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Cornerstone Community Church
As we finish off our “Wild Things” series, let me remind us of our theme thought: “Those who think they are crazy enough to change the world usually do.”  Last fall our church participated in the 40 Days of Purpose spiritual growth campaign, and we discovered that God has five purposes for our lives.  First, we were planned for God’s pleasure; we were made to find fulfillment in worshipping God.  Second, we were formed for God’s family; we were made to find fulfillment in fellowship with each other.  Third, we were created to become like Christ, a process we call discipleship.  Fourth, we were shaped to serve God, which we call ministry.  Worship, fellowship, discipleship, ministry – and fifth, we were made for a mission, and our mission is evangelism.  
I bring this up just to remind us that it’s not just a handful of us who have a mission.  It’s not just the really gifted people or the highly trained people who have a mission.  All of us have a mission, and our mission is to change the world.  Our mission is not to change the world’s politics.  It’s not to change the world’s philosophies.  Our mission is to change people’s hearts by introducing them to Jesus.

We’ve been studying the lives of two Old Testament prophets by the names of Elijah and Elisha who were crazy enough to think they could change the world.  And powered by their crazy convictions, that’s exactly what they did.  This morning I want to show you two last stories from the life of Elisha that illustrate two truths that will help us in accomplishing the mission God has given us.  As always these stories are a little crazy, but the truths they teach us are transformational.  
Trust God To Do His Part
Both stories we’re going to look at this morning involve a fair amount of humor, by the way.  They aren’t uproariously funny, but the first readers of these stories would certainly have laughed at a number of places.  The first story doesn’t sound funny at the start, though; it begins with these words: “Now the king of Aram was at war with Israel.”  (2 Kings 6:8)  Aram, you might remember from two weeks ago when we studied the story of the healing of a general named Naaman, is another name for the country of Syria, Israel’s neighbor to the east and north.  Here’s how the story reads:
After conferring with his officers, [the king of Aram] said, “I will set up my camp in such and such a place.”  The man of God (Elisha) sent word to the king of Israel: “Beware of passing that place, because the Arameans are going down there.”  So the king of Israel checked on the place indicated by the man of God.  Time and again Elisha warned the king, so that he was on his guard in such places.

This enraged the king of Aram.  He summoned his officers and demanded of them, “Will you not tell me which of us is on the side of the king of Israel?”  “None of us, my lord the king,” said one of his officers, “but Elisha, the prophet who is in Israel, tells the king of Israel the very words you speak in your bedroom.”

“Go, find out where he is,” the king ordered, “so I can send men and capture him.”  The report came back: “He is in Dothan.”  Then he sent horses and chariots and a strong force there.  They went by night and surrounded the city.  (2 Kings 6:8-14)  
Now there’s a couple things the first readers of this story would have found to be funny.  First, they would have loved the way Elisha made the king of Aram look foolish.  Let’s picture the scene.  The king of Aram calls his officers together behind closed doors to plot out their secret strategy.  They carefully pick what they think is the perfect spot to ambush the Israelites.  Only the king’s closest advisors know about the plan.  But when the time comes to put the plan into action, the soldiers of Aram discover that the Israelites are on to them, that they Israelites somehow know all about their plan.  So they go back to the drawing board and pick another location; this time they are even more careful to keep their intentions private – there is simply no way the Israelites could see this coming.  But when the time comes, guess what?  The Israelites somehow know exactly what their enemies are planning for them and again avoid the planned ambush.
So let me give you a visual.  Let’s picture Homer Simpson playing the role of the king of Aram.  What’s his response when he is told that the Israelites have gotten advance warning of his plan?  “D’oh!”  Did you know that the Homer Simpson “D’oh” has its own entry in the dictionary, its own Wikipedia entry, and is listed as the 6th greatest catchphrase in television history?  And that’s how I picture the king of Aram reacting when his secret plans get thwarted over and over again – “D’oh!”  His next response is to accuse one of his men of being a traitor and leaking the information to the Israelites, but somehow the officers have discovered that the man responsible is Elisha, the prophet of Israel, who miraculously is able to discern the king’s plans no matter how secret he tries to keep them.

