. It is on the bottom that we are forced to look up.
 I nursed the old car back down the coast to L.A. and Downey to my friend’s apartment.  There was no one home, leaving me all alone to think about the plight that I was in.  Staring at the four walls of the apartment seemed only to remind me that God had let me down.  I know that sounds crazy, but my friend was my last hope, and I blamed God.  Soon, the tears turned into wailing.  It was pathetic, but it was all I knew to do.  I fell on my knees and told God that I had come to the end the road, and did not what to do next.  Finally, God spoke a plan into my heart. I was sure it was God because I never would have dreamed up such a plan. Remember, I did not have a love relationship with charismatic or Pentecostal churches, but truthfully, I had been living more like a charismatic in the past few months than anything else.  There is a family living in Beverly Hills who were once members of the church of Christ.  They had been rejected because of their acceptance of spiritual gifts.  They would be the last people that I would ask for help.   It was impressed on me to go see Pat and Shirley Boone.  That bothered me on several fronts.  How could they help me?  Why would I go to see a family so wrong in their theology about gifts?  Besides, I had no clue as to where they lived, and even if I could find them, why would they want to talk to me?  However, I had no better solution, and by this time, I was becoming familiar with the voice of God, so I decided to go.  What would it hurt?  Maybe they were the reason I was in Los Angeles.  They would hear my story and bless me with $47,000.  I asked myself, “Why not?”  I asked God, “Where do they live?”  The thought came to my mind, “Beverly Hills.”                 I jumped in the old clunker and headed for Beverly Hills. It was late in the afternoon by now, and I smelled like it.  The car was still not running good, my hair was a mess and I was wearing wrinkled clothes.  My eyes were swollen from crying, causing me to look as if I had been a two-day binge.  Downey was a good drive from Beverly Hills, but I travelled on surface streets because of the car.  By the time I arrived in Beverly Hills, it dawned on me that there were many people living in Beverly Hills.  How was I to find the Boones?  When we were young, my brothers Dewayne, Floyd, and I drove to L.A.  We wanted to see places where the stars lived, so we stopped on the side of the road and bought a map guiding us to the homes of the stars.  I remembered that, began looking for a map, and found one for a dollar.  My spirits had revived by then, because I believed that God was going to use Pat and Shirley Boone to give me money to keep things floating back in South Haven.
 After buying the map, and following the directions to the Boone house, what happened was nothing short of amazing.  I drove through heavy traffic for miles and the car had not overheated one time.  As soon as I realized I would not have the slightest idea of where they lived, I saw a man selling maps.  A short time later, I was parking the old car on the street next to the Boone residence.  The car was dripping green liquid form the radiator, a slick of oil quickly accumulated under the car, and I think I remember the car backfiring to punctuate my arrival. I was very intimidated.  My physical appearance was terrible, and I had a splitting headache.  Would they arrest me, or even worse, shoot me as an intruder?  How would I break the news to them that they were supposed to write me a check for $47,000?  Just looking at their home intimidated me. 
I asked God what to do next since He was the one who got me into this latest mess.  His answer was very simple: go up and meet the Boone’s.  As I was rehearsing my speech, “I am a poor preacher from Michigan who is about to lose everything he owns,” I noticed this box on a wrought iron post standing next to the driveway, with instructions on how to talk to the people inside the house.  After punching the little red button, I heard a voice say, “How can I help you?”  Even with all the bravado I could muster, my voice came out trembling and weak.  I squeaked, “My name is Jerry Selvidge and I am from Michigan.  God sent me here to talk to Pat Boone.”  Again, I thought the box answered.  “You could not be here to see Pat because he is in Michigan doing a county fair.  You are here to see me.  God told me a church of Christ preacher was coming and I have been expecting you.”  She went on to tell me that she figured I was in financial trouble and was in need of some help.                Well, I didn’t really think her observation about needing financial help was that sharp, since I looked like death warmed over, and my car was spilling water and oil out onto her nice, clean Beverly Hills Street.  Besides, I probably smelled like a barnyard anyway.  How did she know I was coming?  While thinking about that, I thought I heard her say, “Get in,” so I asked her how.  She said, “Open the door.”  I looked up and realized I was not talking to the box, but to Shirley Boone, sitting in her nice new car, pulling out of her driveway. What she thought of this country bumpkin from Michigan talking to a box while she sat in the car is anybody’s guess.
 After getting into the car, she said that this had happened a few times before and that God had used them to help other preachers in similar circumstances. I thought, “Great, I have hit pay dirt.”  Then she informed me she was going to the fat farm to take off some weight for an upcoming event, and was in need of some workout clothes, so I would have to tag along with her while she shopped for clothing on Rodeo Drive, where the stars shop.  I stood in this big expensive store, and for the first time, for some reason, I thought, “She is not going to give me money at all, but something else of greater value than a few dollars.”  I was looking in the wrong places for a deliverer.  My deliverer sits on the throne forever and “always lives to intercede for them” (us) (Heb. 7:25.)  I began to relax, as the God of Elijah began to calm my spirit.  Hope started rising up in my breast.  Shirley probably had already started praying for me.  After the shopping spree, she took me to their home and introduced me to her housekeeper (a Christian, also) who would sit with her as she talked to me.  She also introduced me to her daughters, who were just leaving.  Then, she prayed and told me my life story, including reasons for my present crisis. 
She asked me about my business that I had purchased against counsel, telling me that I had ignored my wife’s advice and refused to treat her as my partner, rejected her wisdom which was damaging my relationship with JoAnn and depriving me of sound counsel (1 Pe. 3:1-7.) She then taught me something that has been a part of my relationship with JoAnn ever since.  Living with our wives as joint-heirs allows God to provide safeguards against poor choices. It was true.  I never took JoAnn’s advice, though she gave it to me anyway, much to my irritation.  
Shirley continued to tell me things about myself that I thought that only God and I knew.  She even knew our church was in debt and could not pay us a salary.  The conviction settling on me reminded me of what Paul taught in 1 Corinthians 14 about the impact of the words of a prophet.  “When someone who does not understand comes in while everybody is prophesying, he will be convinced by all that he is a sinner…and the secrets of his heart will be laid bare” (1 Co. 14:24-25.)  I could hardly sit still.  The Holy Spirit so overwhelmed me that every thread of my being was coming unraveled.  The Word of God laid me bare (Heb. 4:13 KJV.)  First, I was embarrassed.  I know that embarrassment is the humbling of a proud man.  Then, embarrassment gave way to humility and the tears began to flow.  How did she know any of these things?
 The sound that penetrated the deepest was the one that penetrated my theological pride.  “You came here because God made you come.  You have spent a lifetime working in the flesh, and though you know who the Spirit is, you have rejected his work in your life.  You think what you need more than anything else is money.  What you need more than anything else is the power of the Holy Spirit.  After tonight, life will no longer be the same for you.  The Holy Spirit is going to fill you and you will go back home in the power of the Spirit.”  Shirley used plenty of scriptures, but my pride had been much defused and I could not even remember any arguments to oppose the truth she was speaking.  She said, “You will need to ask forgiveness for your terrible pride.  You will probably lose your business, but that is God’s will.  You will ask your wife for forgiveness, and your marriage will be stronger.”  At this point, I felt overwhelmed by what I was hearing.  God loved me so much that He sent me all the way to California to get this message from one of His faithful servants and overwhelmed me.  
I begged God to forgive me for judging her and sought God’s forgiveness for thinking that money would solve my problems.  It rarely ever does.  I wept like a baby, and she never let up on me, not for a minute.  Finally, after what seemed like hours, she said she wanted to pray over me.  It was simple prayer.  She did not ask God to give me the gift of tongues or slay me in the spirit.  She simply asked God to give me the gift of the Holy Spirit.  She told me to ask God to fill me with His divine presence.  I asked and He filled me and we praised God together.  What happened in Beverly Hills has forever changed my life.
 
Flying the Plane Home
I had to catch a flight out of L.A. that next morning.  Kerry Haus drove me back to the airport, where I called JoAnn and told her a part of what had happened the day before.  I told her I had much to tell her, that something had happened that was more glorious than I had ever imagined.  I told her that all my fear was gone.  I was broke, and had no idea what would happen next, but it was all okay.  I told her I was so high, I did not even need the plane to fly home.  She asked me, “Did you get the money?”  I said, “No, but I got something better.  God has filled me with a peace that I have never known.”
Since then, I have had the privilege of preaching for several congregations, where the preacher would come up afterwards and tell me that I had something they wanted.  Since we connected so many things to baptism, they just assumed they were not saved and needed to have a real baptism.  I baptized three preachers before it occurred to me that what they needed was not to be baptized, but to receive what God did for me in L.A.  They needed to be filled with the   Holy Spirit (Eph. 5:18.)  When we ask for a filling, we should empty ourselves of the world and the things in the world that we crave over God to make room for His Holy Spirit.  Being filled is a relative thing.  A jar full of dirt and sand could not hold as much as an empty jar.  Many times, we fill up too soon because there is not enough room for God.  Many things changed after my encounter with God in L.A., but some things remained the same.  My financial burdens were as heavy as ever and did not show any sign of relenting.  Our house was still in foreclosure, we still owed money to vendors all over the city and I was about to lose Service Press, but none of that mattered any more.  We were learning deeper truths about God and somehow we knew God did not bring us this far to drop us.  God had given us a heavy downpour of the rain of His Holy Spirit into our lives and we were living life on a different plain than we had ever known before.
What we all need is a heavy rain of the Holy Spirit, one that lasts for a long time.  We need a few “gully washers” as my folks used to say.  Heavy rain is a pouring rain that soaks everything in sight.  When it rains, it pours.  I will explain that in the next chapter.  I hear the sound of heavy rain.              
 
You gave abundant showers, O God; you refreshed your weary inheritance (Psa. 68:9.)






9 - When it Rains, it Pours
 
If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink.  Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’  Now this He said about the Spirit (Jn. 7:37b-39a ESV.)\
 
New Life-Old Problems
After my experience with the Boones in Beverly Hills, life for us changed almost every day, as God gave fresh new insight into His Word.  I began to see what the writer of Hebrews meant when he said the “word of God was living and active” (Heb. 4:12.)  It was more than simply fodder to win a debate; it had application into every aspect of our lives.  I am sure it was the Holy Spirit bringing new life to the Word as it resonated in my heart.
 Preaching became even more wonderful as I began to lean more heavily on the Holy Spirit to not only give me the words to say, but the power to preach them, enabling me to speak “not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power” (1 Co. 2:4.)  God is not opposed to preachers being wise and persuasive, but He does not want them to be wise in the wisdom of the world or preach in the power of the flesh.  Instead of twisting people’s arms to be obedient to God, I began to rely on the authority of the Word of God through the power of the Holy Spirit.  The results were gratifying and the fear of men began to have less and less a grip on my soul.  I was God’s man sent by God for the times in which we lived.  That calling has only increased the older I get.  As long as God gives me grace to do so, I want the Words of God to pour out of my soul into worship of Him as I preach with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power.
We still needed $47,000 to keep the press open, and we were about to lose our home over taxes and missed payments, but I  was no longer afraid, nor did I feel that I was alone “and the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding” guarded my heart and mind in Christ Jesus (Php. 4:7.)  The Holy Spirit became my referee as I allowed His peace to rule in my heart (Col. 3:15.)  I had asked JoAnn to forgive me for my pride in ignoring her advice, and promised always to seek her counsel before I made any major decisions.  She has become my greatest advisor.  God gives her wisdom, proving the wisdom of God in the partnership of marriage.  To know that her husband was not going to go out and do something stupid was a big relief! 
 In addition, after arriving back in South Haven, I talked to Ralph, the former owner of the Service Press, and sought his forgiveness for having jumped into the purchase of the Press without proper counsel.  That was most humbling to me.  Ralph was more than gracious, taking the press back, getting that much off my shoulders.  I would continue to pay him monthly payments until my debt to him was satisfied.   We were not free to move on until that debt was fully satisfied. 
 
Fresh Rain Brings New Life
It is hard to find the words to describe the new life brought about through the Holy Spirit.  I had been a Christian since I was twelve years old, the details of which have been firmly etched into my mind. In a dream, I heard the trumpet call of the Lord and realized all my family was going to go to heaven without me.  I woke up in a cold sweat and told my parents that I wanted to be baptized.  That Sunday morning, I went forward during the invitation song and professed my faith in Christ; we set the date for my baptism for two weeks away when the circuit preacher would be there.  It was a wonderful feeling, knowing I was clean because God washed away my sins.  If Jesus came, I would spend eternity with my family.                                            From that time forward, I know I had the Holy Spirit in me, because that is the guarantee of scripture.  We received very little teaching on the Holy Spirit while we were young leaving me with little understanding of how He works in our lives.  Life without the Holy Spirit is hard to imagine now, but it was true that we operated without knowing Him.  I am sure He worked anyway, but He wanted us openly to acknowledge His presence.  
My experience in Beverly Hills challenged my theology of the third member of the Godhead to the point that I spent large amounts of time studying what the Bible actually said about His work.  I read accounts in the book of Acts without commentary to see what Luke had to say about the work of the Holy Spirit in the early church among people whom the Holy Spirit had filled.  I was surprised to see the empowerment given to the first church to accomplish God’s purposes.  You cannot really read the history of the church and come away believing that God no longer intended for His church to be empowered with the Holy Spirit.  Because I was skeptical about experience-based theology, it was important for me to see what the scriptures had to say about my experience in Los Angeles.  There was no doubt this third part of the Godhead was alive and well, living and breathing in me.  Just as fresh rain brings new life, so the Holy Spirit began to bear fruit in my life.  God began to do a glorious work in my soul, changing the way I viewed life, from trials to great victories, from the valleys to the mountain peaks.  Even my preaching and teaching began to change.  The fresh wind of the Holy Spirit was blowing through our lives, bringing a fresh anointing in our ministry of the Word in helping people mature, the exact answer to my exchange prayer for wisdom.
When I first started preaching, before God called me to full-time work, fear gripped my heart every time I knew I had to preach.  Sometimes, it would be severe enough to make me feel nauseous.  After I got past those early days of crippling fear, preaching became my life.  God had given me a love for truth and I felt very much like Jeremiah, I had holy heartburn.  After I received the filling of the Holy Spirit, however, preaching took on a deeper meaning, as God gave me fresh new insight into the Word.  Like Isa. 55, truths embedded in my mind were melting down into my heart, and God began to give me the wisdom that I had asked for that brought this time of testing.  Sermons were filled with what God had taught me through these trials as I cried aloud for wisdom and understanding (Pr. 2 and Jas 1.)  I could truly say, “It is good for a young man to have his faith shoved into the dust,” for out of that dust came a renewal that affected every fiber of my being.  
I could now say, “God works everything out to the good for those who love Him and are called according to His purposes,” because I had witnessed His working all things together.  I could say with Paul, “suffering produces” (Ro. 5), and agree with James “if any man lacks wisdom, let him ask God,” because He had been faithful to do that for me.  Even God’s disciplines took on new meanings as I meditated on Heb. 12 and the Father who disciplines because He loves us for our own good, never out of anger, but always with purpose.  I was basking in the freshness of my new found anointing.
This fresh move of the Spirit in my life affected other areas of our ministry as well.  Before the days by the brook, there were frequent opportunities to preach in other churches, opportunities that dried up after my exchange prayer.  Slowly, doors began to open again, beginning with the revivals in Georgia that I wrote about in chapter five.  After Beverly Hills, preaching in these other churches took on new meaning with deeper insight.  One such encounter took place at a small church in Indiana, a church where I had held meetings earlier. After attending a seminar in Chicago, I drove to the town, discovering the church had a deep split. Both sides would be at the meeting out of respect for me. Strangely enough, in the past that scenario would have produced great fear in my spirit, possibly due to the horrible church fights I had witnessed as a young man.  This time, however, the Spirit had given me hope for healing. I felt the Holy Spirit was going to work through me and give me wisdom when I preached the next day.  
God gave me wisdom. I learned the lesson of being obedient to the initial promptings of the Holy Spirit. The next morning, I walked into a room so filled with the spirit of division, that they even sat on opposite sides of the room.  I have never known a much sweeter group of people.  Both sides warmly greeted me, but neither side greeted the other side.  When I got up to preach, I told them that God was going to heal this division that day, but both sides would have to humble themselves to seek forgiveness as well as give it.  I was bold, immediately obeying the Spirit’s promptings.
I preached for about 45 minutes, focusing on forgiveness and the Lord’s Supper which was about to take place.  I pleaded with both sides to “examine themselves” before taking the Supper, that no one should refuse to take the communion, but to do what had to be done to be able to partake.  During the singing of an invitation song, both sides poured out into the aisle, seeking forgiveness, extending forgiveness and hugging one another.  The people glorified God that day as His Spirit defeated the agenda of Satan, who comes to “steal, kill and destroy” (Jn. 10:10.) About a year later, they asked me to come and preach for the dedication of their new building.  The church was growing, and joy filled their hearts.  God does wonderful work.
 
God Gives Wisdom to Counsel
God began convicting me that the preacher and elders of every congregation were best suited for the work of counseling their own people.  Furthermore, the scriptures began to open up in an easier way to help people through applying truth to every spiritual wound, much as placing medication on physical wounds.  God led me to a book written by Jay Adams called Competent to Counsel.  From his book, I began to see the connection between conflict and disobedience to truth.  Counseling became a work of the Spirit rather than an exercise in the flesh.  I began to throw out books on psychology and I replaced them with books written by Jay Adams.  
Another awakening that affected our ministry was the connection between trials and character building.  James says to face trials with joy because they grow your character (Jas 1:1-5.)  Then he said to pray, asking God for wisdom.  We can actually go to the throne room and find how to help people.  God began to bring people to us for counsel.  Whereas our ministry had kept me on the road in the past, now I sat in my office while God brought people to me.  It was gratifying to see God work in this way.  Until this day, God continues to bring people to us for counsel.  There have been times when we have had to put people on a waiting list because our schedules were that tight. 
 
Paying Debts
It was also gratifying to watch God at work in our church as they also began to believe in the work of the Holy Spirit in preparing us for his plans.  It was clear why we were in debt and as I have already said, I sought the forgiveness of our church for having violated clear Biblical principles against borrowing money.  We made it our policy that we would not borrow money again for any project but would trust God to supply the resources.  If money was not available, we took that to mean that God was not in that project. Don Walters was our church treasurer, who also was one of my closest partners in the Gospel.  He was also convinced that as long as we owed money, our ministry was damaging God’s reputation.  He took it upon himself to visit every business where we owed money and make a personal promise to make monthly payments until we had paid each bill off.  When one debt was paid, he would take that payment and add it to the next debt on the list.  In this way, in just a short time, the church was able to wipe out all our debts.  It was an exciting time for us when we paid off the last bill.  Not only did we rejoice over our newfound freedom from debt, but also as various people in the community and city leaders commended us for our integrity.  
We determined to adopt Hudson Taylor’s motto, “What God orders, God pays for.”  This conviction began to grow in our families as well.  The last few years we spent in South Haven, with only small exceptions, were like bringing a little heaven down to the earth.  The fellowship was unusually sweet; the movement of the Spirit was so precious, deepening relationships; all this was a part of the deepening work of the Holy Spirit in our lives.
The experience of owing money expanded my thinking about how debt affects our witness for God.  I would like to say that I stayed out of debt, but that would not be true.  However, my lifelong commitment has been to live debt free.  The Bible says that the “borrower is slave to the lender,” which is lived out in almost every home in America.  We get into debt for several reasons: greed, running ahead of God, impatience, and often, to do good things we think God wants us to do.  In almost every case, we end up owing money that we have a difficult time paying back.               When Paul warned to “owe no man anything,” he was referring to taxes and revenue owed to the government.  Nevertheless, the principle still applies.  In Dt. 11, Moses speaking on behalf of God said that debt is a judgment from God.  He said the Jews would be the head and not the tail if they obeyed God.  Refusing to be obedient would bring judgment and they would become the tail and not the head.  When a nation becomes a borrowing nation, it is under the judgment of God.  America has been a borrowing nation for years now.  When churches expand without funds, three things happen.  First, we are in danger of running ahead of God.  Lack of funds can be a signal from God not to move forward until or unless He provides funding.  Second, by borrowing money, we presume upon the future (Jas. 4.)  Finally, borrowing money could be evidence that our church is not in the will of God, which leads to a shortage of funds.  This shortage could be there because of violating various principles of God.  At any rate, waiting on God protects the church from stepping outside of the will of God.  James says we have not because we ask not and then when we do ask, we do not receive because of our impure motives (Js. 4:2-3.)
Much of what was taking place in our lives was an answer to the exchange prayer I prayed at the beginning.  When we ask for wisdom, there are two ways God will answer that prayer, usually using both ways.  He will allow you to go through the testing we read about in Jas. 1, which forces us to our knees to cry out for wisdom.  Then He opens up scripture as the Holy Spirit gives insight into what we read and how they apply to our situations. That is God giving wisdom as a result of my exchange prayer.  Wisdom is seeing life from God’s perspective.  I had no idea that was how God would respond to my prayer, but I am glad He did.  During the testing of trials, we should face them joyfully because they are producing in us perseverance or patience.  During these trials, we often do not know which way to turn.  James says to ask God for wisdom, and He would give it generously without upbraiding us.  What a great promise!  In our testing at the brook and at Zarephath, we fell to our knees to cry out to God for wisdom.  God gave generously, even to this very day.  The rain just continued to fall, not just a few drops, but we were receiving a downpour of His Holy Spirit.
 
This Bail Out Was From God
God was giving us peace in the middle of the storm, which actually seemed to get worse.  This peace was like a haven, a safe place, while we wrestled with many of the same financial struggles we had before.  We kept hanging on to this promise:                                                                      
 
If the Lord had not been on our side-let Israel say-If the Lord had not been on our side when men attacked us, when their anger flared against us, they would have swallowed us alive; the flood would have engulfed us, the torrent would have swept over us, the raging waters would have swept us away (Ps. 124:1-5.)
 
I am sure Elijah remembered the God of his fathers and the great feats done on behalf of Israel.  God is a remembering God and being created in His image, we are a remembering people.  God is the same in all ages, the same yesterday, today and forever.  While walking one day and praying about our crisis, God flooded my soul with memories of how He had taken care of Israel, of Peter in jail and of Paul and Silas who were also in jail waiting to die.  I recalled how He delivered the Hebrews through the Red Sea and preserved their lives in the wilderness.  Then I heard the Lord speak into my heart in an unknown tongue, followed with an interpretation.  He said, “I have always been with you, I am still with you and I will be with you forever.”  You might ask, "why did He not just speak in English?” I do not know the answer to that question, but I do know there was a supernatural connection to the affirmation of truth that I already knew from scripture.  He does not always speak to impart new information. He also speaks to confirm truth we already know.
Another Psalm that was particularly meaningful during this time was Ps. 46:1-3, where the Psalmist sings of shelter in the midst of great natural disaster. 
 
