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A MAN FOR OUR TIME 

Reading: 1 Kings 17:8-16 

3. IN THE CRUCIBLE AT ZAREPHATH 

A blacksmith of a century ago, about eight years after he 
became a Christian, was approached by an intelligent 
unbeliever with a question. “ Why is it that you have so 
much trouble ? Ever since you became a Christian I’ve 
been watching you. Since you began trying to live for God 
and love everybody, you seem to have twice as many 
troubles as you had before. I thought that when a man 
gave his life to God his troubles were over. Isn’t that what 
all the preachers say ?” The blacksmith thought for a 
moment, then replied, “ Do you see this piece of iron ? 
I’ve been tempering it for some time. I have been seeking 
to reduce the brittleness of this hardened metal. To do that 
I heat it to red-hot, then plunge it into a tub of ice water. I 
have to do that many times. If it turns out that the iron 
takes the temper, I heat it again and hammer it 
unmercifully. I’ve been through quite a few pieces of iron 
to find this one. I found several that were too brittle, so I 
threw them into the scrap pile. Those scraps are worth 
about a cent a pound. This carriage spring will bring a 
thousand times that much.” 

The blacksmith’s observation reveals a significant truth. A 
man or woman who will accept God’s “ temper,” can be 
used a thousand times as effectively as one who will not. 
A case in point is the prophet Elijah. God used him 

probably more spectacularly than any other prophet of the 
Old Testament. That wasn’t because God played favorites 
in choosing Elijah. It was because this man accepted 
God’s tempering process that prepared him for that 
important work. You see, the name “ Zarephath,” means  
“ smelting furnace or refining or crucible.”  The place 
may have got its name because there was a smelting plant 
of some kind located there, we don’t for sure. But 
whatever the source of its name, Zarephath would prove 
to be a “ crucible,” for Elijah, a place designed by God to 
further refine the prophet and make a major difference in 
the remainder of his life. You see, the prophet’s training 
isn’t over just yet. God is creating a man of God 

It was as though the Lord was saying to His servant, “ I 
first took you to Cherith to wean you away from the bright 
lights and the public platform, where I could cut you down 
to size, and reduce you to a man who would trust Me, 
regardless. It was there I began to renovate your inner 
man. But now it’s time to do an even deeper work. Now 
Elijah, I will turn up the furnace and melt you, and 
remove the dross from you.” Is this not what a crucible 
does ? It brings all the impurities to the surface so that 
they can be skimmed off, leaving greater purity. Now, 
here is Elijah and it seems that his trials are coming back 
to back, back to back. It seems that before one trial can 
end, another begins.  

I mean do you see the constant changing of Elijah’s 
circumstances ? From the pastoral peace of Gilead, to the 
exacting ordeal of confronting the apostate King, from the 
presence of Ahab to the solitude of Cherith, and now from 



the dried up brook to Zarepthath. My .... the disturbances 
of God’s providence are a necessity if our spiritual lives 
are to prosper. Concerning Moab we read, “ Moab hath 
been at ease from his youth and he hath settled on his 
lees, and hath not been emptied from vessel to vessel.”  
( Jer 48:11 ) The picture is suggestive. Because Moab had 
been at peace she had become lethargic and flabby, or like 
grape juice unrefined she had been spoiled. But God was 
emptying Elijah from “  from vessel to vessel,” so that the 
scum might rise to the surface and be removed.  Now as 
we look at Elijah, “ In the Crucible at Zarephath,” there 
are 4 pictures that I want us to see. Picture number one, 

(1)A WAITING ON GOD 

For faith always awaits God’s plans. You see Elijah,  

(a)WAITED IN THE WILL OF THE LORD: 

Cherith was the place God wanted to be. But now we read 
“ the brook dried up.” ( 17:7 ) I wonder can you visualize 
the scene ? One morning Elijah noticed that the brook 
wasn't gushing over the rocks or bubbling as freely as it 
had in days past.  Since that single stream of water was his 
lifeline he checked it carefully. Over the next few days he 
watched it dwindle and shrink, until it was only a trickle. 
Then one morning, there was no water, only wet sand. 
Soon the sand hardened. Before long, cracks appeared in 
the parched bed of the brook. No more water. The brook 
had dried up. What did it really mean ? Did God not guide 
him here ? Where was the Lord God of Elijah ? Did 
Elijah's hopes begin to die ? Did his song cease ? 

