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One of the best inventions of recent times is the navigation system.  Because of the navigation system, I no longer have to spend my precious time trying to fold a map.  I always enjoyed using maps.  I could always get where I wanted to go using maps.  I just couldn’t fold them.  Now I don’t have to, because now we have a navigation system that will figure out how to get somewhere and will tell us where to go.
But I have to tell you that I have some issues with the navigation system.  For one thing, I really don’t like someone telling me what to do.  I don’t like that voice telling me to turn here or to stay to the right.  And it really annoys me to be chastised by the navigation system for missing a turn.  All it says is “Recalculating,” but I know what it’s thinking – It’s thinking, “How could you be so stupid.”  There’s nothing worse than a condescending navigation system.

But here’s my bigger issue.  My bigger issue is that I don’t have complete confidence in the navigation system.   My wife will tell you that this is my problem, and not a problem with the navigation system.  But I am here to tell you that the navigation system has been wrong on more than one occasion.  Last fall I took a quick trip in my car to Portland, Seattle and Spokane, and before I left I used AAA’s online TripTik service to map out the fastest and most direct route.  I also borrowed my daughter’s portable navigation system as a backup, and in many ways it was very helpful.  But twice on that trip I plugged in my destination, told the navigation system to take me to that destination, and then started driving, only to have the navigation system try to take me on routes I knew I didn’t want to go.  For awhile I tried arguing with the navigation system.  I suggested that it might want to reconsider what it was telling me to do.  But all it wanted me to do was to make a u-turn when I safely could so I could go back and do what it had told me to do in the first place.  So I did what any mature, reasonable adult would do – I turned it off and covered it up with a blanket.  I gave the navigation system a time out.  And I still made it home just fine, thank you very much.
Now my wife would never do that with the navigation system.  My wife has a conviction that the navigation system will get her where she wants to go if she just trusts the navigation system and does what it says.  The same voice that annoys me when it tells me where to turn is comforting to my wife.  My wife has no trouble at all plugging in an address, and then doing exactly what the navigation system tells her to do, no questions asked.  And do you know what I think of her conviction?  I think it’s crazy.

Which is exactly what many people think about we who follow Jesus – they think we’re crazy.  They think our confidence in Jesus is misplaced.  When we do what Jesus tells us to do and go where he tells us to go, they think we are more than misguided – they think we’re foolish.
One of the wildest, craziest characters in the Bible is an Old Testament prophet by the name of Elijah.  Elijah, we will discover in the coming weeks, had some very firm convictions, convictions that many of his contemporaries surely thought were nothing short of crazy.  And yet it was those convictions that gave Elijah the power to accomplish the spectacular and the miraculous.  Last week we saw that Elijah lived about the year 850 B.C., and his successor Elisha lived until about the year 800 B.C.  We will read their stories over the next few weeks and we will read about one miracle after another that they performed.  And if you read the history of Israel you will discover that it wasn’t until Jesus came on the scene 800 years later that anyone in Israel performed those kinds of miracles again.  So how did they do it?  What was the source of their power?  How did they manage to exert such a remarkable influence on their culture?  It was the power of their crazy convictions.
This morning we’re going to look at how all this started.  We’re going to examine the birth of Elijah’s crazy convictions.  And hopefully we will choose to invest our lives in the same truths that powered Elijah.

God Will Provide For My Needs
If you were here last Sunday morning you will recall that the first time we read about Elijah in the Bible is when Elijah makes a rather startling pronouncement to Ahab, the very evil king of Israel.  Here’s the text: “Now Elijah the Tishbite, from Tishbe in Gilead, said to Ahab, ‘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 Kings 17:1)  Let’s review the back-story.  Ahab had married a woman from another country named Jezebel.  Jezebel worshipped a god named Baal. It was her peoples’ belief that Baal was the god of rain and the god who would make the crops grow.  When Ahab married Jezebel he commanded the people of Israel to worship Baal, which many did.  So as one way of demonstrating to Ahab and to Israel that Baal was a fraud and that Baal had no power over the rain or the crops, Elijah went to Ahab and announced that no matter how much Ahab sacrificed to Baal or offered to Baal, there would not be any rain in Israel for the next few years, and that it wouldn’t rain again until Elijah said so.  Quite a gutsy move by Elijah, wouldn’t you say?
Do you ever watch weather forecasters on TV?  We don’t do it so much in this part of the world, because the weather here is fairly predictable, but where I grew up in Minnesota we paid a great deal of attention to the weather forecast, because weather conditions change back there quite a bit from day to day.  Once in awhile I will turn on The Weather Channel and watch the forecasts for different parts of the country.  Have you noticed all the tools they have at their disposal to help them make their predictions?  They have satellite pictures and all sorts of very sophisticated models they use to tell us when and where it’s going to rain and how much rain we’ll get.  And have you noticed that even with all those high-tech tools the forecasters quite often still get the forecasts very wrong?  