God is our refuge and strength, an ever present help in trouble.  Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, though its waters roar and foam and the mountains quake with their surging.  There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells. God is within her, she will not fall; God will help her at break of day.  Nations are in uproar, kingdoms fall; he lifts his voice, the earth melts.
 
              All He has to do is lift His voice and the earth melts.  We were growing to trust in that, just as Elijah trusted God for victory on Mt. Carmel.
My primary mode of transportation was a small     550 cc. Honda motorcycle rented from my cousin.  Coming home from visiting inmates in Van Buren County Jail one day, I drove up in the drive to discover a notice was on our door.  After parking the cycle, I walked up to the door and read the public announcement that the bank had foreclosed on our home for lack of payment and defaulting on taxes.  Even though I knew we were in trouble, I had stayed in weekly conversation with the vice president of our bank, paying whatever I could, whenever I could.  The bank was fine with our arrangement, but once the property defaulted on taxes, the bank was not willing to go to public auction with the risk someone would purchase the property for the price of taxes owed.  The bank was not willing to take that chance, so they set a date for foreclosure, at which time every dime had to be paid, amounting to a little over three thousand dollars including taxes and penalties. 
That day was probably the darkest day of our entire days of Elijah.  JoAnn was upset and I was struggling to maintain my faith.  Did I really believe God was my refuge and strength?  If my memory serves me right, we had somewhere around four weeks to come up with the money necessary to keep our home out of foreclosure.  In spite of what we had already gone through by the brook and in Zarephath and seeing God work miraculously in California, this was indeed the biggest crisis of the entire time.  Sad to say, our first struggle came from our own personal embarrassment.  The notice was not only posted on our door, where by law it had to stay for thirty days, but the local newspaper posted it as well.  It seemed like everyone in town watched as we drove by.  It did not take long for us to realize that embarrassment is “a proud man being humbled.”  
I was a proud man and God was humbling me.  I sought the bank’s forgiveness for allowing this to happen.  I apologized to friends for the embarrassing predicament in which I had placed them.  I asked JoAnn to forgive me for my lack of provision.  We came to be at peace.  We believed God would deliver one way or another.  We did not know and could not see how that was possible, but He had not brought us this far just to drop us.  It was all for His glory to do as He did at the very beginning of our journey when He miraculously put out the forest fire by a sudden and unexpected rainstorm.  He owned all the cattle on a thousand hills, and I was expecting Him to sell a few cows to save our house.  We remembered that night when Steve and Judy called and offered to buy us out of the restaurant.  God worked everything out to the good, for both families.
 The month before the foreclosure meeting was a blur.  We asked God for a miracle, and He began to deliver, a little here and a little there.  We got small checks from all around the country, not because we asked, but because God prompted people to give.  I saved every dollar that came in to pay our debt to the bank.  We prayed night and day, and then went about our business of shepherding the church.  We were so busy counseling and teaching others, that we had little time during the day to focus on our impending homelessness.  When we did have time to think, it was with a mixture of hope and despair.  On most days, hope won the battle.  We learned to love Ro. 15:4, where Paul told the Romans: “For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures, we might have hope.”  We purposed to persevere and trust in the promises of God.  He did say, “I will never leave you or forsake you” (Heb. 13:5 ESV.)  Though JoAnn could have been bitter toward me for the mess that I had created, never one time did she express anger or any form of bitterness. She encouraged me and did not waste time pointing her finger at me, which I deserved.  We were partners throughout the entire process.  Hardship damages many marriages because couples do not live in forgiveness nor do they see the providence of God and His sovereignty over their crisis.
I was also encouraged by Heb. 4:14-16. We knew that our Redeemer suffered testing in all points just like us without sin. The Holy Spirit was helping us see that our Lord had gone through horrible things, not because He did something wrong, but because He loved His Father above everything and through that love, died on the cross for us.  He was tempted in all points just as we are.  The difference was that we did sin, but He did not.  I learned that as He sympathized with our weaknesses, we could trust Him.  He understood.  To know that our Savior really cared was an answer to my prayers back in the days by the brook and served to sustain me in this new trial.
As the four weeks came to an end, my hope grew even stronger, even though we did not have nearly enough to pay our mortgage with all the penalties and county taxes.  Joan, the vice president of the bank, made it very clear that the bank was expecting every cent to be paid.  A shortage of one dollar would be enough for us to lose our home.  Therefore, we were trusting God for the exact amount right up to the last day.  The last day was a Friday.  We awakened that morning, and after praying, we went to work. 
 Mail at the church came at 9:00 in the morning.  By 9:01, I was looking for a check.  At this point, all we needed was $300.00.  That does not seem like very much, looking back, but on that day, it was as big as a million dollars. God had prompted us not to ask others for help, but simply trust Him, so asking for help was out of the question.  I saw the mail carrier drive down the road from our mailbox and knew he had put something in the box.  There were several letters, but no money.  I praised God and headed back to my office to finish preparation on Sunday’s sermon, but had a hard time collecting my thoughts, so I just prayed and fretted a little.  Okay, I fretted a lot.  I cried out to God until I was hoarse.  
Sometime later, I remembered that our mail came in at home around 12:30, so I rushed home; surely, there would be a check in the mail.  There was only a bill or two, but no money.  The mail delivery at home was my last hope as far as I knew.  I had a lump in my throat as I drove back to the office.  It did not seem likely that God would bring us this far and just short of our goal by three hundred dollars to drop us.  I had played all my options and time was running out.  In my coaching days, we won many games in the fourth quarter, but this time, the fourth quarter was almost expired.  When I played basketball in high school, the game clock was huge way before digital scoreboards.  In order to warn of the last minute of a game, the big game clock would turn red.  The big game clock on our house had turned red, and there were no more timeouts.  It was the end of the game and my options had run out; I spent the afternoon praying and preparing my heart for the inevitable, but even then, though all my options had failed, God continued to give me hope.  I knew God was going to take care of His children somehow.
As I recall, the meeting with the bank officials was at 3:30.  I called Joan before the deadline to assure her I was only $300.00 short.  She assured me that if we did not have the entire amount, the bank would foreclose on our property.  The bank would offer us no extensions and no deals.  When I hung up, I received an urgent call from my wife JoAnn telling me that I had received a call from Western Union.  I did not remember ever getting a telegram before, so I had no idea what it meant.  Nevertheless, they said it was urgent, so I called Western Union to determine if I needed to go down there.  They informed me that they were holding a check for Jerry Selvidge, but they did not tell me how much.  Western Union was only slightly out of the way on my way to our meeting for the bank to foreclose on our property, which required my signature, so I stopped to pick up the check.  Imagine my surprise when I saw a check for $500.00!  I was less than a mile from home, so I drove home to rejoice with JoAnn over God’s providence.  I remember telling her that we would have money left over, and maybe we could take the kids out that night for pizza.  On my way to the bank however, it dawned on me that God usually gives money to specific prayer requests in exact amounts.  I did not know how God would work this one out, but I did know something unusual was about to take place.
When I arrived inside the bank, Joan walked over and said they were waiting in the boardroom.  She had a worried look on her face but was resolute in what the bank had to do.  When I told her that I had the money, she laughed and ran ahead of me to tell the board.  Ten minutes or so later, she emerged from the boardroom looking like she had lost a battle.  Then, she informed that they had made a mistake.  Instead of three hundred dollars, it was going to be more because they had overlooked some penalty.  The exact amount now, instead of three hundred dollars was exactly five hundred dollars.  She was shocked when I told her that God had already made provision for the extra money.  She seemed to be as happy as I was.  
That day, God saved our home and confirmed our faith in a God “who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think” (Eph.3:20.)  That move of God has resulted in glory to God many times over as I have shared the story of how God’s providential rain fell on that day.  We did not get to go out for pizza that night but we did get to sleep in our own home without fear of eviction.  God is so good.
 
When it Rains, it Pours
When it rains, it pours.  Why God chose to bless us in this way, I will never know.  We deserved his wrath and instead he gave us mercy and “grace to help us in our time of need” (Heb. 4:16.)  I meet with a group of pastors for prayer every Tuesday morning.  I enjoy telling them stories of how God has worked so wonderfully in our lives.  The stories that I have told in this book are only a few out of many deeds that we have seen Him accomplish in our short years on this earth.  God does indeed answer the “effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man” (Jas. 5:16 KJV,) not because any of us are righteous of our doing, but because we are indeed the “righteousness of God” (2 Co. 5:21.)  It is as though he is doing His work in these vessels of clay so that people can know the glory is not in the ordinary but in the one who lives and works inside the heart of the ordinary.  
Elijah inspires me to try God out and see if He is indeed the same yesterday, today and forever.  James says, “When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives” (Jas 4:3.)  If we would just try Him out, He is eager to honor our prayers just as He did those of the passionate prophet of God.  We talk much about prayer, but do not get around to doing a lot of praying.  Even our prayer meetings focus on many good things with the exception of the one reason we gathered.  Nevertheless, we should find out what God wants.  This would eliminate selfish praying focused on our own desires.  Do your desires match with the desires of God’s heart?  Pray for that which will honor and glorify God, and we will have for what we ask.  One of my pastor friends in a good-natured way, laughed at one of my stories.  Then, he told me I should write a book.  He said, "You have experienced what most of us talk about."
When God brings people to us who are struggling financially, we always take time to tell our story.  We remind people that God works in a variety of different ways and may not work in their lives in exactly the same way He worked in ours, but we can be sure He is busy at work, working everything out “for the good for those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Ro. 8:28.)  The part just quoted is commonly known by most Christians, but for various reasons, we have a difficult time applying it to our own situations.  In addition, we leave out a very important part of that teaching.  He says the purpose of His working things together is for our sanctification.  He wants to form our character to the “likeness of his Son” (Ro. 8:29.)  Christians need to gladly accept whatever God is doing with grateful hearts and wait patiently as He works it all out.  I have come to believe that God is so intent on our character development that He would sacrifice almost anything to see character developed in our lives, including every arena of our lives.  In addition, God puts us through cycles of testing, as we see in 2 Peter 1:8-9, so that we will be effective and productive in our “knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 8.)  However, if we do not grow in “increasing measure” (v. 8,) we become “nearsighted and blind, and (have) forgotten that (we have) been cleansed from (our) past sins” (v. 9.)  
The days of Elijah are exciting days filled with hope and promise.  They grow more exciting as God moves us from the brook where He cut us down, to the place of refining.  The contest on Mt. Carmel is gratifying as we see God’s reputation upheld.  The climax was the sound of heavy rain in answer to his prayers.
 We can really see how much like Elijah we are as he moves from the mountain to the next stage in his life.  He will learn that the God of the mountain is also the God of the valley.  We, too, would continue to experience God working in our lives in big and small ways.  However, we will never forget the day that it rained on our little family and filled our hearts with joy!  I remember the great psalm David penned thousands of years ago:
 
Blessed is he who has regard for the weak; the Lord delivers him in times of trouble.  The Lord will protect him and preserve his life; he will bless him in the land and not surrender him to the desire of his foes.  The Lord will sustain him on his sickbed and restore him from his bed of illness (Psalm 41:1-3.)  
 
 Hallelujah!





10 - Afraid and Running For Your Life
 
No King is saved by the size of his army; No warrior escapes by his great strength.  A horse is a vain hope for deliverance; despite all its great strength it cannot save.  But the eyes of the Lord are on those who fear him, to deliver them from death and keep them alive in famine (Ps. 33:16-19.)
 
Fear Makes You Crazy
While we were living on the farm, before selling it and moving to South Haven, a realtor by the name of Ed Hedlund brought a prospective buyer to look at our farm.  They told my wife they would be walking over the property to get a better idea of what the farm was capable of doing.  JoAnn gave them permission but warned them to watch for the bull in the west pasture.  Two grown men with plenty of testosterone are not going to be scared off by any bull, especially when they are from the city and do not know much about 2000 pound bulls!               The bull was no ordinary bull.  Besides being huge, he had a great big set of horns.  He was mean and he was smarter than the average bull. He also hated male competition.  
They headed down the pasture as if they knew what they were doing.  The huge black bull spotted the two men walking casually toward the west pasture about the time they crossed the gate. What the bull had on its mind is anyone’s guess, but he declared his intentions early on and that was all it took to send two big men running for their lives.  He ran toward them as they headed for the woods.  The bull was considerably faster than the men, chasing them up a tree at the edge of the woods.  I mention the edge of the woods because there were larger, more substantial trees deeper in the woods, but they took the nearest place of refuge, which was only a sassafras sapling and shinnied their way up the tree.  After two or three hours, my wife started missing them, seeing their car still in the drive, so she walked off down the pasture to see what had happened to the men.  What she saw brought laughter and fear at the same time-two grown men, up a small sassafras sapling hardly big enough for a child, let alone two grown men, with a huge bull cutting off all escape routes. The bull had them trapped and they were afraid.  JoAnn picked up a long metal pole that had come out of our old well and headed off down the pasture to rescue them from our bull.  She used the long pole much as a bullfighter would use his sword to hold the bull at bay until the two men made it to safety.  When she arrived back at the house, the two men were gone.  They did not even stick around to see if she was going to make it out of the pasture.  Fear will make you do crazy things.
Even though Elijah had passions just like us, we do not read anything about his emotional state until the contest on Mt. Carmel comes to a glorious climax and God brings rain again to Israel. A man who appears to have supernatural control, all of a sudden melts into emotional chaos, leading the fearless warrior to behave like a coward (1 Ki. 19.) God spares no details when it comes to the failings of his servants. They have passions just like ours. Prophets are not infallible.              
There is a down side to elation called anxiety. Warriors are courageous but there are scenarios that will cause the best of us to run.  James also refers to that as passion.  He said he was a man just like us (Jas. 5:17.)  This account of Elijah’s post victory emotional state sheds light on the other side of passion that leads men to discouragement and depression.  David struggled with this side of passion, which he wrote about in the Psalms.  One of the most revealing was written after David committed adultery with Bathsheba.  Listen to the depth of pain in his heart.
 
My heart pounds, my strength fails me; even the light has gone from my eyes (Ps. 38:10.) My heart is blighted and withered like grass. I forget to eat my food.  Because of my loud groaning I am reduced to skin and bones. I am like a desert owl, like an owl among the ruins. I lie awake; I have become like a bird alone on a roof (Ps. 102:4-7.)
 
Notice all the symptoms of deep discouragement: a pounding heart, weakness, loss of bright eyes, loud groaning, weight loss and sleeplessness.  David was a very creative man, filled with passion.  Creative people struggle with staying on an even keel.  David could be on a mountain peak one day and in a deep pit the next.  That is human nature.  We just do not go from mountain peak to mountain peak.  There is always a valley in between.  Discouragement takes many forms, ranging from mild to severe, at which time it can become crippling.  Observing God dealing with Elijah’s discouragement opens a window through which we can see how to help one another. 
Our days of Elijah were spent in the valley as well as on the mountain peaks. Such is the reality of hard times. To pretend otherwise would rob God of glory and tempt you to believe God is only the God of the mountain peaks whereas He has proven to be the God of bad times as well the God of good times.  God brought us through the testing of the first year with a growing trust in His purposes yet with fears about our future and how the direction of the church would be impacted. We saw God at work all around us and we were learning to trust Him with every aspect of our lives.  However, we continued to face what seemed to be an insurmountable burden with the debt we had incurred as a church, the weight of responsibility in running the Christian school, as well as our own personal obligations. We spent long hours continuing to serve the church, even though we received no salary, since God had never given us release from our calling.                In answer to the exchange prayer, God was indeed giving us wisdom, the Word was coming alive and our faith was growing.  There were times I wanted to run and hide, however.  Every truth God exposed me to brought new decisions I had to make followed by even deeper questions about doctrines I used to believe to be true.  To this day, I find truth to be inexhaustible.  When you turn over one stone, there are always a hundred more under which to look.  In my days of Elijah, much of my frustration revolved around refiguring what I believed.  I am grateful that God has always kept us in positions where we could honestly explore the truth without the bondage of having to please men.  
 
When the Word is Absent
The Word of the Lord had come to Elijah at strategic 
places in his life.  God’s Word sent Elijah to Kerith, then to the widow of Zarephath.  When God was ready for Elijah to join the false prophets in battle on Mount Carmel, His Word once again signaled a move for His prophet. Every time God was ready to move Elijah to another level in his spiritual journey, He showed up with an appropriate message, always on time, never failing to show up when direction was needed. He had never given Elijah any reason to think He would not show up.  This is the only time our prophet became impatient and moved ahead of God without waiting for God to speak.  Always before, Word of the Lord preceded Elijah’s journey.                
This time the Word is noticeable because of its absence.  Jezebel sent a messenger to the man of God in Jezreel saying, “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” (1 Ki. 19:2.) The clever enemy created doubt in Elijah’s heart and he became afraid.  That seems so out of character for Elijah. It was not the Word from the Lord telling Elijah to run. That word came from another source, producing fear rather than clear direction.
I have noticed two things about the Word of the Lord.  First, when He does not meet my timetable, I begin to think in the flesh.  That is when I get myself into trouble.  My reasoning goes something like this: I prayed and I waited but where is God?  He is not going to show up this time.  I do have good plans, but I was giving God common courtesy.  After all, He is God.  Still, I have not heard from Him.  This must be a sign from God for me to get busy, and getting busy means doing whatever seems appropriate now.  The second thing I have noticed is this.  The absence of God’s Word is usually a signal from God to sit tight until He does show up.  The timing may not be right for whatever reason or God is using our testing to develop the character quality of patience.  The best thing we can do is wait on Him.  Patience is waiting on God without giving him a timetable.  Failure to wait upon the Lord has disastrous results in our lives.  Because of the nature of fear, it moves us to work in the flesh.  Of what was he afraid?  He had survived when cut down by the brook, refined at Zarephath and he survived when he stared down evil on Mt. Carmel.  This man earlier had walked up to the courts of King Ahab and announced it would not rain until he said so.  Jezebel put him to flight.  A woman threatened to take his life and he got afraid and ran!
 
