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I, Alone

1 Kings 18:22

Prayer:  Father, I do thank you for your grace, I thank you for 

your goodness, I thank you for just the blessing th at this worship 

service has been.  Lord, we thank you.  I thank you  for the 

ensemble, I thank you for the singing, I thank you for your word.  

I thank you for the word that we have to open and t o see and to 

learn from.  And this morning, Lord, as we do just that, as we open 

up your book, I  pray again as we always do for the  presence of 

your Holy Spirit, I pray that you would guide us in to truth and 

that this truth might again be of lasting value.  A nd I pray this 

in Jesus' name.  Amen. 

We are again in the series about Elijah, we are at 1 Kings 

18:21-22 .  Let me just read to you that passage.  It says t his:  

And Elijah came near to all the people and said, "H ow long will you 

go limping between two different opinions?  If the LORD is God, 

follow him; but if Baal, then follow him."  And the  people did not 

answer him a word.  Then Elijah said to the people,  "I, even I 

only, am left a prophet of the LORD, but Baal's pro phets are 450 



men."   

Now the last time we looked at this event, we imagi ned Elijah 

giving out this challenge to believers in the 21st century.  And we 

said that the problem would not be reducing the opt ions to limping 

between just two opinions, but to the dozens of opi nions that now 

exist about what is right, what is true, what is pr oper when it 

comes to understanding who God is.  And so we spoke  about narrowing 

our choices down to what is really the threat that the church in 

North America in the 21st century faces, and we dec ided that that 

threat is ersatz Christianity.  And that is a phony , inferior 

version of Christianity that stunning numbers of pe ople who call 

themselves evangelicals now actually believe.  Well , I want to look 

at the next statement that Elijah makes, because it 's a very 

curious one indeed.  This is the statement he makes  in verse 22, he 

says:  Then Elijah said to the people, "I, even I only, am  left a 

prophet of the LORD, but Baal's prophets are 450 me n."  I don't 

really know what to make of that statement because it's pretty 

obvious that what Elijah said wasn't accurate, and so we can look 

at this from a number of different ways:  Elijah wa s just 

misinformed, Elijah was bluffing, Elijah wasn't tel ling the truth.  

In fact it almost appears that Elijah flat out lied  when he said he 

was the only one remaining of God's prophets, becau se to say that, 

we had to know that there was a conversation that E lijah had had 



previously with Obadiah that belies that.  If you r emember, Obadiah 

met Elijah and Elijah tells him to announce that at  last he's going 

to go and meet with Ahab, and Obadiah objects, he d oesn't want to 

do that at all, and he says this in 1 Kings 18:13, he says:  "Has 

it not been told my lord what I did when Jezebel ki lled the 

prophets of the LORD, how I hid a hundred men of th e LORD'S 

prophets by fifties in a cave and fed them with bre ad and water?  

And now you say, 'Go, tell your lord, "Behold, Elij ah is here"'; 

and he will kill me."  And Elijah said, "As the LOR D of hosts 

lives, before whom I stand, I will surely show myse lf to him 

today."   So here we have Obadiah telling Elijah flat out t hat he 

has saved, that he has protected over one hundred o f God's 

prophets.  So Elijah had to know that he wasn't tru ly alone.  And 

certainly he couldn't have forgotten that in only a  matter of days.  

And so we wonder, why does he make the claim that h e alone is God's 

prophet?  Now to be sure, right then and right ther e he was the 

only one of God's prophets facing off against over 800 of the 

enemy's prophets, so technically we can say he was correct, but he 

had to know that God had others, I mean, at least t wo cave's worth 

fil led with prophets that Obadiah was caring for th at somehow 

Elijah was overlooking.  And so we think maybe he w as bluffing.  I 

mean, he may well have been pointing to the fact th at the odds 

heavily, heavily favored Baal, but those odds didn' t really matter 

because even though he was one facing 840, he had G od on his side 



and they really had no one.  

Maybe he was simply misinformed.  You know, it seem s like Elijah 

genuinely believed in his heart of hearts that he w as the only one 

left.  And we know in the New Testament, God actual ly takes pains 

to write down in scripture the fact that Elijah had  been mistaken.  