Now what happens next would also have struck the people of Israel reading this story for the first time as funny, for a couple of reasons.  First, notice the size of the force the king of Aram sends out to capture Elisha.  It’s not like Elisha is Rambo.  It’s not like you need to send a battalion of your best soldiers out to take in an old prophet whose only weapon is his walking stick.  But that’s exactly what the king of Aram does.  And then notice that he has the troops try to sneak up on Elisha, to surround the city he’s in at night, in apparent hopes that they’re going to surprise him.  So we have to wonder – if Elisha knew all of the king’s other secret plans, what makes the king think Elisha won’t be in on this plan as well?  How silly!

But none of this seems at all silly to Elisha’s servant.  Here’s what happens next: “When the servant of the man of God got up and went out early the next morning, an army with horses and chariots had surrounded the city. ‘Oh, my lord, what shall we do?’ the servant asked.” (2 Kings 6:15)   It must have been a pretty intimidating sight.  This servant gets up for his morning cup of coffee, goes out to enjoy the sunrise over the beautiful hills surrounding Dothan, and what should he see but an entire army surrounding the city and demanding that Elisha turn himself in.  
Have you ever had that kind of morning?  Ever got up and found that everything seemed to be working against you?  Have you ever tried to do something positive and had everything go wrong?  We’ve all had days like that; sometimes they even turn into weeks like that.  And that’s what it must have seemed like to Elisha’s friend as he took a look around and saw swords, spears and arrows pointed at him from every direction.
So how does Elisha respond?  With surprising calm:

“Don’t be afraid,” the prophet answered.  “Those who are with us are more than those who are with them.”  And Elisha prayed, “O Lord, open his eyes so he may see.”  Then the Lord opened the servant’s eyes, and he looked and saw the hills full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha.  (2 Kings 6:16-17)
Here’s the bigger picture, as Elisha sees it, and as we need to see it.  Elisha, as a servant of God, was devoted to changing his world.  As we’ve seen over the last few weeks, Elisha was trying to turn the tide in Israel of people who had abandoned their faith in God and had become followers of a false god called Baal.  We’ve seen Elisha do some great things – he’s raised the dead, he’s turned scarce food supplies into enough to feed scores of hungry people.  But despite all he’s done and despite all his sermons, Elisha still seems to be swimming upstream.  He’s crazy enough to think he can change the world, but it just doesn’t seem to be working.  And now this – a foreign king has surrounded him with his best soldiers and is clearly intent on ending his life.  The odds are very much against him.
But Elisha has learned this, and so should we – Elisha learned to trust God to do his part.  Elisha understood that God had not sent him out to accomplish this mission of changing the world all on his own.  He understood that this was a mission much bigger than him, and that it involved forces far greater than him.  And while the forces who opposed him were formidable, they were nothing compared to the forces on his side.
Let me see if I can bring this into our situation.  You and I were made for a mission; our mission is to persuade people to become followers of Jesus, the Jesus who loves them so much he died for their sin on a cross.  But often it feels like we’re beating our heads against a wall, that people aren’t hearing us.  We tell people, “Jesus loves you and wants to save you from your sin.”  But people seem to hear us say that God is mad at them, that we’re judging them, and that we think we’re better than them because we believe in Jesus and they don’t.  And we go back home and think to ourselves, “How did they get that idea?  That’s not what I said. I’m trying to tell them good news, but none of that seems to get through.”

The Bible explains why that happens:  “And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing.  The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ …” (2 Corinthians 4:3-4)  In other words, the fact that your friend misunderstands what you told him about Jesus may well have nothing to do with what you said or how you said it, and it may have everything to do with the fact that there are spiritual forces who are at work to confuse people and blind them to the truth.  Time after time it’s happened to me that I have explained the message of Jesus to people as clearly as I could, and one person gets it and one person gets it completely wrong.  And there’s a reason for that, the Bible says – it’s not all up to us.  The fact is that we are involved, the Bible tells us, in a spiritual war.  We can’t see it with our physical eyes, but it is very real.
So Elisha prays and asks God to enable his friend to see what’s really going on, what’s happening that is beyond what he can see with his physical eyes, and what his friend sees is amazing – an army made up of chariots of fire that is far greater and stronger than the army surrounding the city of Dothan.  In the words of Elisha, “Those who are with us are more than those who are with them.”   There’s a verse in the New Testament book of 1 John that is an echo of Elisha’s words; it reads like this: “You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.” (1 John 4:4)  