Results of Running
Fear prompts you to run. Elijah’s story is encouraging because we are able to see our fears in the light of the passion of this great man of God. It also encourages me because I can see how God, patiently, yet firmly, deals with the source of our fears. He follows Elijah, ministers to him, brings repentance and redirects his thinking.  Nevertheless, by the time the Word of the Lord caught up with Elijah, he was in the desert enjoying a big pity party.  He even prayed that he might die.  “I have had enough”, he lamented, “Take my life.  I am no better than my ancestors” (1 Ki. 19:4.) Working in the flesh prompts a response like this.              First, we run from God. Jonah ran from God. In his case, the Word of the Lord did show up but Jonah did not like the message, so he jumped on a ship heading for Tarshish.  God caught up with Jonah just as He caught up with Elijah, in the same way, he will catch up with us.  We cannot outrun God.  We are prompted to run when we should be sitting tight, enjoying the presence of God.  I have spent a lifetime running and I would rather face God on the mountain than have Him chase me down into the valley.  Successful people at some point make a decision to stop running and face the demons that are chasing them.                            As I was writing, Eddie walked into my office.  We have known each other for years.  From time to time, he has found rest in our church rehab program.  For a period, Eddie lived in my own house while we were making major changes before moving in.  He has stolen from me, broken into my house through the ceiling and taken whatever he could find, and for some reason, I still love Eddie.  Every time he gets a job and works for a while, his feet start itching and he takes off running.  Last night he slept near the freeway in a little cubbyhole out of the wind and cool night air.  I asked him this morning why he keeps running.  He thought and said, “If I could find the answer to that question, I would probably quit running.” He is right.  Eddie needs to confront that demon that drives him on.  In the meantime, he will spend the rest of his days running.                            The second destructive effect fear had on Elijah was revealed under the broom tree when he cried out, “I am finished, I have had enough” (1 Ki. 19:4.)   What was he saying?  Had God given him more than he could bear?  He served the same God we serve who said these stories were written for our encouragement and learning.  Then God says that He would never give us more than we could bear.  He adds that with every temptation (trial) He would provide a way of escape.  During our days without pay, many times I told God that I was finished and that I had had enough.  It never affected God who stayed right on course. He just continues to forge on until He has fulfilled His agenda.  I had to remember that there is always an escape through grace and grace comes when we humble ourselves and look for the way of escape.
After declaring his independence from God’s purposes and plans, the prophet threw a big pity party at which he was the main and only guest.  I have attended a few of those parties. They are not very fun.  He has lost sight of the bigger picture. That is the third effect fear has in our lives.  Fear robs us of memories of God’s past deliverances, making us short-sighted.  The victory on Carmel was now a distant memory. He had forgotten about his days by the brook when God fed him from His hand to Elijah’s mouth.  The miracle of oil and handful of flour at the home of the widow has faded away.                
The enemy works by giving us spiritual amnesia. It’s during those times that we need to preach the Word and put ourselves in the audience, remembering His precious promises that He will “never leave us or forsake us”(Heb. 13:4; Dt. 31:6.)  I learned to journal during difficult times, writing down scripture God brought to my heart and recording my memories of God’s past deliverances.  Even today, I like to review my journals as they help grow my faith.  God is a remembering God and He made us in His image.  We also must learn to remember.  As a reminder of God’s faithfulness, He commanded the Israelites to pass the stories of their victories on to their children.  I discovered that journaling helped me as it reminded me of what God did the day before.  
Elijah’s fourth response to fear was to declare he wanted to die.  This was in spite of the fact that he had crawled under a broom tree that I am told was the only protection he had against poisonous vipers.  I am sure Elijah knew that when he got under its protection.  In chapter seven, we uncovered the real enemy of our souls, the devil.  Of course, he is behind our pity parties because his method of operation is to “steal, and kill and destroy” (Jn. 10:10.)  He delights in pity parties and attends every party we throw on behalf of ourselves as an uninvited guest.  He hates our body because it is the temple of the Holy Spirit where obedience and worship take place.  
When we were running buses, I met a young family while knocking on doors.  They had a small child.  Both parents did drugs, but the woman came to the Lord shortly after we met and gave up her habit.  The man, unfortunately, never found success.  For one thing, he was a dealer and the drug ring owned him.  His abuse of the woman and the child became so severe that we moved her to Wisconsin where I knew a preacher who would take care of her.  Dennis became despondent and threatened to take his life.  Finally, one late night he called me.  He and another friend had decided to break ties with the drug boss.  They were driving in separate cars.  On the way home, a car pulled up to his friend’s car and tossed a Molotov cocktail in the back window of his car.  The car exploded and Dennis was beside himself with fear.  He eventually moved out into the country where I visited him several times.  One Sunday evening, the state police came to our church while I was preaching and delivered a note they found on his body written to me.  He had grown so fearful and paranoid that he could not go on.  He had told me about voices telling him to kill himself, but in those days, I never for a moment thought the voices could have come from the evil one.  Fear does drive a man to do things he would never think about doing at other more positive times.               Finally, fear contributes to our thinking that we are all alone.  Because this is a much larger subject that we often encounter in counseling, we will cover this subject in detail in our next chapter.  I call this way of thinking a victim’s mentality.  When God asked Elijah what he was doing he replied that he was the only one left.  It’s easy to see why he would feel that way, but God reminded him of the 7000 prophets He had reserved who had never bowed down to Baal.  Seven thousand is a hefty number that would not be that easy to miss unless Satan blinded your eyes to reality.  A person with a victim’s mentality is unable to see that they are not all alone. 
In some respects, every preacher I have ever known at one time or another starts feeling that way.  Preaching is the only job I know where you spend hours in preparation, pour your heart out delivering your message and have no idea what kind of results you are getting.  Most jobs allow you to see some kind of tangible result.  That is not true with preaching.  If we are not careful, we begin to hunger to hear someone tell us “well done.”  We pollute our hearts with a hunger for the praises of men.  Paul warned against desiring the approval of men in the letter to the Galatians.  He said, “Am I now trying to win the approval of men, or of God?  Or am I trying to please men?  If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a servant of Christ” (Gal. 1:10.)  The best thing we can do is take advice from the book of Isaiah.
As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is my word that goes out from my mouth:  It will not return to me empty but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it. (Isa. 55:10-11.)
              They were commanded to pass stories of their victories from generation to generation. Results do not always come the moment we sow the Word, but require some time for the Word to melt into the heart.  Even then, it forms in tiny little rivulets, finally running into larger streams.  It will not return empty.              
Impure motives have often driven me in my efforts to preach the Word and “build a church.”  Men I respected would commend me in ways that fed my evil heart of desire for men’s approval.  It is a heady thing to be in the limelight, one that very few men can handle righteously.  Though it pains me to have to admit it, I would often sit in groups where speakers knew my work and me and wait for them to mention my name.  Then, when the applause stops and you are all alone, you wonder where it all went and develop a fear of losing men’s approval.  I believe that is at least one reason Elijah had to go into solitude at the brook. His heart had to be protected against being puffed up.  The fix is not that easy.  I have struggled for a lifetime desiring men’s praises and have only found success in desiring to hear my heavenly Father say that He is pleased with what I say and do.  He hears every sermon I preach and He is my greatest critic as well as my best source of encouragement.  Sometimes, after preaching, I will sit next to my wife and wait for her to say something complimentary. It’s best when I wait for the Spirit to convey a message from God. I thank God for the days of Elijah that taught me that a nod of approval from God is worth more than any amount of words from another person. We must cultivate that desire for God’s approval.
The big problem with fear is that it is the opposite of faith.  A man is unable to live by faith and live in fear at the same time.  Fear manifests itself in unusual but predictable ways, not the least of which is refusal to obey God.  People are afraid to give their hearts to God because they are afraid of what God will do with their lives.  He might turn them into a preacher or send them off to some third world country to be a missionary.  When Israel came to the border of the Promised Land, they had to make a decision about going up and possessing the land.  Moses sent twelve spies to map out a strategy, not to determine if they had the strength to take the land.  God was their strength and they needed no other.  He had proven himself at the Red Sea where He miraculously parted the water and in the wilderness where He fed them manna from heaven and delivered water out of rocks. He even provided them with clothing and shoes that did not wear out.  When the spies returned, they took a vote. 
Decisions by majority vote often lead to wrong decisions. Joshua and Caleb said, “Let us go up at once and possess it for we are well able to overcome it” (Nu. 13:30 KJV.)  The majority report was filled with unbelief.  They saw the size of the men of Canaan and declared, “We seemed like grasshoppers in our own eyes, and we looked the same to them” (Nu. 13:33.) The Hebrew writer said they fell in the wilderness because they had an evil heart of unbelief.  They did not trust God.  If there was one lesson we learned back there in South Haven, it was that God was trustworthy.  He never let us down.  There was not one promise He made that He did not keep.  The Jews had to wander in the wilderness for forty years until that generation of unbelievers died off.
 
The Mechanics of Fear
It might help to understand the mechanics of fear. To begin with, fear is not always a bad thing.  When our bodies function correctly, fear produces hormones and energy to either stand and protect ourselves or flee.  Facing a big black bear ought to motivate us to do something.  God has made us this way to provide protection for us.  When we fill with fear and our bodies force us to accept fear without taking action, we damage ourselves.  
God also uses fear to motivate us.  Fear is not the best form of motivation, but fear does get us off our couch and put us to work solving our problems.  Sometimes we are fearful because of consequences arising from bad choices from which we want to run, when they could work to benefit us if we became honest and faced the consequences of our bad decision. In addition, fear should be associated with reverence and respect.  Even though I love God and am sure of His love for me, I still have great fear of God.  The Bible tells us that “fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Ps. 111:10.)  People who have no fear of God have no built in respect for the Word of God or even the disciplines of God.  John said, “but perfect love casts out fear” (1 Jn. 4:18 NKJV.)  Here John is reminding us that perfect love takes away the fear of retribution or fear of punishment.  Though God has built into each of us a motivation to flight when faced with imminent danger, flight is never an option when God is calling us to stay.
Fear is, too often, a result of working in the flesh.  Even though spiritual matters fill our days, when we are tired, the evil one works on our hearts and tempts us to work harder and longer with little feeling of success.  During those days by the brook, when God fed us from His hand to our mouths, I had a recurring dream that was not only frustrating, but also left me tired and bewildered.  I had grown to believe that God would use dreams or any other means necessary to get our attention.  Dreams can be significant when they occur often over time and always carry the same general theme.  
This particular dream always focused around trying to escape the hands of evil men.  Innocently, I would become involved in one way or another with wicked and evil people who were attempting to draw me away from God through compromise or some other type of disobedience.  Because of my desire to be free of sin, I had to flee to protect my family and even my own life.  Usually, these dark and sinister men were chasing me, shooting guns and barely missing me.  I was never hurt.  Even while running, I sensed God protecting me, that is, as long as I could keep my distance from my pursuers.  
Eventually, however, my legs would tire out and I would slow down, to the place where I could barely lift my legs to take another step, with the enemy in hot pursuit behind me.  At this point, I would want to give up, but could not because my family’s safety was at stake.  As the men, always dressed in black, closed in on me, right before they killed me, I always woke up, in a cold sweat, with my legs exhausted from the struggle to get away.  Although I was grateful it was only a dream, it puzzled me that I continued to dream the same dream. These went on for several months, not every night, but frequently enough to trouble my soul.  I would confess sin, pleading with God to reveal to my heart what was going on to cause these horrific dreams.  Finally, one night this dream occurred for the last time.  It was especially intense, with the men dressed in black pursing me closer than ever.  They did not have to catch me, they had already caught me, but somehow, God protected me from their bullets.  All of a sudden, I felt tremendous energy in my legs.  I took off running, effortlessly outdistancing them, and continued to run, until they were far behind.  I sat down and wept, no longer tired, although greatly refreshed. 
 When I awakened from this final dream, I was weeping.  I knew something had happened, because I was experiencing peace like peace I never had before.  Then the word of the Lord came to me.  “When you were running and growing weary, you were running in your own power.  When you started running effortlessly, that was the Holy Spirit giving you strength.  You work in the strength of your flesh.  Work in My power, and you will never be weary again.”  What caused this disabling fear that led me to have recurring dreams of being stalked day and night?  It was fear of failure, driving me to work in the flesh rather than in the Spirit.  To this day, when weariness sets in and I find myself spending an inordinate amount of time in preparation, I remember my deliverance in that dream.  When I am unusually weary, I remember those dreams and the source of my strength.  When I counsel, or teach or minister to others, I can tell if I trust in Jesus or in myself.  Sometimes I do experience fatigue after ministering, which immediately prompts me to turn my burden over to Jesus (Mt. 11:28-30.)
 
Irrational Fear
Fear is not rational.  The two men who climbed a sassafras sapling and bent it to the ground not even out of the reach of the bull were not being rational.  Making it through hard times requires that we keep things in perspective.  Elijah feared Jezebel and her ability to hurt him.  Fear of people is a major deception with which the evil one likes to tempt us, even after great victories.  People who are afraid of other people manifest in inferiority issues and deception to cover over feelings of inadequacy, boasting to cover their weaknesses or even running from responsibility because they fear failure.  I counsel people who have their circumstances all out of perspective.  When we see people as bigger than we see God, then trouble begins.  When we fear God, we will not fear people.  This happens to all of us.  We have a greater concern for what others think about us than our concern over pleasing God. 
 
Fear and Pride
Whether through pride or spiritual blindness, Elijah had a warped perspective on other believers, causing him to make the judgment, “I am all alone.” Is it possible that he did not know there were other prophets?  Likely, he did, but he did not have a very high opinion of their standards of righteousness.  When we judge others harshly without judging ourselves first, (Mt. 7:1), we start to think “how great we are and how great they are not.”  Judging the brethren is a sad reality among Christians setting us up for failure and feeling all alone.              We can avoid this pitfall by keeping things in perspective. Be careful how you judge your brother, giving each other the benefit of doubt in matters of opinion, and being careful about judging his character because we differ on doctrine.  I am so grateful for the brothers who have helped me grow, who were patient and extended a lot of grace to me.  Do not get me wrong, as Christians we need to stand on truth as well as teach it.  The only thing that really counts is faith expressing itself in love.  Making comparisons and ranking our spirituality with another is not wise.  Paul said they that “compare themselves with themselves, they are not wise” (2 Cor. 10:12.)  
Sometimes we just fail to keep our importance in perspective. We are but vessels of clay.  Even though we have the greatest treasure placed in us, we are not the treasure.  We are just simple, ordinary clay pots.  It is the message in us that is extraordinary.  I like to remind myself that God used a donkey to talk to Balaam.  He reasoned that there was no one left but himself, and he was about to be killed.  God had to remind him, “I have reserved for myself seven thousand prophets who have not bowed the knee to Baal” (Ro. 11:4.)  We are not alone.  Fear of dying and fear of being all alone haunts many Christians today.
 
Go Get the Gun!
We can see how getting things out of perspective provides a hot bed for seeds of doubt and fear to grow.  Apparently, the disciples had many fears based on Mt. 6 and the corresponding stories in the other Gospels.  They were afraid of running out of food, so Jesus put all things in perspective by reminding them of how God feeds even the sparrows.  They worried about clothing, so Jesus pointed out the flowers of the field, that do not toil or store away into barns, yet the Father takes care of them.  They must have worried about their height as well as age because Jesus said in Mt. 6:27 NKJV, “Which of you by worrying can add one cubit to his stature?”  Are you worrying about your age?  Every hair on your head is numbered and God keeps up with that number.  It is all about perspective.  Then he gave them this advice: 1) Do not worry about tomorrow; 2) Take care of the problems of today; and 3) Seek first the Kingdom and all these things will be added to you as well.  Perspective is the key to living a worry-free life.
One night several years ago, I awoke in the middle of the night by a rattling of the sliding glass door between our bedroom and our backyard.  The rattling continued for a while, until I finally awakened to a man working feverishly to take the door out of the track.  Fear got adrenalin pumping through my body in short order, and I started yelling at the intruder to go away.  My yelling awakened JoAnn, who thought I was sleepwalking and began to yell at me to get back in bed.  She was yelling, I was yelling at the intruder who was desperately working all the harder to get into the house.  Finally, as a last measure, I told JoAnn, “Go get the gun,” hoping to scare the man off.  Of course, I own no guns and this request only confirmed her thinking that I was having a horrible nightmare.  She yelled, “You don’t have a gun.”  I thought, “Thanks a lot!”  Hoping she would catch on to my little deception, I yelled again, “Go get my gun.”  By this time, she was frustrated with me, and began beating on my back, yelling for me to wake up.  I am surprised the intruder did not head for the hills as he witnessed two mad people interacting as we did.  Finally, she realized there was a man outside the window, and called the police.  The police came, the intruder ran, and we laughed at ourselves.  We had lost all perspective and our actions proved it.
Another night just a few weeks later, we had another encounter in the middle of the night that not only showed the deceitfulness of fear, but the contagion of fear as well.  I had gotten out of bed and had gone to the kitchen for a glass of water.  JoAnn, who did not know I was up, had gotten up and headed for the kitchen for the same reason.  Because our home was close to the street, we kept the blinds closed, making our bedroom very dark.  As she headed to the kitchen and I returned, we ran into each other coming around the corner.  She screamed bloody murder, and then I screamed because she screamed.  The louder we screamed, the worse we got, until finally, we both realized what was going on and almost died laughing.  Perspective-if you lose it, fear will take over.  Fear is contagious.  That was the problem with our man Elijah, who was bold as a lion, and fought 850 false prophets on Carmel but was running because he had gotten things out of perspective.
Another time, while we were living in a home loaned to us by a baseball player friend, demonstrated to us how fear could actually lead to other emotions as well.  JoAnn had gone into the garage for something, and Erin and I decided to wait in the dark hallway for her to emerge from the garage.  As she came out, we both jumped at her, screaming at the top of our lungs, while she came unglued and responded with a scream for which we waited.  Of course, we laughed until our sides hurt, while she stood in front of us recovering.  All of a sudden, her eyes narrowed as she got a look of vengeance on her face, took a bead on my mouth, drew back her fist, and landed a straight shot on my lip, splitting it.  As blood ran down my mouth, she walked off triumphantly, brushing her hands together, thinking she had evened the score.  Fear can be dangerous and can even lead to conduct that is opposite to our aim in life. 
 
Perfect Love Casts Out Fear
We need to know that “perfect love casts out fear” (1 Jn. 4:18 NKJV.)  John writes about our confidence on the Day of Judgment, for the blood of Jesus has already paid the price.  Judgment is a scary thing.  As a chaplain for one of the largest county jails in the country, I have had plenty of opportunities to see the hand of the law come down on the guilty.  Sitting in on a trial knowing the judge or jury will have to render a decision that will affect the life of an inmate is intimidating.  We should have an awesome respect of judgment, and even more so when the judge is the Creator.  John says, “There is no fear in love.  But, perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment.  The one who fears is not made perfect in love” (1 Jn. 4:17-18.)  When we are afraid, God wraps His loving arms around us and His perfect love drives away fear.  If Elijah had waited on the Lord and meditated on His great love, all his fear would have vanished and he could have avoided the trap into which he fell.  Praise God!
The key to resolving fear issues is the perfect love of God, whether it is you and me in the 21st century or Elijah in the days of Elijah.  When finances were at their worst, we learned to trust in this unchanging love of God.  We learned that the God who loves us would also discipline us for the deliverance of our souls.  We are learning to praise Him in the trial because we know He is God and He loves us.  In the days of Elijah, we experienced plenty of times that we were afraid and felt like running for our lives.  However, the God who brought us into the valley would also be the God who would deliver, when he was ready.  Paul tells us that God is working everything to the good for those who love Him.  However, He goes on to say that it is all “according to His purposes” (Rom.8:28.)  Then in Romans 8:29, He tells us that His purposes are “to conform us to the image of His Son.”  We learned three powerful truths that continue to sustain us today.  First, the God who loves us is not afraid to discipline us.  He tells us in Heb. not to make light of that discipline because He is treating us as His sons and “the Lord disciplines those He loves” (Heb. 12:6.)  He is doing it to perfect our character.  In addition, God will sacrifice anything in our lives to get our attention and to build his Holy character.  Nothing is off the boards.  Finally, He does not remove His testing prematurely.  The testing sent to develop our character will be there until God achieves His purposes.  God has dealt in that way with saints of all ages.  We should be encouraged by that truth because our “light and momentary troubles (afflictions) are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all” (2 Cor. 4:17.)              
Therefore, the Heb. writer says, “No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.  Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it” (Heb. 12:11.)  
 
What a wonderful God!
 




11 - The Only One Left
 
The Lord foils the plans of the nations; he thwarts the purposes of the peoples. But the plans of the Lord stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart through all generations (Ps. 33:10-11.)
 
Standing Alone
For a tired old warrior, the end of the contest on Mt. Carmel must have looked like the beginning of a long struggle for pre-eminence of Yah-weh among the Israelites.  God warned the Hebrews centuries earlier that apostasy was inevitable if they departed from the one and only God.  Moses instructed the fathers to remind their children that Yah-weh is one God and to love Him with all their heart, soul and strength.  Failure to keep this command would lead not only to spiritual problems but would result in a whole list of physical and economic problems as well (Dt. 6 and 8.)  The battle on Mt. Carmel came at a time of great apostasy and nationwide idolatry.  The contest on Mt. Carmel was a call for God’s children to return to the one and only true God of Israel, Yah-weh.  However, in spite of the nation bowing down and proclaiming the oneness of God, the one battle did not insure the nation would return to God.  
King Ahab and his treacherous wife Jezebel are still on the throne.  He has two wicked sons, Ahaziah and Jehoram, who will succeed him and Jezebel is determined to take out her anger on Elijah for the death of her prophets.  Elijah faces an uphill struggle, this in light of the fact that he is growing older and he has no one to take his place. It is a tough spot to be in. It is not unusual to become lonely.
God faithfully stood by his prophet all these years, now the emotions of the passionate warrior have caught up with him.  Years of testing and refining the character of the man of God has weighed heavily on heart.  Like a cold chisel in the hands of a metalworker, God has chiseled away on his character to prepare him for the contest on Mt. Carmel. When the actual contest took place, Elijah stood alone.  No one else, including the seven thousand prophets that God had hidden from Jezebel, stood by his side.  That is a lonely position to be in. Sadly, it is not unusual for a passionate, but imperfect man, to be called on to hold the line all alone.
 The battle on Mt. Carmel was over, but the need for a few passionate men to finish the job was still ahead.  King Ahab was a mere figurehead, the real ruler of Israel, Jezebel, was as ruthless and treacherous as any one person could be.  She ruled with an iron fist.  Total victory could not be achieved as long as the King and his wife sat on the throne. Israel has been in the throes of syncretism for a very long time.  God found it necessary to use two great prophets, Elijah whose life is ending, and Elisha who will receive a double measure of the spirit of Elijah.  
 
God’s Solution
Depression and discouragement torment the strongest of warriors tempting them to walk away from the front lines in order to escape the relentless pounding of the enemy. Young preachers are especially vulnerable. By the time we reach the age of Elijah, attrition has thinned the ranks as leaders find themselves looking for other jobs.  Most of us have considered quitting at one time or another, usually every Monday morning, but have been much like Jeremiah, finding it impossible to quit because the fire of His word burns too deeply in our hearts to walk away. (Jer. 20:9)  Some who quit probably need to quit.  However, Elijah is not a quitter.  He is in a momentary depression from which only God can provide deliverance.
Depression and discouragement remains near the top of the list for the most common and, in some ways, the most difficult problems to help solve.  It is difficult because the focus is on self.  We want to know, “Why are these things happening to me?”  Doctors prescribe various medications which never find the underlying cause of the problem and rarely provide long term relief from the symptoms of depression.
 The Psalmist experienced several levels of emotions, even the pit of darkness when he said, “darkness is my closest friend” (Psalm 88:18.)  We can classify depression in two categories, situational or clinical.  Our friend Elijah was suffering from the more common of the two, situational depression.  In either case, the person is overwhelmed with dark thoughts and has a foreboding view of his future.  God always provides a way of escape (1 Cor. 10:13) and running is not a Biblical solution. God gave Elijah truth. Truth is always the beginning of getting better. 
The first thing God did was to send help in the form of an angel.  The Hebrew writer calls these heavenly messengers “ministering spirits sent out to serve for the   sake of those who will inherit salvation” (Heb. 1:14.)  God has always sent angels on special assignment to minister to His people.  He sent an angel to minister to Jesus as He wept in the Garden before the agony of the cross.  Peter was delivered by an angel while in prison waiting to die for his faith. An angel was detained when he was on the way to minister to Daniel. Surrounded by the enemy, Elisha asked the Lord to open the eyes of his fearful servant, revealing hills full of “horses and chariots of fire.” Elisha assured his servant, “Don’t be afraid, those that are with us are more than those who are with them” (2 Ki. 6:17.) 
Servant angels are real beings sent by God to minister to us in times of need.  It makes you wonder how many angels have been dispatched to render assistance to us in our deepest time of need without recognition. In the last chapter of Hebrews, the writer warns us not “to neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares” (Heb. 13:2 ESV.) 
Our good friend, Steve Shannon, once picked up two strangers who were hitchhiking, took them to his home, fed them and gave them a bed in which to sleep. It was a difficult time financially for the Shannon’s, making it a real hardship to take care of two strangers. Judy put extra goulash in the pot and they entertained two strangers. The men left early the next morning, giving Steve a card. Inside the card, was a message thanking the Shannon’s for their hospitality. There was also a surprise, exactly enough money to pay their utilities which were due to be shut off! We wondered if they did not “entertain angels unawares” (Heb. 13:2 ESV.)
The truth of Elisha’s declaration to his servant was not immediately perceptible to his servant.  When Elisha prayed, “O Lord, open his eyes so he may see,” the servant saw something not visible to the naked eye. When the Lord opened his eyes, he saw the hidden realities; a world he did not know was there. The hills were filled with angels (2 Ki. 6:15-17.)  The angels had been there all along so that opening the servant’s eyes revealed what Elisha knew to be true!
The angel touched Elijah and told him to “get up and eat” (1 Ki. 19:7.) God sent a heavenly messenger to minister to the tired preacher beaten down by the battle on the mountain. The angel had hand-cooked a loaf of bread over hot coals, a heavenly meal, especially for the prophet of God.  He even thought to provide a jar of water for Elijah to drink.  God’s provision is always practical and thorough.  Elijah was in need of nourishment and rest.  Sometimes we forget this valuable truth.  These jars of clay that we live in require food, rest, and plenty of water.  When our health deteriorates, we begin to lose our passion for God.  We are just too busy and our frantic pace tires us out. God gave us these bodies and warned us to take care of the “temple of the Holy Spirit” (1 Co. 3:16.)  Taking care of our temple is our responsibility.  David Powers said to me years ago, “take care of your temple.  It is the only one God will give you.  You will be of no value to the Kingdom if you wear it out from neglect.” 
 Later, when the angel returned, he had Elijah eat again in preparation for his journey to the mountain of God (1 Ki. 19:8.) God takes care of every one of our physical needs and prepares us for the next step of our journey.  Paul said God will “supply all your need according to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:16 KJV.)  What a precious promise!  Children of God, we can count on it. He is willing and able to care for our every need! He has proven His faithfulness. 
Strengthened by the food, the Word of the Lord sent Elijah purposely, to Mount Horeb, known as the “mountain of God.” This was the second thing God did to strengthen Elijah. Mt. Horeb was a journey of forty days and forty nights from Mt. Carmel.  He sent him there for an encounter with God.  Mount Horeb is the same mountain where the Lord appeared to Moses when he received the Ten Commandments, called Mt. Sinai.  Moses wanted to see God on that mountain, but God declined his request saying, “you cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live” (Ex. 33:20.)  
 He did hide Moses in the cleft of the rock and let His glory pass by, a shadow of the coming Rock of Ages who would hide us in the cleft of His Rock so that we might catch a bigger picture of God (Ex. 33:21-23.)  Mount Horeb was a place held in reverence by the Hebrews and a place where our hero hoped to meet face to face with God.  When he arrived at the mountain, he found a cave and spent the night.  It makes you wonder if this cave was the cleft in the rock where God hid His servant Moses.  If so, Elijah had a purpose in hiding in the cave.  It was at this time that the Word of the Lord came once again to God’s prophet. His Word would bring God’s chastisement before it brought direction.
 