In Romans 11:2-5, God is explaining how he always keeps a remnant 

of his people saved by grace and he uses Elijah as an example in 

that.  It says this, it says:  God has not rejected his people whom 

he foreknew.  Do you not know what the scripture sa ys of Elijah, 

how he appeals to God against Israel?  "Lord, they have killed your 

prophets, they have demolished your altars, and I a lone am left, 

and they seek my life."  But what is God's reply to  him?  "I have 

kept for myself seven thousand men who have not bow ed the knee to 

Baal."  So too at the present time there is a remna nt, chosen by 

grace.   You see, God is telling Elijah, Elijah, you are m istaken; 

you are not alone.  In fact there were seven thousa nd others chosen 

by grace by God who had not bowed the knee to Baal.   And judging by 

the scripture, it certainly seems that Elijah was c onvinced in his 

own heart of hearts that he was completely alone.  I mean, our text 

this morning, that's exactly what he's saying.  He says again, 

verse 22:  Then Elijah said to the people, "I, even I only am left 

a prophet of the LORD, but Baal's prophets are 450 men."   Romans 

11:3  frames the statement a little differently, it has Elijah 



saying the same thing but he's not saying it to Aha b, he's actually 

saying that to God himself.  And so I doubt he was being insincere.  

And so whether Elijah simply forgot or whether he w as bluffing Ahab 

or whether he intentionally discounted the other pr ophets that 

Obadiah had been speaking of, we don't know because  God doesn't 

really tell us.  For all practical purposes, we do know that Elijah 

saw himself as completely and utterly isolated, and  that was not 

good for him.  And it's not good for us.  

Now at this point in Elijah's life, he's on the ver ge of overseeing 

a spectacular miracle, but we have to remember what  happened 

shortly thereafter.  Shortly thereafter he suffered  a complete 

physical, mental, and spiritual breakdown and he be came suicidal.  

So I think we can make the case that Elijah's own s ense of his 

isolation was a contributing factor to his collapse .  Now Elijah 

was a prophet in a country that was under siege.  I srael was 

worshiping false gods who demanded human sacrifice,  Jezebel was 

slaughtering God's prophets.  Elijah had plenty of reasons to think 

that he was isolated.  We live in a culture that al so worships 

false gods and a culture that also offers up human sacrifice.  

Believers aren't being slaughtered here yet, but ea ch day we get 

reports about our brothers and sisters in Egypt, in  Syria, in Iraq, 

and Nigeria who are facing death for believing in C hrist.  And we 

in this culture, we're just living off the capital of a country 



that was established on Judeo Christian principles centuries ago.  

I think we all know that that capital is diminishin g each and every 

day.  And there's no question that there's a palpab le disdain for 

Bible believing Christians that is only growing in our culture as 

it collapses.  I mean, it 's an ongoing thing.  Ever y single year we 

have this war on Christmas, but it is real and it e xists.  So you 

could make the case that spiritually speaking we, t oo, are in a 

state that is under siege.  The problem is is that spiritual 

attacks don't often display themselves like physica l attacks do.  

Satan's not about to directly attack God's church u nless he thinks 

it's the most effective way to defeat it.  Right no w in Syria and 

Egypt and in certain parts of Africa, he sees an ad vantage in 

brutally and directly going after the physical well -being of 

believers, and we know he is doing that with a veng eance.  Every 

day we hear of men and women and even children now being 

slaughtered for refusing to deny their allegiance t o Christ.  Trust 

me, that is the end game of Satan.  All we have to do is look at 

ISIS and Al Qaeda to see exactly what Satan would l ove to do to 

every single believer if only he had the chance.  A nd his minions 

are not only slaughtering believers but they're doi ng it exactly 

the way God said they would.  In John 16:2, it says:  "Indeed, the 

hour is coming when whoever kills you will think he  is offering 

service to God."   Now ISIS and Al Qaeda simply reveal to us what 

Satan would love to do once his restraints are off.   I say that 



because it's very easy to grow lax and to grow lazy  when it comes 

to understanding what God said in 1 Peter 5:8 , and there he said 

this, he said:  Be sober-minded; be watchful.  Your adversary the 

devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking so meone to devour.  

