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I was 11 years old when a song by a British group “The Troggs” made it to the top of the rock and roll charts – it was July of 1966.  The song was called “Wild Thing,” and here are the lyrics, lyrics I’m sure you will agree are quite powerful in their simplicity: “Wild thing, you make my heart sing, you make everything … groovy.  Wild thing, I think I love you.  But I want to know for sure.  So come on and hold me tight – I think I love you.”  And that’s it; those are the complete lyrics of that former number one song.  So let me offer my apology to my kids for making fun of some of the songs they listen to; clearly the songs of my youth were no better.
Three years before The Troggs made it big with “Wild Thing,” American writer Maurice Sendak published the book “Where The Wild Things Are,” which came out in movie version just a few months ago.  Most of us either read the story as kids or read it to our kids; here’s the plot.  The main character of “Where The Wild Things Are” is a boy named Max, who one evening while playing dresses up in a wolf costume and “makes mischief.”  As punishment Max’s mother sends him to bed without supper.  While confined to his room, Max’s imagination takes him to a mysterious, wild forest and a deep, dark sea, and Max climbs into a boat and sails to the land of the Wild Things.  The Wild Things are fearsome-looking monsters, but Max conquers them “by staring into their yellow eyes without blinking once,” and so he is made “the King of all Wild Things.”  In celebration Max dances with the monsters in a wild rumpus, but soon finds himself feeling lonely and homesick.  He then returns home to his bedroom, where he finds his dinner waiting for him, still hot.  And perhaps what appeals to so many of us as kids is how fun it would be to be crowned the King of all Wild Things.  Maybe that’s the title we should give to the leader of our junior high ministry.
There is something in us that is fascinated by the wild.  Jack London’s best-selling book, published in 1903, is titled “The Call Of The Wild,” a book about a domestic dog named Buck who becomes a sled-dog in the Yukon.  In 2007 a movie was made of the book written by Jon Krakauer called “Into The Wild,” about a young man who – partially inspired by the writings of Jack London – left civilization behind to venture into the wild north of Mt. McKinley. The title of the book is taken from the last written words of Christopher McCandless, whose final note to a friend of his ended with these words: “I now walk into the wild.”  McCandless did walk into the wild, where he died.
The Hebrew Scriptures record the stories of two men who I think of as the original wild things.  Their names are Elijah and his successor Elisha, and their adventures are told in the books of 1 and 2 Kings.  Those probably aren’t books of the Bible you’ve read very often; it might take you a bit just to locate those books.  But over the next eight weeks I hope we will discover what it is about these characters that God thought was so important that he made sure their stories were preserved for our reading.

A little while ago I came across this quote: “Those who think they are crazy enough to change the world usually do.”  The Bible tells us this; it tells us that we who follow Jesus have been called to do something that is by all rational thought crazy – we have been called to change the world.  As the Body of Christ, our mission is nothing less than to be agents of transformation, hope and healing in our broken world.  No political party has what it takes to offer “change you can believe in,” but the Church does.
Do you remember what Jesus told his followers?  He said, “I tell you the truth, anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing.  He will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father.” (John 14:12)  Our conviction as followers of Jesus, based on the words of Jesus himself, is that we can do greater things than Jesus did.  Does that sound a little crazy to you?  I imagine it does; it certainly sounds crazy to me.  But maybe that’s what it takes to accomplish our mission – a wild and crazy faith.
Two of the wildest, craziest characters in the Bible go by the names of Elijah and Elisha.  As we will see, they lived in troubled times, and they faced overwhelming odds, but they lived with the crazy conviction that God had called them to change the world.  And they did.  And perhaps we can learn something from them about how we can change the world we live in.
This morning I want to introduce you to these two wild men and the wild times in which they lived.  I think you will like them; I think you will be amazed by them.  But more importantly, I hope we will learn from them how we can better fulfill our mission as followers of Jesus to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world.
The Wild World Of Elijah & Elisha
About two years ago our church hosted something called “Walk Through The Old Testament,” where about 75 or so of us were taught an overview of the Old Testament.  Our teacher used a series of cartoons and other visual aids to help us, and he helped us memorize 77 key words that helped us piece together the history of the Old Testament.  Now don’t worry – I’m not going to test you on any of that.  But I am going to use one small part of what we learned that day to introduce you to the life and times of Elijah and Elisha.
