Rebuilding the Altar
Elijah … repaired the altar of the Lord which was in ruins.
1 Kings 18:30

Introduction
In 1970, missionary L John Bueno had been the pastor of a church in San Salvador for nine years. No matter how much he struggled, the church’s attendance wouldn’t get above 300. Then the Holy Spirit placed a message on his heart and because he didn’t get the response he believed he should get he preached the same message for 13 Sundays in a row. The message was on the Lordship of Jesus Christ.
After 13 weeks, a small group of young people came to him with a simple request: Could they start an all-night prayer meeting? They made plans to meet on Friday nights, and on the first Friday, 13 committed young men and women came to pray for the church. The group grew steadily. Soon, as many as 200 people were praying.

People ask Bueno how the church grew from 100 to 22,000 and he says either, “prayer,” or “the Lordship of Jesus Christ”.
It is my conviction that as we enter 2010 as a church we need to get back to basics. We must make experiencing God and prayer our top priorities. I want us to continue reading the bible in a year and, if possible, to attend at least one prayer meeting a week. In addition, We need to be witnessing to the saving power of Jesus Christ in our lives.
Reminder
This time last year, I directed your attention Ezra chapter 3. 42,000 exiles Jews returned from exile under the leadership of men called Jeshua and Zerubbabel. The first thing they did is described in Ezra 3:2.
[They] began to build the altar of the God of Israel to sacrifice burnt offerings on it, in accordance with what is written in the Law of Moses the man of God.

The first thing to be restored was the altar. The word altar means place of sacrifice. It was here that the animals were sacrificed to atone or make amends for the peoples’ sin.

They made a start. They began the work. They followed a strategy – altar, temple, city. They also followed the commands of Scripture – “in accordance with what is written in the Law of Moses”. We need biblical foundations to what we do.
Things are somewhat different under the New Covenant.  Hebrews 13:10 states,
We have an altar from which those who minister at the tabernacle have no right to eat. 

Today, thankfully, animal sacrifices are no longer needed because the ultimate sacrifice has been made. In the words of the apostle Paul.

For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed.

1 Corinthians 5:7

The altar speaks of the heart of our spiritual lives, our devotion to Jesus, our prayer lives, the heart of worship.

Peter, writing to Christian believers in what is modern day Turkey, says these words,

… you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

1 Peter 1:5

Whereas there are a number of areas for Christians to demonstrate sacrificial life and ministry – praise, giving and so on – I believe the priority area for us as a church, right now, is to rebuild the altar of prayer, corporate prayer. 

It is prayer that brings the life of God into lives, fellowship and circumstances. Amazing things happen when churches pray.

CH Spurgeon wrote these words:

The condition of the church may be very accurately gauged by its prayer meetings. So is the prayer meeting a grace-ometer, and from it we may judge of the amount of divine working among a people. If God be near a church, it must pray. And if he be not there, one of the first tokens of his absence will be a slothfulness in prayer.

To make time for corporate prayer in the twenty-first century is sacrificial. It is a faith-act. It says that we believe in God to act in response to what otherwise is surely a waste of time.

Lessons from Elijah
We pick up the story-line at verse 30. The frantic efforts of the prophets of Baal were to no avail. Verse 29 concludes with the pathetic “there was no response, no one answered, no one paid attention”.

The only hope for today’s world lies with the God of the Bible – Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Verse 30

Then Elijah said to all the people, "Come here to me." They came to him, and he repaired the altar of the LORD, which was in ruins.

The altar needed repairing because of neglect. This was one of the high places which the writer of Kings is keen to condemn in normal circumstances. Here the issue is not whether Yahweh would be worshipped in the right place, but whether he would be worshipped at all.

I wonder what the altar of devotion, the altar of sacrifice, the altar of prayer is like in your life. Is it lying in ruins because of neglect?
The underlying cause was sin, the idolatry of the king and the turning to Baal.
In repairing an old altar, Elijah intimates “to them that he was not about to introduce any new religion, but to revive the faith and worship of their fathers’ God, and reduce them to their first love, their first works” (Matthew Henry).
It’s all about getting back to the heart of worship. All backsliding starts in the closet.
Verse 31

Elijah took twelve stones, one for each of the tribes descended from Jacob, to whom the word of the LORD had come, saying, "Your name shall be Israel."