Elijah didn’t have satellite images to help him make this forecast.  He didn’t have a degree in meteorology.  So for him to walk up to the most powerful person in the country and predict that there wouldn’t even be any dew in the land for the next few years seems to be a little bit crazy.  And if what Elijah says is true, this would be a disaster for Israel.  If this is true, the crops will die, livestock will die and people will die.  In fact, Elijah may have been thinking to himself, “I wonder how I’m going to survive without food or water for the next few years?”
Which brings us to what I have always thought of as one of the craziest stories in the Bible.  Look with me at what the author of the book of 1 Kings says happens next:
Then the word of the Lord came to Elijah: “Leave here, turn eastward and hide in the Kerith Ravine, east of the Jordan.  You will drink from the brook, and I have ordered the ravens to feed you there.”

So he did what the Lord had told him.  He went to the Kerith Ravine, east of the Jordan, and stayed there.  The ravens brought him bread and meat in the morning and bread and meat in the evening, and he drank from the brook.  (1 Kings 17:2-6)
This is one of those Bible stories that really stretches my faith.  I don’t have any trouble with Jonah being swallowed by a large fish.  I buy the hungry lions having mercy on Daniel.  But kindly ravens?  How can that be possible?  Robins I could believe; blue birds I could see … but ravens?  Some of you might not know this about me, but I have had some bad experiences with ravens.  All my experiences with ravens have been bad.  If I had been Elijah and God had told me that ravens were going to feed me, I might have done the same thing I do when I disagree with the navigation system and just pretend I never heard it and gone off in a different direction.
But not Elijah.  Elijah trusts God like my wife trusts our navigation system.  In verse 5 we read, “So he did what the Lord had told him.”   Elijah didn’t protest, he didn’t argue, he didn’t ask God to maybe think of another plan.  Elijah did what the Lord had told him.  And when he did, here’s what he learned – God will provide for my needs.  This is a theme we will see a few times in the lives of Elijah and Elisha.  Over and over again their faith in God’s provision will be tested.  But this is where Elijah’s crazy conviction is born, his conviction that he can trust God to always provide for his needs.
So what does this conviction look like in our lives, this conviction that God will provide for our needs?  Let’s start with what it looks like for us as a church.  Did you know that there were more church foreclosures in 2009 than there were in the previous 20 years combined?  In a few weeks we’re going to be voting as a church on our budget for the next year.  A church budget is a statement of faith.  We never know how much our offerings are going to be in a particular year – no church does.  So we do our very best to come up with a budget that will project how much we need to spend to do what we believe God is calling us to do this year, and we make our best estimates of what we think our offerings will be, but when it comes right down to it we know we have to step out in faith and say, “OK God, we believe this is what you want us to do, we believe this is what it will take to do it, and we believe you will provide for us in one way or another.  God, we don’t know if everyone who is with us today will be with us at the end of the year; we don’t know who is going to move away, we don’t know who is going to get sick, we don’t know who might lose their job.  But even though we don’t know so much of what we’d like to know, we do know this – we know we can trust you to provide.” 
 So what does this conviction that God will provide look like for us as individuals?  Frankly, for many of us this is a tough one, isn’t it?  There are times when it feels a little bit crazy to believe that God is going to provide for all our needs.  I think God understands that this is hard for us.  I think that’s why he gives us so many illustrations of his provision and so many assurances of his provision.  After escaping from Egypt Israel spent 40 years wandering in the desert.  They had no crops.  They were often far from water.  There were no grocery stores.  Do you remember how God fed them?  Just like God provided bread and meat for Elijah, God provided bread and meat for the people of Israel.  The bread was in the form of manna that God miraculously provided six mornings a week.  Do you remember how God provided the meat?  The story is recorded in Numbers 11.  The people tell Moses that they’re tired of just eating bread, that they need some meat.  Moses takes their complaint to God, and God says, “OK, I’ll handle it.”  And guess how Moses responds?  He doesn’t believe God.  Moses says, “God, that’s crazy.  I’ve got over 600,000 men here, along with women and children.  How in the world are you going to provide meat for all these people?  There aren’t enough fish in the sea to give meat to all these people!”  To which God responds, “Do you think I can’t handle this?  Do you think this is too big for me?  Moses, you just watch and see.  When I tell you I will provide for my people, I will provide for my people.”
So what kind of meat does God come up with – do you remember?  Bird meat.  Here’s the text: “Now a wind went out from the Lord and drove quail in from the sea.  It brought them down all around the camp to about three feet above the ground, as far as a day’s walk in any direction.” (Numbers 11:31)  Now if I can just make a comment – this is what God should have done with the ravens.  If you ask me, that would have been a far better way to provide for Elijah.  I mean, can you imagine eating food that ravens have been carrying in their smarmy mouths – yeech!  

