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Usually when we think about someone being a leader, we think of someone like a manager or a coach or an executive whose job it is to lead the people who work under that leader.  But leadership experts tell us that there’s much more to leadership than that, that a true leader is able to lead not only those who are under him but those who are his peers.  And, the experts tell us, it goes further than that.  A real leader is a 360 degree leader, a person who can lead not only his subordinates and his peers but even his superiors.

Now while the concept of the 360 degree leader makes a lot of sense to me, I can’t say I’m entirely comfortable with the thought of leading my superiors.  Oh, it can work well.  People have led me that way, and I’ve led some of my superiors that way.  But the problem for me has been when the superior I was trying to lead was very much unwilling to consider that the direction he was taking was in any way wrong.

My wife will tell you that in our 30 years of marriage she has only heard me yell at someone once.   She will also tell you that she was sure I had lost my mind, because the person I was yelling at was a partner at the law firm where I worked as a young associate who had the power to fire me.  And frankly it was a little crazy for me to yell at my boss, but as I tried to explain to Brenda, my boss was a yeller himself and his assumption was that if I was really convinced that I was right about something then I would yell at him.  So I did it.  But I only did it once.  Oh, I didn’t lose my job, but it just didn’t feel right to loudly confront the person who had complete power over my career.
Most of us shy away from confrontation of any kind.  Most of us just want everyone to get along.  If we really disagree with someone, if we really think someone needs to confront someone about something they’re doing that is out of bounds, well, we bow our heads and pray God will send someone else to do it.  

And yet there is a time when confrontation is very much the right thing to do.  Listen to how John Ortberg puts it in his book “Everybody’s Normal Til You Get To Know Them”:  “Telling people what they want to hear is not love.  When people are engaged in destructive, soul-threatening behavior, they need a mirror.  They need someone who will them the truth.” (p. 181)  All of us need people in our lives who will care enough about us to confront us when our lives have veered off course.  If you see me engaged in destructive, soul-threatening behavior, I need you to step up and say something to me, to confront me with the truth.
But I will admit that confrontation is not easy, and it is especially hard when the person you are confronting is in a position of power over you.  Yet that is exactly the job God gave the prophet Elijah.  Elijah’s mission was to confront Ahab, the King of Israel, the person who had the power and authority to put an end to Elijah’s life.  As the King, Ahab was leading Israel way off course.  He was requiring the people of Israel to engage in destructive, soul-threatening behavior.  Somebody needed to step up.  And in very dramatic fashion, Elijah did just that.

Elijah Risks Confronting The King
If you’ve ever heard anything about the Old Testament prophet Elijah, this is the story you’ve likely heard.  It is one of the most famous stories in the Old Testament, recorded for us in 1 Kings 18.  Let me remind you of the context.  Ahab and his wife Jezebel, the King and Queen of Israel, have introduced Baal worship to the people of Israel.  They believed Baal to be the god of the storm, the god of water, and the god of fertility, the god who would bring them prosperous crops (think of him as the god of grocery stores and restaurants).  In 1 Kings 17 we read how Elijah went to Ahab and told him that it would not rain in Israel until Elijah gave the word.  That way Baal would be exposed as a fraud, because it would be clear to everyone that Baal was unable to make it rain and unable to make the crops grow.  After making that announcement to Ahab, Elijah then went into hiding.  At the beginning of chapter 18 we learn that Elijah has been laying low for three years.  And we also learn in chapter 18 why Elijah needed to lay low.  In verse 4 we are told that during those three years Queen Jezebel has been systematically putting to death those who continued to openly worship the God of Israel.  And in verse 10 we are told that Ahab has had search parties scouring all the surrounding nations looking for Elijah.  For three years Elijah’s face has been on “Wanted” posters all throughout the Middle East.
And after hiding and protecting Elijah for three years, God has a new plan and a new mission for Elijah.  Here’s the text: “After a long time, in the third year, the word of the Lord came to Elijah: ‘Go and present yourself to Ahab, and I will send rain on the land.’ So Elijah went to present himself to Ahab.” (1 Kings 18:1-2)  

Did you ever get sent to the principal as a kid?  That’s about as scary as it gets, isn’t it?  You’re in 4th grade, sitting in your assigned seat, when someone comes to the classroom door and motions to your teacher.  The two of them whisper, your teacher turns and looks at you and points you out to the visitor, and then says with great seriousness, “Craig, the principal would like to see you in his office.”  Yikes!  Nothing good has ever come from being sent to the principal’s office.  I suspect that’s a little bit how Elijah felt when God told him, “Go present yourself to Ahab.”  

