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To the people of Christ Fellowship Church. You inspired me to preach about these giants of the faith. I love you. Thank you for accepting me and allowing me to be one of your pastors.
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MENTORS FOR A DAY



Imagine you could spend a day being mentored by some of the giants of the faith, the men and women of the Old Testament who fought and won great battles, served kings, endured great hardship for God, and came out on the other side transformed. What if they could sit down in a chair across from you, and you had the privilege of spending a few precious minutes with each of them? What would that be like?


That was the intriguing idea that drove me to write this book.


I have been studying the leaders of the Bible for more than fifty years. Truth be told, everything I know about leadership has come from Scripture. I shared some of the insights I gained about life and leadership in Running with the Giants. For many years, people have been asking me to write another book like it. I’ve spent another ten years reading, meditating on, and studying the major figures of the Bible. And I’m finally ready to share what I’ve learned.


So come along with me as I imagine what it would be like to meet nine giants of the faith, each spending a few minutes to share the lessons he or she has learned about life and leadership.

















ELIJAH



God Loves You on Your Bad Days





It’s a few minutes before dawn—my favorite time of day—and my home is completely silent. I meet you at my front door and welcome you in. Together we walk down the long hallway and enter my study.


I glance at my desk. The most recent outline for a lesson that I’ve been working on sits there partly finished, a stack of quote cards next to it. It will require at most only another hour of my time. I leave it alone. I will work on it tomorrow. Today we are going to experience something I’ve been looking forward to for months. Today we will be mentored by some of the giants of the faith. I don’t know who will be coming. I only know that in a few minutes they will begin arriving, one by one, and spend a few minutes with us sharing their wisdom.


My sense of anticipation is off the charts. This is going to be a spectacular day. Together we will learn from people who have experienced moments with God that changed their lives—and this has the potential to change ours. I am so glad you have decided to join me.


We look outside and we can see that the sun is peeking its head above the horizon and turning the sky above the Atlantic Ocean different shades of pink, orange, and red. It’s glorious. I move toward my favorite overstuffed armchair, where I often sit to pray and think. It’s surrounded by some of my favorite things: a photograph of my father and me teaching together when he was ninety, the handful of books that have made the greatest impact on my life, and several favorite items from my John Wesley collection.


The view of the ocean is spectacular. I invite you to settle in beside me in the comfortable chair that matches my own. A third chair, positioned across from us, is empty. We sit silently, wondering who will be the first to arrive and meet with us.


We don’t have to wait long.


We can hear someone walking up the hallway, the sound of leather soles gently treading on the stone floor. And then he’s standing in the doorway—a bald man neither young nor old. He wears a plain tunic with a leather belt. On his shoulders rests a camel-hair cloak. We can see that, near the neck, there is an odd-shaped tear in the cloak that shows signs of having been repaired. The man’s expression is intense, serious. I wonder who this might be.


“I was a man of great influence in my country,” he says, eyeing us intently as he walks over and settles into the chair opposite us. “I had the confidence of the people, the ear of the king, and the power of God. I condemned King Ahab, the most wicked of Israel’s kings. I prophesied the three-year drought. And I proved to everyone that Baal was an impotent false god, worthy of nothing but contempt.”


Of course. It’s Elijah. We are face-to-face with Elijah!


This Old Testament prophet stood up to Ahab, the king who was said to have sold himself to do evil and who did more to provoke God than all the other kings of Israel before him. Ahab married Jezebel, who brought Baal worship to Israel and urged Ahab to abandon God and chase false gods. When Ahab built altars and temples to these false gods, Elijah told the wicked king that a drought would settle on Israel until Elijah declared that it would end. Ahab and Jezebel became so furious that they wanted to kill Elijah, and the prophet had to flee. But God took care of him, first by having ravens bring him food and then by leading him to a widow in Zarephath whose flour and oil were miraculously replenished so that Elijah, the widow, and her son could stay fed.


“I have something important to tell you,” Elijah says as he fixes us with his eyes. “God loves you on your bad days.”


The Best of Days


I’m surprised to hear Elijah talk about bad days, because he was at the center of one of the greatest days in Israel’s history. After three long years of drought, God told Elijah to present himself to Ahab because God was finally going to make it rain. But first Elijah was going to show all of Israel that God is God and that Baal, the supposed god of fertility and rain, was nothing.


It was a great day because…


1. God Chose Elijah for This Important Assignment


God had chosen Elijah to tell Ahab there would be a drought three years before, but that didn’t mean He had to choose Elijah again—but He did. He invited Elijah to perform one of the greatest miracles ever witnessed on earth.