Here’s the point – when God says he will provide for our needs, we can believe him.  Clearly God doesn’t always provide for us in the most conventional ways.  Over the years God has provided for our needs in some very unexpected ways, ways that we wouldn’t have chosen, quite honestly.  But like Elijah, I have developed a very strong conviction that our God will provide for all our needs.

Now I asked what this conviction looks like for us as individuals.  If we really believe God is going to provide for us, how will that make a difference in how we live?  For me it means two things.  First, it means I don’t worry.  Oh, I won’t lie to you – I do worry.  There are nights I wake up and I have this thought: “What in the world were you thinking?  How are you possibly going to pay all those bills?”  And then I toss and turn, and sometimes I will go into my office and get out my calculator and see if I can somehow magically turn negative numbers into positive ones.  But when I am believing God to provide for me, it looks different.  I don’t worry.  Instead of tossing and turning, I turn it over to God.  Instead of tossing and turning in my bed, I turn God’s promises over in my head.  I remind myself of what Jesus said; do you remember these words of our Master: “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink … Look at the birds of the air; (What is it with God and birds?) they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.  Are you not much more valuable than they? … But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” (Matthew 6:25-26, 33)  This is my conviction – when I obey God and put God first in my life, God will provide for my needs.
And here’s what else it looks like to live by this conviction.  First, I don’t worry.  Second, I live generously.  Instead of clutching tightly to the money God gives me, I am eager to give it back to him.  Our practice is to give at least 10% of our income to God through our church and through a variety of other ministries we support.  I don’t know what it looks like for you, but in one way or another, if you really believe that God will provide for you as he promised to do, then it will show in a life of generosity.  And this is where people think we as followers of Jesus are crazy.  How can we give 10% of our income away when it already seems like we need 110% of our income just to make ends meet?  Call us crazy, but that’s what we believe.  We believe God will provide.  It just might be that what he provides has got bird spit all over it, but in one way or another, it is our deeply-held conviction that God will provide.  And that conviction makes a significant difference in how we live our lives.
God Will Protect Me From Evil
Here’s a second conviction that was born in the Kerith Ravine for Elijah, the conviction that God will protect me from evil.  Do you remember God’s command to Elijah after Elijah confronts the evil King Ahab?  Here’s the text again: “Then the word of the Lord came to Elijah: ‘Leave here, turn eastward and hide in the Kerith Ravine, east of the Jordan.’” (1 Kings 17:2)  
The first lesson Elijah needed to learn was that God would provide for him.  The second lesson he needed to learn, especially since God was going to be sending him into some very risky situations, was that God would protect him.  And at this point in time that protection meant that God wanted Elijah to head for the hills and hide.  

And I have a hunch that Elijah wasn’t particularly thrilled with this command. I suspect Elijah was more of a macho kind of guy, the kind of guy who got a charge out of getting in the face of the king.  I can see Elijah doing what I do with the navigation system – “You can’t mean you want me to go that way; you must mean I should go the other way.  You don’t mean east across the Jordan; you must mean west, to where all the action is.”  

I’ve had some discussions with Pastor Philip about this matter of God’s protection when I’ve been with him in India.  Many of the missionaries he sends out into the villages face severe persecution.  Often their homes are burned and their possessions stolen and their bodies beaten.   Of course Pastor Philip doesn’t just send missionaries into those places; he goes there himself.  So I will ask him, “Is it safe?  Is it safe for you to go to those villages?”  I appreciate his honesty with me about this.  He’s quick to admit that it’s often not safe.  And he doesn’t go into those dangerous places rashly.  Sometimes the better part of valor is to wait until things settle down.  Sometimes God tells him to wait, much like he told Elijah to hide out and wait.  Two years ago there were riots in a part of India called Orissa, and many Christian pastors were beaten and Christian orphanages attacked.  That wasn’t the time for him to rush in, as much as he wanted to.  But just as soon as things calmed down a bit, Pastor Philip was on the first train from Delhi to Orissa to help out his pastors and to help out the families who were suffering.  Was it still dangerous?  Of course.  But it was his conviction that God would protect him, that as long as God had work for him to do, God would shelter him from harm.
If you want to read a great Psalm on the topic of God’s protection, read Psalm 91; here’s just a snippet from it: “A thousand may fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but it will not come near you … If you make the Most High your dwelling – even the Lord, who is my refuge – then no harm will befall you, no disaster will come near your tent.  For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways.” (Psalm 91:7-11)  By the way, does this mean that Christians will never die?  Of course not.  But if you track the life of Jesus, you will see a great illustration of what it does mean.  Time after time the crowds tried to do harm to Jesus, and time after time God protected him.  God protected him until his work was done, until Jesus had finished what the Father had asked him to do, and only then did Jesus die.  That’s what Pastor Philip believes is true for him, that God will protect him until he has finished all God has asked him to do in India.  Because that is his conviction, he doesn’t live in fear.  He is free to take risks for the sake of the kingdom that you and I might be hesitant to take.
We’re going to talk more about this in the weeks ahead, as Elijah and Elisha venture into some very risky situations.  But right from the start God wanted Elijah to understand this – God was watching out for him.  God is not going to send him into danger for danger’s sake.  God has a mission for him, and as long as Elijah stays on task, he can be sure God will protect him.  Sometimes that means hiding him; sometimes not.  But this is Elijah’s conviction, and it can be ours – God will protect us from evil.  

