Mother’s Day 2017

“Honor and Hope for Single Mothers”

1 Kings 17:1-24
For over a century, Mother’s Day has been celebrated honoring the mother of the family, as well as motherhood, maternal bonds, and the influence of mothers in society. The modern holiday of Mother’s Day was first celebrated in 1908, when Anna Jarvis held a memorial for her mother at St. Andrew’s Methodist Church in Grafton, West Virginia. (Yes, Nathanael, some good things do come out of West Virginia!) Her campaign to make “Mother’s Day” a recognized holiday in the United States began in 1905, the year her mother died. Anna Jarvis wanted to set aside a day to honor all mothers, believing that they were “the person who has done more for you than anyone in the world.”
In 1908, the U.S. Congress rejected a proposal to make Mother’s Day an official holiday, joking that they would also have to proclaim a “Mother-in-law’s Day”. However, owing to the efforts of Jarvis, by 1911 all U.S. states observed the holiday, with some of them officially recognizing Mother’s Day as a local holiday, the first being West Virginia, Jarvis’ home state, in 1910. In 1914, President Woodrow Wilson signed a proclamation designating Mother’s Day, held on the second Sunday in May, as a national holiday to honor mothers.

Before long, though, Jarvis became resentful of the commercialization of the holiday. By the early 1920s, Hallmark Cards and other companies had started selling Mother’s Day cards. Jarvis believed that the companies had misinterpreted and exploited the idea of Mother’s Day, and that the emphasis of the holiday was on sentiment, not profit. As a result, she organized boycotts of Mother’s Day, and threatened to issue lawsuits against the companies involved. Jarvis argued that people should appreciate and honor their mothers through handwritten letters expressing their love and gratitude, instead of buying gifts and pre-made cards. Jarvis protested and was even arrested for disturbing the peace. The commercialism, as well as the commemoration, of Mother’s Day has continued, to the present, as Mother’s Day is now celebrated in more than 46 countries throughout the world.

Since Mother’s Day is observed on Sunday and had its roots in church, pastors have preached Mother’s Day sermons for over a century, as well. It is a challenge to come up with fresh material every year on a mother or some facet of motherhood found in Scripture, especially if the pastor stays at one church for any length of time!

I must admit, though, of all the Mother’s Day sermons I have heard, read, and preached myself, I don’t recall ever encountering one on single moms, even though their numbers are rapidly increasing. One Internet site states, “Once largely limited to poor women and minorities, single motherhood is now becoming the new ‘norm.’ This prevalence is due in part to the growing trend of children born outside marriage—a societal trend that was virtually unheard of decades ago.”
 

According to that same website, about 4 out 10 children are born to unwed mothers. Nearly two-thirds are born to mothers under the age of 30. According to U.S. Census Bureau, out of about 12 million single parent families in 2016, 83% were headed by single mothers. Today 1 in 4 children under the age of 18—a total of about 17.2 million—are being raised without a father.

There are three ways in which a single-parent family forms: divorce or separation, death of one parent, or an unmarried person adopts or bears a child.
 Recent studies show that 51% of single mothers are either divorced, separated or widowed, while 49% have never married.

Like it or not, most single mothers have to get jobs outside the home to support themselves and their children.
 Unfortunately, her earning power lags significantly compared with men’s, about 78¢ to a dollar for the same job—leaving a wage gap of 23 percent. Only one third of single mothers received any child support, and the average amount received was only about $430 a month. The poverty rate for single-mother families in 2015 was 36.5%, nearly five times more than the rate (7.5%) for married-couple families. More than half (51.9%) live in extreme poverty with incomes below half of the federal poverty level—about $9,900 for a family of three. This translates into a weekly family budget of about $200. Studies have found that 40% of children under the age of 18 raised by single mothers live below the poverty line. Among all homeless families nationwide, over three quarters were headed by single women with children.

All of this points to the conclusion that the stresses of being a parent are especially intense among single mothers. The majority of these women work and have inadequate incomes, low standards of living (because they can’t afford anything better), and excessive demands on their time. It is difficult to be patient when one is tired, worried about paying bills, and struggling to raise children alone. It is not surprising that when compared with their single counterparts, single parents are much more likely to be depressed, impatient, stressed, inclined to get angry, insensitive to their children, and abusive. The strain is lessened when other people are available to give support and encouragement, but many single parents feel a lack of social support. They are starved for social involvement and find it difficult to keep in contact with friends or family. Life for these people is too busy, and according to one report, single mothers are four times more likely than married mothers to seek mental-health services.
 As one woman concludes, “Single parenting—understandably the most difficult role on earth!”
 Some single moms might agree with Mother Teresa when she said, “I know God will not give me anything I can’t handle. I just wish that He didn’t trust me so much!”