When God Speaks
God patiently moves us to places where we are able to look at our hearts from a different vantage point because we need perspective.  The Lord said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by (1 Ki.19:11.)  The Lord so patiently works to penetrate our hearts, replacing the lie of the devil with the truth of God.  The Hebrew writer said the word is “sharper than any two edged sword” with the ability to penetrate into the deepest recesses of the human heart (Heb. 4:12 NKJV.)  Elijah’s heart had grown weary.  Accusations and hurt flooded his soul while loneliness overcame his resolve to persevere. His heart was full of fear. It is “through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures that we might have hope” (Ro. 15:4.)  Elijah had lost hope.
The Word of the Lord came to Elijah in a significant, yet, unusual way. First, God sent a “great and powerful wind” that “tore the mountain apart and shattered the rocks.” Elijah saw His power, but heard nothing but silence. After the wind, the Lord sent an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake.”  Then “came a fire, but the Lord was not” there, either. A powerful wind, great earthquake, scorching fire, but the Lord remained silent.
 Finally, a still small voice came; the writer calls it a “gentle whisper.”  It was a gentle whisper, yet great enough to move Elijah to pull his cloak over his face before he went out to face the Lord (1 Ki. 19:11-13.)  Sometimes we have to get quiet to hear the voice of the Lord, looking for Him in the more exciting and powerful displays of His glory, but finally recognizing His voice as a still, small whisper.  However, the message is always huge!  Again, He asks Elijah in 1 Ki. 19:13, “What are you doing here?”  We must be careful that we do not miss the still small voice while looking for the more dramatic manifestations.
God was bringing Elijah face to face with his behavior. Instead of asking Elijah why he ran, God asked him what he did.  As we have already observed, God asked the same question to Adam and Eve and later to Cain after he had murdered his brother.  “What are you doing?” is a good place to start when we are examining our behavior.  We can give a thousand excuses, but one question snaps us back to reality. Initially, all that God requires us to do is acknowledge what we are doing that is wrong and repent.  We do not have to know all the causes and root issues that may have fed into our decisions.  Later on, it is usually helpful to have God search our hearts and see if there are wicked ways in us (Ps. 139:23-24.)  When we ask the “what” question, it will usually end up exposing the “why” as well.  “What” exposes our hearts and enables us to put our finger on the reason for our despondency.
The prophet Nathan showed great wisdom when he confronted David for his sin with Bathsheba, demonstrating how to approach one another when we engaged in sinful behavior.  David sinned by shirking his responsibility to go out to battle as is normal for kings in the spring of the year (2 Sa. 11-12.) The Holy Spirit does not miss this important detail.  It exposes David’s heart.  He did not simply “fall” into sin as we like to think but was feeding his carnal nature.  Chapter 11 tells the ugly story of David’s fall in detail, from seeing Bathsheba from the rooftop to committing adultery and planning the murder of her husband Uriah.  The entire plot was so sinister that God could not let it remain covered.  David details God’s wrath where he describes a number of afflictions God has sent because of his guilt (Ps. 32 and 39.) Neither God nor David explained away his actions but rather confronted them as sin.  That is the only path that will lead to softening of the heart and genuine conviction leading to repentance.  Finally, God sent the prophet Nathan for a face-to-face meeting with David.  Nathan wasted no time.  He told him a story of a rich man and a poor man, one with a large number of sheep and the other with only one little ewe.  You can see the wisdom of the prophet as he works on the sinner’s heart with his story, emphasizing the “one little ewe” owned by the poor man.  He is obviously working the rich man’s heart who stole the poor man’s wife.  David “burns with anger” against Nathan’s rich man and pronounces the death sentence for him.  Nathan simply says, “You are the man!”  David responded with deep repentance.              
You might remember the story of Cain and Abel in the book of Genesis after God rejected the offering of Cain but received the offering of Abel with warm approval.  This acceptance and rejection burned into the heart of Cain, exposing his jealous and bitter heart.  God asked him why he was so angry and warned him of the consequences of keeping anger in his heart.  God admonished him to “do what is right” (Ge. 4:6-7.)  Failure to do so would leave him vulnerable to further attack from the evil one.  We just do not have the luxury to wallow in self-pity and bitterness.  Nevertheless, instead of dealing with his heart, Cain contrived a plan to kill his brother, whom he considered the source of his problems.  After Cain killed Abel, God asked him the whereabouts of his brother.  God knew the answer but gave Cain a chance to acknowledge his sin and to clear his conscience.  God confronted Elijah but did not ask him “Why?”  Instead, in  Ge. 4:10, he asked, “What have you done?”  God asked Elijah the same question in 1 Ki. 19:13, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” It is still a good question.              
Elijah’s reply exposed his judgmental and bitter spirit.  “I am the only one left and now they are trying to kill me, too” (1 Ki. 19:10.)   We see only part of the picture, the part our wounded spirits let us see.  Bitter people rarely ever know that they are bitter.  However, they are quick to report the sin of the other party.  They often justify their anger.  The Lord searches our hearts, allowing us to see the bigger picture, bringing conviction and repentance. Elijah needed to see that he was not alone. Thousands had not yet bowed their knees to Baal. We waste too much time trying to determine who is really standing with us. 
 One of the greatest deceptions of the devil is to divide the body of Christ by tempting us to doubt one another’s relationship with God.  I doubt seriously if many people who divide fellowship over non-essentials have ever made a serious study of Ro. 14-15.  Paul mentioned three areas of division in the Roman church: eating meats, drinking wine, and keeping of days.  He said all three do what they do as “to the Lord” and give God glory by “giving thanks to God” (Ro. 14:1-9.)  It was not that any of these three matters were merely opinion.  Paul says these convictions arise from ignorance (1 Co. 8, 10.)  Yet, Paul’s instructions to the Romans are clear.  First, “welcome” them into your hearts.  Second, “do not despise or condemn” each other.  Finally, he reminds both weak and strong brothers “that both sides will give an account to God.”  That accounting will not only be for what we believe, but more importantly, how we treat each other in our different beliefs.  Then in Ro. 14:20, Paul says, “Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food.”  Many good Christians have destroyed the work of God over what they believed to be true.  This was the problem facing Elijah.  He had taken an unusually bold stand for God and just assumed no one else was willing to take the same stand.  He was judging all the prophets of God besides himself.
His attitude leads us to the exact place where Elijah found himself, feeling all alone. Condemning others is both a cause and a result, a cause of more bitterness and a result of old bitterness.  It causes us to lose perspective.  Perspective not only drives fear, but fear causes us to lose perspective.  I have had plenty of experience with loss of perspective.  When our church was deep in debt and we were all struggling to pay back what we owed, a small group of our members formed a committee in order to explore the possibility of starting a new church.  They were dissatisfied with my leadership, which got us into debt, and were unwilling to persevere with us as we worked to pay off the debt.  
I have come to believe that splitting a church is one of the most heartless things a person can ever do.  I felt deeply betrayed by the leader of this group, feeling “wounded in the house of friends” (Zec. 13:6.)  As I resisted the grace God was giving me to forgive my brother in Christ, my hurt soon turned to bitterness.  The Hebrew writer warns against missing the grace of God saying the result is a bitter root that grows up to bring trouble and defile many.  A bitter root was at work in my heart after the small group left.  My sermons became more and more caustic, leading people to wonder about my own heart.  People will usually wait and watch both parties to see their attitudes.  A bitter heart is a good sign of wrongdoing. 
One day while talking with my good brother, Rodney Walker, I discovered he had been talking to the leader of the new group while at work.  Just telling me he had a civil conversation with Charlie made me furious and feeling all alone, just like Elijah.  Rodney was surprised to see his preacher react to Charlie with such anger.  He correctly confronted me with my attitude and told me that whatever my problem with Charlie was, I needed to forgive him and lay it down.  That was good advice, but I had to chew on it for several days before I was willing to take the grace God offered me to forgive Charlie.  I felt deep conviction in my heart.  
After talking with God, I told the Lord, “If I ever see Charlie, I will tell him that I forgive him.”  God seemed to say, “That’s good.  While you are at it, why do you not ask him to forgive you?”  I thought, “For what?”  I did not do anything wrong.  Charlie is the one who had done wrong against me.  God seemed to say, “Ask his forgiveness for not loving him.”  My heart was broken and I made a decision to seek his forgiveness, if I ever saw him again.  I felt safe about that since our paths rarely ever crossed.  One Tuesday night we took a group roller skating. I sat down on a bench to tie my skates, and bumped into someone behind me.  I turned to see who it was.  Guess who it was!  Yes, you are right.  It was Charlie.  God had arranged for Charlie to sit down right behind me on the same bench to tie his skates.  He had brought a group skating from his new church.  The Lord caused our paths to cross so I could keep my commitment.
  It took a few years, God softened his heart. It happened while we were holding a meeting in South Haven. We drove by his house for a visit, but I could tell there was still something between us.   Nevertheless, he came to every night of the meeting.  On the last night, he stepped out of his pew and gave me a big hug. I don’t remember all he said, but it was clear he had forgiven me. Unity is like the precious oil of Aaron flowing down over our whole body (Ps. 133.)
 
A Victim’s Mentality
Historically, prophets live lonely lives; their sermons do not draw appreciative crowds.   Jeremiah could identify with this loneliness.  People hated to see him coming.  Standing for truth did not win the approval of the Jews.  He wanted to quit, but his heart would not let him, because the Word burned in him like holy heartburn.  Ezekiel was also a lonely man.  God told him his wife would die, but he was to bind the tire on his head and go back to preaching. I was told to listen to tapes of a popular preacher to learn how to be more positive in my messages!
               Elijah was fighting the same battle.  The real enemy had raised questions in his mind about the sincerity of the prophets that had not yet bowed their knee to Baal.  Could it be true that he did not know there were other prophets?  I do not think so.  He was in touch with what was going on, and God was in touch with him.  How did he miss the presence of 7000 prophets who had not yet bowed their knee to Baal?  What brings us to these false conclusions of exclusivity?  We begin to think that we are the only one left.  What is behind that mentality?  What motivates Christians to look down their spiritual noses at others who are not just like us?  Our problem is spiritual pride.  We had a saying, “Everyone has gone into apostasy except you and me and I’m not too sure about you.”              
That mentality deeply polluted the heart of the man of God.  It also affects many of us today.  People with a victim’s mentality ascribe negative intentions to others.  They think, “Everyone else is happy, why not me?”  When we give in to this mentality, we end up with much self-pity and exaggerate the bad deeds of other people.  Earlier, we had a look at the path to fear that takes us through the valley of despair over the performance of others.  We have to remember we are nothing but unprofitable servants.  He may give us grace, (Lk. 12) but we are still unprofitable servants (Lk. 17.)
In spite of the great victory we had in Beverly Hills when God filled me with His Holy Spirit, we still needed to confront some major issues in our own lives regarding who were really Christians and which church was the real church.  Back there by the brook and in Zarephath, we had thoughts that did not belong to God’s children, feelings for which I am now ashamed.  It hurt to see other Christians carrying on their lives normally while we did without.  Instead of rejoicing when good things happened to other people, we envied them, and to some extent, resented the good life they were living.  Though these times were not common, every time we went down that trail it left us more lost than ever, feeling isolated and alone in our struggles.
 
Unfinished Business
The final step to Elijah’s recovery was taking care of unfinished business.  God told Elijah to “go back the way he came” (1 Ki. 19:15.) Part of our recovery from running requires us to retrace ground that we covered while running.  We think running somehow takes us away from the painful situations we were facing.  Running away never helps. We are told to “resist the devil and he will flee.” When we run, we always have to return the way we came. There was unfinished business that had to be completed.  Sometimes, the very thing we need to get us past depression and discouragement is to get up and get busy finishing projects that are still unfinished.  Always face reality even when it hurts.  Do not get another job if you are having problems with your present employer.  Do not look for another church until you deal with relationship problems in your present church.  Clear up all personal issues before moving on.  Get the approval of your authorities.  When your conscience is clear, then you are free to move on. 
I counseled a young wife and mother some years ago who suffered from deep depression.  What she described to me seemed overwhelming, as if God had given her too much to bear.  What I knew to be the truth was that God had promised not to give her more than what she could bear.  I made a home visit and saw a house full of clutter and a sink full of dishes.  She said she could not clean house because she was too depressed.  I told her that she was depressed because she was not taking care of business as a mother and a wife.  After talking about it for a while, she determined to get busy cleaning her home.  God brought fast healing to her spirit once she made a list of tasks to be done and got started checking off items on her list.  It is surprising how this works.  We brood over unfinished business to the point that we are unable to complete our tasks because they become too overwhelming for us.  We need to practice completing projects and not go on to new projects until we get old ones completed.                              The projects God assigned the prophet had to do with unfinished business for Israel.  He was to anoint Hazael King over Aram, Jehu king over Israel and Elisha to succeed “you as prophet” (1 Ki.19:16.)  Jehu would finish any work begun by Hazael and Elisha will put to death any who escape the sword of Jehu.  Unfinished business should be on all of our agendas before we die.  I did a funeral one time for a family with deep-rooted bitterness.  The man who died was bitter.  I could not help but ask one of the brothers why he was so bitter toward his deceased brother.  He told me the sad story about him kicking his brother’s dog one time when they were just children.  His brother could not get past it, even though he asked more than once that his brother forgive him.  It is important to finish strong by living our last years in victory and a clear conscience.  That may be one reason why some older people are so grouchy and it is hard to remain on their good side.  
Part of Elijah’s unfinished business had to do with the next generation, building truth into the life of another man, Elisha.  We call this multi-generational faithfulness, sowing seeds of truth into the lives of generations to come.  Paul did the same thing for Timothy and Titus in the New Testament.  He told Timothy to entrust what he had heard from the apostle in the presence of many witnesses to faithful men who will be able to teach others.  Paul’s challenge to Timothy included three generations.  He told Titus to teach the older men and older women to teach the young men and women and gave him a specific course outline.  The true measure of our success is not in the life we have lived, but whether or not we have been successfully communicated faithfulness to the next generation, through our teaching as well as the lives we live in from of them (2 Ti. 2:2-4.) 
How big are the footprints you are leaving behind? Are they big and clear enough so the next generation can see and walk in them?
Elijah still had work to do.  The contest on Mt. Carmel made an impact on Elijah’s generation as the people fell on their faces before the Lord.  However, the power of that miracle would be short lived if the baton did not reach the next generation.  In the next chapter, I write of this in detail.  Every generation stands or falls based upon the power God is working through the leaders of that generation to build multi-generational faithfulness into the next generation.  Elijah was to find Elisha and call him to follow him for two reasons, first to pass this faithfulness on to the next prophet and then to provide a helper for the prophet of God.
 
By the Way –You Are Not Alone 
God saved the best to the last.  The man of God felt all alone, but not without reason.  Earlier we talked about the time he spent by the brook isolated from people learning that God would take care of him “from his hand to Elijah’s mouth.”  Even in the home of the widow, Elijah was shut out from the world around him.  When the word of the Lord came, sending him to the king to set up the classic battle on Mt. Carmel, he must have sensed some relief as God once again moves him into public ministry.  Yet, even on Mt. Carmel, he was alone.  No one stood with him.  
When Jezebel threatened to kill him, where could he turn?  He was tired, in an emotional meltdown with no one to encourage him.  In the garden, even Jesus saw the need for companionship when the disciples could not stay awake. God created Eve to be a companion to Adam because “It is not good for man to be alone” (Ge. 2:18.) The Hebrew word for alone is “badad,” meaning to “be isolated, separated, apart, and alone.”  In Ps. 25:16, the Psalmist says, “I am lonely and afflicted.”  The Hebrew word here is “yahid,” which means “isolated, solitary, and lonely.”  Husbands and wives often experience this level of loneliness when a mate dies leaving them alone for the first time in their adult lives.
Loneliness also comes from being burnt out after an emotional and spiritual experience.  Our prophet has experienced all of these things and His God ministered to him as we have outlined above.  Of course, we are never alone.  Jesus emphasized this truth in Jn. 8:29.  He said, “The one who sent me is with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what pleases him.”  I often tell people to whom I minister that loneliness is God crying out to you for deeper fellowship, whether it is in prayer or meditating on the Word. Loneliness is not always a factor of being around people since many people who come to me for help with loneliness are surrounded by people in their churches. Part of our problem centers on getting involved in taking care of unfinished business as we have mentioned about Elijah.              
Elijah not only needed to get back to work finishing the tasks that God had assigned him, but he also needed to put things into perspective.  He was not alone.  After helping Elijah put his life back in order, God made a startling revelation to the lonely prophet.  “Yet I reserve seven thousand in Israel–all whose knees have not bowed down to Baal, and all whose mouths have not kissed him” (1 Ki. 19:18.) “Kissed him” is a Hebrew phrase for worship; the seven thousand prophets had not worshiped Baal.  That is an astounding number to a man who thought he was all alone and ready to die.  In our days of Elijah, one of the meanest tricks the evil one played on us was deceiving us into feeling we were all alone.  We were fighting the battle without anyone to stand with us.  Of course, that was not true; nevertheless, the feelings were just as real.
 Are we building ministries, or are we building monuments to ourselves?  There is a vast amount of difference.  One will stand the test of time, the other ends as soon as we die or get too old to work our bag of tricks.  Finishing strong is the plan of God and Elijah would not die until all of God’s purposes for Elijah had been fulfilled, including training his successor.  That is true for you and me as well!
Be thou faithful unto death and I will give you the crown of life (Rev. 2:10.)






12 - The Real Enemy of the Saints
 
For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds.  We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself against the knowledge of God, and
We take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Co. 1:3-5.)
 
Humanism and Satan’s Agenda
The real battle on Mt. Carmel was spiritual, between the evil one and the Lord. Never doubting the Lord’s power, Elijah waged a war that could not be lost “because greater is he that is in you than he that is in the world” (1 Jn. 4:4 KJV.).  Satan’s agenda then, as it is today, was to deceive the masses into believing the lie, disregarding the clear word of God for doing what they wanted to do.  He carries out his evil agenda through lies and deception.  Jesus said he was the “father of lies” (Jn. 8:44 ESV) and Paul reminded us “we are not ignorant of (Satan’s) devices” (2 Co. 2:11 KJV.)  Men who understand the times see through the deception, putting their finger on his lies, using spiritual weapons of warfare to rob him of his power.  
The church has been weakened because we have accepted his deceptive schemes. His agenda centers on secular humanism, forms of which have been used since the first family. The centerpiece of secular humanism is human reason with its own system of social justice and ethics which have no foundation in the standards of the Bible.  Moral values found in the Bible are replaced with human reason.  Paul warns: 
 
See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ (Col. 2:8.)
Satan delivers his deceptive message through the lie that we can be the “boss” of our own lives and never be held accountable. Essentially, we become our own gods. We may initially reject the lie based on our moral values and Biblical standards.  However, even good and honest people, who do not understand the times, succumb to the allure of the lie repeated often enough and applied to enough scenarios.  Satan lied to Adam and Eve when he told them that they could do whatever they wanted to and that they would not die.  We all know the result of believing that lie.  
Paul warned about the lie in 2 Th. 2:11-12 KJV:  “They received not the love of the truth, that they might be saved (delivered).  And for this cause God shall send them strong delusion, that they should believe a (the) lie.”  Satan fleshes out the lie by convincing us that there are no moral absolutes, fit God in wherever you can, and serve the gods of the flesh.  Israel had a god for every situation, including the Lord who remained on their list of gods. Our Lord does not like competition. He is a jealous God. 
 