You know, one of the most important weapons that a lion has is 

isolation, and one of the very first things that yo ung lions learn 

is that the only way to successfully hunt the anima ls that they 

prey on is to first isolate one animal from the res t of the herd.  

You know, one of the mistakes that young lions ofte n make, they 

charge into the herd thinking they can grab any ani mal at random 

and they quickly discover that that is a complete w aste of energy.  

And they soon learn what they have to do and what t hey know what 

they have to do is to pinpoint an animal that's eit her slower than 

normal or weaker than normal or acting in some way that appears to 

be other than healthy.  And so they hone in directl y on that animal 

and they seek to isolate it from the rest of the he rd.  And if 

they're successful in that maneuver, then the anima l has virtually 

no chance to survive.  That is exactly how the enem y picks off 

would be believers.  First he isolates them, and th en he devours 

them.  And what he isolates them from is the body o f Christ, the 

church.  People could say, well, wait a minute.  If  we're chosen 

before the foundation of the earth and we're one of  his sheep, how 

in the world could that ever happen?  I mean, isn't  it true that 



Jesus specifically states in John 10:27:  "My sheep hear my voice, 

and I know them, and they follow me.  I give them e ternal life, and 

they will never perish, and no one will snatch them  out of my hand.  

My Father, who has given them to me, is greater tha n all, and no 

one is able to snatch them out of my Father's hand. "   

So how does that happen?  Well, the answer is stunn ingly obvious 

but sometimes it's so obvious it's able to hide in plain sight.  

You see, it goes without question that nobody and n o thing will 

ever be able to snatch the Lord's sheep from his ha nd.  But Jesus 

in the very same verse, he defines his sheep this w ay, he says:  

"My sheep hear my voice, I know them, and they foll ow me."  To 

isolate yourself from God's church is to refuse to follow the 

Shepherd.  It was Christ as Shepherd who created th e concept of the 

church.  It was Christ who founded his church and d ied for it, so 

how could any of his sheep not see the church as a critically 

important part of their lives?  I mean, it 's the de fining 

characteristic of Jesus's sheep, it 's their ability  to follow the 

Shepherd.  I think it's not unreasonable to see tha t isolating 

yourself from the church may well be an indicator t hat you're not 

one of his sheep.  Isolating yourself from the body  of Christ is 

often just like isolating a gazelle or a wildebeest  from the herd.  

It's not the final step but it 's certainly one of t he first steps 

towards getting devoured.  Isolating yourself from other believers 



is often just as deadly.  It is unwise, it is unhea lthy, and it is 

unrealistic.  It is unwise because isolating yourse lf from the body 

of Christ cuts you off from one of the main venues that the Holy 

Spirit uses to speak to us.  That's other believers .  Matthew 18:15  

says:  "If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his 

fault, between you and him alone.  If he listens to  you, you've 

gained your brother.  But if he does not listen, ta ke one or two 

others along with you, that every charge may be est ablished by the 

evidence of two or three witnesses.  If he refuses to listen to 

them, tell it to the church.  And if he refuses to listen even to 

the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a ta x collector.  

Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth sha ll be bound in 

heaven, and whatever you lose on earth shall be loo sed in heaven."   

Now those are Jesus's own words, and he's speaking about and 

investing the church with incredible importance.  T he problem is as 

soon as you mention church attendance, people's leg alism antennas 

go up and their hackles all get raised.  Plus the r eal people 

you're trying to meet are not here in the first pla ce.  Kevin 

DeYoung is an author that I've quoted many, many ti mes, he has this 

observance about church attendance, this is what he  says.  He says, 

"The danger of legalism and false guilt is very rea l but so is the 

danger of disobedience and self-deception.  I want to talk about 

church members who attend their home church with gr eat 



irregularity.  These aren't unchurched folks, or de -churched, or 

under-churched.  They are semi-churched.  They show  up some of the 

time, but not every week.  They are on-again/off-ag ain, in and out, 

here on Sunday and gone for two.  That is the scand al of the 

semi-churched.  In fact, Tom Rainer argues:  'that the number one 

reason for the decline in church attendance is that  church members 

don't go to church as often as they used to.'"  He goes on to say:  

"We've had Christmas and Easter Christians for prob ably as long as 

we've had Christmas and Easter.  Some people will a lways be 

intermittent in their church attendance.  I'm not t alking about 

nominal Christians who wander into church once or t wice a year.  

