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A MAN FOR OUR TIME 

Reading: 1 Kings 19:9-18 

10. FROM MISERY TO MINISTRY

One day towards the close of the 18th century, a gentleman 
and lady sat side by side in a stage-coach as it rumbled its 
way through the English country side. The lady appeared 
to be occupied with the content of the book in her hand, at 
times reading from its open page, at times meditating on 
what she had just read. She was obviously enjoying her 
meditation the words of a lovely hymn, 

Oh to grace how great a debtor 
Daily I’m constrained to be 

Let Thy grace, Lord like a fetter 
Bind my wandering heart to Thee 

Prone to wander, Lord I feel it 
Prone to leave the God I love 

Take my heart, O take and seal it 
Seal it for Thy courts above 

She turned to the gentleman, and sought to interest him in 
what was obviously delighting her soul. Holding before 
the open page she enquired if he knew the hymn. At first 
he appeared embarrassed, even a little agitated, then he 
tried to parry her question but she persisted, telling him of 
the blessing that the words had brought to her own heart. 
After a period of silence, he burst into tears, “ Madam,”

he said, “ I am the poor unhappy man who composed that 
hymn many years ago, and I would give a thousand 
worlds, if I had them, to enjoy the feelings I had then.”
The gentleman on the stagecoach was Robert Robinson, 
the hymn was the product of his pen some thirty years 
previously. He was then about twenty three years of age. 
At that time, he was a young minister in his native 
Norfolk but in heart was away from the Lord. What was 
he to do ? Should he continue or, in all honesty, should he 
abandon the Christian ministry ? He decided on the latter. 
Then the words of ( Ps 116:7 ) were directed to his heart,  
“ Return unto thy nest, O my soul for the Lord hath dealt 
bountifully with thee.” An inner struggle ensued and raged 
until at last his soul “ returned to its nest,” and he 
consecrated himself afresh to the Lord. 

Subsequent history, however reveals that in later years he 
again wandered in heart from the Lord. He was “ prone to 
wander,” he was “ prone to leave.” The record tells us 
that in the eventide of his life, he again experienced the 
restoring grace of God. You see, the bent of the human 
heart is ever to stray from the pathway of fellowship with 
God, but over against every human wandering, there is the 
restoring grace of God. My .... is this not what Elijah 
discovered ? Think of the journey he had taken. From 
Carmel to Jezreel, 20 miles. From Jezreel to Beersheba, 
100 miles. From Beersheba another day’s journey into the 
wilderness. From the wilderness to Mount Horeb, also 
known as Mount Sinai, 200 miles, a journey of perhaps 
ten to fourteen days. Elijah had now put over 300 miles 
between himself and Jezebel who said, “ I’m going to get 
you.” Now the words Horeb and Sinai are used 



interchangeably in the Old Testament to describe the same 
location, a mountain in the Sinai desert that played a 
crucial role at the time of Israel’s exodus from Egypt. I 
mean there was no spot on earth where the presence of 
God was so signally manifested as here. It was here that 
Jehovah had appeared unto Moses at the burning bush.  
( Exod 3:1 ) It was here that the people camped following 
the exodus. ( Ex 19:1-2 ) It was here that the Law had 
been given to Israel under such awe inspiring phenomena.  
( Ex 31:18 34:28 Deut 4:15 )  It was here that Moses had 
communed with God for forty days and nights.  
( Ex 34:28 ) Recalling these events and impressed by 
these associations Elijah draws near to “ Horeb the mount 
of God.” ( 19:8 ) But he had not come to Sinai to 
experience more of God. He had come to “ the holy 
mount,” to express his complaint to God and to resign his 
prophetic office. Can you see him climbing up the rocky 
ridges, entering a dark cave and lodging there ? What did 
Elijah do ? How did Elijah feel ? Well, undoubtedly he 
was happy that he was out of the reach out of Jezebel but 
he was not out of the reach of Jehovah the first picture we 
have here is that of, 