I do not share these statistics to cast a stigma on single mothers or to make them feel bad—I’m sure many already do. I fear the reason why most pastors and churches avoid the subject of single motherhood is that much of the rise in this category has come from divorce or having children outside of marriage—things society increasingly accepts while the Bible consistently condemns. Not wanting to appear “soft” on sin, we tend to throw the baby out with the bath water…or, in this case, the baby’s mother. We still have trouble separating sin from the sinner.

This morning, I want to offer honor and hope for single mothers. If you find yourself in that situation right now (or perhaps you once did), I frankly don’t care how you got into that condition. It may have been your decision or it may have been totally out of your control. You may have been completely justified in taking the step that led you into single motherhood, or you may have been dead wrong. That is not for me to judge—that’s between you and God. If you were in the wrong, you can find forgiveness in Jesus Christ. I hope that you have.

Regardless of the circumstances that led you here, none of which can be “done over” or changed, you find yourself facing incredible challenges not only in supporting yourself and your children financially, but in raising those precious children as well. One thing is certain: that child or those children are not to blame for their situation, though they often live in the backwash of decisions others have made.

I want to honor you today for not giving up or giving in, for finding your way to church today, for wanting to be all that you can be for your children. And I want to give you hope based on God’s Word that will help you get through these challenging times. 

The Mother’s Frightful Condition

Our focus this morning is on 1 Kings 17, a story from the life of Elijah. The opening verses of this chapter describe how God spoke through the prophet, declaring that there would be no rain or even dew in the land of Israel until he—Elijah—gave the word. Of course, this made him a marked man by King Ahab, so God led him away to a brook where he would have water and divinely-appointed ravens brought him food. This is where we pick up the story in verse 7.

Some time later the brook dried up because there had been no rain in the land. Then the word of the Lord came to him: “Go at once to Zarephath of Sidon and stay there. I have commanded a widow in that place to supply you with food.” So he went to Zarephath. 
Zarephath was a small village in the region of modern-day Lebanon, north of the land of Israel. The geography matters because there is someone else in this story who came from Sidon. Her name was Queen Jezebel, King Ahab’s pagan wife, whose father was the king of Phoenicia (the territory that included the cities of Tyre and Sidon). Sidon was a center of Baal worship, thought to be the god of the heavens who supplied rain.
 As we will see, Phoenicia was also struck hard by this drought. Elijah might have thought he was being sent from the frying pan into the fire!

As he arrives in Zarephath, Elijah encounters the widow God told him about.

When he came to the town gate, a widow was there gathering sticks. He called to her and asked, “Would you bring me a little water in a jar so I may have a drink?” As she was going to get it, he called, “And bring me, please, a piece of bread.” 

“As surely as the Lord your God lives,” she replied, “I don’t have any bread—only a handful of flour in a jar and a little oil in a jug. I am gathering a few sticks to take home and make a meal for myself and my son, that we may eat it—and die.”
Welcome to Zarephath, Elijah! This was the person who was supposed to provide for him? I’m sure Elijah went to Zarephath anticipating at least a little more provision than he’d had at the brook Cherith. Yet his first impressions would suggest otherwise. Apparently he was going to get even less. He might not die of thirst, but it looked as if he might starve to death.

How did the woman know that Elijah represented Yahweh, whom she calls, “the Lord your God”? We don’t know for sure…maybe the Israelites of those days had an accent that gave them away, or perhaps he had introduced himself to her with words not recorded in our text. Some think this is a genuine expression of previous knowledge of and commitment to the God of Israel.
 I doubt it. The fact that the woman had been instructed by the Lord isn’t proof that she was a believer in the God of Israel, for the Lord gave orders to a pagan king like Cyrus and even called him his “shepherd.” The widow spoke of Jehovah as “the Lord your God” (italics mine), for she could easily discern that the stranger speaking to her was a Jew; but even this isn’t evidence she was a believer.
 

Consider the mother’s frightful condition. She was a widow and she had a son. Among the poorest members in the society, this widow apparently had no family to take care of her, and she in turn had to provide for a young son. She was facing either the wrenching heartbreak of watching her child die before her eyes or of knowing that her son would be left without love and care if she died first. In frustration, she revealed the poverty to which the drought had reduced her. She had only a handful (not even a cup) of flour and a little bit of oil.
 Now she was gathering some sticks for one last meager meal. Then she and her son were resigned to die of starvation.

I can’t imagine such poverty! But some of you can not only imagine it; you’ve experienced it. Many single moms today simply do not know where their next meal will come from, or where they will be living a week or a month from now. It might not be so bad if you were on your own, but you’ve got that child, those children, who look to you for what they need. 

The pressure is overwhelming. 

The plight is heartbreaking.

