Life of Elijah #2

“Behind Enemy Lines”

1 Kings 17:7-16
Five years ago, a motion picture was released entitled Behind Enemy Lines.  Based (some might say loosely) on a true event in Bosnia, the plot follows an American Air Force pilot whose plane was shot down in hostile territory.  He spent several harrowing days eluding opposing soldiers until he could be rescued by his fellow troops.

That pilot found himself behind enemy lines, not by design, but by accident.  In our Scripture text this morning, we find a man of God being sent behind enemy lines very much on purpose.  This account may never make the silver screen, but the lessons it can teach us are more lasting and important.

A Mysterious Command

Turn to 1 Kings 17:7-9, where we pick up the story of the prophet Elijah,

And it came to pass after a while, that the brook dried up, because there had been no rain in the land. And the word of the Lord came unto him, saying, “Arise, get thee to Zarephath, which belongeth to Sidon, and dwell there: behold, I have commanded a widow woman there to sustain thee.”

Elijah had been led by the Lord to confront King Ahab and Queen Jezebel and proclaim, “There will be no rain or even dew in the land until I say so!”  Then he left Samaria and hid in the mountains of Gilead, where God supernaturally provided him with food and water.  Now, because of the drought that he himself had predicted, his water supply dried up.

Surely Elijah waited patiently for the Lord’s next direction.  Perhaps he figured, “The Lord will send me to another hideout with a brook of water,” or maybe now would be the time to return to Samaria and announce the end of the drought.  But God had a different idea.  Instead, Elijah was directed to go to the town of Zarephath.

Even folks fairly familiar with the Scriptures may not be able to locate Zarephath on a Bible map.  Most Bible maps probably don’t even have Zarephath, and if it only displays the land of Israel, it won’t have Zarephath.  That’s because Zarephath wasn’t located in Israel.  We may not be too surprised by that; after all, the Lord had directed Elijah to leave the land of Israel in the verses previous to this text.  But we might be shocked—as Elijah may have been—to realize that Zarephath was located in Phoenicia, on the Mediterranean coast between the cities of Tyre and Sidon.  If Sidon sounds familiar, it may be because that was the hometown of Jezebel, the queen of Israel.  God was sending His prophet to a town just six miles south of Jezebel’s home city of Sidon; Elijah would be living in enemy territory!

Why would God send His man behind enemy lines?  Several possibilities emerge.  First, the Scriptures record that Ahab and Jezebel were searching for Elijah (1Kg 18:10).  They sent their troops far and wide—even into other nations—looking for their “Public Enemy Number One.”  But they would never think that Elijah would voluntarily move into Jezebel’s homeland!  Strategically, it was a brilliant move.

Secondly, God was making a theological point.  Here was His prophet being sustained by His hand outside of the borders of the land where He was (supposed to be) worshipped.  In the ancient world, many people viewed their deities as very territorial.  Their gods were only powerful within their own lands, unless they could get the people of another land to worship that god (as Jezebel had done with Baal worship in Israel).  But here was Elijah, visiting enemy territory and showing the power of God in an area where Baal was worship​ped, though ineffective through drought.
  This demonstrated that God was not territorial—His power was effective everywhere—while Baal couldn’t even provide rain—his supposed specialty—in his own backyard!

Thirdly, God used this event as a reproof of His people.  Isn’t it startling that God made no use of Jewish believers to provide for Elijah during the whole drought even though we later learn that there were 7,000 who had not bowed the knee to Baal?
  Perhaps God could not find anyone in Israel with the amount of faith the Phoenician widow possessed.  In Luke 4:26, Jesus made note of the fact that Elijah was sent to a Gentile widow and not to any of the numerous Israelite widows. This was a slap to the people of God.

Fourthly, and perhaps most importantly, God was working on His prophet.  Chuck Swindoll points to the name of the town where Elijah was sent and writes:

Zarephath comes from a Hebrew verb that means “to melt, to smelt.” Interestingly, in noun form it means “crucible.” The place may have gotten its name because there was a smelt​ing plant of some kind located there; we don’t know for sure. But whatever the source of its name, Zarephath would prove to be a “crucible” for Elijah— a place designed by God to further refine the prophet and make a major difference in the remainder of his life.
It was almost as if the Lord were saying to His servant, “I first took you to Cherith to wean you away from the bright lights and the public plat​form, where I could cut you down to size and reduce you to a man who would trust Me, regardless. It was there I began to renovate your inner man through the disciplines of solitude, silence, and obscurity. But now it’s time to do an even deeper work. Now, Elijah, I will turn up the furnace and melt you so that I might mold you far more exactly into the kind of man I need to fulfill the purposes I have in mind.”
If you walk with the Lord long enough, you will discover that His tests often come back-to-back. Or perhaps it would be even more accurate to say back-to-back-to-back-to-back-to-back. Usually, His preparatory tests don’t stop with one or two. They multiply. And as soon as you climb out of one crucible, thinking, Okay, I made it through that one, you’re plunged into another one, where the flame gets hotter.
Crucibles create Christlikeness. This is precisely what the hymn writer had in mind when these words were penned: “The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design, Thy dross to consume and thy gold to refine” (George Keith, “How Firm a Foundation.”). That’s what a crucible does. That’s what a furnace does. It brings all the impurities to the surface so that they can be skimmed off, leaving greater purity.