(1) A CONFRONTATION WITH GOD

“ What doest thou here, Elijah ?” ( 19:9 ) This could be 
taken as asking, “ What are you doing here on Sinai and 
not back in the place where I sent you, Israel and 
Samaria.” It was a rebuke, albeit a gentle one. In some 
dark cave thinking about his troubles “ the Word of the 
Lord came to him.” How often that Word had come 
before, directing him to Cherith’s Vale, to Zarephath’s 

smelting furnace, to Israel’s Apostate King. Now it comes 
to him again, for there is no cave so dark, no spot so 
lonely where God’s Word cannot come to us. “ What 
doest thou here, Elijah ?”  You see, 

(a) ELIJAH WAS IN THE WRONG PLACE:

He had turned aside from the path of duty and His Master 
knew it. “ Elijah, you are my servant and if ever you are 
needed it is now. Why have you left your post ?” “ What 
doest thou here Elijah ?” Up until now he had always 
waited God’s direction, but now he sets that aside, and 
chooses his own way. The Lord’s question must have led 
him to consider the state of his own heart. It set before 
him the waywardness of his flight from Jezreel, the 
weakness of his faith, the fearfulness of his soul. Elijah, 
the man who had been so highly honoured, used and 
blessed by God. “ What doest thou here Elijah ?” Each 
word must have pierced his soul. “ What,” is it for good 
or evil for totally inactive in mind or body man cannot be.  
“ What doest,” are your employing your time for the 
glory of God and the good of His people, or is it being 
wasted in peevish repining’s. “ What doest thou,” the 
champion of Israel, the protagonist in this holy war, Elijah 
whose name means “ Jehovah, the Lord is my God.” 
“ What doest thou here ?” Hiding in a gloomy cave away 
from the scattered flock who need you. (a) Are you ? It’s 
possible to be in the wrong place, 

1. SPIRITUALLY: 



My .... have you drifted into the doldrums of apathy and 
defeatism ? Self-occupation under the juniper tree has led 
you to no-occupation in some defeatist’s cave ? Is God 
speaking to you this .... and saying “ What .... ?”

2. VOCATIONALLY: 

Like Elijah have you left the post of duty ? Once you were 
active for the Lord, but the Devil’s pills of self-pity and 
self-occupation have robbed you of your zeal and the Lord 
is saying to you, “ What doest thou here ?” 

3. SOCIALLY: 

It is said of Charles Spurgeon that once when passing a 
place of ill repute and seeing a professing Christian man 
there he went into that place up to that the man and put his 
hand on his shoulder and asked this question, “ What 
doest thou here ?” My .... what are you doing in the disco, 
at the dance, at the night club, in the pub ? So many 
professing Christians now think nothing of Sunday sport. 
The Lord’s day has just become another day, when they 
are on the golf course, at the football, watching the races. 
Is that place conducive to your spiritual growth ? Is God 
saying to you, “ What doest thou here …. ?”

4. ECCLESIASTICALLY: 

For how many professing Christians are still stuck in 
churches where the Word of Christ is not preached, the 
Cross of Christ is not extolled, the blood of Christ is not 
exalted. Modernistic, ecumenical churches where 

fellowship with Rome is common place and to such God 
is saying, “ What doest thou here ?” 

5. MATRIMONIALLY: 

Many a believer did not intend for that relationship to 
develop but it did and today the devil has locked them into 
a situation that is difficult to get out of. (a) But, 

(b) ELIJAH WAS WITHOUT THE RIGHT GRACE:

For did you notice how he responded to God’s question. 
He came back with his self-pitying whine. ( 19:10 ) Elijah 
had a martyrs complex. “ Lord, I’m all alone here. I’m the 
only voice left for you. And they’re trying to kill me, if 
they take me, what will happen to your cause ?” Do you 
see what he is telling the Lord ? That he had many trials in 
his ministry but he had been faithful to the cause. But if he 
was a faithful servant what was he doing hundreds of 
miles from his appointed place of ministry ? Did you 
notice that Elijah, 