Did he gave way to anxiety and fear ? Did Elijah feel that 
he had been abandoned by the Lord ? Have you ever felt 
that way ? I mean how would you have reacted in the 
midst of this testing circumstance ? Would you have  
quit ? Would you have questioned the Lord ? Would you 
have got the road map out and hastily moved off, looking 
for water ? Is this not where we get into trouble ? We 
have this tendency to run ahead of God and take matters 
into our own hands. Yet, God’s will is that we learn to 
wait on Him, even when He doesn’t move on our 
schedule. If your brook is dry this morning, do not fear. 
God has not forgotten about you. He knows just where 
you are and when the time is right, you will hear His voice 
calling you to a fresh arena of service. (a) But Elijah 

(b)WAITED FOR THE WORD OF THE LORD: 

 He did not move until he heard “ the word of the Lord.” 
( 17:8 ) For faith always God’s plans.  

1. Aaron Could not Wait God’s Plans:

Do you recall that when Moses was up the Mount 
receiving the tables of the Law “ the people gathered 
themselves unto Aaron, and said unto him, Up make us 
gods which shall go before us.” ( Exod 32:1 ) Did Aaron 
wait on God's plans ? No. Moved by the people they made 
the golden calf. The result ? A Foolish Nation. 

2. Saul Could not Wait God’s Plans: 



He could not even wait one week for Samuel to arrive and 
offer the sacrifice. ( 1 Sam 13:9 ) He became impatient 
and rushed ahead of the Lord, and he lost his earthly 
crown. The result ? A Forsaken Kingdom. Is Saul a 
picture of you ? Have you become impatient ? Are you 
running ahead of the Lord ? 

3.  Peter Could not Wait God’s Plans: 

The disciples were certainly to go north to Galilee to meet 
the Risen Lord, but who told them to fishing. ( Mk 16:7 ) 
What was it that motivated Peter to say, “ I go a fishing.” 
( Jn 21:3 ) Had Peter become restless and disconsolate ? 
Or was it by now that their slender resources were giving 
out and Peter thinking that it was a good night for fishing 
said, “ I’m gonna get the old boat out.” Whatever it was 
Peter could not wait on God’s plans. The result ? A 
Fruitless Night.  But how different Elijah was as he waits 
for “ the Word of the Lord,” and refuses to allow his 
circumstances to come between him and his God. You 
see, unbelief puts circumstances between us and God, but 
faith puts God between us and circumstances. (1) 

(2)A WALKING WITH GOD 

God’s plans demand implicit obedience. “ When we walk 
with the Lord in the light of His Word.” “ So he arose and 
went to Zarephath .... ,” ( 17:10 ) Just as in the past he had 
gone to Cherith, just as in the future he would go to Ahab. 
( 18:2 ) You see, a good servant moves the moment God’s 
bell rings for God’s plans demand implicit obedience. 
Now this walk of obedience, 

(a) IS OFTEN EXACTING:

Some of us may be willing to go through a period of 
transitional testing. An hour or two perhaps. Maybe even 
a day or two. A week or so at the most. But we definitely 
don’t want to stay there in that place of trial. But did you 
notice what God said to Elijah ? “ Arise, get thee to 
Zarephath which belongeth to Zidon  and dwell there.”
( 17:9 ) 

How demanding this for Elijah Physically: For Zarephath 
was located far to the West, on the coast of the 
Mediterranean, at least 100 miles from Cherith. 

How demanding this for Elijah Emotionally: For this 
meant a long walk across open and unprotected land 
where Elijah was a wanted man. You see, Ahab had put 
out a contract on the prophet’s life. ( 18:10 ) As the 
security forces in France have been searching for the 
perpetrators of that awful massacre, so Ahab’s henchmen 
where seeking for Elijah. There was a big “ Wanted,”
poster put up for him. 