The Lie and Primary Institutions
 
These humanistic philosophies, built on the lie, have done much damage to three primary institutions that make up the fabric of America: the public schools where the majority of our children receive their education, the home instituted and maintained by God and the church, His body on earth. 
Let us begin with the public schools.  My intention here is not to criticize the public school teachers who are impressive in their resolve to give our children a good education, rather it is criticism of our failure as parents to assume primary responsibility for children’s education.  JoAnn and I spent several years teaching in public schools, becoming close friends with some of the most dedicated people in society, men and women who sacrifice money, time and energy in order to bring a quality education to the children of America.  These educators are not entirely responsible for the failure in American education.  I know few teachers who would not have been eager to have parents more involved with their children’s education.
  However, public education does have its own problems.  When we look at the present job of educating our children, few people would disagree that results are dismal at best.  We need to be asking ourselves, “What is the real problem?” 
When we were in public education, I realized that money was not the issue, nor did the heart of the problem rest with poor educators.  Our entire premise for what we are doing is wrong.  It is unbiblical and it is ungodly.  As mentioned above, education bit on the lie of the devil and took it completely.  We made it difficult for God to remain in school. Remember, my problem is not with Godly teachers. Building on a basic premise that is wrong is doomed for failure.  A system built on human reason rather than moral values cannot stand.  Taking God out of school has robbed the school of its power to change lives and affect lives morally.                            Humanists argue, “We are not here to moralize, we are here to educate.”  That is my point.  No education apart from moral values will ever please God.  Remember, he is a jealous God.  When Paul spoke of the agenda of the devil in Ro. 1:25 KJV, he accused him of changing “the truth of God into a lie, and worshipped and served the creature more than the Creator.”  When the National Education Association (NEA) embraced secular humanism, it was the beginning of the downfall of public education. The well-known leader in public education, John Dewey, was not only a proponent of humanism but also helped write the 1933 Humanist Manifesto.  
It was only a matter of time until humanists could no longer tolerate prayer in school, followed by stripping classrooms of the Ten Commandments that used to hang on our classroom walls.  That was the beginning of the movement to cast God out of the public schools.  Education without moral values is humanism and we are reaping what we have sown.              The influence of the enemy has not stopped in the classroom.  The lie has also permeated the family, the basic institution for passing on Godly values from generation to generation. (See. Dt. 6.) Whereas God’s plan from the beginning was order in the family; the lie has encouraged a very definite move away from male headship in the family, which has fed into church organization as well (1 Ti. 2:8-14.) Paul clearly relates this model of male headship to the account of creation where “Adam was formed first, then Eve” (1 Ti. 2:13.) 
Humanism based on the lie denies any Biblical foundation for family roles.  In our twisted view of headship, we have gone from honoring the father as the leader in the home to making fun of his Biblical role in sitcoms and other media.  Men are not without fault.  We have forsaken our role through decades of neglect and refusal to take responsibility to lovingly and Biblically honor our wives and train our children. Homes must have Biblical leadership to be successful.              Christians must choose this day whom we will serve, whether the god of humanism or God of Creation.  Further, we must return to honoring Biblical roles in our homes.  We have to restore the dignity of the leader by taking responsibility for our neglect through repentance and restoration.  We have to make a full turn back to the Bible, waging a holy war against humanism by reestablishing Biblical standards in our homes.  Strong Bible-believing families build strong Biblical churches, which influence a nation to become Biblical.  We are the salt of the earth.  
Our nation is on a downward spiral because we have lost our salting influence.  The only way to destroy the work of Satan is with truth, but we will not succeed by attempting to merge truth with the lie.  It will only lead to further defeat and the degrading of the Biblical family.  It is time for a revival in our homes, in which God’s order is put back into place. The end result in our culture has been a flood of divorce that has not only crippled the family but has robbed God of the glory of oneness in marriage and proven to a lost world that Christians are just as powerless as they are.
 The third primary area affected by humanism is the church.  Satan affects our churches in much the same way he has influenced the home and education.  He divides allegiance and compromises loyalty through the acceptance of the lie in our churches.  Division surfaces through our many differences in opinions.  Whether through humanism or prejudices in our hearts toward other church groups, division builds not on clear Biblical teaching but rather on tradition and likes or dislikes.  The restoration plea has always had great influence on my life, even to this day.  Many people think I have walked away from my roots, but that is not true.
 The Psalmist said unity is “like precious oil poured on the head”, and the dew of Hermon falling on Mount Zion (Ps. 132.) Like many people, I grew up in congregations that fought like the world fights.  I have witnessed church battles that could teach Marines how to fight.  When I was a boy, I watched as ungodly men tore a church apart even to the point of physical fighting.  The effect such displays of ungodliness have on our children cannot even be measured.  It was during that time that I fell deeper into cynicism and unbelief began to grip my soul.  
Today, I continue to see churches ripped apart by selfishness and a legalistic spirit.  When will we get the point?  God’s will is unity and the agenda of Satan is division!  The same spirit Elijah demonstrated over the seven thousand who had not yet bowed their knees is the same spirit that divides us today.  We have fought each other because we thought we were our own enemies.  The real enemy of the saints is the devil himself.  Even his name means “the accuser.”  His name gives much insight into his techniques.
 The difficulty I have experienced in writing this chapter stems in part from my loyalty to my parents who faithfully taught us to love the church through their dedication and loyalty.  Their great love for truth has inspired me to make growth a continual pursuit of my own life.  They gave me a heritage that has sustained me all these many years.  I am grateful for the love for truth they built into our lives.  They not only taught truth, they consistently modeled truth.  Their example still guides my steps today.  However, I do not admire the fighting and lack of unity in most churches with which I am familiar. 
Our parents firmly believed in the restoration of New Testament Christianity in their generation, but somewhere that restoration plea has been derailed.  I will never forget a conversation I had with a brother in Christ back during our days of Elijah.  We were discussing “Seek ye first the kingdom of God and his righteousness” (Mt. 6:33 KJV.)  He proudly admitted he has not changed in all the years he has been a Christian.  He sought the kingdom, found it, and was now satisfied. 
I wrestled with two often-competing convictions, and the tension set up by their seeming opposition:  the Biblical plea for unity and my desire for restoration of the New Testament church.  We enjoyed sweet fellowship back there during our time without a paycheck.  It was during that time God began to broaden our borders to enjoy fellowship with people outside our own church walls.  John Mills did things differently than we did but we were able to find a common bond in our love for the Lord and the souls of people placed in our paths.  Church discipline had been used on the Boones by the church of Christ for speaking in tongues (see chapter nine) and yet God used Shirley to teach me Biblical truths about the freshness of the Holy Spirit that changed my life forever.  Others have had great influence on our lives though outside our walls of fellowship.  Since then, I have learned that it is not my job to determine the eternal destiny of my fellow man, but it is my job to know the truth and teach it without wavering, leaving the results up to God.  When asked my viewpoint about various church doctrines, I give it and back it up with scripture, trusting God to sort out who is saved and who is not.
 Particularly painful has been the general departure of churches of all flavors away from the basic teachings of scripture as it applies to the home, church leadership and doctrines concerning divorce and remarriage.  It is a shame, nevertheless true, that counseling Christians often has to begin with a defense of truth in order to develop a commitment to obedience.
In the early days of survival by the brook, we found great peace and hope by meditating on the Psalms, a practice I had learned from reading books from The Institute in Basic Conflicts.  As we spent time in the Word, God used his Word to build our confidence in Him.  We were learning to trust God to supply our needs one day at a time.  We began to stop fearing tomorrow and what tomorrow might bring, but to follow the teaching of Jesus; sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof” (Mt. 6:34 KJV.) 
              Many of these truths were learned from books described above written by a man that I did not even consider to be a Christian. On the other hand, I listened to sermons by David Powers, Marvin Phillips, Wayne Monroe and several others who were members of the church of which we were a part.  These men and many others affected our lives profoundly, influencing how I viewed God and His power not only to save us but also to deliver us from our present crisis. I became acquainted with God who intimately cared for every detail in my life.  We learned to go to Him for every decision in life and to believe deeply in His providential work in our lives.  Now, it was time to come face to face with the real enemy of the saints.
When we lost our administrator for our Christian school in South Haven, my wife and I had to take it over.  The first day of school being only three days away forced us to go to work immediately to get things ready for the children.  God used the school to expand my thinking about education and the role of families in educating their own children.  We were able to pay JoAnn a small salary for teaching our daughters along with several other junior and senior students.  A few of our students were members of other churches, which required me to adjust my thinking about who was saved; in order to attend our school you had to be part of a Christian family.  I am not sure how I handled that.  
One of our students was the son of the pastor of the United Brethren Church in Lacota.  I doubted his salvation, but I thought he was searching, so I was glad to have them in our school.  As our friendship grew, I saw something in Mike that inspired me.  Mike had deep insight in the Word, demonstrating fruit of a growing Christian.  We did not share the same views on many issues, but I saw in his life a richness of joy and freedom that many preachers I knew did not possess. His sincerity and thirst for God moved me to be more diligent myself, and when we discussed issues that separated us, we did so without argument or defensiveness.  A clear hunger for truth permeated his being and when he gave a defense for the issues that divided us, I never detected a desire to deceive or even an ounce of insincerity.  I realize that truth trumps emotion; nevertheless, issues divide us and bring out the worst in us. 
Mike and his wife, however, were having serious marriage problems, so I agreed to help them.  I had come to the place where I could not deny he knew and worshiped the same God I knew.  Up until then, my church was right denominations had become the enemy. Mike, however, was not my enemy.  He loved the Lord and I finally embraced him as a fellow believer.  One of our couples, Les and Becky Burford, had a relative who had attended a Bill Gothard seminar and had loaned them a seminar resource book on dealing with conflict.
              God used these teachings to help me formulate principles for reconciliation and I was using these principles to help restore broken marriages.  Though Mike did not know I was using Gothard’s materials, he was amazed at the wisdom I was receiving from God.  He invited me to attend a Bill Gothard seminar in Chicago and even offered to take over the school while we were gone.  That week was a turning point in my walk with God.  I had to wrestle with the teaching of this man who was Biblical in every respect and had such rich insight into the Word and yet, at least from my perspective, not a Christian.  God was bringing me to a place of examining the Bible and not my books of doctrine, to determine how God gives us salvation.                             That is not to say that my days of isolation ended. However, the door was opening.  One of my greatest boasts in the church of Christ had to do with its stand against denominations.  For reason beyond the scope of this discussion, I still maintain my hope for unity in the body of Christ. I began to see that many of the things wrong in the denominational world were just as wrong in our own church.  Though we would never admit it, our church had become a denomination in opposition to the very things for which we stood.
After the Bill Gothard seminar, I started a more serious study of scripture.  God began to open my spirit to understand the author of division and confusion at least in my life.  I questioned the lives of others who were following their denomination without being sure they were following their Savior.  I started realizing the real enemy was helping foster these divisions among brothers. The word denomination tells you the direction we are heading
 Labels do affect our doctrine, and I became more and more aware of things I believed that I could not prove with the Bible.  When our church split, the people who left became my enemies, which was unfortunate.  I was to learn, however, that the real enemy that split our church was not my former friends.  They were simply doing what Christians usually do when they do not agree, that is, to break fellowship with them.  They were following the one who masterminds splits in fellowship from Adam on, the devil himself.
 We often act as if we do not know who the enemy really is, spending our lives in a fruitless struggle with each other.  We fight with the brethren as if those who disagree with us on non-essentials are our enemies.  The struggle is not with flesh and blood, but against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.  The enemy is the devil and he will do all in his power to separate us, even adding a false god or two to our worship of the Lord.
The Israelites did not want to rid themselves of Yah-weh whom they had a sense of commitment to as the God of their fathers.  They wanted to keep Yah-weh, but add Baal to their list of gods.  Elijah faced the most significant battle of his life on Mt. Carmel.  He faced a formidable foe that could only be defeated through the power of God.  The enemy was not King Ahab, though the enemy used him.  The enemy was not Israel, though they had embraced the false teachings of Baal.  The enemy was not the culture or liberalism of his day.  These only represent Satan’s agenda and the tools he uses to deceive us.  His enemy was Satan and he is our enemy today.  
Not only does division weaken our churches, but also humanistic thinking has served to water down the Gospel.  I see it frequently when counseling, whether over conflict in relationships or depression or any other result of failing to follow God’s universal principles.  Violating truth always brings conflict, which manifests itself in a number of different ways.  Ultimately, all three areas of basic conflict including immorality, bitterness, and greed find their root in one universal sin, the desire to be our own boss.               Humanism denies absolute truth hence, no guiding principles, therefore no hope of resolving basic conflicts in our lives. The only solution for many people is drugs which mask symptoms of conflict. It is alarming how that humanistic thinking has permeated our churches.  Sodomy is no longer a sin because we reason, “that is the way we are made.”  Divorce is not a sin, not because God does not hate divorce, which He says He does, but because human reason tells us, God does not want us to be unhappy.  We forgive when we feel like it and if we never feel that way, then we never forgive.  This is in spite of the truth that if we do not forgive others, he will not forgive us (Mt. 6:12.)  Human reason trumps truth even in church settings.  We look for reasons and causes rather than taking responsibility for our sins through repentance and restoration. 
We saw that principle played out in the life of Elijah when he ran.  God emphasized his behavior over his emotions.  People find hope when they confront their own sin and get a clear picture of repentance.  I even hear leadership groups saying things that tell on their real god.  They say things like, “What if they want to change, but cannot?”  That is a lie from hell.  Satan loves to get God’s people believing the lie that they are powerless to do anything different.  God would never command us to do anything that He would not give us the power to carry out (1 Co. 10.)  We must believe in the Gospel, which not only saves us but delivers us as well.  What are the solutions?
 
Building and Battling
The scriptures tell us we are in a battle and will be battling until Jesus gives the call to end it all.  Satan still is our enemy and battles our best desires to please God.  However, we are not without help.  We can learn some good lessons from Nehemiah.  When Nehemiah was rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem, he encountered stiff opposition from the enemy Sanballat and Tobiah.  Sanballat became angry and “greatly incensed” (Neh. 4:1.)  
Their first effort to stop the work of God was to ridicule them.  Tobiah and the Amorites went so far as to make fun of their skill as builders.  He said in Neh. 4:3, “What they are building-if even a fox climbed up on it, he would break down their wall of stones!”  Part of that wall still stands today, whereas the critics are in their graves.  The enemy of the saints is always busy tearing down the work of God.  The enemy became so angry they plotted to “come and fight against Jerusalem and stir up trouble against it” (Neh. 4:8.)  The method of operation of the enemy is clear in this account of rebuilding the walls to Jerusalem.  So is the strategy of God’s people.  Nehemiah refused to come off the wall to argue with the enemy, but increased their passion for doing the work of God.  Rebuilding the wall was their passion and they were so intent on accomplishing their mission that nothing could stand in the way, not Sanballat, or Tobiah, or anything else.  They continued to build, carrying building materials in one hand and a weapon in the other.  They were building and battling all at the same time (Ne. 4.)  The enemy of the saints wants to slow down or stop the work while the saints must continue to build with weapons in one hand, and building materials in the other.  Nevertheless, we have to know who the enemy is.              
Satan has always been the enemy of the saints.  His goal is to get us off the wall whether by trepidation, suspicion, derision, confusion or division. We fight each other as if we are fighting the enemy, while the real enemy of the saints runs free without any resistance.  Our enemy is not flesh and blood nor was Sanballat and Tobiah the real enemy.  They were mere instruments in the hands of the evil one who has been harassing God’s people from the beginning of time.  Paul said, “We are not ignorant of his devices” (2 Cor. 2:11 NIV,) and we ought not to be.  However, sometimes we live as if we do not know what he is doing.  We need to live with discernment. Jesus said, “A household divided against itself will not stand” (Mt. 12:25.) Peter said, “Your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour” (1 Pe. 5:8 NKJV.)  
He is not going about his business in silence, but like a roaring lion.  A roaring lion is not quiet; in fact, the old lion has no other tool except to make noise.  The old lion has no teeth and his ability to chase down his prey is gone.  Therefore, he uses his roar to intimidate his next meal.  What does the roaring lion sound like?  He sounds like an accuser.  In fact, his name means “accuser” and the book of Revelation calls him the “accuser of our brethren” (Rev. 12:10 KJV.)  He has so perfected his skill of throwing out accusations that he is able to keep us ineffective as he demoralizes the body of Christ.  When Elijah became afraid and started running for his life, the evil one was whispering in his ear.  “You are the only one left and you are about to die.”  His life was in the hands of God and he was not going to die one day earlier than God had planned.  In fact, he was not going to die!  Jesus said the enemy has “come to kill, to steal, and to destroy” (Jn. 10:10 KJV.)  If he can discourage us and destroy the work of God through fear and deceit, that is what he will do.  Jesus said he was the father of liars.  Peter goes on to say, “Resist him” (1Pe. 5:9.)
 The example left by Nehemiah tells us how to fight the battle through building and battling.  That is how we do damage to the agenda of the devil.  Stay on the wall, with hammer in one hand for building, and the weapons of prayer and warfare in the other.  We do not have time to come down off the wall and entertain accusations from the enemy.  “Neither I, nor my brothers nor my men nor the guards with me took off our clothes; each had a weapon, even when he went for water” (Ne. 4:23.)  In addition, Nehemiah knew the ways of God. He understood the great power of God at his disposal and was able to keep in perspective the weakness of the evil one to do any real damage.  He told the nobles, officials and people:
The work is extensive and spread out, and we are widely separated from each other along the wall.  Wherever you hear the sound of the trumpet, join us there.  Our God will fight for us (Ne. 4:19.)
 Not only is the real enemy the evil one, God is the power to defeat him!  Failure to remember this vital truth is the reason for the defeat of many saints.  Our enemy is not of flesh and blood; our deliverer and our weapons are certainly not of flesh and blood!
 
Weapons of Warfare
Our lives and our prayers must reflect two realities.  
First is the power of the evil one to deceive, confuse, and destroy.  Second is the power of God whose truth tears down the arguments and pretensions that set themselves up against the knowledge of God (2 Co. 10:3-4.)  “Praying in the Spirit” is not just a technique for effective prayer; it is a plea to see matters in a spiritual way so that we will know how to pray.  The Bible teaches us “it is not in man that walketh to direct his own steps” (Jer. 10:23 KJV.)  Isaiah also teaches us that our thoughts and God’s thoughts are not the same.  His thoughts are higher than ours like the heavens are above the earth.  Add to these scriptures the description of the human heart left us by Jeremiah (Jer.17:9,) “the heart is deceitful…and beyond cure.  Who can understand it?” 
 The first solution to dealing with the lie is to forsake human reason and embrace the truth of God found in His holy scriptures.  What does God say about conflict and its resolution?  Second, we must learn to apply this truth to every conflict.  The gospel is indeed “the power of God unto salvation.”  Here salvation can mean justification or sanctification.  The Gospel saves and the Gospel delivers (Ro. 1:16 KJV.)  Third, we must pray in the Spirit, seeking the will and purposes of God (Ro. 8:28 and Eph. 6:17.)  His Holy Spirit will open up new ways of understanding old truths.  Finally, we have to repent of our past behavior with a commitment to being obedient to the truths of God for future crisis.
Failure to be alert to Satan’s schemes is costly in ministry as well as in our families. Lack of alertness also affects our churches. Looking back, I can see how Satan hated what this little church was doing to glorify God.  When we began to bring hundreds of souls to the Lord, Satan went into action and began to fight back.  Failure to understand means failure to be prepared.  According to 2 Co. 10:3-4, our battle is not against flesh and blood, but against the spiritual forces of evil who are very well organized and familiar with tactics of deceit and deception.  Satan learned the strength of organization from God, who cast him down because of his rebellion.  Now he has organized his resources to make us turn on each other and away from the task assigned to us by God.  He loves to tempt us to turn against brothers and sisters over issues that lead us to major on the minors and create division in the body of Christ.  The evil one hates it when churches catch on fire for the Lord. 
 
Silence makes cowards of the best of men. -Abraham Lincoln






13 - The Call of Elisha
 
You then, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.  And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others (2 Ti. 2:1-2.)
 
God Still Has Work for Elijah
God rebuked Elijah for his claim that he was the “only one left,” and reminded him that he had “reserved seven thousand who had not yet bowed their knees to Baal.”  That is a significant number of prophets for Elijah to overlook. God took him to task for his oversight.  Sometimes we focus so much on others who are not where we think they ought to be spiritually that we overlook the real enemy.  God not only showed Elijah that he was not alone; He also gave practical direction for the rest of his life.  When we stop interfering with God, we are able to see His practical direction for our lives.
               Seeing the need for companionship, God sent Elijah to call Elisha alongside him to be his assistant as well as to mentor him.  Elijah is an older man by now. Old age tends to tempt a man to draw into himself and stop interacting with others. This is especially true when you have spent your entire life in a career and now in the golden years of life, retirement robs you of a reason to get up every day. God has purpose for each of us. Elijah is a man with rich experiences that will benefit the next generation and generations to come.  There are many reasons why we must call others alongside us as well. It is God’s way of preparing the next generation.  
The Word of the Lord came to Elijah and pointed him to the Desert of Damascus, the same desert where Saul came face to face with Jesus.  His purpose for going to Damascus was to anoint Hazael king over Aram, Jehu king over Israel, and Elisha as his successor.  When we are discouraged, part of the solution is to get up and get started on a project.  God still had work for Elijah to do, and this was no time for him to sit around feeling sorry for himself.  The legacy of evil kings goes on and God is bringing in replacements.  He also told him that Jehu would kill any who escaped the sword of Hazael and Elisha would finish the work of Jehu.  God outlined the rest of Elijah’s life for him.  Every man of God needs to know that he is not finished until God is finished with him, and that God is able to let him know when he is done. He also needs a plan.
 Seeing our humanity is valuable for all of us. He will take us through trials and testing designed to prove that even the best of us are prone to human weakness.  Paul had a thorn in the flesh for that exact reason, so that he would not think of himself more highly than he ought.  Paul called this thorn a “messenger of Satan” (2 Cor. 12,) sent “to torment me.”  The exact nature of that thorn has been the subject of much conjecture and even the subject of books.  It is my thought that God did not want us to know because we can fit our own thorns into Paul’s teaching.  For example, a blind couple in our fellowship is convinced that the thorn is from Paul’s encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus when he became blind by the great light from the presence of Jesus.  Several have said the thorn is their husband or wife and a few think it could be their children and the list goes on.  Whatever Paul’s thorn might have been, it was sent for his humbling. Whatever God chooses to do, that is the business of God.
We are but clay vessels filled with the treasure of the Gospel. The treasure is not the vessel; the vessel carries the treasure. I started seeing my humanity by the brook, where God used our financial struggles to cut me down to size, realizing I was not unbeatable.  As Moses declared, we have only a short time on this earth, and that only by the grace of God (Ps. 90.)  What counts for the years to come is not all the good that we do, but what kind of a job we do in preparing the next generation of believers.  That is our legacy.  If the Lord tarries, we are someone’s ancestors.  That is why I have written this book: for all my children, their children, and their children’s children.  Back at the brook, I began to see that I was laying down footprints for someone else to follow.  Early on, my wife and I began to pray for our footprints to be big enough so that our walk with God would affect generations to come.  This Psalm inspired me and is fast becoming my reason for living.
 