God was at work, shaping His man and preparing Him for future service.  The classic preacher Chrysostom said that Elijah learned compassion in the house of the widow so he could be sent to his own people.
  When Elijah burst on the scene of Scripture, he was rugged and bold, perhaps a bit rough around the edges.  Like many of God’s workers, he may have been prone to trust his own instincts, to “lean on his own understanding.”  During these times out of the spotlight, dependent upon God and His most unlikely sources of sustenance, Elijah was being shaped into the man God wanted him to be.  Howard Hendricks brings this thought to our own day:
I am convinced that there are many Christians today to whom God is saying incisively, “Go hide yourself.” That is a difficult assignment in a busy world. We are compulsive activists, and there are so many voices clamoring for our attention that it is easy to miss the voice of God in the process. You may be asking God to use you, to shape you, to mold you, to give you a cutting edge, not only in the present genera​tion but, if the Lord tarries, in the next generation. But you will have nothing to say to this generation or the next unless God first speaks to you. The important thing is not what you read or what you hear in a school or in a conference from an individual who is simply an instrument in the hands of God. In the final analysis, the important thing is whether you hear from God Himself. And if you do not hear from Him, then all that those men and women may tell you will not make sense, nor will it have its designed impact.


In my own experience of serving God I remember times of relative inactivity, wondering why God wasn’t opening doors of opportunity.  Looking back—hindsight is always 20/20—I can see how He was working in my life, preparing me for things I could not even imagine, service I could never have performed had I not been molded and shaped by the experiences into which God had placed me.


Looking back from our vantage point, we can see the spectacular ministry of Elijah that were, at the time he was in Zarephath, still in his future.  He could not have known what God was preparing him to do.  The command to venture into enemy territory, to rely upon a poor widow, must have been mysterious to Elijah.  But he obeyed.  In the words of A. W. Tozer, this “strong, blustery man of faith was willing to be humbled into the dust.”

A Marvelous Compliance

In 1 Kings 17:10-15 we learn what happened when Elijah arrived:

So he arose and went to Zarephath. And when he came to the gate of the city, behold, the widow woman was there gathering of sticks: and he called to her, and said, “Fetch me, I pray thee, a little water in a vessel, that I may drink.” And as she was going to fetch it, he called to her, and said, “Bring me, I pray thee, a morsel of bread in thine hand.”

And she said, “As the Lord thy God liveth, I have not a cake, but an handful of meal in a barrel, and a little oil in a cruse: and, behold, I am gathering two sticks, that I may go in and dress it for me and my son, that we may eat it, and die.”

And Elijah said unto her, “Fear not; go and do as thou hast said: but make me thereof a little cake first, and bring it unto me, and after make for thee and for thy son. For thus saith the Lord God of Israel, The barrel of meal shall not waste, neither shall the cruse of oil fail, until the day that the Lord sendeth rain upon the earth.”

And she went and did according to the saying of Elijah: and she, and he, and her house, did eat many days.


We’re not told how Elijah would know the identity of the widow to whom God was sending him.  She probably didn’t have a name tag that said, “Widow of Zarephath” on it!  There may have been many widows in that town during this prolonged drought.  But, one way or another, Elijah recognized the widow and asked for a drink of water.

Notice that he didn’t dump the whole plan on this poor widow at once. She might have had a heart attack on the spot! Instead, God helps us face more challenging demands by grading His requests of us. Simpler and easier tasks are assigned before the more difficult ones so that faith’s encouragement might work for those later, harder tasks.


The response of the widow to Elijah’s first request is commendable.  She stops what she was doing (we’ll find out what that was in a moment) and goes to get him a drink of water.  Remember, Phoenicia was suffering drought just like Israel.  Getting a drink of water was no small task at this time.  But she immediately obeyed.


“While you’re at it,” Elijah adds, “could you also bring me something to eat?”  