How demanding this for Elijah Spiritually: For Zarephath 
was only eight miles from Sidon, the city of Ethbaal who 
was the head of “ the most wicked dynasty then in 
power,” the leader of Baal worship, and the father of 
Jezebel. My …. this was the heartland of Baal worship, 
Baal’s home territory a remarkable place for the prophet 
of God to be protected. If Elijah is going to obey God, he 
must go right into the backyard of his enemies. 



How demanding this was for Elijah Morally: For God 
says, “ I have commanded a widow woman there to 
sustain thee.” ( 17:9 ) In those days widows were the 
poorest of the poor. Most widows were dependent on the 
charity of others.  Can you see the excuses Elijah had ?  
“ Lord, physically it’s too demanding, emotionally it’ too 
dangerous, spiritually it’s too difficult and morally its too 
demeaning.” My .... is that what you’re saying to the Lord 
this .... ? Do you just want a faith that’s comfortable but 
not costly ? Do you just to want to live forever on easy 
street ? Are you evading the will of God with excuses ? 
Has the Lord told you to do something, go somewhere, 
take some step, or to speak to some person ? Are you 
shrinking back ? The cost is too great. This walk of 
obedience is (a) But it, 

(b) IS ALWAYS ENRICHING:

For the psalmist says, “ In keeping of them ( God’s 
commands ) there is great reward.” ( Ps 19:11 ) You say, 
“ What reward was in it for Elijah ?” Well, in obedience 
to the Lord he went to Cherith and had his needs met. In 
obedience to the Lord he went to Zarephath and had his 
needs met. In other words, the path of obedience was one 
of blessing, nourishment, and enrichment. My .... is this 
not why our souls are lean and barren ? There is no 
obedience to God. God comes to us and says, “ Man doth 
not live by bread alone but by every word that proceedeth 
out of the mouth of the Lord doth man live.” ( Deut 8:3 ) 
“ ( Deut 8:3 ) The Lord Jesus says, “ Men ought always to 
pray and not to faint,” ( Lk 18:1 ) But we’re too busy 

now, to read and pray. The early church gave priority to 
the Word and prayer ( Acts 6:4 ) But do you ? God says,  
“ Not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together as 
the manner of some is ....,”  ( Heb 10:25 ) but some 
believers know better than God. Have you forsook the 
Bible Class ? Have you forsook the Prayer Meeting ? 
Have you forsook the Lord’s Table ? My .... can we do 
without the flour and the oil ? Can we do without the 
Bread of Life and Holy Spirit ? Christ for us, the Spirit in 
us. The one maintaining our cause in heaven, the other 
meeting our need on earth. (1) (2) 

(3)A WORKING BY GOD 

For implicit obedience often brings us into a smelting 
furnace. Yet in that smelting furnace we can say “ And we 
know that all things work together for good to them that 
love God to them who are the called according to his 
purpose.” ( Rom 8:28 )  Do you recall the song ? 

He’s still working on me 
To make me what I need to be 

It took Him just a week to make the moon and stars 
The sun and the earth and Jupiter and Mars 

How loving and patient He must be 
Because He’s still working on me 

Do you recall what Zarephath means ? Crucible. The 
place where the metals are melted. Is that where 
obedience to God has brought you ? Is God placing you in 
the melting pot, in the furnace of affliction, to remove the 
dross and make you more like Christ ?  



Arthur T. Pierson says,  

Being determined to perfect His saints, He puts His 
precious metal into His crucible. But He sits by it, and 
watches it. Love is His thermometer, and marks the 
exact degree of heat, not one instant’s unnecessary pang 
will He permit, and soon as the dross is released so that 
He sees Himself reflected in the fire, the trial ceases 

My .... are you at Zarephath this .... ? In the crucible ? 
Will you remember that love is always His thermometer ? 
You see, the Lord was still working on Elijah. Well, what 
did the Lord want to do ?  