I will sing of the Lord’s great love forever; with my mouth I will make your faithfulness known through all generations.  I will declare that your love stands firm forever, that you established your faithfulness in heaven itself.  You said, ‘I have made a covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to David my servant, I will establish your line forever and make your throne firm through all generations’ (Ps. 89:1-4.)
That epitomizes our mission as men.  We are warriors training warriors.
 
Biblical Patriarchy
A man has many roles given to him in life: provider, protector, and leader.  He is husband, father, and head of his household all at the same time.  God mandates his role and gives him all the resources necessary to carry out his mandated role.  When God wants him to fulfill a purpose, He always provides a way.  He never calls us to a responsibility without giving the authority and resources necessary to carry out our mission. He has called men to Biblical Patriarchy. Patriarchy means “father rule,” but in application, it refers to the role of men as leaders in their homes.  Attempts to redefine fatherhood and motherhood, masculinity and femininity, as well as the parent-child relationship have practically torn down the Biblical perspective of family.              Faithfulness to Christ requires that churches and families have a biblical worldview of family. We need to believe it, teach it, model it and live it.  The church is the central and defining institution in society.  As the church goes, so goes society. The church is fed by families who affect the influence of the church.                            Rather than being the standard bearers for our culture, many have compromised the truth, adopted the world’s standards, creating a culture without male leadership. The result has been broken homes, unclear roles and damaged sanctity of marriage. Strong churches build around strong families.  Strengthen the family and the church will grow to be more powerful.  Take away the responsibility of parents and the church will ultimately become weaker.  That is what we are seeing in America today.
 I began to see my role as a patriarch before our daughters were old enough to marry.  We prayed for them to marry godly men and train up godly children.  When we were young, we bought into the humanistic myth that the world is facing the threat of overpopulation.  It feeds into Satan’s agenda to justify abortion, euthanasia and other ways to steal, kill and destroy.  Later, we began to examine the facts for ourselves and to realize that God created us to glorify Him through reproducing and training Godly children.  If you could bring all the people of the world together into one place, we could all stand in less than 200 square miles with room to spare.  
God opened our eyes to see the population delusion for what it was Satan’s agenda to limit the size of Godly families. We repented of having controlled God in the number of children we had. God commands us “to be fruitful…and multiply” (Ge. 9:7,) and we encourage young families to have as many children as God wills, to determine their family size by examining what the Bible says and asking God for direction. Because we learned this late in life, and attempts to have more children ended in several miscarriages, we have made training our grandchildren a part of our life message.
We view the church and family through the pages of scripture which has changed our worldview. We want our heritage to know how we came to know God and how He has faithfully delivered us. We sit around the campfire in our backyard while I tell stories of God’s work in our family. I want them to know that He is sufficient and that He affects every aspect of our lives.  I want them to know the God of Abraham, Jacob, Elijah, and the God of Jerry as well.  Multi-generational faithfulness washes through every aspect of our lives, from how we view our family and train our children, to how we view the church and the culture in which we live.  If we fail to give attention to the training of those who come after us, we will end our lives in loneliness and without purpose, and fail to pass on a biblical worldview to future generations. What we leave behind in material blessings is not nearly as valuable as the truths we have implanted into the lives of the people we have left behind.
  One life impacts one generation, unless it is lived purposefully to instill values into the next generation.  We just cannot afford to spend our last days in retirement, beach combing or wandering around the world.  I am not saying we cannot do those things, but they must not be the reason for our existence.  We must finish strong!  Caleb asked for a mountain when he was eighty years old!  Why should I ask for an easy chair when I have just turned seventy?  God, give me a mountain!  
The Bible says David served his generation well, but his generation came to an end.  He passed on through his seed what has affected the entire world through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  We could very well be training the next Billy Graham or the President of these United States.  Multi-generational faithfulness influences all of our lives.  We all interface with multi-generational faithfulness on three levels:  the generation that came before us, the generation we live in, and the generation that comes after us.  We have responsibility to all three.  We should desire to train under faithful men, come alongside men of our generation and train the generations to come for the glory of Almighty God.  It is vital that we interact with our generation and the one that is to come.
 The story of Hezekiah is an example of a man who refused to take responsibility for the next generation (Isa. 38.)  Hezekiah became ill and the prophet Isaiah told him to organize his affairs, as he would not recover.  King Hezekiah, gripped with sorrow, turned his face to the wall and cried out to God with bitter tears.  God heard his cry and spared his life.  After he healed, an envoy from Babylon arrived in Jerusalem to congratulate him on his recovery.  Hezekiah foolishly let them into the palace and gladly showed them all the gold and silver and where it was located.  When the prophet heard what he had done, he challenged Hezekiah by prophesying the destruction of Jerusalem by Babylon.  Hezekiah coldly acknowledged the truth of the Word of the Lord saying, “The word of the Lord you have spoken is good” (Isa. 39:8.)  It is chilling to read the thoughts of this King who could have had a great legacy.  Instead, Hezekiah reasoned as if he had no responsibility beyond his own generation because he said, “There will be peace and security in my lifetime” (Isa. 39:8.)  As long as he had peace during his lifetime, what happened in generations to come was of little or no concern to Hezekiah
The result of his neglect was evident sometime later when the King of Babylon took Jerusalem captive and walked away with all their gold and silver.  We cannot afford to overlook the generations to come in order to have peace in our lifetime!  Living our lives out selfishly without helping train our grandchildren is not only unwise but also unbiblical.  
Elijah was to demonstrate faithfulness in training his successor.  We can gain several insights by studying their relationship.
 
The Call of Elisha
The stories of Elijah and Elisha are studies in similarities as well as differences.  Both Elijah’s and Elisha’s names proclaim the name of God, “el” which means “Yah-weh.”  Whereas Elijah proclaims, “Yah-weh is my God,” Elisha’s name says, “Yah-weh is my salvation.”  Both men served God during a time of great political upheaval in Israel.  Elijah was prophet from the reign of Ahab into the reign of Ahaziah.  Elisha took over Elijah’s ministry while Ahaziah was still reigning and ministered through the reign of Jehoash.  Though both men were prophets during dark days, the end of Elisha’s life saw the nation of Israel beginning to strengthen, hence the name, God is “my deliverer” (see Ps. 144:2.) Deliverer means salvation.  Times were so bad during the days of these two men that God had to raise up two powerful prophets to bring deliverance to Israel.               
 Both of their ministries were punctuated by powerful miracles, eight for Elijah compared to sixteen for Elisha, demonstrating that he had a “double measure of the spirit of Elijah.”  Elisha was so powerful that when a body fell into his grave years after his death, the body of the dead man came back to life by coming in contact with the bones of Elisha!  By the way, they were both called “troublers of Israel,” and their enemies hunted them, wanting to stifle the truth and justify their own evil life styles.  The story gives insight for helping us train others, especially our own children (1 Ki 19:21.)
First, Elijah obeyed the command of God when He said, “Anoint Elisha son of Shaphat from Abel Meholah to succeed you as prophet” (1 Ki. 19:16.) Elijah’s calling is our calling and many scriptures we have already used back this up.  Whether you are calling a man alongside you to train for the ministry, or calling your children, the Word of the Lord and obedience to that Word must have a central place in your own life.  Daily worship in your own life will lead to daily worship in the life of your family.  It will not work the other way.  It must become a practice of yours as fathers to develop a closer walk with God.
Second, Elijah found his protégé hard at work plowing with twelve yoke of oxen.  Plowing with that many teams of oxen was not an easy job, revealing God’s choice was for a man who knew how to work.  Following God is hard work.  In addition, disciples need to learn to work hard.  I am all in favor of children having plenty of time to play, but playtime must share with time for responsibility.  When will they learn to be responsible if children are not learning responsibility as children?  Parents who fail here will fail to train the next generation to work for a living.  In our country, too many people live on entitlements and therefore have an entitlement mentality. 
 Our friend Steve Shannon was good at training his children as he saw tasks in life as opportunities to invest in his children.  When he went to the store, he always asked if anyone wanted to go along with him.  While they were yet very young, he taught them to help in the yard and they all had their jobs they had to do.  As a result, Steve, Richard and Laura grew up to be strong, responsible adults who are not afraid to work.  You have often heard that a family who prays together stays together.  I would add that working together provides an opportunity to instill unity of purpose in our children.
The third insight has to do with Elijah throwing his mantle around Elisha (1 Ki. 19:19.) That was a common way for a leader to call another person into leadership.  It signified a passing of the cloak of leadership to the person receiving the mantle. Our disciples, especially our children, must see the purpose in their training.  They must prepare for a passing of responsibility from one generation to another.  Bless your children by passing the blessing on to them.  A good project would be to read all the Bible has to say about blessings passed on from one generation to another.
Fourthly, Elisha asked if he could kiss his father and mother (verse 20) before leaving with Elijah. He was not simply requesting permission to say goodbye to his parents. It was his duty to kiss his parents in death before leaving home. He wanted to wait until they died before he followed Elijah. Elijah replied in 1 Ki. 19:20, “Go back.  What have I done to you?”  This was clearly a decision Elisha had to make.  The New Testament says, “For many are called, but few are chosen” (Mt. 22:14.)  Though we call our children to multi-generational faithfulness, each child has to make up his own mind about God.
Finally, we have to make mention of Elisha’s response to his calling.  He did not see it as vocational or as a career.  It was a lifetime of faithfully fulfilling the terms of his calling.  He demonstrated his commitment to multi-generational faithfulness by slaughtering his oxen and burning his plows, preparing a feast for everyone.  He then set out to follow Elijah.  He burned his bridges because he had determined never to turn back.  We must build that commitment into the next generation.
 
Multi-Generational Faithfulness
We see two lessons about Elijah mentoring Elisha.  First, when God commanded Elijah to disciple Elisha, He was giving us a clear example that the direction for the next generation must be unambiguous.  The prophet of God must intentionally prepare the new prophet for the next generation.  The second is clear from Elijah’s statement that he is the “only one left.”  If we are the only ones left, whose fault is it?  The same is true for the family.  Training our children is not optional.  We must restore the Biblical family and embrace the attainable goals of multi-generational faithfulness.  Scripture emphasizes that God blesses a nation based on the spiritual condition of peoples in that nation.  “If my people who are called by my name will humble themselves and repent of their sin and call upon the name of the Lord, I will hear from heaven and heal their land” (2 Ch. 7:14.)
Just like everyone else, the humanistic idea that others could do a better job teaching and training our children than their parents took us captive.  Though our program was fun and very elaborate back there in the days of Elijah, it was destined to fail.  Why?  We took the responsibility for training children away from their parents.  Whether the public school or the church, we must keep the primary focus for teaching and training our children in the hands of the parents for several reasons.  In Dt. 6, we find a passage we have referred to a number of times.  God gave the Jews ultimate responsibility to catechize their children.  It was the function of each home and held the destiny of the entire nation in the balance.  Instead of taking the place of parents, churches need to come alongside them to equip and encourage families to fulfill their roles.  This is not a criticism of church programs as such, but rather an attempt to put the parents back in the driver’s seat.  As good as children’s worship was for us, and as dedicated a staff as God gave to us, it took the spotlight off the family.  Children coming back into worship with their parents had no concept of family worship.                Today, we keep our children with their parents.  They learn to worship God through the modeling of their parents.  Parents discipline their own children.  I never cease to be amazed at how quickly new families are able to adjust after having worshiped in churches that have youth worship and a full blown  program of classes for children.  Have parents sit with their children.  Speaking now as an educator who has his Master’s in Education, the system of segregating children by ages has not proven to be successful.  If God had intended such segregation, surely he would have had parents deliver children all the same age!  We must begin by restoring the Biblical roles of the parents in training their children.
God blessed JoAnn and me with parents who loved God and who made an effort to instill Biblical values into the lives of their children.  They had parents who were Christians, and they had grandparents who were Christians.  My father had legalistic ideas about playing cards and not working on Sundays.  Yet, he instilled in me a love for Sunday worship and a disdain for the games that most of the world plays.  Pr. 22:6 KJV tells us to “train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.”  Do not get me wrong.  My parents were not perfect nor were we, but God’s grace has been more than sufficient.  I glory in the almighty God who is able to take our flawed lives, cover our multiple mistakes and use them to his glory.  My wife and I praise God for what He is doing to develop character in our children.  We praise Him that we all worship in the same church and have input into the lives of our children as well as our grandchildren.  We spend valuable time with them almost every week, several times per week.  We are pleased with the sons-in-law God gave us through his marvelous grace.  They both love God and are deacons in our church.  We watch carefully as they train their own children, and pray fervently for them to carry on the legacy started in our parent’s parents, generations ago.
 Training people to follow us has to be considered to be an important part of our ministries.  In fact, according to Timothy, failure to demonstrate faithfulness in training up our own children disqualifies us for ministry.  Our churches do not have proper respect for this qualification.  We put men in pastoral positions at a time when they are mere novices and expect them to function as elders when they are not mature at all.  People argue with me on this point saying, they are older than someone else.  However, is that really what God intends?  Our seminaries do an excellent job of training minds for the job of preaching, but where does the preacher develop the heart of a pastor?  Where did I develop the heart of a pastor?  It surely was not in Bible School.  It was in the school of hard knocks where we sat under the discipline of our Father.  We cannot rush the disciplines of God nor avoid them if we are to be effective for God.  I call this multi-generational faithfulness in our churches.  Our older men and women need to pass on the values and the wisdom we have gained through the years.  I was accused some years ago of always wanting to rebuild the wheel, and in many ways that has been true.  If every generation has to start all over again, what have we gained?  This wastes all the years God has invested in lives of older men and women of our generation.  Older Christians need to mentor young men and women, imparting to them their wisdom and experience.
 Though church leadership is vital, it does not end there.  We have forgotten that it is our job as pastors to train the members of the body to feed and care for themselves.  This truth became very evident to me just a few years ago when, through the providence of God, I became ill and was unable to carry out all my responsibilities as one of the pastors in our church.  My son-in-law, Steve, also a deacon in our church, asked me if I had any plans for the church moving forward in case God did not heal me.  All of a sudden, I realized I had no plan.  No one was prepared to take my place, and my energy level was so low that I was only barely able to function as a person, let alone as a pastor.  To hire another man to replace me would have been as unfair for the man as it would have been for the church.  We are not exactly a mainstream church.  We are independent and belong to no particular denomination.  I know of no schools out there that prepare men for this type of ministry.  Besides, our church needed immediate help.  Although I could carry on my preaching and teaching while sitting down, and was able to help lead worship while sitting, I could not counsel or visit in hospitals.  Even the smallest of details was beyond my ability to handle.  The only answer was for the faithful people who sat in the pews week after week to rise up and fill in the gaps.  For survival, we desperately needed body members to get out their spiritual gifts, dust them off, and go to work serving the body.  Once people started sensing the body needed them, things began to happen.  Once they were sure their pastor was not going to hover over them and micro-manage their work, they began to go to work. 
For example, when we were a church without a building, we worshiped in a variety of places:  parks, schools, theaters, wherever we found a place to meet.  One very patient brother was in charge of setting up chairs and furniture every time we met.  He would arrive early to set up furniture and chairs, and as soon as I arrived, I would find a way to rearrange them so that they met my criteria, that is, until one Sunday when I arrived only to find nothing set up.  I quickly asked him what had happened and he said that setting up chairs was a waste of time.  I was going to change them anyway.  That really opened my eyes.  One person asked me if I learned how to set up chairs in seminary.
 Of course, many of us never had the privilege to attend formal seminary.  Our training took place outside the walls of formal education.  I am thankful for my degrees earned in college, but more practically speaking, I am most grateful for the school of life.  That is the place of informal education that my brother Dewayne always called the school of hard knocks.  My brother Dewayne was more than qualified to speak on the subject.  He graduated from the school of hard knocks a few years ago when he received a new body.  The one that he lived in was full of tumors and rendered him unable to walk, talk, hear or see.  He never quit.  He was my hero in many respects.  Training does not always take place in a seminary.  God took me to the school of hard knocks,   seminars of life, where God allowed me to cross paths with some of the greatest men of our generation, men who helped shape and mold my character.
Find someone to train you.  Follow him and be determined to be his assistant.  Let God use you to serve your own generation well as David did.  Then look to train the generations to come through your own children.  That was the call of Elisha and that remains our call today.
But I am being poured out like a drink offering, and the time has come for my departure. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith (2 Ti. 4:6-7.)






14 - The Chariots and Horsemen of Israel
 
As they were walking along and talking together, suddenly a chariot of fire and horses of fire appeared and separated the two of them, and Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind. Elisha saw this and cried out, “My father!  My father!  The chariots and horsemen of Israel!” And Elisha saw him no more (2 Ki.  2:11-12a.)
 
Faithful unto Death
In Revelation 2:10, we are encouraged by the words of Jesus to be “faithful to the end and I will give you a crown of righteousness.”  Being faithful is what we do while we wait on God in response to the promises He has made.  Recently, a member of our church had been struggling with finances and particularly with his desire to put God first by regularly giving to the work of the Lord.  In order to do so, he had to tighten up his budget as well as trust God for the increase to meet his monthly bills.  Both he and his wife are blind; she has no eyes and he has no lenses but sees only through high-powered glasses.  Their income was meager and their business was not growing sufficiently to enable them to make ends meet. They asked me if they should tithe. The answer I gave them helps explain the concept of living by faith.
 My answer was meant to encourage them not to make it a matter of legalism but a matter of faith in obeying the teachings of scripture.  Many people would think of their challenges and say God understands.  However, through my lifetime of experience with God as well as teachings from the Bible, I felt my answer should be a challenge to them to put God first (Mt. 6:33) and trust God to replenish the seed they had sown so that the sower would have even more to give (2 Co. 8-9.) On a number of occasions, when faced with the opportunity to give out of my poverty, I have heard God say, “You can never out give me.”
The first month ended with a deficit the same as the amount of money they had given to the Lord, an amazing set of coincidences, that is, if you believe in coincidence.  I would rather call it providence and give God all the glory!  What do you do now facing a new month?  Needless, to say, he called me and asked, “what do I do when answers don’t come?’  
If I were travelling with my family north to Alaska, and came to a fork in the road and did not know which way to turn, I could approach it from several different angles.  First, I could just pray and ask God to show me the right way.  However, now I find out that one of the roads has a bridge out and there is no warning sign in advance.  Therefore, my second choice might be to turn back, which could be a safe alternative.  However, I next find out that a storm has hit, and the road behind me has washed away.  My third alternative is to stay where I am, but I realize that is not good, because we are out of food and water, and a snowstorm is coming that will soon block us in.  My next alternative is to take a leap of faith and start out down the road that I felt God had pointed me to take.  I do not have, however, the advantage of the confirmation of two or three witnesses.  So, what do I do?              
Many people would tell me to take the road I felt God was pointing me down, but how do I know? In addition, they would say, “you have to act on faith”, but my question is, “is that really faith?”  When does a leap of faith become faith?  When is faith a reckless act that endangers my family?  The writer of Hebrews tells us that faith is more than just a guess.  Faith “is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1-6.)  Yet, we often live as if faith is a blind leap in the dark often leading us in directions opposite to the will of God.
If a fellow traveler mysteriously appeared, walking up one of the forks in the road, he could witness that the road was safe. We could then travel that road in faith because someone had already been there. The Bible is a record of people who have already travelled down the road. Principle is backed up by scripture.
For this young couple, the only safe answer is to follow the principles we find in the Bible. Even when it seems as if there is no way out, acting on faith requires that we obey Biblical Principles. My point in the story is to illustrate true faith. Faith is assurance not guess work.
 Before our experience in South Haven, my understanding of faith was to dream of some great project for God, the bigger the better, and then pray for God to make it successful.  I then followed up by working hard to bring it to fruition, assuming God was on board from the very beginning.  Somehow, I managed to transfer ownership for my big costly projects to God, becoming frustrated when he left me with the bills.  Faith is not something that makes you sit around dreaming of more work for God to do.  God is always at work and He invites us to join in with Him.  Jesus understood this principle.  He said the Father was always at work, and He watched the Father work (Jn. 5:19.)  This tells me that God had an agenda way before I dreamed of my big projects.  Jesus said He always did what His Father was doing.  If I understand this correctly, I would have been wiser to watch my Father and see what He was doing.  I could then have joined in with Him and His work and my big dreams would focus around God’s work.  Most of my dreams have been exposed for what they really were: my dreams, not God’s.
Do not get me wrong.  God does want us to believe in His great power to accomplish magnificent deeds to His glory, even “beyond what we can even ask or imagine, but it is according to the power that is at work in us” (Eph. 3:20.) Doing great things has to be God’s idea and according to His will. This is what James was teaching in Jas. 4:1-3, especially  v. 3, where He tells us that we have not because we ask not, and even then, we do not receive because we ask according to our own desires and passions.  Later on, James tells us how to deal with sickness by calling the elders of the church.  The elders are to pray over and anoint the sick person with oil in the name of Jesus.  The prayer of faith will then save the sick one and the Lord will raise him up.  Does this sound like dreaming up a project for God, or does it look like we are to join in with what God is doing?  
I always thought that in order to complete the job, I had to muster up faith.  Yet, Jesus taught that all we needed was faith the size of a grain of mustard seed.  Do you know how incredibly small a mustard seed is?  Could it be possible that most of what we do is not by faith at all, but some mystical idea of what we refer to as faith?  What we really need is to do the will of God.  Many of my problems centered round this basic misunderstanding of the will of God.  I felt I often had to twist God’s arm to get Him to join in with my projects.  We ended up doing things that God did not bless.  We piled up debts because God would not pay for projects for which he issued no purchase orders.
Elijah had lived his life by faith.  With the exception of the collapse he experienced after his great victory on Mt. Carmel, a study of his life is a study in obedience to the will of God.  Even his initial prayer to stop the rain was according to the will of God.  He was joining with God in His work of ridding the land of false prophets, bringing Ahab and Jezebel to justice and bringing revival to Israel.  He prayed according to the will of God because by faith, he knew the road the Lord was travelling down.  He moved to the brook to eat what the ravens brought, and to drink from the brook because he heard the Word of the Lord.  He went to Zarephath so God could care for him through the widow; in turn, God blessed the widow.  Sometime later, Elijah again heard from God.  The Word of the Lord sent him to confront King Ahab and set up the great contest on Mt. Carmel.  
Elijah did falter after the victory on Carmel when he became afraid and ran for his life, but that time God brought the Word of the Lord to him.  He brought the Word of the Lord to the struggling prophet so that he could get back on track and move forward to finish his life as a strong warrior and wage his final battles for the Lord, which included choosing and training his replacement.  He did all this by faith, not a leap in the dark or blind faith, but in confidence that the Lord had spoken and in assurance that Yah-weh would go in front of him and prepare the way.  Never once did he refuse to do what God told him to do.  He had indeed fought the fight of faith and there was laid up for him a crown of righteousness.  “Be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a crown of life” (Rev. 2:10 KJV.)
 
