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Walking the Fence

~ 1 Kings 18:21
"How long halt you between two opinions?  If
God be God, follow Him; but if Baal, then
follow him."

No one has good enough balance to stay on
the fence forever.  This is a story about the
straddler.  It has to do not with opinions about
complex issues, but, rather divided loyalties.

The text is part of one of the most majestic and dramatic scenes of the Old Testament.  One day, an
unexpected visitor appeared at the court of King Ahab.  He was as unwelcome as he was unexpected, for
he rebuked the king and told him to his face that there would be no rain nor dew upon the earth during the
coming years, except at his word.  Then, he left the king to nurse his wrath, as he disappeared as
completely as if the earth had swallowed him.

The days that followed were terrible, trying days.  The gardens all withered.  The fields became parched. 
The springs and wells dried up.  Desolation and death stalked at every turn.  The entire nation seemed at
the point of becoming a desert.

Meanwhile, weak and helpless, the enraged king sought everywhere for this prophet on whom he blamed
the whole tragic situation.  At last, when more than three years had gone by, Elijah suddenly came back. 
The first man he met was his old friend Obadiah.  He asked Obadiah to tell Ahab that he had returned. 
However, the mere thought of carrying such a message filled Obadiah with fear.  "What sin have I
committed," he asked, "that you send me on a mission like this?  While I am gone, the Spirit of the Lord
will snatch you away somewhere and my life will be forfeited."

So, Elijah reassured him by saying, "As the Lord God lives, before whom I stand, I will surely show myself
to Ahab this day."  Encouraged, Obadiah went to tell Ahab the great news.  I can see the fire flash in
Ahab's eyes as he heard the news; now, at last, he is going to have the pleasure of taking vengeance on
the prophet who had so troubled him and his kingdom these trying years.

Into the prophet's presence he came with a great show of royalty.  "Are you the one that troubles Israel?" 
he asked in indignation.  At this, he expected to see the prophet's face pale and his knees totter --but no;
to his amazement, no such thing happened.  Instead, the prophet towered above him like a mountain
above an ant-heap, as he answered sternly, "I have not troubled Israel; but you have, and your father's
house, in that you have made Israel to sin."

That is, declared the prophet, the trouble with Israel is not Elijah, the trouble with Israel is sin.  It is sin
that cut off your water supply.  It is sin that has dried up your fountains.  It is sin that has parched your
fields and withered your gardens.  It is because of sin that you are thirsty and hungry.  It is your sin and
the sin of the people.  You see, the desert that you see around you today was born of the moral desert
that is in your heart.

Having spoken, Elijah becomes the real king.  He ordered Ahab to gather the people together at Mount
Carmel.  The king obeyed --he dared not do otherwise.
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And now the great crowd has gathered.  On the one side is the king with the prophets of Baal and the
prophets of Asherah, and a vast multitude of people; on the other side stood one man, Elijah of the Lord. 
This is what he said, "How long will you go limping with two different opinions?  If the Lord is God, follow
him; but, if Baal, then follow him" (1 Kings 18:21).  Make up your mind.

First, the text is a rebuke.  It brings home to Israel the sin of which she is guilty.  The prophet did
not charge them with entirely forsaking God.  He did not charge them with leaving off with prayer and
worship altogether.  Nor did he charge them with going entirely over to Baal.  He did not accuse them of
giving their hearts unreservedly to this false god.

Of course, they had given some hospitality to Baal.  They had also been somewhat neglectful of God. 
But the charge was not that they had entirely forsaken one, nor entirely followed the other.

What, then, was the charge?   The prophet accused them of being partly for God and partly for Baal.  In
short, they were straddlers.  They were fence-sitters.  They were victims of ruinous indecision.  They were
hampered by a divided allegiance.  They were "double minded."  James wrote that the double minded are
unstable in all their ways.

Now, I dare say, there is no individual less pleasing to God or man than one who cannot make up his or
her mind about loyalties.  The only time in all the Bible that Christ is presented as being disgusted was
with a crowd of lukewarm straddlers.  He declared that he wished that they were either hot or cold.  That
is, if we are not going to be out and out for Christ, the result is that we might as well be out and out
against him --for all the good we do.

Any position is less hurtful, both to the individual and to the Lord than a lukewarm, undecided loyalty.

Why is indecision so harmful?  Here are three reasons:

First, it is harmful because it divides our energies.  Decision, on the other hand, unifies.  When we
say, "This one thing I do" (Philippians 3:13), then, we focus all of our powers upon a single object.  Then,
we are able to utilize our strength to the reaching of our goal.  But the undecided sow themselves
broadcast.  Their abilities may be great, but even then, they will end in failure if they never reach a
decision.  You see, the undecided person is neither a rank unbeliever nor a genuine Christian.  The
undecided person is busily engaged in doing both right and wrong at the same time.