Oh, and before I get into that, let me give you one more reason we are going to spend eight weeks studying the lives of Elijah and Elisha.  In order to fully appreciate the miracles and teachings of Jesus, we need to be acquainted with the miracles and teachings of Elijah and Elisha.  There would have been a number of times when the people of Jesus’ day would have seen something Jesus did – like the feeding of the 5000 – and would have said to each other, “Hey, isn’t that something Elijah did?  Didn’t Elisha do something like that?”  In looking for a Messiah, the Jewish people of Jesus’ day were looking for a prophet who followed in the tradition of the great prophets of the Old Testament, and there were none greater than these two wild and crazy guys we know as Elijah and Elisha.  So to fully appreciate why Jesus did many of the miracles he did, it helps to be familiar with the adventures of Elijah and Elisha.
So here’s the big picture, to help us as we try to understand where Elijah and Elisha fit in.  The Old Testament is largely the story of the people of Israel.  After God used Moses to deliver the people of Israel from their slavery to the Egyptians, and after 40 years of living in the wild of the Sinai Peninsula, Joshua finally leads the Israelites into the Promised Land.  They are governed at first by a series of judges, but eventually the Israelites decide they want a king, like all the other nations have.  So God gives them a king – his name is Saul.  Saul doesn’t do so well, so God replaces him with David, and David is followed by his son, Solomon.  Under Solomon the nation of Israel reaches the peak of its power and its wealth.  But then things start to go bad, when after 120 years of being a united kingdom Israel divides into a northern kingdom, which keeps the name Israel, and a southern kingdom, which is referred to as Judah.

Now I won’t give you the hand motions we learned at “Walk Through The Old Testament,” but here are the phrases we memorized when we learned about this period of Israel’s history – “Divided Kingdom … 400 years … North, South, Israel, Judah … 19, 20, 0, 8.”  Here’s what that means.  After King Solomon, the nation of Israel became a divided kingdom for the next 400 years.  They were divided into north and south, Israel and Judah.  But what about those numbers – 19, 20, 0, 8?  Those refer to the number of kings that ruled in each kingdom.  The northern kingdom of Israel had 19 kings and the southern kingdom of Judah had 20 kings.  Of Judah’s 20 kings, 8 of them worshipped God, while the rest of them didn’t.  And of Israel’s 19 kings, none of them worshipped God.  All 19 were evil.  So guess where Elijah and Elisha lived?  God sent them to the northern kingdom, to a place where every last ruler was as pagan as could be.
For those of us who like specific dates, here are just a few.  The division of Israel happened about the year 930 B.C., at the end of Solomon’s 40 years reign.  Elijah’s ministry, scholars tell us, was from about 875 to 848 B.C., while Elisha’s ministry was from about 848 to 797 B.C.  The northern kingdom was taken captive in the year 722 B.C. by the Assyrians, while the southern kingdom of Judah lasted until the year 586 B.C. when the Babylonians destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem and made slaves of the remaining Jewish people.  So in round numbers, Elijah and Elisha lived about 2800 years ago.  In historical context, Elisha lived about 50 years before the founding of the city of Rome and about 400 years before the birth of Plato.  (This will all be on the test.)
Now to really get a feel for how wild things were for Elijah and Elisha, it helps to read about some of the evil kings that ruled the country where they lived.  The first king of the northern kingdom of Israel was Jeroboam, who was so evil that in 1 Kings 13 the Bible tells us that Israel was from that time on doomed to be destroyed.  Jeroboam’s son was Nadab, who “did evil in the sight of the Lord, and walked in the way of his father and in his sin which he made Israel sin.” (1 Kings 15:26)  Nadab only ruled two years before he was assassinated by his successor, Baasha.  And that became pretty much the normal way the crown passed from one person to another after that – by assassination.  There were no elections.  There was no public debate about who would be best to rule the nation, about which policies would be most beneficial for the people.  This was the Wild West long before the Wild West.  It was a time of violence and turmoil.  And it just got worse and worse.  In 1 Kings 16:25 we read about a king named Omri; here’s what the text says: “And Omri did evil in the sight of the Lord, and acted more wickedly than all who were before him.”   