Vindication of the Prophet
God vindicated the “troubler of Israel” through the death of his enemies, King Ahab and his wicked wife, Jezebel.  King Ahab never figured out how to get along with God and His prophets.  He had four encounters with God’s prophets, and none of them was good.  The first was Elijah to whom he referred as “the troubler of Israel.”  It was through Ahab that Elijah arranged the contest on Mt. Carmel.  God slaughtered 450 prophets of Baal in this battle (1 Ki. 18:17-40.) The second meeting was with an unnamed prophet in 1 Ki. 20:20-22 who warned Ahab that the King of Syria was coming to battle against him. The third encounter was when Elijah himself confronted Ahab and Jezebel over the callous execution of Naboth in order to get his vineyard and steal his land (1 Ki. 21.)  His final encounter was with Micaiah who, when asked for advice on a battle, gave two conflicting prophecies.  The first answer predicted Ahab would be successful but finally gave Ahab a glimpse into God’s plan for Ahab to die in battle (1 Ki. 22.)
Ahab disguised himself to avoid the judgment of God but God saw through his disguise (as He does ours.)  A random arrow mortally wounded him. The archer did not target Ahab; the arrow simply went astray, yet found its mark because when God is out to get an enemy, there is no hiding and no escape.  Prophecy said dogs would attack both Jezebel and Ahab; eating their flesh and licking up their blood.  Dogs would kill Ahab immediately.  Jezebel, the diabolical brains of the “Bonnie and Clyde” duo, would not meet her death until sometime later.  Ahab fathered two evil sons who would take over the throne of Israel.  The first son was Ahaziah who lasted only a short time before God arranged for his death.  The second son was Jehoram whom Jehu killed and then challenged the palace eunuchs to throw Jezebel out of the palace window.  Dogs ate Jezebel, also, and then they lapped up her blood.  The Greek translation of the Old Testament, the Septuagint, adds that pigs also helped the dogs lick up the blood of Ahab.  The Jews refused to eat pork and considered a pig an unclean animal.  You must be careful whom you challenge.
 
Message From an Angel
There is another time that the Word of the Lord came to the faithful old warrior.  Elijah is close to the end of his journey and accustomed to hearing the voice of the Lord.  This time, God sent an angel of the Lord.  He was deeply committed to whatever that voice directed him to do with no inclination whatsoever to argue but rather to immediately render obedience.  It takes a lifetime to get coordinated with God.  I have never understood why preachers retire at just the place in their lives when they are finally useful to their churches, turning their work over to young men who usually lack wisdom and certainly lack the testing necessary to prepare them for effective work in the Kingdom.  Elijah worked until the day he died.  Walking with God is for life.  My commitment to “die in the pulpit” has left an indelible impression on my children and grandchildren who have a picture of me slumping over while I am preaching.  Elijah preached until God called him home.  This is the best time of my life.  I have nothing to prove and my demeanor has softened somewhat.  God has become my priority and has given me a platform to continue to extol His virtues.  Do not quit!
The contest on Mt. Carmel had minimal impact on Israel in the end, but it simply represented the faithfulness of God in making yet another effort to reach out to His chosen people.  It makes you wonder what it will take to get their attention. As for that matter, what will it take to get our attention?  Scripture says, “God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance” (Ro. 2:4.ESV.)  As mentioned before, the big picture with the Israelites was not that they had completely abandoned worship of Yah-weh.  They maintained their worship of the Lord but added Baal worship, God for the major events of life and Baal for everyday needs, such as rain and prosperity and advice.  Hosea and Jeremiah describe in detail the excesses brought about by the worship of Baal.  Theologians call this syncretism.  For the common Jew, Baal and Yah-weh worked hand in hand.  They saw no reason why Yah-weh could not cooperate with the Canaanite god.  However, Yah-weh is a jealous God.  In the reciting of the Shema, every good Jew knew that God wants no competition, quoting the Shema in honor of the One and Only God.  “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your strength” (Dt. 6:4-5.  See also Jas. 4:5.)
God increased his pressure on Israel through their King Ahaziah.  He fell through the cracks of the latticework on his roof in Samaria and injured himself seriously enough that he thought he might die.  The Hebrew word for lattice is “sukkah” which means to intertwine or weave together.  This is God at work, using temporal things to get our attention when we have temporarily wandered from the way and need nudging back in line.  Ahaziah had not only wandered from truth, but had totally forsaken the God of Israel.  We can ignore God to the point that we experience His wrath.  We do not like to think in those terms because we only understand anger from our viewpoint.  
God’s anger is righteous and filled with compassion because He longs to see us return to Him.  He is patient and does everything on purpose, never as an emotional outburst.  God uses prophets and preachers to bring the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word to convict us of sin and turn us back to Him.  The heart of Ahaziah was hard, but in God’s great mercy and compassion, He gave Ahaziah another opportunity to repent.  Instead of crying out to Yah-weh, he sent messengers to consult with the false god, Baal-Zebub.  You may recall that Jesus referred to Beelzebub (a later spelling) as the devil himself.  Satan is behind every false god.
Prophets are always on call even when they are old and the end is near especially when they continue to make themselves available.  However, this time the Word of the Lord came through a heavenly messenger, an angel who told the prophet to question the king, “Could you not find a God in Israel?”  Is that the reason he sends messengers to the God of Ekron?  That is a serious sin, one God rebuked both by providence and by the words of the prophet Elijah.  He is still the “troubler of Israel.”  When we find ourselves crossways to God’s will, we can expect rebuke not only from the preacher but also in the circumstances of our lives.  Discipline from our loving Father is how He gets our attention and builds our character.  The Hebrew writer says, “The Lord disciplines those he loves and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son” (Heb. 12:6.) 
 Sadly, we are guilty in the same way, running to the world before we fall on our knees before our Creator.  One example has also to do with our health.  James told us to “call the elders of the church” when we are sick, adding “the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well” (Jas. 5:13-15.)  Why does he tell us to call the elders instead of running to the hospital or doctors?  God is not opposed to doctors or hospitals, but He does stand in opposition to our turning to other gods for our healing.  The purpose for calling the elders is to deal with any possible spiritual problems as well as giving Jesus the first opportunity to heal, giving glory to God.  In addition, “the prayer offered in faith” (Jas. 5:15) gives us insight into the purpose of the elders.  Elders are able to make discernments about what God would have you to do, making their prayer a prayer of faith that has discerned the will of God.  The oil is associated with the Holy Spirit who is able to bring healing and at the same time, bring discernment to the elders.  That is the prayer of faith. 
Again, faith is not a leap in the dark.  Faith knows the will of God.  Is this a sickness unto death, a call for repentance at which the sickness will go away, or is it a sickness to the glory of God?  The elders’ discernment sheds light on whatever steps may be necessary beyond the anointing.  However, Christians rarely follow this practice, even in churches that teach it.  Why not?  Have doctors become our gods?  We should at least think about this.  Godly elders will point you to doctors if that is necessary.  We go first to doctors; we try all their drugs and expensive treatments, then pray after all else has failed.   
Why do we go to the elders after trying everything else, and then say, “All we have left to do is pray?”  Baal is for everyday problems, but God seems to be our plan in a crisis as well.
Ahaziah sent captains three times to inquire of the god Ekron whether he will recover or not after the angels confronted the messengers from the king.  Baalzebub means “lord of a fly” and even if he were lord of a great big fly like a horse fly, he would not be lord over very much.  We should remember this and the judgment that fell upon these messengers.  God hates competition and prayers to the devil are especially odiferous to God!  Elijah called down fire from heaven on them, consuming the first two captains along with their armies.  The third one was a little smarter than the first two when he faced Elijah.  He wisely fell on his knees before the prophet and begged for mercy.  Elijah then went directly to the king and delivered the message personally pronouncing the death sentence on Ahaziah.  He would indeed die, after which the Bible says, “So he died” (2 Ki. 1:17,) just like that, no other details.  Ahaziah was wicked like his father, and his successor, Jehoram, would be at least as evil as his predecessors were.  Both sons die just as was prophesied.  Now, God is finished with Elijah.  He has served His God faithfully, has executed His plan on earth and has trained a faithful successor in Elisha.  He is ready to go be with God.
 
The Horsemen and Chariots of Israel  
Elijah the prophet is preparing for his release from his prison of flesh and bone. We do not know if he knew in advance that he would not actually die, but he did know the end was near.  God transformed him.  Yah-Weh arranged for a final meeting on earth with His prophet at Bethel, the same place he had met with Father Abraham and later with Jacob.  Bethel means “House of God.”  It is located between Benjamin and Ephraim, about twelve miles from Jerusalem where Jesus would be crucified and resurrected.  In Genesis 28, we read the account of Jacob fleeing from his brother.  Jacob fell asleep on a stone and dreamed of heaven with a ladder stretched between heaven and earth and covered with angels.  Later, Jacob returned to Bethel where he wrestled with God and God changed his name to Israel.  It is both a place of beginnings and a place of renewal, as God renewed the covenant at Bethel.  Bethel is both a place of beginnings and a place of renewal for Elijah.  After he left Bethel, he went to the city of Jericho.  Elisha continued to follow him, even when Elijah asked Elisha to stay behind him.  All the prophets loved Elijah and knew in advance that God was going to take Elijah.
Elisha’s determination to stay with the man he has served all these years is worthy of mentioning.  Once he made up his mind to leave his family, he slaughtered his teams of oxen, burned his plow, and never looked back.  Burning our plows and killing our oxen is one way to stay focused on the Lord we follow.  Jesus said, “No man who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God” (Lk. 9:62.)  Back in the early days of Elijah, when God called me to the ministry, I said that my reason for not taking a leave of absence was to help me stay focused on my mission.  We all need to burn a few plows and slaughter a few oxen.  Elijah visited the schools of the prophets in the cities of Israel and more than likely in Samaria as well.  Here we find prophets and the sons of the prophets who knew in advance of the end of Elijah’s life here on this earth.  These schools were like the seminaries of Elijah’s day, perhaps started by Elijah, and now he visits them for the last time.  The other prophets were aware of Elijah’s destiny and seemed to be eager to share it with Elisha.  However, Elisha warned them not to speak of it, almost as if he were living in denial.  Elisha is likely savoring every moment he is able to walk by the side of his mentor. “So the two of them walked on” (2 Ki. 2:6.)                                           
Elijah was making his farewell tour, seeing prophets in each of the places he visited.  When he stopped at the Jordan, Elijah performed his final miracle on earth by striking the water with his mantle, thus dividing the water of the River Jordan to the right and to the left.  They walked across on dry ground.  It was at this place that Elijah asked Elisha what he could do for him.
What would satisfy a young preacher?  I fear what preachers today would ask.  A big church would be on the top of the list of most young preachers.  It certainly was on the top of my list.  Money might top the list of some preachers.  Whatever we ask would reveal our true heart.  When I prayed the exchange prayer back in the days by the brook, I assure you my motives were not pure.  God could have struck me dead.  Sometimes I wonder why He did not, not that I would have wanted that.  I praise God every day for His tender mercies and the wonderful grace of which I have been a magnificent recipient.  Looking back, if I had known my own heart, I am not sure I would not have prayed that prayer.  The thrill of being in the limelight had already found its way deep into my own soul.  I was horribly ambitious and intensely protective of my own turf.  What would a preacher today ask for?  Would he ask for fame, money, a big church, a large staff?  What would we ask for?  Maybe it is time to check our motives.  Why do we do what we do?  Elisha asked for a “double measure” of the spirit of Elijah.  What a great prayer.  How many of us would ask for a “double measure” of the spirit, as did Elisha?  Elisha was a powerful prophet just like Elijah with one exception.  He did twice the number of miracles as his mentor. Elisha performed sixteen while Elijah performed eight.  God answered his prayer.
          Death is Satan’s final stronghold, though Christ defeated him and dealt the final blow to Satan when he came out of the grave as a first fruit among many brothers.  We no longer have to fear death because our Savior has conquered death (1 Co. 15:55.)  “O, Death, where is thy sting?  O grave, where is thy victory?” Nevertheless, death continues to strike terror in the hearts of most people. It is passage through a door that we have never passed.
            God sent a heavenly entourage to take Elijah home, not a black hearse or a sorrowful funeral dirge.  When my father died, I am told he was eating oatmeal for breakfast, when he looked up to heaven as if he had seen the chariots themselves, looked back longingly at my mother, his loving wife and looked up one more time as if to make sure.  He then dropped his head and died. I have had many opportunities to be with dying saints and preside at their services. It has become my practice to turn that time of sadness into a moment of celebration, the coffin into a hope chest and the weeping into a moment of joy.  A chariot transported the warrior prophet into the holy of holies to be with his God throughout all eternity. 
 
Finishing Strong
The days of Elijah have now ended, but his influence continues to live on.  In Mal. 4:5, his name is used to describe the prophet who would come before that “great and dreadful day of the Lord comes,” having dramatic effect on families by turning the hearts of the fathers to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers.  If he is referring to Jesus Christ, we have to believe that His influence will continue to live as God heals families.  We have intentionally woven our story around his because God works in all of our lives in this same basic way.  This part of Elijah’s life has been very meaningful to me and I trust it will be for anyone who wants to live out his life in a way that his children and grandchildren learn from the choices he has made.  It would be wonderful to live a full and complete life to God’s glory, but many of us wasted too many years wandering before we got serious about our legacy.  That does not mean we cannot have impact on our children and their children, but we have to begin now.  We cannot wait another day about intentionally living our lives to make multi-generational differences for our generation.  Elijah leaves us a perfect example of how to finish our lives strongly.
 First, live in the fullness of your anointing until the day you die.  God has anointed all of us for special use in the Kingdom.  Elijah did not slow down in the last days of his life. He saw the power of God right up to the moment he saw God face to face and went on to spend an eternity with his namesake, Yah-weh.  Come to think about it, we, too, wear the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We are Christians.  Paul told Timothy that a large house has many vessels, some of silver, some of gold, others of wood and clay.  Some of these vessels serve noble purposes, while some do not.  We must cleanse ourselves from those that are not that we might serve noble purposes.  God has anointed these vessels to fulfill a useful purpose in His kingdom and is prepared to “do any good work” (2 Ti. 2:20-21.)  What has God told you to do?  What special purpose have you been set aside for in the kingdom?  Now is the time to find out.  We are rapidly moving to the Last Days, and you and I need to prepare our families for these final events before that great and dreadful day of the Lord.  I am not opposed to spending time playing.  Our play, however, should be as intentional as our serving.  Play hard and work hard until Jesus comes!
 Second, live out your days purposefully, in light of multi-generational faithfulness just like Elijah.  He followed God’s prompting, called Elisha to walk with him and to continue with him until God called him home.  We have to see that training our children and our grandchildren is not just an option but also a calling from God.  Training requires time.  Elijah spent time with his protégé.  Do not say you have no time.  You cannot afford not to have time.  You have to not only spend time modeling truth and building truth into their lives, but also you have to pray for God to give your charges a double measure of the Spirit that they would have a double measure of your commitment to multigenerational faithfulness.
 Finally, glorify God in life and glorify God in dying.  The end of Elijah’s days was as powerful as his life.  There was no let down.  Paul was in prison when he wrote the encouraging and upbeat letter to the Philippians talking about his impending death.  He penned these words: “I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death  For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain” (Php. 1:20-21.)  
The hero in the movie Shawshank Redemption put it this way: (you) “get busy living or get busy dying.”  It really is, after all, a choice.  God gives us twenty-four hours a day and 365 days a year.  It is our choice how we spend that time and depends, to large extent, on what our values are.
 I close the days of Elijah now, though I have more to say in the next chapter.  The warrior, who stopped the rain by his fervent prayer and started a downpour of rain in the same way, now resides in heaven.  The brook, the village, and Mount Carmel are history but his legend lives on.  It still rains on God’s people.
 
Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of His saints (Ps. 116:15 ESV.)






15 - The Rain Continues to Fall
 
Yet He has not left Himself without testimony: He has shown kindness by giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; He provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy (Ac. 14:17.)
 
It’s Still Raining 
The rain continues to fall.  We once lived on the shores of Lake Michigan, in a place that rarely ever had less than 30 inches of rain per year.  Now we live in the desert where more than 8 inches of rain per year is rare.  Nevertheless, when the rain does come, we all enjoy it; kids play in the rain and we set up our chairs on the back porch so we can listen to and feel the wonder of rain.  On occasion, we hunt for the storms, driving until we find the rain.  Rainstorms here in the desert are normally short, though often fierce and filled with thunder and lightning.  When rain does last more than a few minutes, all of us who lived in Michigan enjoy every drop of that life-giving liquid from heaven.                            Spiritual rainfall is even more welcome and we have experienced an abundance of those precious drops as well.  From that time in California with the Boones, until now, the rain continues to fall, and we are enjoying every drop.  Life has truly been an adventure.  God has taken us down trails that would have remained hidden had He not led in such a magnificent way.  The trails have turned into roads, which have opened up to exciting new and beautiful vistas that have blessed our lives along the way.
Time has changed most of what we once knew in Michigan.  South Haven, once known as a manufacturing city, has now given way to a resort town much like it was before the coming of industry to the city years ago.  The entire city has changed with a great new look downtown.  Black River, one of my favorite Michigan streams flowing through South Haven on its way to Lake Michigan, also has a new look.  Piers and boat slips for fishing and playing on Lake Michigan cover its banks.  The current owners of our old place on 311 Clinton Street have remodeled it, giving it a nice resort town look.  It is just three or four blocks from the bluff overlooking Lake Michigan; God miraculously saved it from foreclosure during our days of Elijah. 
 The church is still doing well.  We visit back there every chance we get and still enjoy rich fellowship with our friends who went through the days of Elijah with us.  The church has never experienced growth like the one it once did, but the brothers there do all the preaching and do a good job of ministry to the city.  We are grateful for Rodney and Anita, Les and Becky and the other warriors there in South Haven.  When God grants the time, Rodney, Ken Berry and I take a boat out on the big lake fishing for lake perch, followed by a fish fry at the Walker’s home.  Back in the day, Ken helped me fix my electric fence charger, more times than I want to admit.  They are good fishing friends.  The Christian school shut down several years ago and the buildings sold, leaving the property to the west of the church looking bare and lonely.  It seems as if something is missing.
 The farm where we grew up has undergone some radical changes.  The old farmhouse where Renate and Erin were born still conjures up nostalgic memories of a great time in our lives when we were trying to discover what life was really all about.  The barn, where we spent many hours playing basketball with neighbors from all over Van Buren and Berrien Counties, has succumbed to the ravages of wind and old age.  The truth is, when we were boys, we removed the support beams in the loft so we would have more room to play basketball.  That eventually led to its demise.  Dad was not very happy when he saw the barn listing a few degrees to the east and wondered what made it shift so radically.  There are no cows, no raspberries and no grape vineyards.  Instead, a real estate developer has subdivided the land to the west and two or three families live on that piece of land, which at one time fed several head of cattle.  The old farmhouse still sets perched on top of the hill surrounded by green grass and majestic maples in the front yard, one where I remember stringing hogs and a deer to prepare them for the freezer.  The blueberries to the south of the house are now part of another farm with a road cutting right through the Selvidge ball field.
 Sad to say, the old house in Riverside where we spent our time on Paw Paw River is now gone, along with its chicken coop bedroom.  There is no longer an outdoor toilet down the trail or shed where we used to stretch hides of critters caught in our traps on Paw Paw River.  Just to the south of the old house is a beautiful new house, worth slightly less than a million dollars.  It is located right where Dad’s grape vineyard used to be.  If you walk down south of the road which runs in front of where the house used to be, you will come to the hill overlooking Paw Paw River which still flows slowly as it makes its way to the St. Joe River and ultimately to Lake Michigan.  Though I have not walked down that road in some time, I understand it is still there.  Time has changed just about everything.  Some landmarks are still standing, but for the most part the years have taken their toll on the places where we grew up.  It is all somewhat sad when you dwell on the past.  However, time marches on and things do change, constantly reminding us that we are strangers here.  As the old song goes, “This world is not my home, I’m just passing through.”  That is part of life.  The naked eye does not see the hidden realities that neither time nor the corruption of this world can touch.  There are treasures that escape the ravages of time, the “moths and the rust along with thieves that enter in and steal or destroy” (Mt. 6:19-21.)  The work of God still stands.  These are the “treasures laid up in heaven” (Mt. 6:20.)  
I have never regretted our bus ministry days.  We learned more things during those days than we ever could have learned in any other way.  Some of the good people that God brought into our lives have already died and gone to their reward in heaven, like Surna Smith whom we met while knocking on doors for the bus route just south of the city.  What a magnificent saint!  I do not know how we would have met her were it not for those cantankerous old buses.  We received a card from a dear old saint, Edith Fields, who just celebrated her ninetieth birthday.  She affectionately called her husband “Baldy” since he had been bald most of their lives together.  Baldy and his sidekick Dale Byrd helped win souls to Christ by building portable walls on wheels for our educational annex.  We went to a factory where they manufactured walls and tables; they drew up a plan to build several portable walls and children’s tables complete with a circle cut out for the teacher who could help several students at one time.  Dale and Baldy were two of the first fruits of Steve and Judy’s ministry of bringing Christians back who had strayed away from God.  Both of these men worked hard to help build anything we needed for the ministry.  Every now and then, we talk to people whom the ministry influenced there in South Haven and we rejoice in the work God has continued to do in so many lives.  When we return for a visit, we remember the work God did some time ago and the wonderful, exciting days of revival in South Haven.  Times change but so do we.
 