God Will Prepare Me To Make A Difference
Here’s a third conviction that was born in Elijah while he lived in the Kerith Ravine – God will prepare me to make a difference.  Bible scholars tell us that Elijah probably lived in this ravine for one to two years.  That’s a long time to eat bread covered in raven drool.  But while I imagine Elijah got pretty antsy just sitting there in the wilderness waiting for further directions, I’m sure he came to understand this, that God was using this time to prepare him for something significant.
Shortly before the great Civil War General Robert E. Lee passed away, a young mother brought a tiny baby to him.  With great tenderness Lee took the child in his arms and rocked him.  Then, after a few moments passed, Lee looked up at the mother and said, “Teach him he must deny himself.”  Those words, of course, echoed the words of Jesus, who said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” (Luke 9:23)  In some ways that was the lesson Elijah was learning in the wilderness.  He was all alone, with no family, no friends, no Internet connection.  His diet was Spartan to say the least.  There was nothing comfortable about his circumstances.  In many ways Elijah was learning the discipline of self-denial.  But Elijah understood that God had plans for him and that God was preparing him to make a significant difference in his wild world.
One of the themes of this series is that we as followers of Jesus have been called by God to change our wild world, and that the way we are going to do that is through the power of our crazy convictions, convictions that seem crazy to people who don’t share our deep faith in God.  Jesus’ last words to us were these: “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations.” (Matthew 28:19)  That’s our mandate, our mission – to make disciples of Jesus all over the world.  That’s how we’re going to change the world.  We aren’t called to change the politics of the world; we’re called to change people’s hearts.  
And if God is going to use you to accomplish something as significant as making disciples, then God is most certainly going to prepare you.  After all, you can’t make someone into something you’re not.  You can’t make a disciple if you’re not a disciple.  And part of being a disciple of Jesus is discipline.  That’s how God was preparing Elijah to make a difference, by teaching him the discipline of self-denial.  Here’s a definition of discipline I like: “Discipline is remembering what’s important.”  To be disciplined is to remember what matters and what doesn’t.  It’s saying “no” to those things that clamor for our attention but which really don’t matter, and saying “yes” to those things that matter most.  And here’s the discipline that I think God was building into Elijah as he prepared Elijah to change the world – the discipline of being alone with God.  My sense of Elijah is that he was a pretty active guy, a guy who liked to make things happen, who liked to be in the thick of things.  But God knew that before he would be ready to get into the thick of things, Elijah first needed to learn how to get alone with God.  
To be a disciple is to have the discipline to consistently spend time alone with God.  So let’s just do a quick heart check today.  How disciplined were you this last week in terms of staying connected to God?  Do you have any kind of a plan for staying connected with God?  God wants to use you to change the world, but he can’t do that unless you’re tuned into him and his Word.  How many of you think it’s pretty foolish of me to turn off my navigation system when I’m traveling in a place I’ve never been before?  OK, I have to agree with you.  When I have a resource like that, I need to use it; I need to plug it in, turn it on, and follow its lead.  How many of you think it’s pretty foolish of me to not bother reading the directions God has given me in his Word?  That is foolish, isn’t it?  If I want to stay connected with God, if I want to be used by God, if I want to live a life of significance and meaning, I need to plug into God’s Word and follow its lead. James 1:22 says this: “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.”  But we can’t do what the Word says if we don’t know what the Word says.  So let’s make this commitment – for the next 30 days, we will take the time to read some of the Bible everyday.  And if you don’t know what to read, let me suggest this.  Go to www.biblegateway.com.  On the left of their webpage is an icon for “Reading Plans.”  It will give you three or four chapters to read each day.  In fact, it will have those chapters right there on the screen for you, with notes to help you understand what you’re reading.  If you don’t have a plan, give this one a try.  Don’t be as foolish as I am with my navigation system.  Don’t unplug yourself from a resource that can change your life and that can prepare you to change the world.  This is where our crazy convictions are born, in reading this book.  Let’s commit to doing that right now.
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