Here’s the thing.  Our mission is to change the world by changing the hearts of people who are far from God.  The odds seem to be very much against us.  In fact, there are supernatural powers that are at work against us.  But the good news is that while we don’t always see it, God and his angelic servants are on our side.  We are hardly in this alone.  We are part of a very large and powerful team – some we can see just looking around this room, and some we can’t see, but who are just as real and far stronger than we can imagine.  So let’s trust God to do his part.  Trust that God is on our side; trust that God is very hard at work to make the gospel message clear to everyone, that God is working behind the scenes to heal and to redeem our broken world.  It seems like the odds are stacked against us, but if we have eyes to see we will realize that the odds are actually in our favor, because God is on our side.
Well what happens next in the Elisha story would really have been funny to the people of Israel reading this account.  After Elisha asks God to open the eyes of his servant so he can see the chariots of fire who are on their side, Elisha then asks God to blind the eyes of the Aramean troops, which God does.  Elisha then goes out to meet the troops and says, “The guy you’re looking for isn’t here.  But if you will follow me, I’ll take you to the man you’re looking for.”  Not quite sure what to do, the Arameans fall in line behind Elisha, who is in fact the man they’re looking for, and follow him to Samaria, where the king of Israel is waiting.  The king of Israel asks Elisha if he should kill them, but Elisha tells him not to do that, but instead to give them a meal and send them back home, which is what the king does.  Clearly the whole affair is pretty humiliating to the Arameans, so humiliating that they give up their effort to raid Israel completely.  
If you are a follower of Jesus, you can know this to always be true, no matter what situation you are in – those who are with us are more than those who are with them.  It does not matter that you are the only one on your team or in your class or at your company who follows Jesus – those who are with us are more than those who are with them.  Listen to what the Bible says: “Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation?” (Hebrews 1:14)  I know we can’t see the angels, just as Elisha’s servant was unable to see them, but they are there, sent by God to care for us and to fight for us and to fight with us.  So trust that God will not leave us alone.  Trust God to do his part on our behalf.
Take Responsibility For Doing Our Part
Now there’s another side of the coin that the next story illustrates.  In accomplishing our mission of changing the world, we can trust God to do his part.  But we also have to take responsibility for doing our part.
Here’s our last Elisha story for this series, told in 2 Kings 6 and 7.  A new king takes the throne in Aram, named Ben-Hadad.  He doesn’t care what’s happened in the past and he doesn’t care about Elisha, so he sends his army to Samaria to lay siege to it.  To lay siege to a city was in those days one of the primary ways of doing war.  It meant the army would surround the city and starve the people out, which is just what the army of Aram did to Samaria.  This was a long siege and a brutal siege.  Here’s how bad it got.  The king of Israel was out walking around the city when a woman approached him to ask for help.  She explained that her friend the day before had made a deal with her.  The friend said, “Let’s cook your son today and eat him, and then tomorrow we’ll cook mine and eat him.”  The woman, being so desperate, agreed; she gave up her son, cooked him and they ate him.  But now, she said, the woman won’t keep her end of the bargain.  
Hearing this, the king of Israel was both distraught and irate.  Specifically, he was angry with Elisha, and gave orders to find Elisha and cut off his head.  The text isn’t clear why the king blamed Elisha, but the inference is that it’s because years before Elisha had told the king to let the army of Aram go home instead of having them killed.  

Elisha then goes into hiding for a short while, and then he gives this message to the king.  He says that God has told him that by this same time the very next day food will be so plentiful and cheap that you can’t give it away.  The officer accompanying the king thinks this is ridiculous and tells Elisha so.  Elisha responds, “Tell you what – you will see the food, but you won’t get a chance to eat any of it.”  Don’t mess with the prophet, I always say.

The focus of the story then shifts away from Elisha to four lepers whose home was outside the city gates.  They are outside the city gates because as lepers they are unclean and are not allowed to mix with healthy people.  But like everyone else, they’re starving. Their only chance, they decide, is to give themselves up to the Aramean army.  On the one hand, the Arameans just might spare them and give themselves something to eat.  And if they don’t, well, they were going to die anyway.  Here’s what happens next:
At dusk they got up and went to the camp of the Arameans.  When they reached the edge of the camp, not a man was there, for the Lord had caused the Arameans to hear the sound of chariots and horses and a great army, so that they said to one another, “Look, the king of Israel has hired the Hittite and Egyptian kings to attack us!”  So they got up and fled in the dusk and abandoned their tents and their horses and donkeys.  They left the camp as it was and ran for their lives.  (2 Kings 7:5-7)  
By the way, the text doesn’t say this, but the reader has to wonder where the sound they heard was coming from.  What kind of army has chariots and horses that can be heard but not seen?  It seems reasonable to me that the author of 2 Kings wants us to understand that the army the Arameans heard in chapter 7 was the army Elisha’s servant had been given eyes to see in chapter 6.  