(a) GOD WANTED TO REMOVE ELIJAH’S PRIDE:

So he used a woman. At Cherith God broke the prophet’s 
flesh, He taught Elijah to depend on God. At Zarephath, 
God will break Elijah’s pride. I can't speak for you, but I 
would have considered this a rather humbling bit of 
instruction. You see, God did not say, “ I have 
commanded you to go to Zarephath so that you might 
provide for a poor widow woman.” Instead, the poor 
widow was going to provide for this famous prophet of 
the Lord who stood before the king. My .... for a man like 
Elijah to be dependent would be difficult, to be dependent 
on a woman would be more difficult, to be dependent on a 
widow woman very difficult, to be dependent on a widow  
woman waiting to die was well nigh impossible. But then 
pride can have no place in the heart of God’s servant, and 
the most effective way to deal with pride is to destroy our 
self-confidence and self-sufficiency. We are a self-reliant 

people aren’t we ? We always want to believe that we can 
" handle it " ourselves. We would like to think that we are  
in control of our lives and that we are calling all the shots.  
I wonder has the Lord brought to your Zarephath to 
remove your pride ? To bring you to a place where you 
can lean on nothing but Him ?   (a) 

(b) GOD WANTED TO REFINE ELIJAH’S PERSON:

So he used a place.  Zarephath. This was in Gentile 
territory. This was a suburb of Zidon in ancient Phoenicia, 
modern Lebanon. This was a place that the famine had 
reached. Indeed secular history tells us that Ethbaal the 
King arranged for solemn services in the Temples of 
Ashtaroth to pray for rain. But do you see now the 
purpose of God for Elijah ? Why did God bring him a 100 
miles across a weary desert ? Why did God bring him to 
Gentile territory ? To enemy territory. To Zarephath. 
Because God wanted to refine Elijah’s person. God placed 
him in the smelting furnace so that the alloy of pride, 
self-reliance, self confidence and independence might be 
consumed. My .... is this the way the Lord is dealing with 
you ? He tests our faith does He not ? Peter talks about  
“ the trial of your faith.” ( 1 Pet 1:7 ) God tests our faith 
through the trials of life, by bringing us into a smelting 
furnace. Why ? 

* That the dross in our lives might be consumed. 
* That we might be emptied of self. ( Num 31:23 ) 
* That we might learn we cannot lean on anything we     
are or have but God alone. 
* That we might be made more like Christ. 



Many of you have read the amazing story of Joni 
Eareckson Tada. As a teenager, she enjoyed riding horses, 
hiking, tennis, and swimming. On July 30th 1967, she 
dove into Chesapeake Bay after misjudging the 
shallowness of the water. She suffered a fracture between 
the fourth and fifth cervical levels and became a 
quadriplegic, paralyzed from the shoulders down. Do you 
know what she said on one occasion ?  “ I had rather be 
in a wheelchair with God than on my feet without Him.”
Are you getting the pictures ?  (1) (2) (3) 

(4)A WITNESSING TO GOD 

For could Elijah and the widow woman not testify and 
witness to the Lord’s provision ? You see, in the smelting 
furnace God supplies all our need. But did you notice, 

(a)THE MEANS THAT GOD USES: 

A poor widow woman, at the end of her resources ready 
to make her last meal and die. ( 17:12 ) This woman that 
God had chosen to sustain Elijah had. 

A Burden on her Heart: Could there be a widow without 
some measure of sorrow in her heart ?  
A Boy on her Hands: Many women in that situation 
would have said to God, “ My time is full, and my hands 
are full, and I have no time to serve Thee. My problems 
are enough, so don’t ask me to care for a preacher. I 
cannot cater to some wandering prophet. I have a burden 
on my heart and a boy on my hands.” 

A Barrenness in her Home: for she says in ( 17:12 ) She 
had no resources but she obeyed God. “ Make me a little 
cake first,” said Elijah. That is always what God 
demands. He demands to be first. He will not settle for 
anything less than that. Sometimes the Lord makes 
demands that are difficult to understand. Why would He 
call me to do that ? Why would the Lord allow that to 
happen ? Why this and why that ? The question is can we 
trust Him ? Will He fail us ? Never. You see, God wants 
His Elijah’s and His widows to learn to trust Him in every 
circumstance, regardless of what outward appearances 
may suggest. In the midst of the crucible do you rest on 
the promises of God ? In the midst of the smelting furnace 
do you rely on the Word of God ? The Word of God that 
says, “ Fear not for I have redeemed thee .... when thou 
passest through the waters I will be with thee, and 
through the rivers they shall not overflow thee, when thou 
walkest through the fire thou shalt not be burned, neither 
shall the flame kindle upon thee.” ( Is 43:1-2 )  

Burdened believer in the midst of the crucible this .... God 
is saying to you, “ Fear not ....,”  ( 17:13 ) Get your eye 
off the Barrel and onto the Benefactor, off the Provision 
and onto the Provider, off the circumstances and onto the 
God of circumstances “ with whom all things are 
possible.” 