I find no connection between vigilante murders and keeping morality.  Picture the two standing before
God: "I was a harlot."  Then the moral giant speaks, "I killed her --do I get some sort of badge for that?" 
And, how in the world does “white supremacy” have anything to do with Christian faith?   We don't need
it; we don’t want it; and God doesn't need their vote.  In fact, God's work depends on winning hearts, not
elections.  I find it no small coincidence that Jesus did not pursue his goals through politics.  Too often,
politics becomes nothing more than a very dirty mix of people who are against the same person or thing --
but for very different reasons.  Anyway, who could possibly think that lies are the path to goodness and
truth?  Yes, divided.

It is possible to carry on a good trade with the heathen in rum and slaves, and at the same time use the
money to support missions.  There is no true progress in these mixed endeavors.  Please don’t bring
your hate to church and dress it up in religious language.  One more “hate club” cannot possibly, make a
better world.  And, who could possibly think that lies are the path to goodness and truth?  Divided.

Secondly, indecision is harmful because it tends to lead to inaction.  Did you ever see this happen? 
A rabbit starts across the street; judging by the speed of the rabbit and approach of your car, you think all
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is well.  Then the rabbit turns to go back; he can still make it if you apply your brakes.  Then at the last
minute, the rabbit decides to continue with the crossing, only to become buzzard food.  Unable to make
up its mind, indecision paralyzes the rabbit.  Certainly, you've heard the old story of the donkey that
starved to death trying to make up its mind which of two lovely bundles of hay to munch.

Thirdly, not only does indecision lead to inaction, but by leading to inaction, it leads to wrong
action.  This is forever true in moral questions, to refuse to ascend is to descend.  That is what Jesus
meant when he said, "He that is not for me is against me."  The opposition that is most harmful to the
cause of Christ today is not that which grows out of a firm and deliberate purpose.  It is that which is born
out of a lack of positive decision to follow Christ and Christ alone.

It is the tendency to mix up money, mammon, and things with Christ.  It is the tendency to glorify pride
with a special Christian elitism.  It is the tendency to think that really good Christians dress better.  It is the
tendency to mix up talent with godliness.  It is the tendency to put so much emphasis on the material
world that we miss the spiritual world.  It is the tendency to become skilled in deliberately selling our
impressions of spirituality and sincerity.  Selling impressions of super spirituality has been big business in
the Christian music world.  And it is not hard to get a crowd these days by telling people that "God wants
you to be rich."  Nobody wants a Mother Teresa Christianity, because it is just a little too much like Christ. 
We want to be like Christ, but we don't want to be like Christ.  Perhaps we are in trouble whenever the
Christian stage gets too big.

The lack of firm and unwavering commitment to the sermons, the life, and the cross of Christ can lead the
Christian into a swamp.

How strikingly this is illustrated in the case of Pilate.  It was never the purpose of Pilate to condemn
Jesus.  His sense of justice made such a course hateful to him.  When the Jews cried "If you let this man
go you are not Caesar's friends," he knew he could not afford to lose his friendship with Caesar --nor
could he afford to condemn an innocent man.  For this reason, he took both sides at the same time --he
refused to acquit or condemn.  His indecision ended in wrong action.  And since indecision ends in wrong
action, it ends in wrong character and wrong destiny.

Because this is true, it is no surprise that the prophet came with an earnest appeal for a decision. 
He made no promises, he simply called for the people to make up their minds.  What do you think about
the idea of doing right for no other reason than it's the right thing to do?  Has that idea gotten lost
somewhere?  We don't follow Christ to get rich.  We don't follow Christ to gain power.  We don't follow
Christ to be important or powerful.  And, as the Apostle Paul, if we are sick, we continue to follow Christ
whether he heals us or not.

Follow God because it is right; to follow Baal is just not right.  They are not to decide between a thousand
opinions, they are to decide between two.  The issue is, he says, "If God be God, follow him; but if Baal,
then follow him."

Now, I am aware that Baal means nothing to us today, but the choice is still between only one of two
ways.  So I say to you, "Are you a Christian?"  "No," you answer, "there are so many churches that I
cannot decide which one I ought to join."  But that is not the issue at all.  The choice is between Christ
and the world.  Between Christ and things.  Between the way of Christ and our own way.  Between life
with Christ and life without Christ.  That is the issue upon which we need to decide.

If you believe that by rejecting Christ and his way, you will bring yourself enrichment, satisfaction, and
personal usefulness; if you believe that Christ has come to rob you of the things that are most worthwhile;
if you believe that his teaching is wrong and hurtful, then the only reasonable thing you can do is refuse to
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follow him.

On the other hand, if you believe that Christ represents the best interests of men and women, community,
and peace in the world; if you are convinced that by following him you will be able to render greater
service to your friends and your family, then it is your duty to stand for him.  If Christ and his way look like
the right way, then you must decide in his favor.  I say Christ is the high road.

Now, there is not a person who is not convinced of the supremacy of Christ.  We all know that he was
right about everything he taught.  We all know that he can meet our real needs.  We all know that he can
make us right.  We all know that he can bless us and make us a blessing.  We all know that he can enrich
and make us a means of enrichment to others.

Therefore, the most reasonable word that I can say to you is the word of this prophet.  "If God be God,
follow him; but if Baal, then follow him."  Let us be "out and out" for Christ.  I believe there is every reason
in the world to decide for Christ.
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