2. Elijah Fearlessly Obeyed God


It took courage for Elijah to face Israel’s king and tell him that he was to blame for the nation’s problems. It took boldness for Elijah to tell Ahab to summon Jezebel’s favorites, the 850 false prophets of Baal and Asherah, to Mount Carmel. It took confidence for him to challenge Baal’s prophets to summon fire from their god to burn their sacrifice and mock them when they shouted and danced and cut themselves in their vain attempt to do so.


3. Elijah Boldly Believed God


When Baal’s servants failed, Elijah demonstrated the boldness of his faith in God by having the ox and firewood on his altar drenched three times in water. And he demonstrated no doubt when he asked God to make Himself known by bringing fire down upon the sacrifice. And of course God delivered, consuming not only the animal and the wood, but also the water, the dirt, and even the stone. God’s actions won over the people of Israel, who proclaimed, “The Lord—He is God!” and slew all the false prophets at Elijah’s command.


4. God Strengthened Elijah


After God showed his power on Mount Carmel, Elijah waited for God to bring rain, and when it came, there was a mighty storm. King Ahab raced in his chariot to Jezreel to keep from getting stuck in the mud, but Elijah, strengthened by God, was able to tuck his robe into his belt and run to Jezreel ahead of Ahab—a distance of seventeen miles!


“The day God used me to bring fire down to consume the sacrifice and scourge the land of the false prophets was the greatest day of my life,” Elijah explains. “You must understand: the entire nation had turned their backs on God. After the miracle on Mount Carmel, I believed they would no longer be able to deny Him. My heart longed for people to turn back to God.” Elijah’s voice cracks as he says the words, and he falls silent for a moment.


The Worst of Days


“When I got back to Jezreel, I was ecstatic. God had called me, gifted me, and incredibly blessed me. He had used me greatly and I had fulfilled His will!” Elijah continues. “I assumed that everything would be changed after that, that only good things would happen. After all, I had obeyed God. But soon my assumption was shattered.


“Ahab told Jezebel everything that had happened, including the death of her beloved false prophets,” Elijah says, his shoulders slumping as the memory seems to weigh on him. “Jezebel immediately sent a messenger who said she had vowed to kill me.” Elijah’s head drops into his hands.


“I assumed that my days of conflict with Jezebel would be over—they weren’t.


“I assumed that the people of Israel would only worship the one true God—they didn’t.


“I assumed that my ministry with God would always be spectacular—it wasn’t.


“So I ran,” Elijah says flatly. “All my courage left me. After a few days, I even left behind my servant, who would have helped me. I went into the desert to die alone,” Elijah continues. “The best of days had turned into the worst of days. I told God I’d had enough and asked Him to take my life.”


Life Lessons from Elijah


Elijah sits silently. Now I begin to understand. The fall must have felt twice as great because Elijah had fallen from such a height. No wonder he had felt so discouraged. But then Elijah’s expression changes. “But even on our worst days, God still loves us,” he says. “You would do well to understand these truths…”


“God Can Never Be Disappointed in Us”


“I was crushed. Here I was, a prophet of the Lord God Almighty, yet I had fled to Beersheba. When I lay down under the broom tree, I wanted to die. I was no better than my ancestors. What a failure. I was so disappointed in myself. But God was not disappointed in me. He never has been, nor will He ever be disappointed in you.


“Disappointment comes when reality falls short of our expectations. But nothing falls short of God’s expectations because He knows everything. We cannot surprise Him. Don’t put your disappointment in yourself on God. He does not see us through our eyes. He sees us through His own. He loves us and wants the best for us.”






Disappointment comes when reality falls short of our expectations. But nothing falls short of God’s expectations because He knows everything.








“God Will Nourish Us When We Have Nothing”


“When I fell asleep under the broom tree waiting to die, God sent an angel to care for me, giving me food and water. I should have known that God would do this; He had fed me before using ravens and the poor widow. God’s provision made me strong again, strong enough to walk forty days and nights, all the way to Horeb, the mountain of God. When you feel desperate and you have nothing, look to God. He will care for you.”



“God Will Connect with Us When We Feel Alone”



“When I got to the cave at Mount Horeb, I felt utterly alone. I thought I was the only person in all of Israel who still worshipped God. But God did not let me stay alone. He invited me to connect with Him by asking me a question: ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ That’s all I needed to pour my heart out to Him. God understood me, even when I didn’t understand Him or myself. Before my experience on Mount Horeb, I thought I knew God. When He sent fire down on Mount Carmel, I thought, That’s God! So I expected Him to always show Himself in power. But He wasn’t in the mighty winds or the earthquake or even fire that day. He spoke in a whisper.