I'm talking about people who went through the troub le of joining a 

church, like their church, have no particular beef with their 

church, and still only darken the doors once or twi ce a month.  If 

there are churches with membership rolls much large r than their 

average Sunday attendance, they have either under s hepherds 

derelict in their duties, members faithless in thei rs, or both." 

As you can see, that cuts both ways.  And what DeYo ung is saying is 

that there are two parties to blame for the "semi-c hurched."  

They're the people who don't attach enough importan ce to regular 

attendance at the local body, and then there's thos e of us in 

leadership who refuse to call them to account.  We all know that 

there's more than a few people who see church atten dance almost as 



optional, certainly nothing that can be demanded of  them because we 

all know that's legalism.  

You know, attitudes toward the semi-churched, they usually fall 

into two different categories.  There are those who  emphasize the 

law, and they're the ones who say since you are a C hristian, you 

must go to church.  And there's those who emphasize  grace that say 

now that you're a Christian, you are certainly goin g to want to go 

to church.  You see, there's a difference between l aw and grace 

when it comes to what Christians do with their comm itment to church 

attendance.  There's an imperative approach and the re's an 

indicative approach.  Now, the imperative approach is the command 

approach.  It 's the approach that says now that you 're a Christian, 

here's what you've got to do.  Good Christians show  up at church.  

If you don't show up at church, you're not a good C hristian.  And 

you can get results with the imperative command app roach but the 

results are often empty results, resentful results.   I mean, I know 

when I grew up in a church and I have vivid memorie s of growing up 

in a denomination in which Sunday attendance was ma ndatory.  It was 

called a holy day of obligation, and attendance was  required at the 

price of mortal sin.  I understand and I'm sympathe tic to the 

church trying to figure out a way to try and make p eople understand 

the importance of church attendance, but what this accomplished was 

people figuring out how to have their bodies presen t while their 



minds and their hearts and their emotions were abse nt.  I have 

vivid memories of going to midnight mass because Ch ristmas was a 

holy day of obligation.  You know, I and my friends  were out 

carousing and drinking, we didn't want to have to w ake up on 

Christmas day and go to Mass.  So here we all are i n the back of 

the church and we're paying no attention whatsoever  to what is 

going on but we're knowing that we're putting our t ime in under the 

threat of mortal sin.  That's the imperative approa ch, that's the 

command approach, and that's what happens when it's  applied.  

You know, I used to spend my summers down at the Je rsey shore and I 

vividly remember the church there.  I used to get, as many of them 

do, overwhelmed with people who just flood down to the area over 

the summer.  And it was fil led with people, many of  whom, who 

didn't -- they weren't there because they wanted to  be there.  They 

were there because they felt they had to be there u nder the penalty 

of mortal sin.  And the summer population is explod ing and the 

church is overwhelmed with people just trying to me et their Sunday 

obligation, so we're all standing out on the steps just kind of 

chatting away, how are you doing, what's going on, what's going on 

with you.  We're all meeting our obligation to be t here.  And you 

know, someone would periodically stick his head in,  come back out, 

"Five more minutes," "Three more minutes," "Almost over," "It's 

done, you can go."  I cannot imagine what God thoug ht of that.  But 



you know, it never occurred to me what God was thin king about that, 

because I understood the imperative part, I underst ood the command 

part, I understood this is what you have to do part .  We never 

understood that our hearts were supposed to be ther e as well as our 

bodies, and so there were results, but they were em pty results.  

It's what Jesus decried when he said in Matthew 15:8:  "This people 

honors me with their lips, but their heart is far f rom me."   