And as we are about to see, Elijah’s assignment was not to go to Ahab with good news.  God wasn’t sending Elijah to congratulate Ahab on a job well done or to tell him that everything is forgiven.  Elijah’s job is to get into Ahab’s grill.  Here’s how the story begins:
When Ahab saw Elijah he said to him, “Is that you, you troubler of Israel?”  “I have not made trouble for Israel,” Elijah replied.  “But you and your father’s family have.  You have abandoned the Lord’s commands and have followed the Baals.  Now summon the people from all over Israel to meet me on Mount Carmel.  And bring the 450 prophets of Baal and the 400 prophets of Asherah, who eat at Jezebel’s table.” (1 Kings 18:17-19)
Ahab’s first reaction to seeing the man he has been chasing for three years is to insult him.  The phrase “you troubler of Israel” in Hebrew is akin to calling someone a snake in the grass.  But even though Ahab is the King and has power over his life, and even though Ahab and his wife have been rounding up and killing all worshippers of the God of Israel, Elijah doesn’t cower and he doesn’t try to suck up.  He says, “Hey, the three years’ of drought that has made life miserable for everyone in Israel isn’t my fault, Ahab – it’s your fault.  You and your family brought this on by abandoning the God who gave us this land and following the Baals, which aren’t gods at all.”  
Pretty gutsy, isn’t it?  This is the 4th grader telling the principal that the food fight at lunch isn’t his fault, it’s the principal’s fault.  This is the custodian walking into the office of the CEO and telling him that he’s to blame for the drop in the company’s stock price.  By all measures, Elijah’s confrontation of Ahab is a little bit crazy.

Elijah Risks Confronting The People
But Elijah is prepared to do more than just issue a statement, to offer a criticism, to point a finger.  He’s prepared to prove his case, and to do it in front of the world.  So he tells Ahab to gather all 850 of the prophets who eat dinner every night at the King’s and Queen’s table for a little showdown.  And Ahab plays along:

So Ahab sent word throughout all Israel and assembled the prophets on Mount Carmel.  Elijah went before the people and said, “How long will you waver between two opinions?  If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.”

But the people said nothing.  (1 Kings 18:20-21)  
Do you remember what I said about being a 360 degree leader?  So far Elijah’s focus has been on leading and confronting his superior, King Ahab.  But now Elijah shifts his focus 90 degrees from his superior to his peers.  Now he confronts them with the truth, his peers who are engaged in destructive, soul-threatening behavior.  As the people of Israel gather on Mount Carmel to watch the impending showdown between Elijah and the prophets of Baal, Elijah says, “Look, it’s time for you to make a choice.  Either follow the Lord God, or follow Baal.  You can’t stay neutral.  There are no Switzerland’s when it comes to following God.  You’re either for him or against him.”  
By the way, if you’re familiar with the Gospels that might sound familiar to you, because it’s very much like what Jesus said.  In Matthew 12:30 Jesus says, “He who is not with me is against me, and he who does not gather with me scatters.”  Or do you remember this, from the Sermon on the Mount: “No one can serve two masters.  Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other.  You cannot serve both God and money.” (Matthew 6:24)  
And did you notice the response of Elijah’s peers when he confronts them with this truth, when he challenges them to make a choice?  “But the people said nothing.”  For the last three years these people have been making sacrifices to Baal.  They have been pleading with Baal to send rain for their crops, their livestock and for themselves, and the drought just got worse and worse.  But apparently that’s not enough to convince them.  They’re still not ready to give up on Baal, the god endorsed by the King and Queen.  So when Elijah says, “Guys, it’s time to make a choice; if the Lord is God, follow him,” the people say nothing.  
Have you ever been asked to make that choice?  Have you ever had a friend come to you and say, “You know, you’ve said you’re a Christian.  But I don’t see you in church to feed your soul very often.  And you seem to be investing your life in some things that don’t seem to be honoring to God.  What’s up?  I mean, if you really believe Jesus is God, then cut out some of this other stuff and follow him with your whole heart.”  Listen again to some words from John Ortberg:
I don’t know if you need an instrument to tell you how many pounds you’ve gained or a tape measure to tell you how many inches you’ve added, but I know this: Every one of us needs a few people to tell us the truth about our hearts and souls.  We all have weak spots and blind spots that we cannot navigate on our own. We need someone to remind us of our deepest aspirations and values and to warn us when we may be getting off track.  We need someone to help us question our motives and examine our consciences.  We need someone to perform spiritual surgery on us when our hearts get hard and our vision gets dim.  We need a few Truth-Tellers. (p. 171)
I hope and pray that every one of us has an Elijah in our lives, that we each have someone who loves us enough to tell us the honest truth.  It’s risky to do that, no doubt about it, no matter what the nature of your relationship is.  And I hope when someone takes the risk to tell us the truth, when someone comes forward to remind us of our deepest aspirations and values and to warn us that we may be getting off track, that our response is something better than, “And the people said nothing.”  I hope we have the courage and the wisdom to step up to the plate and say, “The Lord is God, and I will follow him alone.”
Elijah Risks Confronting The False Prophets
But Elijah is far from done with this confrontation.  He’s risked confronting the King, he’s risked confronting the people, and now he takes the risk of confronting the false prophets.  Here’s the challenge he issues:
Then Elijah said to them, “I am the only one of the Lord’s prophets left, but Baal has 450 prophets.  Get two bulls for us.  Let them choose one for themselves, and let them cut it into pieces and put it on the wood but not set fire to it.  I will prepare the other bull and put it on the wood but not set fire to it.  Then you call on the name of your god, and I will call on the name of the Lord.  The god who answers by fire – he is God.”
Then all the people said, “What you say is good.” (1 Kings 18:22-24)
In other words, the people said, “Cool!”  And it is a pretty cool challenge, isn’t it?  There’s going to be fire from heaven, there will be a winner and a loser – this is like the best barbeque ever.  