The widow stops in her tracks.  Perhaps she turned slowly, shaking her head.  “If you only knew…” she may have thought.  “What I was doing, before I was so rudely interrupted, was gathering a few sticks to cook a final meal for my boy and me before we starve to death.  I’m sorry, I don’t have anything ready to give to you.”

Elijah now lowers the boom.  “Don’t let me get in your way,” he says.  “Go, get your sticks and make your last meal—but make mine first.”  Wow!  That is asking a lot!  In fact, God (through Elijah) is asking for her all.  He is saying to her, in effect, “I want your all and I want it first.”  The demand to give her all is in essence the demand of the covenant that Israel had broken.


There is nothing easy about the demands of God.  From the beginning of time God demanded from His people their first and their best.  Consider the first of the Ten Commandments: “Thou shalt have no other gods before me” (Exo 20:3).  He demands first place in our lives.  Consider the words of our Lord Jesus Christ in His earthly ministry:

Another disciple said to him, "Lord, first let me go and bury my father." But Jesus told him, "Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead" (Mat 8:21-22). 

Then he said to them all: "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it” (Luk 9:23-24).

"If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be my disciple. And anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple” (Luk 14:26-27).


There is nothing half-hearted in those words!  Jesus demanded a commitment that was total, just as Elijah asked of the widow.  If she wanted to experience to power and the provision of God, she would first have to act in faith.  And that action was one of absolute commitment.


And you know what?  She did it!  She did exactly what she was told.  What a marvelous compliance to the command of God!  And it came from the lowest of the low in the eyes of the ancient Israelite: a poor Gentile widow.  She was outside the “chosen people of God,” she was a woman, she had no husband, and she was poor!  She had nothing to offer in the eyes of the world, but she gave her all to the Lord, and that was enough.


Isn’t that typical of God?  He delights to use those the world rejects as having nothing to offer, but who give their all for Him.  Why?  Walter Kaiser suggests, 

…if there was to be any help here, it would not depend on the natural resources of the woman. Everything would depend solely on God’s commanding and electing word. Just as God had commanded the ravens, so He now commanded the widow. The word of God is not dependent on us or on those around us; we are totally dependent on it.

A Miraculous Consequence

Finally, we see a miraculous consequence to the faithful obedience of God’s people.  1 Kings 17:16 records, “And the barrel of meal wasted not, neither did the cruse of oil fail, according to the word of the Lord, which he spake by Elijah.”  That little bit of flour and oil never ran out, but continued to supply food for Elijah, the widow, and her son.  Swindoll comments, 

Man’s obedience and God’s faithfulness—that’s a combination that leads to miracles! Read it again and again. In the midst of the crucible, Elijah and the widow obeyed, and God provided a miracle. The bowl of flour was never empty. The jar of oil was never dry. How thrilling it must have been for that woman and her son to sit down at the table and eat those miracle biscuits.
The widow of Zarephath met God in the kitchen. She looked into the bowl and she found flour. She looked in the jar and she found oil. The last time she had checked the pantry, there was barely enough for a small por​tion. Now, morning and evening, day in and day out, she gave God praise for His provision. I can almost hear that ancient doxology flowing from her lips as she prepared those daily meals: “Praise God from whom all biscuits flow....”


Only Swindoll could come up with something like that!


Seriously, though, the Lord came through.  In fact, that is a recurring theme throughout the whole Bible: the Lord came through.  One of my favorite songs (I know, I have a lot of favorite songs!) has that title and is sung by Russ Taff.  In the opening verses he recounts the stories of Moses at the Red Sea and Daniel in the lion’s den and ends with the line: “When there was no other way, the Lord came through.”


Is that true in your life today?  Can you look back at times in your life and say, “That had to be God, because there is no other explanation.”  Maybe you’re experiencing that right now.  The facts don’t add up, but when faith in God is there, He comes through.


As exciting as that kind of living is, though, it is also a bit scary.  And a bit humbling.  It’s not easy to take charity from others—especially those we think are worse off than we are.  It’s not easy to follow the Lord’s directions when they don’t make human sense.  Sometimes His commands are mysterious.  But when His mysterious commands are met with marvelous compliance, miraculous consequences will result.


Perhaps today you find yourself in the crucible of God.  You’re not sure why you find yourself in the predicament you are in.  Don’t worry—allow God to work in your heart and mind, shaping you into the man or woman He wants to use.  Maybe you’re chomping at the bit, desperately wanting to get in the game, but God seems content to leave you on the bench.  Use this time to learn valuable lessons about humility, faith, and obedience.  Allow God to sensitize your heart to the needs of others.  Permit God to refine your faith and your character right where you are, even if it feels like you are living behind enemy lines.
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