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🌠 Sound of sheer silence 
Cave 
A prophet comes to the end of his ministry. His conclusion? Everything is failure. 
Decades of preaching, with little response. Hundreds of colleagues murdered. A contract 
on his own life. He does what you and I might do—he runs away. He dives into hiding, 
and begs God to put him out of his misery. Suddenly, God is there. Out of your cave, Elijah! 
Stand still—I’m going to pass by. It’s drama. Hurricane-force wind. Convulsing earthquake. 
Raging fire. But ironically, God is not in the drama. Drama is the headline, but not the 
text. What’s the text? Not words, not speech. Only “a sound of sheer silence.” 1 Kings 
19:12 (NRSV). Does your life seem like failure? Like a cave? Like wind, earthquake or fire? 
Wait in sheer silence with God, discerning the text. 

Presence 
“A still, small voice.” That’s what comes to Elijah after wind, earthquake and fire. 1 Kings 
19:12. There are other translations. A gentle, quiet voice—like a calm breeze. The sound 
of gentle blowing. A sound of stillness. The soft breathing of the Lord. Or “a sound of 
sheer silence” (NRSV). An indefinable something. God present with a human being in his 
suffering. This is God in his most astonishing mode—the Almighty in quiet intimacy with a 
friend on Earth. God comes alongside a defeated prophet in silence—listening, breathing, 
whispering, loving. Hearing Elijah’s heartbeat. Accepting his complaints. Receiving his 
frustration. Sharing wisdom and encouragement in sacred stillness. This is Elijah’s God. 
Your God, too. 

Proposal 
It’s a noisy world. That’s a problem, because like Elijah, we hear God in stillness. “The Lord 
is in his holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before him.” Habakkuk 2:20 (NRSV). On 
our noise spectrum, there are three kinds of noise. One, natural noise—waves, wind, 
cicadas, children playing, good conversation. Two, artificial noise—everyday TV, radio, 
social media, industry, advertising. Three, dark noise—corrupt or depressing. This means 
most of the entertainment world and perhaps half of the social–political–elitist world. 
Are you, like Elijah, desperate for God? Here’s a radical proposal. Eliminate three on your 
noise spectrum. Rigorously control two. And cultivate one. Enjoy a gentle breeze in the 
quiet presence of God. 
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Stillness 
“Be still, and know that I am God.” Psalm 46:10 (NIRV). This doesn’t mean cold isolation in 
a convent or monastery. It doesn’t mean escape to Yukon wilderness. It means visiting 
with Jesus in night-time serenity, like Nicodemus. It means rendezvous with Jesus out in 
the hills, like the disciples. It means finding a tranquil corner to wash Jesus’ feet, like 
Mary. It means consistent appointments with the Word at whatever time and place 
works best, like the missionary Hudson Taylor. Here’s Psalm 46:10 from The Message 
translation: “Step out of the traffic! Take a long, loving look at me, your High God, above 
politics, above everything.” Are you noised-out and anxious, like Elijah? It’s time for a 
long, loving look at God, in stillness with him. 

Return 
After Elijah emerges from stillness with God, he is changed. “Go back the way you came!” 
says God. The prophet returns to the danger. He goes back to the exact scene of 
discouragement from which he had run away. Now, it’s in faith rather than fear, in God’s 
power rather than in his own fragility. You are still my valued friend and prophet, God 
reassures him. I will not permit you to die demoralized in a cave. You will rise to the pinnacle 
of your life and ministry, and go out in the power and glory of the Almighty. You will leave 
behind a legacy of the Spirit that will inspire for generations, and that will point to the life and 
ministry of the Son of God. For all who have run away in failure, this is God’s message of 
hope. 

View 
When Elijah returns to the place from which he had fled, it’s with a mission. Replace Ahab 
and Jezebel with Jehu—my new appointee, says God. And anoint Elisha as your own 
successor. This is important—replacement and succession. When leaders fail, or when a 
servant of God arrives at the end of his mission, Heaven is ready with a fresh plan. Does 
the future look bleak? Stand by—God creates a new future. See things as I see them, God 
tells Elijah. You think you’re the only believer left. But here’s truth—there are 7,000 believers 
who serve me! One and 7,000—a big difference. The human view versus the divine view. 
From some perspectives, it’s better than you think! says God. Let’s keep this truth in mind 
as we view our lives, the church, and the world that is our mission. 
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