February 8 & 9, 2003

1 Samuel 14:13-15

“Behind Enemy Lines”

     A young man, who had worked for years on the railroad, wanted a job as a signalman for the railroad. For his interview, he was told to meet the inspector at the signal box. The inspector asked him, "What would you do if you realized that two trains were heading toward each other on the same track?" The young man said, "That's easy. I would switch the points for one of the trains." The inspector then asked, "What if the lever broke?" The young man said, "Then I'd jump down out of the signal box and I'd use the manual lever over there." Next, the inspector said, "What if the lever had been struck by lightning?" The young man said, "Then, I would run to the signal box and phone the next signal box to let them know what was happening." The inspector continued on, "What if the phone was busy?" The young man said, "Well, in that case, I would rush down out of the signal box and use the public emergency phone at the crossing up there." Then, the inspector said, "What would you do if the public emergency phone had been vandalized?" The young man said, "Oh, well, then I would run into town and get my uncle." That answer puzzled the inspector. So, he asked, "Why would you go get your uncle?" The young man answered, "That's simple. Because he's never seen a train crash before."

     There are just some times that you know that it’s just gonna hit the fan. Some things are about to hit the fan in our section of 1 Samuel 14. Have you ever heard the expression, “When God closes a door, He opens a window?” Well sometimes the divine opportunities that must be seized are hidden behind walls. Some of life’s greatest opportunities are not behind doors or windows, but behind walls. And seizing those opportunities requires genuine effort. Our religious integration of Christianity with capitalism and consumerism has resulted in a view of life that says if God is in it, it comes easy. Then when the inevitable difficulties come, when we hit the wall, we either assume God is not in it or conclude that we have made a wrong choice in our pursuit.

     Jonathan has come to a place in his God moment that he is smack dab nose to nose with granite and about to find himself behind enemy lines. Up to this point in our story Jonathan has had to seize emotional and psychological moments. Jonathan has progressively made decisions about the reliability of God and His promises. Jonathan has decided that he is willing to step out and make some things happen. He has set the course but he hasn’t, up to this point, actually done much. He has presented himself to the Philistines, he has enlisted his armor bearer, the foundation is laid and now Jonathan has to put up or shut up. A train wreck is about to occur. The enemy is up the cliff. No doors, no windows just a sheer wall of stone that must be scaled. The easy stuff is over, the talking is done now the climbing and the fighting must commence. In this corner we have Jonathan and his armor bearer. In this corner we have the Philistine garrison. (WWF, Let’s get ready to rumble)

     I have become convinced over the years that the most important moments to seize, the most significant God opportunities, are the ones that do not come easily. Even when they begin easy enough, oftentimes they become far more complex and difficult in the later phases. It shouldn’t surprise us that giving ourselves to great things comes with a cost. After all, if divine moment were that easy to seize, everyone would be living the abundant life of which Jesus spoke.

     Samuel told us that after Jonathan received his sign from God, he climbed up using his hands and feet with his armor bearer right behind him. In the first attack, the main event, Jonathan and his armor bearer are recorded to have killed twenty men in the area of about half an acre. This is real war, it is not a metaphor, but a battle with real blood, real wounds, real pain, real suffering and real death. In this first encounter alone Jonathan is out numbered twenty swords to one. Whatever faith Jonathan had now moved from theory to practice. 

     You can talk all day about what God has promised to do through his people, but you will never live those promises until you act on those promises. And if you act on the promises of God, if you choose to seize your divine moments, it will eventually happen. It is unavoidable. There will come a moment of impact where your insistence will meet the world’s resistance. There will come a moment when the battle will be brought to your feet. When you find yourself behind enemy lines. This might be the moment you ask yourself, “What am I doing here? What was I thinking? Is there any way out of this mess that I have created?” The account doesn’t tell us what Jonathan was thinking at that moment. It doesn’t list for us the countless reservations or the endless second-guessings that were racing through his mind. Jonathan did not have the advantage we have of knowing the end of the story. And if the exhilaration of the sign to advance is any indication, the moment before as he held his breath must have been filled with uncertain tension.

     The real deal battle is always different than the imagination about battle. Newsweek magazine published an article entitled, “Fear at the Front” just two weeks ago. The article gave some rather interesting statistics in regard to how soldiers actually act while under fire. The article quotes the great combat historian of World War II, S.L.A. Marshall who wrote, “Fear affects all men, even those in the most highly effective units.” Marshall found that no more than a quarter of the men actually fired their weapons on the battlefield. Religious scruples against killing was one reason. A bigger factor was shock.

     I have shared that I never served in the military but I was a police officer and I know the utter fear that rises within the soul when one is called to wade into a crowded bar, filled with intoxicated, frenzied spectators of a bar fight and you are the one person who has to stop the whole mess. I know the fear that causes you to wait 2 miles before you turn on the lights to stop thirty bikers who just knocked down several parking meters thumbing their noses at any authority, especially the one 21 year old rookie who was guarding the store and scarred to death.

     You see how that moment still affects me, twenty-five years later. Then when someone asks how I can have the courage to tell someone about a horrible disease or stand beside someone when their world crashes around them. Heck folks, I have faced tire irons, baseball bats, hostile bar crowds, motorcycle gangs and demonic possession, deciding what video system we need and facing the music from those who don’t agree, gosh folks I know you not gonna shoot me. Holler, scream, rant and rave maybe, but shoot me…No.