(b) THE MIRACLE THAT GOD WORKS: 

“ Thus saith the Lord ....,” ( 17:14 ) Every day during the 
two or more years of the famine, the widow of Zarephath 
met God in the kitchen. She looked into the bowl and she 



found flour. She looked in the jar and she found oil. Every 
meal was a crisis. God could easily have filled that barrel 
to the top. He did not do that. He let then live, the widow, 
the prophet and the boy from hand to mouth, that is from 
His hand to their mouths. Why ? That they might be kept 
in daily dependence on Him.  Now it doesn’t mean that 
this little household had everything they wanted, but it 
does mean they had all they needed. My .... when you’ve 
come to the end of your own resources, and God says no 
to your wants, but yes to your needs, you are more than 
satisfied. My .... as long you are “ there,” in the place of 
God’s appointment, “ My God shall supply all your need 
....,”  ( Phil 4:19 ) George Mueller, born into a German 
tax collector’s family, was often in trouble. He learned 
early to steal and gamble and drink. As a teenager, he 
learned how to stay in expensive hotels, then sneak out 
without paying the bill. 

But at length he was caught and jailed. Prison did him 
little good, for upon release he continued his crime spree 
until, on a Saturday night in 1825, he met Jesus Christ and 
was gloriously saved. Mueller married and settled down in 
Bristol, England, growing daily in faith and developing a 
burden for the homeless children running wild and ragged 
through the streets. At a public meeting in Bristol on 9th

December 1835, he presented a plan for an orphanage. 
Several contributions came in. Mueller rented Number 6 
Wilson Street, and on 11th April 11, 1836, the doors of the 
orphanage opened. Twenty-six children were immediately 
taken in. A second house soon opened, then a third. From 
the beginning, Mueller refused to ask for funds or even to 
speak of the ministry’s financial needs. He believed in 

praying earnestly and trusting the Lord to provide. And 
the Lord did provide, though sometimes at the last 
moment. The best-known story involves a morning when 
the plates and bowls and cups were set on the tables, but 
there was no food or milk. The children sat waiting for 
breakfast while Mueller led in prayer for their daily bread. 
A knock sounded at the door. It was the baker. “ Mr. 
Mueller,” he said,” I couldn’t sleep last night. Somehow I 
felt you didn’t have bread for breakfast, so I got up at two 
A.M. and baked some fresh bread.” A second knock 
sounded. The milkman had broken down right in front of 
the orphanage, and he wanted to give the children his milk 
so he could empty his wagon and repair it. During the 
course of his ninety-three years, Mueller housed more 
than ten thousand orphans, “ prayed in,” millions of 
pounds, travelled to scores of countries preaching the 
Gospel, and recorded fifty thousand answers to prayer. 

At Zarephath George Mueller, proved God. My .... are 
you at Zarepthath this .... ? In the smelting furnace ? It is 
not only possible but also probable that most of us have 
gone through the crucible at some time, or we will at 
some point ahead. It’s all part of God’s plan. Never forget, 
the Lord Jesus was “ a man of sorrows and acquainted 
with grief.” ( Is 53:3 ) We can never be like Him without 
enduring the crucible. On the Christian journey from faith 
to maturity, all roads pass through Zarephath. But even in 
the midst of the smelting furnace God will supply all your 
need therefore “ fear not.” “ Fear thou not for I am with 
thee, be not dismayed for I am thy God, I will strengthen 
thee, yea, I will help thee, yea, I will uphold thee with the 
right hand of my righteousness.” ( Is 41:10 )  