The taking of twelve stones is significant. Although the people had turned to Baal, they were still regarded as belonging to God by virtue of the ancient covenant with their fathers.
In Joshua 4, we read about twelve stones that had been taken from the Jordan River when Joshua and the Israelites crossed over on dry land. They were to signify that “that the hand of the LORD is powerful and so that you might always fear the LORD your God” (Judges 4:20).

Verse 32
With the stones he built an altar in the name of the LORD, and he dug a trench around it large enough to hold two seahs of seed.
This was an altar in the name of the Lord. How much of our worship, our service a means of self-gratification rather than dedicated to God?
At the end of the day, it’s all about God. 
Verses 33-35

33He arranged the wood, cut the bull into pieces and laid it on the wood. Then he said to them, "Fill four large jars with water and pour it on the offering and on the wood." 34"Do it again," he said, and they did it again.   "Do it a third time," he ordered, and they did it the third time. 35The water ran down around the altar and even filled the trench. 

Worship, sacrifice and prayer involve faith. It’s about God and only God, not God plus other things.
What is our faith based on? Do we have unbiblical contingency plans?
Verse 36

At the time of sacrifice, the prophet Elijah stepped forward and prayed: "O LORD, God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, let it be known today that you are God in Israel and that I am your servant and have done all these things at your command.

Having restored the altar it is time to pray. Elijah’s prayer has three elements.

There is prayer for the knowledge of the true God. We need to know God my friends. Paul’s prayer for the Colossians is that they “may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God, …” (Col 1:10).

There second prayer is for personal vindication. Sometimes, it’s right to pray this – though we must watch that this does not become our only Goal. (Cf. Noel Fellows). 
Verse 37

Answer me, O LORD, answer me, so these people will know that you, O LORD, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back again."
The first prayer is repeated. We want people to know God.
The third prayer is for a work in the people’s lives. O, may God work in people’s lives.
This is a three-dimensional prayer, a prayer of faith. Such faith is learned through an ever deepening experience of God.
Verse 38
Then the fire of the LORD fell and burned up the sacrifice, the wood, the stones and the soil, and also licked up the water in the trench.

When we start praying like this the fires of God falls. The fire decides the issue and this is what we need – the fire of God. All else is secondary.
Fire consumed the offering at the consecration of the Temple in the time of Solomon (2 Chronicles 7:1).

Jesus was the One who would Baptise with the Holy Spirit and fire. Like the early disciples we need to experience a Pentecost in our hearts and in the church.
Let’s remember, however, that Carmel was the culmination of a long, faithful sometimes hard walk with God.
Verse 39

When all the people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, "The LORD -he is God! The LORD -he is God!"

There is a restoration of the people of God and a recognition of who God is. 
The people finally decide to worship God not Baal. Yahweh is the one true God. This is something we need in our day. The people of God turning back to him.
Then there was rain on the land. We need revival! We need revival as a church. Derek Prince’s testimony.
Application
This account of the restoration of God’s people in the days of Elijah, I believe, speaks powerfully to us today. There was a time when, in this church, “the two weekly prayer meetings were well attended and fervent in tone”.
In Dennis Johnson’s History of Baptist Witness in Corporation Road, Darlington, we read, 
A decade before the first World war was a time of great activity as the young church carried out our Lord’s great commission. … it was the story of Acts 2 again, with believers being added almost weekly. In 1905, 37 were added, and 30 in 1906. During April and May weekly church meetings were called to deal with applications for baptism and membership. Two missions took place …, and there was systematic visitation of the neighbourhood. The diaconate was increased to 10 and 800 more Sankey hymn-books were purchased.
We need to restore the altar to the centre of our personal lives and church life. We need to recognise that God and God alone answers prayer and make a commitment to him to pray.

Attendance at one prayer meeting a week is, I believe, essential. If God has blessed us in any way it is because of our prayer.

No prayer – No blessing

Little Prayer – Little Blessing

Much Prayer – Much Blessing

I would ask you if it is at all possible to attend at least one prayer meeting a week. It is here the work is done. It is here the key to change lies. It is here that the blessing of God is gained.
Are we ready to be involved in the work of spiritual restoration this church so sorely needs? Let 2010 be the year when we repair the altar of the Lord. We need, in the words of Dallas Willard, a “renovation of the heart”.  We make a resolute commitment to pray. And let’s see what the sovereign Lord will do in our midst.
19Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, 20by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, 21and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 22let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water. 23Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. 24And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. 25Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.
Hebrews 10:19-25
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