The prophets of Baal choose their bull, prepare it and place it on the altar.  Then, from morning to noon, they plead with Baal to send fire from heaven to consume the sacrifice.  No response.  Now to we who know the story, that’s no surprise.  But it was a huge surprise to the prophets of Baal, to King Ahab and to the people, all of whom had been worshipping Baal for years.  Baal is the god of the storm, they believed.  They clearly expected him to send lightning to consume the bull followed by the rain they needed so desperately.  But nothing happened.
So Elijah begins to talk some smack.  He tells them to shout louder.  He says, “Perhaps he is deep in thought, or busy, or traveling.  Maybe he is sleeping and needs to be awakened.” (1 Kings 18:27)   By the way, you can’t really appreciate Elijah’s sense of humor in this translation, but many Hebrew scholars believe that the phrase “maybe he is busy” means “maybe Baal is on the toilet.”  You gotta love it when the Hebrew prophets get in a shot with some potty humor.  Well this really got the prophets of Baal riled up; here’s what we read next: “So they shouted louder and slashed themselves with swords and spears, as was their custom, until their blood flowed.  Midday passed, and they continued their frantic prophesying until the time for the evening sacrifice.  But there was no response, no one answered, no one paid attention.” (I Kings 18:28-29)  

And I wonder if any of the prophets of Baal got a sick feeling at that moment, the sick feeling that maybe, just maybe, Elijah is right about all this and they’re wrong.  What a scary thought, to have put your whole life on the line for a belief that turned out to be completely wrong.  You know, that’s a sick feeling that a lot of people are going to have some day.  A lot of people in our society have the view that it really doesn’t matter what you believe or in whom you believe, that all belief systems are basically the same.  Some people believe in Allah, some in Krishna, some in Buddha, and some in Jesus, and it really doesn’t matter what name you use because they’re all the same.  And the Bible assures us that they aren’t all the same.  There is one God, the Bible says – his name isn’t Baal and his name isn’t Allah … his name is Jesus.  And it matters very much who you believe in, who you pray to and who you follow, as the prophets of Baal found out.
So now it’s Elijah’s turn. First he repairs the altar of the Lord that had been destroyed by Ahab’s people.  Then he puts wood on the altar, and then the bull.  But before he asks the Lord God to light the barbeque, he decides to add to the risk a little bit, to increase the odds.  He says, “Go get four large jars of water and pour it on the offering.”  So they do.  Then he has them do it again, and then again.  Now here’s a question readers sometimes have – if there had been a three-year drought, where did they get all that water?  The answer that makes the most sense to Bible students and to those who have been to Mount Carmel is this – the ocean isn’t that far away.  It would have been some work to get the water up that hill, and the water couldn’t have been used for drinking, but it would have worked quite well to soak the offering and to make it harder for the offering to be lit on fire, which is the whole point of this exercise.  Finally it’s time for Elijah to pray.  He doesn’t shout, he doesn’t cut himself, he doesn’t do anything bizarre or extreme.  He just prays.
“O Lord, God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, let it be known today that you are God in Israel and that I am your servant and have done all these things at your command.  Answer me, O Lord, answer me, so these people will know that you, O Lord, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back again.”