Now over against the imperative approach is the ind icative 

approach.  The indicative approach simply indicates , it indicates 

or describes what Christians as new creatures with new natures, 

what they actually do.  And it essentially leaves y ou to decide if 

you really are one of those new creatures.  See, as  a new creature 

with a new nature, Christians find within themselve s a new drive 

and a new desire to be part of the church not becau se they have to 

but because now they want to.  I mean, there is a h uge difference.  

You see that difference?  You know, the imperative approach to 

breathing would go like this:  Well now that you're  alive, you have 

to breathe; or as the indicative approach would say :  Since you are 

alive you will breathe because that's what live peo ple do.  

I'm a strong believer in the indicative approach.  I have no desire 

to brow beat people into doing the right thing part icularly when 

they have no heart for it.  I mean, I can only desc ribe for you how 



a normal Christian should respond and then let you draw your own 

conclusions.  And so I can tell you that isolating yourself from 

the church is extremely unwise, and I can say that based on 

scripture.  Ephesians 5:15  says this, it says:  Look carefully then 

how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, making the  best use of the 

time, because the days are evil.  Therefore do not be foolish, but 

understand what the will of the Lord is.  And do no t get drunk with 

wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with th e Spirit, 

addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spir itual songs, 

singing and making melody to the Lord with your hea rt, giving 

thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name of 

our Lord Jesus Christ.

Well, isolation from church is unwise because you c an't address one 

another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, si nging and making 

melody to the Lord with your heart  outside of the context of 

corporate worship.  Now I know numbers of folks who  have not 

participated in corporate worship for years.  They have essentially 

abandoned going to church.  And you know, they were  burned, they 

have bad experiences, so they just gave up.  You kn ow, I know there 

are lots and lots of churches that have lots and lo ts of problems 

and that's not an excuse but there is a reason for that.  You see, 

the church is the bride of Christ, and as the bride  of Christ it is 

the focus of Satan's attention far more than any ot her institution.  



And probably far more than any other institution, i t messes up.  

You know, someone once asked me why the firehouse o r the Elks Club 

or the rotary clubs, they all seemed to get along b etter than a lot 

of churches.  I said not to knock those organizatio ns but Satan 

doesn't much care about what happens to the firehou se or the Elks 

Club as opposed to the body of Christ.  He cares a great deal about 

what happens there.  So yes, churches often times h ave lots of 

problems, but that still doesn't excuse abandoning the church.  

Some people isolate themselves from the church beca use they've 

gotten badly burned.  Others isolate themselves sim ply because they 

can't see the point or the importance of church.  

Let me describe what I think is an accurate portray al of what one 

leader described the role of the church to be, and he said this, he 

said:  God takes people from every race and tribe a nd tongue who 

have absolutely nothing in common with each other e xcept Jesus 

Christ, and then he takes them and he puts them all  in this great 

big salt shaker and he shakes them all up together and then he says 

to them in the middle of a community of unbelievers , I'm going to 

dump you out so that they can see you, and that you 're going to 

show them how you love one another for my sake.  Th at's the task of 

the church.  That's why you're here.  You see, love  is the task 

that the local church is called to.  1 John 3:14  says this:  We 

know that we have passed out of death into life, be cause we love 



the brothers.  Whoever does not love abides in deat h.   So the 

question is how can you love the brothers or the si sters if you 

essentially have no contact with them?  I've had ma ny people tell 

me well, I just don't like church folks.  I say, "W elcome to the 

club."  There's even a little ditty that I've heard  repeated many, 

many times, I'm sure you've heard it, it says:  "To  dwell above 

with saints I love, that will truly be glory; to dw ell below with 

saints I know, well that's another story."  You kno w, God is not 

asking us to like our brothers and sisters.  He's i nsisting that we 

love them, and he even acknowledges right off the b at that it 's not 

natural, and it's not easy.  He says this in Matthew 5:46, he says:  