Focuses on the Past rather than the Present: John Butler 
says “ His answer reveals he was a “ has been.” “ I have 
been very jealous for the Lord God of hosts.” And indeed 
he had. Not many in the history of man can equal Elijah 
for his great zeal for God. But his great past will not cover 
the present. Indeed is that not what Obadiah sang about ? 
His past work for God. ( 18:13 ) Elijah’s answer was all 
about the past. But God said, “ What doest thou ?” not  
“ What have you done ?” Is your service all in the past 
tense ? Is it all about how you used to teach a class, visit 



the sick, reach the lost, but are you zealous now to serve 
the Lord ? 

Focuses on Self rather than the Lord: Did you notice the 
number of I’s here ? Elijah was a great man of God. Don’t 
misunderstand me, but this great man of God had taken 
his eyes of God and started feeling sorry for himself. He 
had lost sight of the nature of his God. As a result his 
vision was distorted. My .... have you ever felt sorry for 
yourself, a pity party, as it’s called, and you’re the only 
one invited. The “ I only am left,” sentiment makes it look 
as though he was indispensable to the work of the Lord 
when actually no servant of God is indispensable. What a 
contrast there was between Elijah and Moses. For he also 
had an interview with God, on that same mountain. It was 
after a time of national idolatry and apostasy. ( Ex 32:32 ) 
But Moses had no thought of himself, rather he was 
consumed with compassion for an erring people.  

Elijah was concerned for himself, but Moses is concerned 
for others. What about you ? Is your focus on self or on 
the Lord ? Do you pity yourself or do you pity others ? 
When you begin to feel sorry for yourself and complain of 
others, you can be sure you’re out of touch with the Lord, 
and that Satan has driven you into a defeatist’s cave. (1) 

(2) A DEMONSTRATION BY GOD

You see, God was going to give Elijah a unique 
demonstration. Is this not all Elijah needed ? All Elijah 
needed to get back in the saddle was a fresh vision of the 
power and glory of God. But before He did so God first 

ordered Elijah to stand before Him on the mount. Do you 
see what ( 19:11 ) says ? “ Go forth and stand upon the 
mount before the Lord.” What does that remind you of ? 
The day Elijah stood in the presence of an apostate king 
and said, “ As the Lord God of Israel liveth before whom I 
stand.” ( 17:1 ) You see, Elijah is now coming full circle 
back to that day. Then the Lord to Elijah was a living 
reality. But  now Elijah forgot that God exists, is real, 
alive and all-powerful. So God takes Elijah aside to show 
him His greatness and power so that he might regain a 
proper perspective on life. My .... if only we could see the 
greatness and power of our God the problems of life 
would shrink to their proper size. The first thing that 
Elijah heard was “ a great and strong wind,” the effects 
of this tornado were obvious “  but the Lord was not in 
the wind.” 

Then there was “ an earthquake,” as the ground heaved 
beneath him, was this not a definite sign that God was 
present, “ but the Lord was not in the earthquake.” 
( 19:11 ) Finally, there was “ a fire.” It must have come 
crashing like lightning and thunder all around the 
mountain, “ but the Lord was not in the fire.” ( 19:12 )  
“ And after the fire a still small voice,” and suddenly 
Elijah sensed the presence of God and his heart was 
moved ( 19:13 ) Now what did it all mean ? What does it 
mean for us this .... ? I believe it’s designed to teach us 
that, 

(a) God Usually Works In SMALL WAYS NOT BIG:



The fact that God was not in the wind, earthquake and fire 
would be a great surprise to Elijah. You see, Elijah had 
thought that the Carmel contest would accomplish 
everything. The “ wind,” reminded him of his words of 
thunder, the “ earthquake,” reminded him of the plague 
he had inflicted on the land, “ the fire,” reminded him of 
the flames on Carmel, when he thought that revival had 
come to the nation, and when this did not happen he was 
ready to quit and die, indicating how much he had 
depended on the big. It’s as if God was saying to Elijah,  
“ Elijah I don’t always work in big ways, but in small 
ways. I am not always to be found in the great and visible 
movements of the day. I often like to work gently, softly 
and in a still small voice. Elijah, I have been working for 
there are yet 7,000 who have not bowed the knee to 
Baal.” My …. do we not need to grasp this lesson for our, 