By the way, just so you appreciate what the Bible means by “evil,” here is what was involved.  First, these evil kings persuaded the people that instead of worshipping the God who had delivered them from Egypt, they should worship the gods of the people of Canaan, gods like Baal.  Now as the prophets often pointed out in their sermons, this was both evil and stupid.  The prophet Isaiah said it something like this: “Guys, think about this.  You take a piece of wood.  Half of the wood you carve into an image and you call the image a god and you bow down and worship it.  The other half of the same piece of wood you use to build a fire.  Guys – it’s the same wood!  Why do you burn half of it and worship the other half?  What are you thinking?”  So what the kings convinced the people of Israel to do was stupid, and it was also evil.  The people worshipped Baal, for example, because they thought he was the god of fertility, the god who would make it rain and who would make their crops grow.  And the way they worshipped Baal was by having sex with cultic prostitutes.  To be a priest or priestess in the service of Baal in large part meant you were a prostitute.  To worship Baal required people to break their marriage vows and to put their family lives in jeopardy.  It was an evil system.
And here’s something else that was involved that made this evil.  Another part of worshipping the local gods involved child sacrifice.  Here’s how the Bible describes one of this kings, a king named Manasseh: “He sacrificed his sons in the fire of the Valley of Ben Hinnom, practicing sorcery, divination and witchcraft, and consulted mediums and spiritists.  He did much evil in the eyes of the Lord, provoking him to anger.” (2 Chronicles 33:6)  These were wild and wicked times.
Now we just read that the king Omri was said to have acted more wickedly than all who were before him.  But the king that follows Omri takes things to a new level.  His name is Ahab, and he is the king when Elijah comes on the scene.  Here’s what the Bible says about him: “Ahab son of Omri did more evil in the eyes of the Lord than any of those before him.  He not only considered it trivial to commit the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat, but he also married Jezebel … and began to serve Baal and worship him … Ahab also made an Asherah pole and did more to provoke the Lord, the God of Israel, to anger than did all the kings of Israel before him.” (1 Kings 16:30-33)   

By the way, don’t miss what the author of the book of 1 Kings thinks is the most outrageous thing Ahab did.  In his mind the very worst thing about this king is who he chose to be his wife.  It’s as though the author says, “And get this – do you know who Ahab married?  He married Jezebel!”  Jezebel was not an Israelite; she came from the land of Sidon, and she worshipped a whole different set of gods, and when Ahab married her he then introduced Jezebel’s gods to the people of Israel.  So let me just make this point as a quick aside – it matters who you marry.  In the New Testament the Bible makes this point very explicitly – if you are a follower of Jesus, you need to marry someone who is also a follower of Jesus.  In 1 Corinthians 7:39 the Bible says, “A woman is bound to her husband as long as he lives.  But if her husband dies, she is free to marry anyone she wishes, but he must belong to the Lord.”  My kids have heard this speech a million times from me – the most important decision they will ever make is not where they go to college or what they do for a living; the most important decision they will ever make is who they marry.  And Ahab, as we will see over the next couple of weeks, made a horrendous mistake in marrying the woman Jezebel.
God’s Wild Idea For Changing A Wild World
So it was a wild world, a wicked world, a seriously messed-up world.  And then God came up with a wild idea to change that wild world.  Here’s the picture I get in my head when I think about this.  Do you remember the movie “Back To The Future”?  There were two main characters in that film – Michael J. Fox as Marty McFly, and Christopher Lloyd as Dr. Emmett Brown.  Do you remember Dr. Brown?  He was just a little bit crazy, wasn’t he?  He had that wild hair going, that David Crowder look.  And he had this crazy idea that he could take a car – a Delorean – and turn it into a time machine.  He also had lots of other crazy ideas, most of which didn’t work.  But somehow, this one did. It was a wild idea for changing the world, and in the context of those three movies that’s exactly what it did.

Now I’m not suggesting that God is an eccentric or that he has wild and untamable hair.  But it really seems to me that God’s idea for changing the wild and wicked world of Israel was a little crazy.  If it had been my job to think of a way to reform Israel, I would have thought of something very different.  I might have considered a political solution, a revolution.  The problem, quite obviously, was at the top, with King Ahab and Queen Jezebel.  They need to be overthrown.  So what we need is to raise up a group of freedom fighters who can in one way or another remove the current administration from power and put in its place a new administration that will run things God’s way.  Certainly there are people out there who are unhappy with the way things are going, people who are true patriots.  We need to find those people, to recruit them, to organize them, to train them and to mobilize them. We need a revolution.

And to a certain degree, that was God’s idea as well.  He agreed that a reform was needed, that it was time for a revolution.  But here’s the part that seems crazy to me.  God’s idea for changing the world was to find just one guy and to ask him to stand up to the king, to find that one individual who thought he was crazy enough to change the world.  Do you remember the quote we started with?  “Those who think they are crazy enough to change the world usually do.”  That was God’s idea – he was going to find the guy who was crazy enough to change the world.  And the guy God found was named Elijah.