“God turned my loneliness, my feelings of emptiness and self-pity, into aloneness, a sense of fulfillment and contentment. On Mount Carmel, God showed up for everyone else. At Mount Horeb, He showed up for me. At Mount Carmel, God was spectacular to everyone. At Mount Horeb, He was special to me.”






We want God to do the spectacular every time, but sometimes He would rather whisper to us.








If you let Him, God will connect with you. We want God to do the spectacular every time, but sometimes He would rather whisper to us. And when we do connect with God, we want Him to connect with us again in the same way every time. But there’s always more to God, and He likes to make things new. We may not always know how He will connect with us, but we can be certain that He always wants to connect with us.


“Even When We Give Up on Ourselves, God Will Not Give Up on Us”


If you forget everything else I tell you, please remember this: you never have to doubt God because He loves you fully and completely, even knowing you are flawed and weak. You may believe that you deserve or don’t deserve something because of your failure, but I can tell you from firsthand experience: God loves you just as much under the broom tree as He does on Mount Carmel.


“I could not return to my ministry until I learned this and regained my perspective. I could not regain my perspective until I could hear God. I could not hear God until I was quiet and alone. No matter what has happened in your life, return to God. He has not given up on you, and He never will. God is faithful to the end.”






No matter what has happened in your life, return to God. He has not given up on you, and He never will. God is faithful to the end.









Elijah’s Prayer for Us


Suddenly Elijah stands up. We get ready to stand up too, but before we can, Elijah says, “The Lord has asked me to pray for you,” and he places a hand on each of our heads.




“Lord God Almighty,


“Put the fire of Your Spirit into Your servants. Show Your power to the world through them as You did through me on Mount Carmel. When they have bad days and feel discouraged, speak to them in Your gentle whisper and encourage them. Amen.”





Leadership Lessons from Elijah


The room resonates with the sound of Elijah’s voice. Only now do we feel we’ve really heard and understood him. There was power in his prayer. When we open our eyes, he is gone.


There are so many questions we could have asked him. I’m struck by his experience and his insights. I have experienced highs and lows in my life and leadership. I’m sure you have too. None of my highs were as high as his, but neither were any of my lows as low as what he experienced.


There are many leadership lessons we can learn from Elijah, but three stand out to me as I reflect on what he said to us:


1. Even God’s Best Leaders Are Human


It’s very easy for us to read the Bible and believe that the great leaders whose stories we read were somehow beyond life’s normal trials, temptations, and failures. We want to see these giants of the faith as superhuman, but they were not. Their gifts were greater than they were. And they were asked to do things beyond their own capacity. They were in many ways ordinary men and women, but they served an extraordinary God!






We want to see these giants of the faith as superhuman, but they were not. Their gifts were greater than they were.








2. Leaders Make the Greatest Impact When They Lead


As obvious as it may sound, leaders must remember that they make a positive difference when they lead. As leaders, we can get caught up in many things that aren’t the main thing. Elijah was at his best when he was leading on Mount Carmel. Good leaders remain focused on what God has called them to do.


3. God’s Desire for Discouraged Leaders Is for Them to Get Back into Leadership


Every leader fails. Every leader becomes discouraged at some time. Every leader becomes disappointed and wants to run away or quit. Often other people look at a leader’s failure and think, They’ve blown it. They are disqualified from ever leading again.


But that’s not how God thinks. When these things happen, what is God’s desire for these leaders? He wants them to be restored to Him and to get back into the game. After God connected with Elijah and restored their relationship, He told Elijah to go back the way he came, because He still had things for him to do. We should continue to serve God in whatever way He asks. We’re not finished until He says so.


 



Elijah’s Discussion Guide




The Lord said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.” Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and shattered the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake came a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. When Elijah heard it, he pulled his cloak over his face and went out and stood at the mouth of the cave. (1 Kings 19:11–13)






	Do you identify with Elijah? If so, in what ways?


	Have you ever felt compelled to share a hard truth with another person? If so, how did it turn out?


	Have you ever personally experienced a time when God showed Himself to you in a significant way?


	Have you ever been so discouraged that you felt totally alone?


	Have you ever allowed your disappointment in yourself to make you think God was disappointed in you? Explain. What was the impact?


	How do you go about trying to hear the gentle whisper of God? What percentage of the time do you feel successful?


	What are you willing to do this week to pursue God and get better connected to Him?





To learn more about Elijah, read 1 Kings 17:1–19:21 and 21:1–29, and 2 Kings 1:1–2:12.
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