1. PUBLIC MINISTRY: 

So often we feel that if we have large crowds, powerful 
preachers, wonderful choirs, extensive advertisements, 
influences comparable to wind, earthquake, and fire that 
we’ve got the presence and power of God. No, we have 
not. Mount Carmel was certainly a work of God and big 
movements and sweeping revivals have their place in the 
work of God, but this is not God’s usual way for God is 
not primarily in the business of turning heads but of 
moving hearts ! 1. And for, 

2. PRIVATE MINISTRY: 

So often we cry to God to respond to our prayers with 
striking signs and spectacular wonders, and because these 
are not given we conclude that the Lord doesn’t hear. But 
my .... the presence and power of God are not to be 
gauged by sensational visitations of God. Bigness does 
not guarantee the presence of God. It is not the criteria by 
which we are to judge a work as to whether it is of God or 
not. The way to measure a work is not by the wind, 
earthquake and fire but by the Word of God.  (a) 

(b) God Usually Works In MANY WAYS NOT ONE: 

Is this not what Elijah needed to be reminded of ? After 
all he had just said, “ I’m the only left, Lord.” And so 
through the display of this mighty power God was 
showing to Elijah that He was not confined to any one 
agent in the carrying out of His purposes. Sure, the wind, 
earthquake, and fire, have a ministry but so has the “ still 
small voice.” Elijah was simply, one instrument among 
many. You see, up until now Elijah had served the Lord 
on his own. But now he was sent back by the Lord with a 
specific commission to enlist others in the work. Hazael, 
the Potentate of Syria, Jehu, the Prince of Israel and 
Elisha the Prophet of God. My …. do you see the variety 
of instruments that the Lord uses ? ( 19:16 )  

For the Lord, usually works in many ways not one. God in 
His sovereign wisdom has given to each of us a different 
gift and ministry. Some sow others reap. Some preach, 
others pray. Some teach, and others reach. So through 
many and various instruments God accomplishes His 
purposes. Don’t you ever think that blessing is tied just to 



your little circle. Warren Wiersbe used to say “ God 
blesses those I disagree with.” Do you know why ? (b) 

(c) God Usually Works In QUIET WAYS NOT NOISY: 

We are not specifically told that the Lord was in “ the still 
small voice,” but Elijah’s response of covering his face in 
holy reverence showed that he knew God was in this 
voice. ( 19:13 ) The Lord was not in the wind, the 
earthquake or the fire, for the wonders of God are rarely 
wrought with noise and excitement. So often we feel that 
if God is going to work we must have “ the outward,  the 
show, the sensational, the flamboyant, the excitement.”
But who ever heard the roll of the planets ? Who ever 
heard the day break ? Who can detect the falling of dew ? 
Yet vegetation grows silently but surely. And as in nature 
so in grace, for God works gently, softly, silently, 
sovereignly, mysteriously and often “ in a still small 
voice.” 

Have you ever spoken about the “ desperate condition,”
of the church ? I have. Have you ever spoken about the  
“ awful state,” of world evangelism ? I have. Have you 
ever spoken about the lack of passion for the lost ? I have. 
But do you know what we are in danger of forgetting ? 
That God is alive, that Christ is exalted, that the Spirit is 
operative, that the Lord is building His church and the 
gates of hell shall not prevail against it. My .... when are 
we ever going to learn that its “ not by might, nor by 
power, but by my Spirit saith the Lord of hosts.”
 ( Zech 4:6 ) Well, there was (1) (2) 