     In the midst of all of the battles and conflicts of your lives regardless of your age or station in life the fear is real, tangible and stops one in their tracks. But I am convinced that when we face our fears, look straight into the eyes of opportunity, and the courage we often need to engage our greatest challenge can be found only in the midst of engaging that challenge. And, if only 25% of the time we pull the trigger well then it is imperative that we gather around us enough people who are like us, love us, will fight with us and if we don’t pull it then they can. There is a point as we seize our divine moments that a battle begins. It is the point of impact where we face conflict, opposition and resistance. But it is also the point of contact where we experience the greatest opportunity. It is on the battlefield that we express what’s on the heart of God, and we stand in that place where God longs to make himself known. Where God provides exactly what we need according to His riches in glory.

     Remember the story about Elijah running from Jezebel? It is so startling to me to imagine a man who had just prayed fire down from heaven to consume a pile of wood absolutely soaked in water and now he cowers in the wilderness afraid of one lady. You know the story how 850 prophets of Baal and Asherah, the demonic warriors of Queen Jezebel attempted to do what only the living God has the power to do, cause a true miracle. Elijah taunts them, “Perhaps (your God) is deep in thought or busy or traveling. Maybe he is sleeping and needs to be awakened. (1 Kings 18:27) They shout louder, cut themselves, they continue for four hours God did, but nothing happens. Elijah is in a battle and with undaunted confidence Elijah calls on God to send fire and immediately God did. This was al done to break a three year drought in the land. Elijah has those 850 slain and then God opens up the windows of heaven and breaks the three year drought.

     Then the unexpected happened. With Elijah at the pinnacle of his ministry, we find this man of unbelievable faith lying at the bottom of a spiritual gutter. Jezebel heard what happened to her prophets and threatens to kill Elijah. Unexplainably, Elijah is filled with fear and ran for his life. After wandering for a brief time in a desert and struggling with suicidal thoughts, Elijah finds himself in a cave of Mount Horeb.

     Sound familiar? Our lives are constantly like that. It seems that at the moment when we should have the most courage, the moment when what we have accomplished should spur us on to even greater accomplishments, we find ourselves in a corner in a fetal position, filled with all sorts of self doubt, fear, imagining the best thing for us is that we would die and utterly incapacitated because we fear that we are about to die. On the battle field you would be diagnosed as being shell shocked. That is what Elijah is experiencing and that is the place we find ourselves in too.

     Since World War I, enlightened military leaders have followed the teachings of Napoleon’s Surgeon-in-Chief, Dominique Larray. In tending to the La Grande Armee’ through 60 battles in 25 campaigns during the early 19th century, Larrey discovered that the best way to treat a shell shocked soldier was like treating any other wounded soldier. Give him sleep and decent food. Preserve his identity as a soldier. Do not disgrace him by treating him as a mental case or sending him to an asylum or even home for a rest. Get him back into the line as soon as possible. Get some good rest, good food and get back into the fray.

     I think Larray was taking a page from God’s play book. Larray Surgeon-in-Chief to Napoleon was simply following the prescription given by God through an angel messenger two millennia before. Scripture tells us that Elijah laid under a tree and fell asleep. He was awakened by an angel who had prepared fresh bread over hot coals and brought him a jar of water. The angel tells Elijah to lay down and rest again and when he awakes the angel has food once again for him. Scripture goes on to report that, “(Elijah was) strengthened by the food, he traveled…Elijah traveled to a place where God passed by and as he does, in a still, small voice God asks Elijah, “What are you doing here?”

     Whenever we run from the challenges that God sets before us, He asks us the same question, “What are you doing here?” Whenever we settle for a life of mediocrity, God asks us the same question, “What are you doing here?” Whenever we decide that average is good enough, God asks us, “What are you doing here?” Whenever we settle for existing, God asks us, “What are you doing here?”

     The solution is to stop running and hiding from God and to listen once again to His voice. Wherever you are, God will find you. That is not a threat, this is a promise. When he comes to you and passes by, don’t just stand there; go with Him. Remember, God is doing something in human history. When we run from His purpose, we run from His presence. We are all scared but when we step forward the courage comes with the step. The same God who has come to save you will also heal you and lead you back into battle.

     There are times we are called to go forward, and the worst thing we can do is to retreat from the challenge before us to the safety behind us. But, if we do, retreat that is, the most courageous thing we can do is to go back. When we run away from a God given challenge, we must go back to go forward. The next thing the Lord said to Elijah was, “Go back the way you came.” (1 Kings 19:15) The only way Elijah could move forward was to go back, to finish what was left incomplete, to step into the dark places and bring the light of God’s presence. What we sometimes miss is that God desires to reveal himself through the choices we make. If we run from the battle, it is difficult for God to win the battle through us It is imperative that we go where God is longing to work. The right instrument in the wrong place is a terrible tragedy. The right tool for the right job as Chris pointed out in last weeks children’s sermon. Sometimes it takes two tools working in conjunction to get the job done.

     Jonathan found himself in such a place. He had one tool, a sword which God was calling him to use and God had one tool in His belt that day, an earthquake. It wasn’t man’s tool of war a sword, that defeated the Philistines. It was a tool of God, confusion brought on by an earthquake sent by God that spelled defeat for the enemies of Israel. God just loves it when someone does the right thing regardless of personal consequence. There may not be anything more thrilling than embracing the God given opportunity, knowing you’re in over your head and then watching God come through. While his journey will often insure that you will bear the initial impact alone and while you can find satisfaction in knowing that your life has expresses the mind and heart of God, there is nothing that compares to the moment when God’s hand becomes undeniable and he makes visible the invisible.

     Dear friends, “What are you doing there?” When God wants you here? What decision does he want to make visible today? What fear does he desire to cover? What cliff do you need to climb? Let us pray.,
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