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What does God have to do to get your undivided attention? 

When Ahab, King of Israel, divides his attention between the God of Israel and his 

wife Jezebel’s god Baal, God is said to have expressed considerable displeasure. The 

God of Israel, it seems, does not understand the dilemmas created when one finds 

oneself with a particularly demanding wife. And let’s face it, there is a lot to be 

gained from indulging one’s particularly demanding wife. Even a moderately 

demanding wife can distract one from one’s priorities, it might be said.  

The trouble is, the PD for the King of Israel is to represent God to the people of Israel. 

Other kings of the region see their subjects as existing simply to generate wealth for 

them, allow them to exert their power at whim, and give them glory in the eyes of 

friends and enemies alike. Capitalism at its best. But the King of Israel is expected to 

care for the people, to be God’s nurturing, shepherding presence among them, guiding 

them in the ways of God, for the glory of God. So it follows that, if the king has 

divided attention with regard to gods, his shepherding is bound to have the people 

thoroughly confused. A confused people following a leader divided is hardly a model 

of good governance. It leaves the nation vulnerable to attack, as well as getting the 

CEO’s nose out of joint. 

Enter Elijah. Sent by him of the out of joint nose. “How long will you go limping with 

two different opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him.” 

With the God of Israel, there is zero tolerance for other gods. There is zero tolerance 

for prevaricating. There is zero tolerance for eclecticism when it comes to gods. If you 

have come to know the God of Israel, put your whole heart there, lest you be 

weakened to the point of destruction by trying to please too many masters. With gods 

it’s got to be all or nothing, so make up your mind, make a clear decision, and stick to 

it. And by the way, Ahab, you better be listening to this too. 

Well, the God of Israel managed to convince the people, for the time being anyway, 

that she was indeed God. Following instruction, apparently, Elijah set up a once for all 

showdown between the two contenders, Israel’s God and Baal. And of course Israel’s 

God won hands down. Nothing like a bit of heavenly pyrotechnics at the national 

barbeque to make the people sit up and take notice – or should I say fall on their faces 

in terror. Even Ahab took the point. Only Jezebel resisted, becoming even more 

committed to her god Baal. We’ll hear more of her, and her battle with Elijah and his 

God in the coming weeks. 

Well, we know from the temptation stories that it’s not appropriate really to set God 

up to make a dramatic and terrifying display of superior power. According to Jesus, 

we are not to put God to the test. Showdowns with the opposition is not God’s way, 

these days at least. Slaughtering  their followers is off the agenda too. Now, love your 

enemies, and followers of other gods, is the order of the day. If the atheists drive you 

mad, love them into submission. If your neighbours drive you mad, love them into 

submission. If the Muslims drive you mad, love them into submission. If the 



fundamentalists, or the progressives, or the I don’t need to go to church to worships 

drive you mad, love them into submission. And if they don’t submit, suffer – and keep 

on loving. That’s the new order. Butchered bull replaced with the cross. Fireworks 

replaced with resurrection. God’s final showdown is not with another god at all, but 

with the last enemy death. Life triumphs, but only because we do not allow death to 

divert us. Hedging bets between God and avoiding death and suffering divides the 

attention and has us limping around. And the God of Jesus Christ has zero tolerance 

for divided opinions, divided loyalties. Love as I loved you, says Jesus Christ. 

Does it really matter? You might ask. Doesn’t confession and forgiveness deal with 

our wishy washiness? Surely so long as we make an effort to be kind and helpful and 

loving in the church and at work and home God will be happy with that. We give God 

a big chunk of our time, talents, money, thought…. Isn’t that all we can realistically 

do in this day and age? 

The trouble is, that it is not only the bbq and fireworks that have been redirected. The 

role of the King of Israel has also been reassigned – to us, the church. God relies on us 

to shepherd God’s people whoever they are, wherever they are, whatever they believe. 

God relies on us to shepherd the earth and all that is in it. We cannot do that faithfully 

or effectively if we are divided in our loyalties. Divided loyalties confuse and weaken 

the very people we are called to love with all our hearts. And they confuse and 

weaken us, and deceive us into thinking our lives are about our own glory, not God’s.  

On the other hand, if we are clear that it is God’s glory we seek to display, then we 

rely on God to provide what is needed for that glory to show through us. So then the 

question gets turned around. No longer do we ask, What does God have to do to get 

our undivided attention? Instead the question becomes, What do we have to do to get 

God’s undivided attention? 

That’s where the story of the centurion comes in. The centurion is utterly confident 

that the word of Jesus is all that is needed to enable his love for his slave to be fruitful. 

That is what catches Jesus’ attention above all: utter confidence in the power of the 

word of God to heal. Complete trust that God can do abundantly more than we can 

ask or think – in us and through us. We have a mission to call the people of our 

community to the point of knowing, through us, that God is God, whether they choose 

to follow or not. It would be great if we could just do the fireworks thing. But we are 

landed with the latest update in God’s self-revelation method, the method tried and 

tested by Jesus Christ and shown to be utterly reliable, albeit uncomfortable beyond 

description. We are called to offer love, unreserved, unconditional, unwavering. 

Tough love, of course. That’s the sort that really costs. And that’s the sort God longs 

to give through us. 

How long will we go limping as if we didn’t know who is God? How long will we 

wait for God to prove herself when God is right here within us, bursting to get out and 

shine, if only we would make up our minds, once and for all, and get on with it. 

That’s when the real fireworks will begin. 
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