Let me read for you how the revolution began in Israel.  It is a most inauspicious beginning, if you ask me.  There’s nothing very dramatic about it all, nothing that makes you think, “Whoa, things are really going to be different now.”  Here’s the text:  “Now Elijah the Tishbite, from Tishbe in Gilead, said to Ahab, ‘As the Lord, the God of Israel lives, there will be neither dew nor rain in the next few years except at my word.’” (1 Kings 17:1)  Notice what Elijah does not do.  He does not say, “I am here on behalf of all the true patriots of Israel, and here are our demands.”  He does not say, “Ahab, you are a horrible, wicked man and a terrible leader.”  But here’s what he does say: “Ahab, I know you are a powerful man, that you rule this nation.  I know that you worship Baal, and that you believe Baal is the one who gives rain so the crops can grow.  But here’s the deal.  Baal is not in charge, and you’re not in charge.  God is in charge.  And to prove it, here’s what’s going to happen.  For the next few years, there will be no rain.  In fact, there won’t even be dew on the ground.  The crops won’t grow, the animals will have nothing to drink, and people will be dying of thirst.  And the drought won’t end until I say it will end. Bye-bye.”  And then Elijah leaves.  No big protests.  No public rallies.  No media campaigns.  No recruitment drives.  Just one guy crazy enough to think he could change the world letting the king know who was really boss.
Now we’re going to pick up the story next week, but I have to wonder if as Elijah walked away from the flabbergasted King Ahab Elijah was thinking to himself, “Boy I hope this works!”  I mean, this is a pretty gutsy prediction; it borders on being crazy, to claim that it won’t rain until you give the word.  Would you not lock me up if I were to say that?  But this isn’t just Elijah’s wild idea; this is God’s wild idea.
Here is the big point for this morning – when God wants to change the world, when God wants to start a revolution, he only needs one person.  He doesn’t need an army.  He doesn’t need a political party.  He only needs one person who is crazy enough to think he can change the world.  
Years later there would be another wild and crazy prophet by the name of Ezekiel; he also lived in a wild and wicked world.  In Ezekiel 22 he describes the wickedness of the leaders of the people of Israel, and then, as the mouthpiece of God himself, Ezekiel writes this: “I looked for a man among them who would build up the wall and stand before me in the gap on behalf of the land so I would not have to destroy it, but I found none.”  (Ezekiel 22:30)  Notice what God is looking for.  He’s not looking for an army.  He’s not looking for a political party.  He’s looking for one person to stand in the gap, one person who will take a stand for what is right, one person crazy enough to think he can change the world who will step forward and say, “I can make a difference.”  
In the year 875 B.C., that one person was Elijah.  Thirty years later that one person was Elisha.  And while I know our world is filled with a great deal of bad news, the truth is that there are people among us who are still crazy enough to think they can change the world.  Over the last couple of years I’ve made it a point to watch a very unique Thanksgiving special.  It’s an awards show.  It’s not an award for a singer or a dancer or an actor; it’s an award show for heroes on CNN.  Each year they pick ten people who are changing the world in significant ways, ways that get very little publicity, and they honor them.  Let me tell you about one of the winners this year, a man named Jorge Munoz, who is referred to by many as the Angel of Queens.
Munoz is a school bus driver.  He gets up to start his job at 5 a.m. and doesn’t get home until 5:30 p.m.  And then what he considers his real job starts.  He gathers food from a variety of sources he’s developed, and he and his family spend the next few hours cooking meals.  Then at about 9:30 at night he takes about 140 meals to pass out to unemployed men and women who gather under the elevated 7 train in Jackson Heights, Queens.  He has done this every day since 2004.  All the meals are free.  He estimates that the meals and their distribution cost him about $400 a week.  He only earns $700 a week driving a school bus.  When Brenda and I watched the story about Jorge on Thanksgiving night, we both had the same reaction – this is crazy!  How can one person do this?  How can one person think he can make a difference when there are so many hungry people to feed?  Take a look at this video of Jorge and see what you think: Video Clip of Jorge Munoz from CNN/heroes.
God has a wild idea.  God’s idea is to use one person to start a revolution.  God promises to give that person everything he needs to accomplish what God wants him to do – to give him power and courage and wisdom and strength, all through his Holy Spirit.  But God isn’t looking for just anyone.  He’s looking for someone who is a little bit crazy, crazy enough to think he can change the world.  So let me ask you this morning – do you have any crazy in you?
PAGE  
5