But we aren’t quite to the point of the story yet.  The four lepers go into the abandoned camp and find that the fleeing soldiers had left behind everything they could possibly want – food, clothes, silver and gold.  So they ate, and then they carted away some of the wealth and went off and hid it, and then came back to get more loot.  Then we read this:
Then they said to each other, “We’re not doing right.  This is a day of good news and we are keeping it to ourselves.  If we wait until daylight, punishment will overtake us.  Let’s go at once and report this to the royal palace.” (2 Kings 7:9)  
It’s not hard to imagine this scene.  Think about what we’ve seen happen in Haiti.  The earthquake devastated that country, leaving many thousands of people without food, water or electricity.  In the weeks that followed we saw American planes drop loads of food and supplies from the sky in parachutes.  The plan was for aid workers on the ground to distribute those supplies.  But imagine that a whole planeful of crates got lost on the ground somewhere, and four people happened to find them.  Imagine that those crates had enough food, water, medicine and clothing to care for an entire village of people.  What would be the right thing for those four guys to do?  The right thing would have been for them to go tell their village, “Hey, over here!  There’s everything we need over here – food, water, medicine, generators, clothes, everything!”  Clearly it would not have been right for those four to keep that information to themselves, information that could save a village.
Here is what we need to appreciate, as followers of Jesus.  We have information that can save our friends.  When we tell people about Jesus, it’s not to say we think we’re smarter than they are or to make them feel condemned.  We’re simply beggars who have found bread and who are trying to tell people we care about where they can get bread too.  Jesus said, “I am the bread of life.  He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.” (John 6:35)  That’s the good news we have to share, and it is only right that we share it.  Frankly, it’s irresponsible and cruel to keep that good news to ourselves.

Have you ever heard someone say something like this: “I’m not comfortable talking about my faith in Jesus with people.  I don’t want to push my beliefs on anyone.  I witness with my life.  I let people see what God has done in me – that’s how I do evangelism.”  So what if the four lepers had done that?  What if they had eaten their fill and put on new, clean clothes and put gold jewelry around their necks and then walked around Samaria, where everyone was starving to death, and simply been an example to them of what it looks like to be fed and clothed?  Would that have helped anyone?  Of course not!  What the starving people of Samaria needed was for someone to share with them the good news that there was food they could eat that would save their lives.  And just as those lepers needed to take responsibility to do their part and to share the good news with the people of their community, we need to take responsibility to do our part and to share the good news with the people of ours.  
Dwight Moody was an evangelist in the late 1800s.  In many ways he was the stereotypical evangelist, one who was constantly sharing his faith in Jesus with people whether in a crowd or in a store or on a train, the kind of person some of us would find to be sort of annoying, quite frankly.  One woman came up to Moody and told him she thought he was too assertive about his faith.  She said, “I really don’t like how you go about trying to persuade people to become Christians.”  In reply Moody said, “I agree with you.  I don’t like the way I do it either.  Tell me, how do you do it?”  To which the woman replied, “Oh, I don’t.”  To which Moody responded, “Maam, I like my way of sharing the gospel more than your way of not sharing it.”
We were made for a mission.  God has created us and designed us to be agents of his grace to a lost world, to be messengers of good news and hope to those who are starving for truth.  There is no one right way to do evangelism.  Some might even call the way you do it crazy.  But I can think of far worse things than being so crazy in love with Jesus and so crazy in love with our friends that we would take the time and make the effort to tell our friends the good news that Jesus is the Bread of Life, the Light of the World, the Lamb of God, the Alpha and Omega, the Savior, the Redeemer, the Way, the Truth and the Life.   We don’t evangelize because we think we’re so smart or so good.  We are simply beggars who found bread who think it’s wrong to keep that good news to ourselves.  That is our responsibility; that is the mission we were made for.  “Those who think they are crazy enough to change the world usually do.”  So let’s do just that.
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