"If you love those who love you, what reward do you  have?  Do not 

even the tax collectors do the same?  And if you gr eet only your 

brothers, what more are you doing than others?  Do not even the 

Gentiles do the same?"   Understand what God is saying.  He's saying 

anybody can love somebody who's loveable.  Anybody can love his 

own.  God's not asking you to love your own.  He's asking you to 

love your brothers and sisters here in the local bo dy.  And you 

can't do that unless you expose yourself in some wa y or another to 

the local body, to the church.  See, the local body  of Christ (that 

is this -- for us is this little group that meets h ere at 25 

Sullivan Avenue in Port Jervis, New York), it is a much, much 

bigger deal than you think it is.  And simply excus ing yourself by 

saying, "I don't like those people," is far more se rious than you 



would imagine.  As Mark Dever puts it, he says this :  "I don't care 

how much you cry during singing or preaching.  If y ou do not have a 

life marked by love toward others, the Bible has no  encouragement 

for you to think you're a Christian.  None."  

See, God's love is what matters to God.  And God's love is put on 

display here through the local church, and so is hi s wisdom.  Paul 

says that God's grace is specifically funneled to t he physical and 

the spiritual world through the church.  He says in  Ephesians 3:8:  

This grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the  unsearchable 

riches of Christ, and to bring to light for everyon e what is the 

plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who crea ted all things, 

so that through the church the manifold wisdom of G od might now be 

made known to the rulers and authorities in the hea venly places.   

See, it's unwise to isolate yourself from the churc h because God's 

wisdom is displayed to the spirit world by what he' s doing in your 

life within the context of what you're doing in the  local church.  

To isolate yourself from a local body of believers is not only 

unwise, it is extremely unhealthy.  And yet thousan ds, better said 

millions of Christians now practice this form of is olation.  And 

what many people do to avoid thinking that they've isolated 

themselves from the church is almost as bad as comp lete 

abandonment.  Many folks now substitute television for church.  And 

what is extremely unhealthy about this type of isol ation is that I 



think many of these folks genuinely believe they ca n get a church 

experience by simply turning on the television.  An d what they get 

is a sanitized version of what church is really lik e.  There's no 

nasty people, there's no crying babies, there's no difficult 

situations that they have to work through if televi sion is your 

church.  There's also no way to see the power of Go d through the 

Holy Spirit growing each and every individual in th eir ability to 

love the brethren when you're watching it all unfol d on a TV 

screen.  That is not being part of the church.  You  cannot address 

one another sitting in front of a television.  You can only watch 

others addressing themselves.  Certainly if you're sick, if you're 

house bound, this is far better than anything else that you'll find 

on television.  But when it becomes a substitute fo r the real 

church, well then it becomes a real problem.  

Another way that you can avoid church itself is by going to a mega 

church, to a gigantic church which are perfectly fi ne as long as 

you get invested in a small group.  You know, part of the allure of 

large churches is that you can go there and remain completely 

anonymous.  You can slip into a service, you can sl ip out and feel 

like you've actually gone to church but you really haven't.  

There's not much difference in going to a live perf ormance rather 

than a video performance if all you're doing is wat ching a 

performance.  See, the model of what church is supp osed to be is 



based on what the very first church did and we find  that in Acts 

2:42 , it says this, it says:  And they devoted themselves to the 

apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the break ing of bread and 

the prayers.   Fellowship is an integral part of what church 

experience is supposed to be.  It requires you inve sting your life 

in the lives of others.  You know, if you slip into  a large church 

service and you slip out without making a ripple, y ou really have 

not gone to church.  And I know many pastors in lar ge churches like 

Tim Keller's Redeemer Presbyterian, they state righ t off the bat, 

if you are not part of a small group here at Redeem er, you're not 

part of this church.  Proverbs 27:17  says:  Iron sharpens iron, and 

one man sharpens another.   The question is how can you experience 

any of God's sharpening power if you intentionally avoid contact 

with other believers.  So isolation is unwise, it i s unhealthy, it 

is also unreal.  You see, isolation contributes to a spirit of 

unreality with regard to my own spiritual developme nt.  