Then the fire of the Lord fell and burned up the sacrifice, the wood, the stones and the soil, and also licked up the water in the trench.  When the people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, “The Lord – he is God! The Lord – he is God!” (1 Kings 18:36-39)
Apparently God likes his sacrificial offerings “well done.”  No “pink in the middle” or anything like that.  In response to Elijah’s prayer, God sends a fire that consumes not just the sacrificial animal, but the wood, the rocks and the dirt, as well as the 12 barrels of water.  And now there is no doubt who God is.  Do you remember what the text says happened when the prophets of Baal prayed?  “There was no response, no one answered, no one paid attention.”  But when we pray to the Lord God, there is a response, someone does answer, because someone is paying attention.
And just to highlight what was at stake in this little confrontation, notice what happens next: “Then Elijah commanded them, ‘Seize the prophets of Baal.  Don’t let anyone get away!’  They seized them, and Elijah had them brought down to the Kishon Valley and slaughtered there.” (1 Kings 18:40)  And you can be sure the same fate would have befallen Elijah if he had been on the losing side.  When Elijah dared to confront the prophets of Baal, he was putting more than his reputation on the line; he was putting his life on the line.  
Caring Enough To Confront
So what about us; what is it that God might be calling us to do here and now?  Maybe you remember our theme quote for this series: “Those who think they are crazy enough to change the world usually do.”  We were made for a mission; our mission is to change the world in the name of Jesus.  And to do that we are going to have to follow Elijah’s lead; we need to be crazy enough to confront.  When we see our leaders heading off on the wrong track, we need to be willing to take the risk of confronting them.  When we see our peers, when we see our brothers and sisters in Christ, compromising their values and abandoning their aspirations for the sake of money or comfort, we need to be willing to take the risk of confronting them.  And on the flip side, we need to be willing to be confronted.  Let’s agree this morning that when someone comes to us in love to talk to us about a concern they have that we won’t say to them, “Don’t judge me” or “Who do you think you are?”  Let’s agree that we will give each other permission to confront and to challenge each other for the sake of the Kingdom.  Let’s agree that we are on the same team, that we want what is best for each other and for our church.
And let me add this one caveat – let’s be sure that we do what we do in love. Let me give you one more quote from John Ortberg on this topic: “There is a kind of person who speaks ‘truth’ recreationally, but does it without love … There is a very important theological distinction between being a prophet and being a jerk.  What burns deeply in the heart of a true prophet is not just anger but love.” (p. 179)   So when we feel prompted by God to confront someone in our small group or in our family about a concern we have, let’s speak the truth, but let’s speak it out of a heart of love.  And when we feel prompted by God to speak out against the policies of some party or person, let’s be bold in speaking the truth, but let’s speak it out of a heart of love.  Let’s be sure that the people of God are not known for being jerks.  It’s OK to be honest, it’s OK to be witty, it’s OK to be clever and it’s even OK to be sarcastic – it’s just not OK to be mean.
After all, let’s remember the point.  Elijah got this.  Do you remember his prayer?  “Answer me, O Lord, answer me, so these people will know that you, O Lord, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back again.”  The point is not to win arguments; the point is to win people’s hearts.  The goal is not to win an argument about the existence of God; the goal is to win people’s hearts back to God.  The goal is not to win an argument about health care reform or gay marriage or any number of other very important issues; the goal is to win people’s hearts back to God.  

 In his book “The Karma Of Jesus” Mark Herringshaw talks about being reunited with his father and about how his father came to Jesus.  One day Mark’s father came to hear him give a message on the Christian faith.  After the talk the two of them sat down for coffee and had this exchange.  Mark’s father opened by saying, “You’re smart.  That was an interesting talk.  I learned a lot.  I believe what you said is true.”  Then Mark’s father reached out his hand and gently caressed his son’s hands and said this: “But you don’t.  You don’t believe what you said.  There’s no love in your words.” (p. 173)  And when I read that I thought, “What a great example of how to speak the truth in love.”  It was surely tempting for that father to say nothing to his son, or to just tell the son how smart he was and leave it at that.  But instead the father had the courage to confront his son, to tell him the truth that he needed to hear, to deal with a blind spot his son had, to let him know that his very smart words lacked love.  And kudos to Mark for not snapping back at his dad or telling his dad not to judge him, but instead being willing to say, “You know what Dad, I think you might be right.”  

So let’s agree to speak the truth when it needs to be spoken, but let’s be sure we do it in love. Because our goal is not to win arguments; our goal is to win people’s hearts back to God.  And in doing that, we will change the world.
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