And the Word of the Lord Came
We always thought that we would grow old in South Haven, but that was just one of my dreams that had no basis in reality, lacking a real Word from the Lord.  After the church had paid off all their debts and we were living in a period of great peace, God began to shake our lives up once again.  I began to experience unrest in my soul, thinking God would move us.  I had no idea where or when nor was I really interested in exploring the possibility.  In 1984, we received a call from a church of Christ in Phoenix who wanted me to come out and be the administrator for their Christian school.  Not wanting to stand in the way of God, we flew out for an interview.  You could not have asked for any sweeter people than the leaders of this church, but JoAnn cried through the entire interview, and I was not far behind her.  The facilities were beautiful and I was certainly qualified to lead the Christian school; however, my calling was to preach and my preaching time would be limited.  We both sensed that God was moving us, but neither of us was ready to take that plunge and move away from our church and our many friends in South Haven.  Still, we did want to go wherever God wanted us, we just had to know it was from God and not another dream without reality.              After that interview, we began preparing our hearts and the hearts of our children for a major move.  I had learned through many of my failures in the past to rely not on my own thoughts, but to trust God to work through the men who were part of our multitude of counselors (Pr. 15:22.)  One of our counselors, Bruce Dusterhoft, was one of those counselors who had been a great blessing to my family and had stood by us in the days of Elijah; he told us that he felt God was telling him to counsel us not to move.  In his message from the Lord, he felt he was to tell us that someday we would move to Phoenix, but this is not the time. 
Bruce was the brother who received a message from God about JoAnn’s rings.  She had felt convicted not to wear them until God gave her His approval.  It was about wearing them for the right reasons.  They were very cheap rings, ones that I could afford when we were kids, but she had great sentimental attachment to those rings.  After she had not worn them for several months, Bruce walked by her one day in church and told JoAnn the Lord had told him she could start wearing her rings again.  Until that moment, no one else but me knew she had stopped wearing her rings!  Over the years, she has lost those diamonds many times, and God has always miraculously returned them, that is, until just recently.  Thieves broke into our house and stole her rings.  The insurance company gave her enough money for a big upgrade.  What God owns, God takes care of!  My parents agreed with Bruce’s counsel.  We were content to stay where we were comfortable and wait for the Word of the Lord to move us on.                
After that interview, we were sure we would eventually move to Phoenix.  Maybe it was intuition or perhaps the Lord had already begun moving our hearts.  I knew a few preachers in Phoenix, friends who had also had bus ministries.  I had flown out there at least once to hold a seminar for them.  Shortly after that, the Metro Church of Christ contacted me to come out for an interview to become their preacher.  None of us was interested in moving, but we also wanted to be where God wanted us to be.  Of course, we felt the likelihood of God moving us from South Haven was not very high.  We came out for an interview, loved the people, hated Phoenix and begged God not to send us, but had a growing sense that Phoenix was going to be our new home. 
One of my greatest problems back in the days of Elijah was the way I stubbornly made decisions without getting input from anyone else.  A scripture that God impressed on my heart during our testing was Pr. 11:14 NKJV: “in the multitude of counselors there is safety.”  You do not go to war without having your authorities on your side.  Submission is from a Greek word, “hupotasso,” which is actually a military term.  It literally means, “to line up under voluntarily.”  No one can make you submit.  They might make you do what they want you to do, but submission is in your heart, and it was in our hearts to line up under the authority of the men of our church for two reasons.  First, we had served with them long enough that we felt we owed them the respect of asking for their blessing on our move.  Second, we were not sure this was where God was moving us.  We were learning to trust God to work through our authorities to make wise decisions about God’s plan for our lives.  
The way our men made decisions also helped us to confirm the Word of the Lord.  The process required the men to be unanimous on every major decision. That conviction grew out of the story found in Nu. 13 when the Jews followed the majority report, ignoring the wisdom and passion of Joshua and Caleb.  The result was forty years of wandering in the wilderness until that generation died off.  We determined that the majority is not always right.  In fact, there are times when the minority has the wisdom.  That conviction always slowed down the process but protected us from following anything but the Word of the Lord.    If all of our hearts did not agree, then the answer would be no.  Our policy was to present a major issue on one Sunday, take a vote just to see where our hearts were, and then wait until the next Sunday to see if our hearts agreed with God.  That gave the men a chance to pray and fast if they felt led to do so.  
After presenting our calling to Phoenix to our men, twenty of them voted no.  My Dad was most vocal in saying we still had work to do in South Haven, and he could not personally release us to leave to go to another ministry.  In fact, he was a little miffed that they had the gall to try to “take away our preacher.”  We were satisfied with that answer, but knew according to our rules for making decisions we would have to wait a week to find out what God was telling our authorities.              We were confident about the final vote.  We were sure they would say “no” and we were comfortable with that.  However, the atmosphere in the room that afternoon told me that God had something else in mind.  My Dad was the first to speak.  With tears, he said that he was sure it was the will of God for us to move to Phoenix.  All twenty of the men said very similar things also with tears in their eyes.  Though we hated to leave South Haven, we were sure we had heard the Word of the Lord, just as Elijah had done thousands of years ago back in his day.  That was very significant for us for two reasons. 
First, we needed firm direction.  South Haven was the only church where we had ever ministered.  Besides, after all the years in South Haven, our hearts were so close to the brothers and sisters, to leave them would be very difficult.  The other problem was what we encountered almost the first day we arrived in Phoenix.  There was trouble brewing, and we were right in the middle of it.  We wanted to go home, but God had spoken through the men back in South Haven. Phoenix was our home.  We had to stick it out because we were where God called us.  The church ended up having what I would call a soft split about a year or so later.  Even though some wanted us to leave, God provided a solid nucleus of people to begin a new work.  We would have left Phoenix and gone back home had we not had firm paths.  Today, I am so glad God taught us that truth back in South Haven in the days of Elijah, to find comfort and safety in a multitude of counsel.
 
Life in the Desert
We moved from South Haven with great hope for the future.  We wept because we were going to miss our friends.  We wept for the wonderful place where our children were born.  We wept for where God patiently took care of us by the brook when the rain stopped falling and taught us so many great truths.  I would leave behind the great rivers, streams and lakes where I fished with my brothers to go to the desert.  Our first view of our new home came as we drove down I-17 from Black Canyon City in 115-degree weather.  We all had a lump in our throats over what we had left behind in exchange for this dry barren desert.  It took us a while, but we learned to love Phoenix and discovered a beauty in the desert that we could not find any other place.  We learned to love the desert and found it had a beauty of its own.  We would miss the place where we heard the sound of heavy rain followed by the great downpour that miraculously saved our home.  God, however, had moved us to a place where we would continue to experience the rain of God’s grace faithfully falling on our family and the church to which we would minister.  In a way of speaking, you could say the beat goes on, like a never-ending song, whose rhythm has become so familiar that you can instantly recognize its beat.
As I said earlier, the church was already facing a serious leadership problem.  They had sold their property for several million dollars.  After paying off debts, there was a large sum of money left, how much I do not think I ever knew.  Some wanted to build a new building, while others wanted to meet in public facilities for a while and then determine what we would do.  Somehow, I ended up right in the middle of that firestorm and determined that money would not split the church.  I met with the leaders two times.  The first time was brutal, but God had taught me back in the days of Elijah to be like Jesus before the shearers--remain silent.  I did not defend myself and they set up a second meeting to ask me to leave and start a new church.  Since I wanted a peaceful resolution to the division, we said we would think about their offer.  I went to Flagstaff for two days to fast and pray. 
It rained and snowed the entire time I was gone, forcing me to sleep in my truck.  During this time, I agonized over the possibility of splitting the church.  Toward the end of that time, I began to realize we were not really splitting the church, but actually avoiding a church split, much in the same way Paul and Barnabas split up over John Mark in the book of Acts.  Again, God was faithful in giving clear direction.  Since then, I have felt such gratitude to God for impressing on my heart to take only firm paths.  Starting a new church was in my blood as I mentioned earlier.  My dad had been involved in a number of new church plants that met in storefronts and home, usually in our backyard.  We were setting out on an adventure that, even though it sounded like a church split, with the leaders suggesting our move it became more of a church plant.  When I stood to announce the starting of a new work, one of the leaders of the old church stood up and announced we were leaving with their blessings.  To prove it, he offered to take care of our salary as long as would be necessary, a complete surprise to Barry Carroll, one of my best friends and closest advisors, and me.  In fact, I think he surprised himself.  We had the approval of our leadership team.  Barry and our wives were excited, and we made plans to begin the new church plant.
 
Rain Falls in the Desert
Phoenix church of Christ met the first time in our home.  It was a night filled with joy and excitement as a house full of people raised up worship to God.  The following Sunday, we moved our meeting to Saguaro Park, where we intended to have lunch after worship.  Our first meeting in the park came with a surprise of its own.  Unbelievably, the rain continued to fall in the desert.  This is Phoenix, where it rarely ever rains, and when it does, it is usually over almost before it starts!  No kidding, it rained all during communion, as if God were telling us that he also rains on His people in the desert.  We sat in the rain and had our first communion as a new church under the cover of huge pecan trees.  It was as if the storehouses of heaven opened just for our benefit.  It seems God was saying, you left your beloved church in South Haven where you experienced the rain of grace, but it rains here in Phoenix, too.  That was the beginning of our little church in the desert.  God met with us in a variety of places.  At times, we would meet in a theater.  Other times, we met in convention centers in hotels. If a family needed financial help, we would move back out to the park and save our money so that we could give it to the needy family.  We enjoyed great freedom and God continued to rain blessings on our family and our new church plant.
 Moving people around the desert without a building was a great challenge, but God continued to supervise every move we made.  We were not without some scary moments, like the Sunday the manager of the Ramada where we were meeting double booked the conference rooms where we normally met.  He apologized profusely, yet was without a solution. The other group was already in the conference rooms, so we were without a place to worship with over a hundred people on the way to church.  I asked him if there was another room and he offered to give us a room free of charge.  That always intrigues me to hear someone say “no charge,” so he took me to the free room.  It was the bar, with beer signs all over the place, a bar loaded with drinks, and the smell of alcohol in the air.  Everything reeked of the world.  However, at this point, we had no other alternative
We got busy covering beer signs, threw several sheets over the bar and turned on as many lights as we could find which were not that plentiful.  For some reason, people of darkness hate the light.  I suppose they are afraid of being exposed.  In the middle of this bar was a nice size round dance floor.  That was where we placed the pulpit and I preached that morning while revolving on the dance floor.  What an amazing day.  Before we worshiped, we cleansed the room of every demon.  That place was, at least for a few hours, a place of worship!
 Meeting in strange places is not always easy.  It requires much organization and personnel to transport furniture for over a hundred people.  Besides, you are not always sure that owners or managers of facilities will remember to open the door for you.  One Lord’s Day we met in a park north of town and planned to have lunch afterwards.  It was an unusually hot day, and we were well into the service before we discovered that nobody had unlocked the bathrooms.  A church facility without working restrooms presents a difficult situation.  When the congregation finds out there are no restrooms, mass hysteria breaks out!  Children could be taken behind the bushes, but remember this is the Sonora Desert.  Bushes are scarce.  Besides, the few bushes that live in the desert are scraggly, affording very little privacy.  I do not remember what finally happened, whether someone came out and unlocked the bathroom for us or one of our “finer citizens” who knew how to pick a lock, broke in for us.  However, “all’s well that ends well!”
 
Miracle Church Building 
We were content to worship in schoolhouses and in parks for the rest of our lives if that were the will of God, but God had other plans.  We were getting tired of lugging furniture around to the places we met, setting furniture up and tearing it back down again.  While meeting with one of our elders over lunch, I happened to mention to Barry Carroll that I was getting tired of lugging furniture all over the valley.  Tongue in cheek, I suggested we buy a building. Barry, who was also our church treasurer, concurred.  When I asked him how much money we had, we both laughed very hard when he said “$200.00.”  We knew somehow that we could not limit God by what we had in our bank account.  After all, he owns all the cattle on a 1000 hills.  By this time, we believed that if God wanted us in a building, He would provide a way.   I spent time in the central Phoenix area praying for a building until one morning I felt led to pray toward the area around 7th Avenue and Missouri.  We wanted to remain downtown since that is where most of our outreach took place; we were already meeting in an elementary school nearby.  Property in that area cost millions of dollars.  We announced to the church to begin praying and we would start looking.  We agreed that if God ordered it, He would pay for it.
Earlier, I had started meeting with pastors whose churches were in this downtown area.  We met every week for prayer, something that we continue to do to this day.  I had already shared with them some of my stories that I have shared with you in Days of Elijah when one of them told me I should write a book about my experiences, which you are now reading.  The pastor of the church where we were meeting for prayer announced to us that he had resigned and the church was going to break up because their numbers had dwindled to the point that they could not continue to exist as a church.  Gayle, one of our pastors, suggested I buy the building.  We got a good laugh out of that when I told them that we had only a few dollars in our bank account.  In addition, I shared our commitment to be debt free.  If God wanted us to have this building, God would provide it.  We were content to trust God. Besides, at that point this property was worth several million dollars.
 I received a phone call from David Edgington one evening as I headed to a meeting.  He was the pastor that was leaving his church.  He told me he was going to ask his elders that evening to give our church the property.  I was overwhelmed.  Later, David called again informing me that the elders decided to give us the property and church building with one condition attached, we would take twenty members of their church under our wings.  We talked awhile and as we talked my feet got colder, and this in the middle of the summer!  We had enjoyed the freedom of worshiping in facilities wherever we felt we needed to be.  This would severely limit our freedom.  Besides, I was nervous about the twenty or so members who would now be a part of our church.  We came from different church backgrounds and I could envision problems.  I declined the wonderfully generous offer from my friend and his board of elders.  
I did not sleep well that night.  I awakened at 5:30 a.m. and the Spirit was speaking very clearly into my heart, “Never make a decision on the basis of what you want and what will bless you.  This is not about you; it is about twenty people needing a shepherd.  In the process, you will be blessed.”  I anxiously called my friend as soon as I thought he would be out of bed, asking if his offer was still on the table.  That is how God gave Jesus First! Church shepherds and how God gave Phoenix church of Christ a building and property.  We celebrate His goodness as we continue to see His rain falling.              
A final story that I want to tell is about my son-in-law and me before my daughter Erin became his bride.  It is a powerful story demonstrating how God rains on the faithful and the unfaithful, extending grace to His children who are in trouble.  There is no pit so deep that the love of God cannot penetrate.  Whatever you may struggle with, I assure you God knows all about it and has someone sitting in the wings ready to be dispatched to your side.  All you have to do is humble yourself and cry out to him.  Steve, my future son-in-law, and I were flying to Atlanta for a huge cross-denominational church leaders’ conference.  We were both short of cash and were not sure how we would get there, but I was sure God would take care of the details.  One of our members worked for the airlines so we asked her if she could give us two buddy passes.  If you have ever flown using buddy passes you know they are only good if there are empty seats on the plane.  On this particular occasion, no seats to Atlanta remained.  With buddy passes, you simply wait for the next flight, and try to find a seat on that plane.  We did this several times and finally we realized that all the flights from Phoenix to Atlanta were going to be full because hundreds of pastors were heading to the same conference.  The difference was that they all had tickets.  Knowing God plans events like this for His glory, we simply prayed for God to have His way.  
The ticket agent, noting that we had been in line earlier, suggested we fly directly to Las Vegas, in order to catch a flight out for Atlanta.  We were willing to try anything, but when we arrived in Las Vegas, not only did we have a several hour layover, but we encountered the same problem, flights were full with pastors and leaders from all over the western part of the United States trying to get to Atlanta.  We were hungry, so we caught the next bus uptown to find a cheap meal. While we were on the bus, I noticed a man holding tightly to a brief case with a worried look in his eyes.  We introduced ourselves to the lone man with the brief case and he asked, “Are you men ministers or something?”  When I replied yes, he broke down crying and said something like “I knew it.”  Somehow coming face to face with two ministers was more than he could bear.  He offered to buy us dinner, which we were happy to let him do.  He knew his way around and took us to a casino where we could get plenty of food to eat.  While eating dinner, he told us his sad story.  He had taken over one hundred thousand dollars from his employer to deposit in the bank.  Instead of going to the bank, he flew to Las Vegas to gamble with his firm’s money.  His family was in deep financial trouble and he saw this as his only way out.  As I recall, he also had a gun inside the brief case.  If he could not turn his money into sizeable winnings, then he planned to take his life.  What are the chances of an encounter like this?  How many flights did we have to sit through in order to catch the right flight to Las Vegas, get on the same bus at the same time as the man we met?              
God gave us grace to minister to this man in his distress.  After he confessed his plan, he was ready to repent of what he had done.  We went back to the airport with him and stayed with him until he got on his plane back to Phoenix.  He gave me his phone number and I called his wife in Mesa and told her where we found her husband.  She cried for the longest and said she was sick with worry for her husband.  She did not know where he was or what was wrong. I told her part of the story and assured her that he was returning home a new man.  We watched as he boarded his plane, refreshed by the rain falling in Las Vegas.  Some-time later, I received a phone call from this man whose name I have forgotten.  He wanted to thank us for what we did for him that day.  His boss accepted him back to work, his wife forgave him, and he was in a good church in the east valley.  God works this way every day in people’s lives all over the world where the rain of His Holy Spirit is falling.  His rain can fall in your life as well.  Jesus said it best, “Come unto me all you that labor and are heavy laden and I will give you rest” (Mt. 11:28 KJV.)  Surrender to Him and ask Him to fill you with His Holy Spirit (Ro. 15:13.)  You will never be the same again.
 
Closing
From the day I prayed the exchange prayer to this very day, God has never again allowed us to have a big church.  I have stopped believing in church growth techniques and have not attended a church growth seminar since the 1980’s.  Jesus said, “Upon this rock I will build my church and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”  Upon the rock of our confession of Jesus as the Son of God, He said He would build His church.  He did not say how big it would be or how long it would take, but He did say He would build it.  In addition, He said nothing could tear it down, not even the gates of hell could prevail against it.  I have grown to be satisfied with that.  
We have served only two churches in our entire life, the South Haven church of Christ and now Jesus First! Church here in Phoenix.  Satan has tried several times to destroy both churches, but the gates of hell have not prevailed.  That is a testimony to the faithfulness of God, not a monument to the glory of man.  The Psalmist affirms, “Unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it” (Ps. 127:1 NKJV.)  That is a testimony to God’s faithfulness.
 I would like to say there has been only rain, but I know that is not true.  We continue to grow through struggles and our faithful, loving Father continues to bring trials to perfect our character.  In a sense, the days of Elijah have never ended, though we know that someday our Father will give the call that will end it all.  Until then, we will praise Him for every storm that He brings or allows.  Through it all, we are finding that He is sufficient.  Our family continues to grow and the rain is still falling.
 
It is Not Over
 It is still raining, not just in Phoenix, but it is raining where you live and wherever hearts turn to God and are willing to believe that God is the same yesterday, today and forever.  It is time for me to put my pen away and take a nap. I finished this chapter on my 70th birthday.  Writing this book has had great impact on my life.  It is my prayer that perhaps you have seen God in a little different light and that He will become more personal to you (Mal. 3.)  My prayer is that He will open up the storehouses of heaven on every person who reads this book and pour out a blessing so big you cannot carry it home!  That is my prayer.                            
Peace n Smiles, 
Jerry Selvidge






Threads and Bricks - A Granddaughter's Testimony
A faithful preacher, father, and grandfather expounding the Scriptures every Sunday morning and every Wednesday evening.
A mother, praying with her six children before sending the older ones to their respective home school duties and teaching the youngest from the Scriptures. 
A teenager, turning the light on and reaching for her Bible and prayer time early in the morning. 
And this only a minute fragment of the thread that connects my family—a thread run down through the weft of generations until it reaches me.  A thread with a name.
Multigenerational faithfulness. Passing dedication to God's truth down through generations, to children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren...
A scary term.  A frightening concept.  A huge responsibility.  However, I would not be where I am without it.  
My grandfather, Jerry Selvidge, the faithfulness passed down from his father to him, and from his grandfather before that.  Without it, I might be in Michigan right now.  He might be a retired coach and teacher.  There would be no Thursday nights at the grandparents' dinner table: “What did the preacher preach about on Sunday?”
Following his example, my mom is faithful to her calling to be a stay-at-home mom, the teacher and guardian of her children.  Without this, I might be in a public school, lacking or overriding spiritual and moral training. 
As for my place in the thread—I am still a kid.  Nevertheless, even young people can influence their generations.  And someday, if God wills it, I will have my own children. 
Brand-new lives, miniature bodies—monstrously important souls.  Souls that God loves.  And the concept of multigenerational faithfulness will continue as I teach and train my offspring, and they teach and train theirs.  
It has come a long way, this dedication.  We can trace it back six or more generations, even to preachers in the 1800’s.  A developing concept.  A growing tradition.  Like a legend, cherished, remembered, lovingly imparted to the next generation, worn smooth with repetition, growing larger and stronger with every retelling.  A heritage, a passing on of the knowledge and love of God.  
Deep in the veiled past, perhaps a man picked up his Bible to read it with his pregnant wife before he went to work one morning.  He read from Deuteronomy and halted.  
And these words, which I command thee this day shall be in thine heart: And thou shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest up. And thou shalt bind them for a sign upon thine hand, and they shall be as frontlets between thine eyes. And thou shalt write them upon the posts of thy house, and on thy gates (Dt.6:6-9 KJV.)
Listening to the tugging inner voice as the words burned themselves into his heart, he took his wife's hand, placed his other hand on her swelled stomach, and purposed to train up his son or daughter in the right path.  Perhaps he had no concrete terms to describe it, perhaps he had only the quiet notion that was the impression of the Spirit on his intentions, but he vowed to himself. 
As the young one grew, he saw his father's example each day.  And one morning, he said to himself, "When I grow up, I'm going to be just like him."
And the thread began.  The cornerstone thudded into place in the ground.  
Each generation builds upon what the previous one began.  The subsequent years brought men and women who built another story onto the house, added another wing, infused Scripture and Godly principles into the mortar.  Each one read more Scripture, solidified his or her understanding, passed it on.  The building grew larger.  The thread grew longer.
It developed over years.  Times changed, fashions, trends, names and current events evolved, and the methods, definition, and beliefs involved with multigenerational faithfulness evolved with them.  Yet it remains the same, at its’ core—the passing on of truth from one generation to the next. 
This is my heritage.  Not martyrs.  Not saints.  Not Moody or Spurgeon or Edwards, but men and women who stood firm and passed on what they believed was right, from the Scriptures. 
I am building my own addition to the house now.  I can stand on the work of others and raise my walls.  I can look at the ancient rooms and furnish my own.  I can raise the mansion one story closer to the heavens.  Someday, my children will be able to stand on my work, as I pass the message on to them.  Their knowledge will probably be firmer than mine will, which is firmer than the father’s knowledge in the sitting room so long ago.  Because of this, they can climb to the roof—to the highest point—stand dedicated to their beliefs, and reach the stars.
 
Jessica McDermitt
 
 
 


[1]1.    All references are NIV unless otherwise noted.
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