(3) A RESTORATION TO GOD 

The Lord had many reasons for rejecting His servant and 
leaving him to die in the cave, but He didn’t take that 
approach. “ He hath not dealt with us after our sins nor 
rewarded us according to our iniquities …. for he 
knoweth our frame he remembereth that we are dust.”
( Ps 103 :10-14 ) You see, the God who refreshed Elijah 
under the juniper tree, now restores Elijah to Himself, and 
reinstates him to a position of honour in His service. So 
Elijah was restored to, 

(a) A PLACE OF FELLOWSHIP WITH GOD: 

“ And it was so, when Elijah heard it, ( the still small 
voice ) that he wrapped his face in his mantle.” ( 19:13 ) 
Like the trembling notes of a great organ filling the 
cathedral aisles with soft, delicious sweetness, it was then 
that Elijah's heart was melted. He could exclaim with 
David “ He restoreth my soul ....,” ( Ps 23:3 ) My .... do 
you need to return to a place of fellowship with God ? 
Like Elijah have you taken your eyes off the Lord ? Are 
you filled with self-pity ? Are you disillusioned with 
God’s people ? Are you despondent because the expected 
revival did not come ? Are you in the wrong place ? Have 
you fled from your post of duty ? Then God says,  
“ Return and I will not cause Mine anger to fall upon 
you.” ( Jer 3:12 ) (a) 

(b) A PLACE OF LEADERSHIP FOR GOD:



There was a Work of Equipment for Elijah: Do you see 
what the Lord says to him ? ( 19:15-17 ) Elijah would not 
be the one to complete the victory over Baal. Sure, he was 
part of God’s plan but he wasn’t the plan itself. He was 
important but he was not indispensable. His call was to 
anoint three men who would complete the elimination of 
Baal worship in Israel. Elijah was to equip others to do his 
work. Is this not what Paul exhorted Timothy to do ?  
“ And the things that thou hast heard of me among many 
witnesses the same commit thou to faithful men, who shall 
be able to teach others also.” ( 2 Tim 2:2 ) Elders, is this 
not your work ? Equipping others to do your work. 
Preparing for the future generation. 

There was a Word of Encouragement for Elijah: Do you 
recall what he said ? “ I even I only am left.” ( 19:10 ) Do 
you see what God says ? ( 19:18 ) Elijah thought that he 
was a failure but others had been influenced by his 
ministry. His work was not in vain. The Lord was at work 
even though Elijah could not always see the evidence.  
“ And the Lord said unto him go return …. so he departed 
hence.” ( 19:15, 19 21:1 2 Kings 1:3 ) Is there a spiritual 
recovery needed in your life ? To (a) (b) Is the still small 
voice of the Lord saying to you this .... “ Go return.” 

John Standford, his wife and two children left the U.S.A 
some years ago to serve as missionaries in China. While 
they were in language school another missionary from 
Tibet crossed their pathway and told of the tremendous 
spiritual need in that land. After much prayer this family 
decided to go to Tibet. They were not long there before 
one of the children took fever and died. Then the second 

child contracted the same disease and died also. Can you 
imagine the heartbreak of father and mother as they laid 
their two precious children to rest ? But worse was to 
come for John Standford’s wife took the same disease and 
he realised that unless he got her down river to the 
hospital she would die. So he set out just his seriously ill 
wife and himself. It was not long before he discovered she 
was not going to make it. So he pulled the boat into the 
side of the river and carried his wide up the bank and laid 
her gently down. There in a foreign land with a foreign 
people she passed into the presence of her Lord. With his 
own hands he dug her grave and laid her to rest. A wife 
was taken from him. His two children were taken from 
him.  

As John Standford stood there tears streaming down his 
face, he looked down the river and that meant home, 
luxury, and security and he turned and he looked up the 
river from where he had come and he heard the still small 
voice of the Lord saying, “ Go return ....,” And he did 
return to do a wonderful work for God. Is this God’s 
Word to you this .... ? You’re not finished yet. There’s a 
job for you to do, a place for you to fill, a ministry for you 
to exercise. “ Go return ....,”