I got a phone call the other day from someone who u sed to go to 

Grace, someone who no longer goes and he was asking  my advice about 

having to deal with another person who also used to  go to Grace 

that he was having a conflict with.  And we talked for a while and 

one of the things that I recalled is that this pers on left our 

church ostensibly to go to another church, and with in a short 

period of time he left both and he began to embrace  no church at 



all.  Not surprisingly, he was a spiritual train wr eck.  So we both 

agreed that this fellow was not doing well and that  he needed a 

great deal of encouragement to come back to the chu rch, and as 

we're chatting away, I eventually asked my friend o n the phone, so 

what are you doing about church?  Well, he confesse d that he had 

not been to church himself for quite a while and th en he said, 

"Well, at least I" -- and I stopped him.  I said to  him, "Look, 

when you preface a statement about your spiritual l ife with the 

words 'at least,' that's not a good sign.  You're u sually 

describing a downward spiritual spiral."  You know,  I don't go to 

church any more but at least I don't...and you can fil l in whatever 

blank you want, because "at least" is a moving targ et, it 's a 

moving goal post, it 's a sliding scale that adapts itself to an 

innate ability to kid ourselves, and we do that by denying our 

spiritual health downward.  "At least I'm not beati ng my wife."  

"At least I'm not out getting drunk every night."  "At least I'm 

not out spending all my time on porn sites."  Is th at a definition 

of healthy Christianity?  Well, if you isolate your self from other 

believers, you can actually begin to think that it is.  

You see, the unreality that sets in when you isolat e yourself from 

the body of Christ is that the world begins to subs titute its 

values for kingdom values but it does so so slowly and so 

incrementally you don't even realize that it 's happ ening.  What you 



don't understand is it is the lions and they're pee ling you away 

from the herd.  First your language begins to grow a little coarse 

along with your Internet and TV habits, church folk s seem more and 

more different, then a little more and more weird, eventually 

church itself becomes out of bounds.  And this does n't happen all 

at once.  This happens incrementally.  It happens i n tiny little 

bites.  You're being set up and you don't even know  it.  Isolate 

yourself from the church and you will soon find you r language 

deteriorating, your spiritual habits diminishing, a nd your 

spiritual discipline dissolving.  Like I said, it n ever happens all 

at once.  It usually takes months, sometimes it tak es years.  But 

trust me, once you've been separated and isolated f rom the health 

of the body of Christ, it is usually only a matter of time before 

the enemy decides now it's time to pick you off.  

I 'l l say it again, I've never in my life ever met s omebody who left 

a church whose spiritual life improved because of i t.  I have, 

however, met dozens and dozens whose leaving the ch urch was the 

first step to leaving the faith.  We make it a poin t to try to 

interview anyone who's decided to leave Grace, and one thing we 

always try to emphasize is the importance of being part of a Bible 

believing church, even if it 's not us, because bein g part of a 

church is that important.  And I speak from persona l experience.  I 

mean, I've known lots of folks whose leaving the ch urch was the 



first step towards spiritual disaster, and they win d up isolating 

themselves from the reflection and the refreshment and the 

restoration that Christ intended his church for us to be.  A 

reflection is the body of Christ doing the job that  God gave her to 

reflect God's spirit back into the lives of believe rs.  

Mark Dever, he's the pastor of Capitol Hill Baptist  Church in 

Washington, D.C., he's the author of Nine Marks of a Healthy 

Church.  He often begins his talks on college campuses with this 

highly provocative sentence.  This is what he says:   "If you are 

not a member of the church you regularly attend, yo u may well be 

going to hell."  Now Dever's quoted in Joshua Harri s's Stop Dating 

the Church  as saying this, he says, "I don't mean for a secon d that 

you literally have to have your name on a membershi p card in a 

church somewhere to go to heaven.  I believe in jus tification by 

faith alone in Christ alone by God's grace alone.  At the same 

time, in the New Testament it seems that the local church is there 

to verify or falsify our claims to be Christians."  See, what Dever 

is saying is that one of the critical blessings of not isolating 

yourself from community is that you expose yourself  to people who 

are willing to call your spiritual bluff.  Isolate yourself from 

other believers and you can pretend your faith is d oing great while 

it's slipping away.  Being in community almost alwa ys guarantees, 

for better or for worse, that somebody will be will ing to call you 



out when you start the deadly practice of spiritual ly kidding 

yourself.  

A healthy church cannot only call you out if you ne ed to be called 

out but she should also be able to lovingly call yo u back.  God not 

only acknowledges the role the congregation has in calling a 

brother or sister out, it gives us specific instruc tions on how we 

are to go about the art of restoration.  It gives u s these 

instructions in Galatians 6:1.  He says this, he says:  Brothers, 

if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who a re spiritual 

should restore him in a spirit of gentleness.  Keep  watch on 

yourself, lest you too be tempted.   You see, it 's the body of 

Christ that God's Holy Spirit uses to cause us to r eflect on our 

Christian lives, to be restored if we stray or wand er, and finally 

to be refreshed by being around God's people.  At t he end of Paul's 

life and ministry, he asked his brothers and sister s to pray for 

him.  He said this in Romans 15:  So that by God's will I may come 

to you with joy and be refreshed in your company.   

So I guess the question that I would like to leave with all of you 

this morning is this, simple question:  Are you ref reshed by being 

in the company of believers?  You know, once again it comes down to 

imperatives versus indicatives.  I don't believe th at imperatives 

or commands will ever be sufficient to guilt people  into becoming 



an integral part of the local body.  I believe the indicative.  It 

simply indicates that if you are one of his, you wi ll have a heart 

and an appetite for gathering with God's people.  I f you have no 

heart for this, if you're here because you've been guilted or 

nagged into coming, then you're going to get out of  church exactly 

what you expected, and that's nothing.  There's an alternative, 

however, you can ask God to give you a heart for ga thering with his 

people.  You can ask God to give you a heart for wh at Acts 2:42  

says a healthy church body should be:  And they devoted themselves 

to the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to th e breaking of 

bread and the prayers.   See, the good news is that it's never too 

late to reverse the trend of spiritual isolation.  

Elijah found himself bereft of fellowship and the r esults we're 

soon going to see proved to be disastrous.  And whe ther he was 

mistaken or bluffing or just misinformed, the point  is he felt he 

was all alone.  He had been singled out, so he thou ght, and he was 

ripe for the taking.  You need to understand that's  exactly what 

the enemy wants to do with you.  The goal is to sep arate you from 

the body of Christ so that you can be devoured at t he enemy's 

leisure.  You know, I wish it wasn't so, but I've s een it happen 

over and over and over again.  And our goal and des ire at Grace is 

to be a place of reflection, of restoration, and re freshment so 

that each of us can be about the business that we w ere called to.  



And we know that what that is, Jesus Christ left he aven itself, and 

he came down to earth and he lived the perfect life , and then he 

offered up that perfect life as a sacrifice for our  sin, his 

righteousness for our unrighteousness.  That is wha t we proclaim.  

We also live that message uniquely and individually  as we are being 

shaped and molded into the image of Christ, we are here to bring 

glory to God.  Now if you think you can do that wit hout the local 

body, you are kidding yourself, and you are disobey ing God's clear 

command.  He says in Hebrews 10:24:  And let us consider how to 

stir up one another to love and good works, not neg lecting to meet 

together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and 

all the more as you see the Day drawing near.   I think we can all 

agree that the day is drawing far nearer than it ev er has before 

and that never has the need for encouragement been greater.  

Elijah's cry was:  "I, even I only, am left a prophet of the LORD,"  

and he was terribly mistaken.  Don't let the devil make Elijah's 

cry your cry.  Don't neglect to meet together as is  the habit of 

some.  Let's pray.  

Father God, I recognize these are hard words, these  are difficult 

words, but Lord, this is -- this is part of what th e church is 

called to do.  It 's called to speak difficult words  into the lives 

of brothers and sisters, into those whom we love so  that they could 

understand and know especially if they're spiritual ly kidding 



themselves.  I pray that you would give grace, stre ngth, peace, 

power, and wisdom to anybody who is in the process of isolating 

himself and that they would be given the means to c ome back into 

the fold, and I pray this in Jesus' name.  Amen.  