The Mother’s Faithful Compliance

You would think that, upon hearing of her situation, Elijah would say, “Oh, I see. Certainly you do not have enough for me. Sorry to have bothered you, ma’am,” and move on down the road. But he didn’t. We read in verses 13-14,

Elijah said to her, “Don’t be afraid. Go home and do as you have said. But first make a small cake of bread for me from what you have and bring it to me, and then make something for yourself and your son. For this is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: ‘The jar of flour will not be used up and the jug of oil will not run dry until the day the Lord gives rain on the land.’” 

“Don’t be afraid,” Elijah tells her, one of 365 such commands found throughout the Bible. “Easy for you to say,” the widow may have muttered under her breath. “Go on and do as you have planned,” the prophet went on to say. “But first…make me some food and then you can feed yourself and your boy.” 

“Whoa, now, wait a minute!” you may be thinking. “That’s just wrong! Whatever happened to ‘women and children first’? How dare Elijah ask this single mother to put him before herself, let alone her child!”

Hang on! Don’t forget the rest of his statement in verse 14: “For this is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: ‘The jar of flour will not be used up and the jug of oil will not run dry until the day the Lord gives rain on the land.’” God’s demand is not given without a promise. The Lord does not ask more than He promises to give.
 What Elijah says is not a terrible expression of selfishness; he is calling her to a tremendous exercise of faith.
 It wasn’t about putting this man first; it was all about trusting in God’s Word.

Here is the test we all have to face: Am I willing to obey God even when it doesn’t make a whole lot of sense? 
 You might be thinking, “I know what the Bible says about what I should be doing, but life just doesn’t work like that!” When it all comes down, it’s a matter of trust. Do you trust God, or do you trust yourself? Proverbs 3:5-6 state, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart; do not depend on your own understanding. Seek His will in all you do, and He will show you which path to take” [nlt].

What did our single mom do in this story? Verse 15 says, “She went away and did as Elijah had told her.” Elijah told her to “go” and “do.” In response, “she went” and “she did.” That’s obedience in its simplest form.
 Like the Nike ads, “Just do it.” When God tells you to do something, just do it. Even when it doesn’t make sense, just do it. You won’t regret trusting in God. In the words of the old hymn, “Trust and Obey.”

What was the bottom line? The rest of verse 15 and 16 tell us, “So there was food every day for Elijah and for the woman and her family. For the jar of flour was not used up and the jug of oil did not run dry, in keeping with the word of the Lord spoken by Elijah.” God miraculously provided for this non-Israelite who, in an act of faith in the Lord’s word, had laid her life on the line.
  
Now, this doesn’t mean that the woman and her son had everything they wanted. But they had all they needed. When you’ve come to the end of your own resources, and God says no to your wants but yes to your needs, you are more than satisfied.

“But why is it always such a struggle?” you may wonder. When the barrel is full of oil, you don’t need faith because you’ve got all the oil you need. Faith comes in when you are almost out and you don’t know how you’re going to go to fill it up again. That’s when you find out how much faith you have.

And don’t forget the most important thing: God’s promises often hinge on obedience. When promises have conditions, our obedience precedes God’s provision.
 “Trust and obey, for there’s no other way to be happy in Jesus but to trust and obey.”

The Mother’s Fantastic Compensation

You might think that’s the end of the story, all wrapped up and topped with a pretty bow. Warren Wiersbe points out, “It’s probable that Elijah remained with her for two years, and during that time, the widow and her son surely turned from the worship of idols and put their faith in the true and living God.”
 This single mother’s faith was tested, she passed the test, and she and her son lived happily ever after, right?

Wrong.

Verse 17 continues, “Some time later the son of the woman who owned the house became ill. He grew worse and worse, and finally stopped breathing.” He did not just faint or lapse into a coma; he was dead according to the mother (see verse 18) and the prophet (see verse 20).
 

In verse 18 the widow said, “What do you have against me, man of God? Did you come to remind me of my sin and kill my son?” When the boy died, his mother looked for someone to blame. That’s a natural reaction. It is human nature to blame someone for the bad things that happen in life. This is often true when sudden death takes a loved one. Sometimes we even blame those who have done the most to help.

Elijah did not argue with her or defend himself. He simply said, “Give me your son.” He took the boy to his room and prayed over him three times and, for the first recorded instance in the Bible, life returned to a corpse.
 He came back to life! And this cannot be explained away as some magical contact nor as some ancient form of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.
 No, this single mother was granted the supreme blessing, the gift of life rescued from the power of death. This came in the person of her son, the only hope for a widow in ancient society.
 This was the mother’s fantastic compensation for her faith!

She has the final word in this story. We read in verse 24, “Then the woman said to Elijah, ‘Now I know that you are a man of God and that the word of the Lord from your mouth is the truth.’” When she saw that her son was alive, she didn’t see Elijah. She saw the Lord.
 Her faith was now complete.

So what does this say to single mothers today? Some of you might be thinking, “I hope this doesn’t mean I’ll face starvation and sudden death!” No, that was one mother’s experience; everybody’s story is different. But I believe there are relevant truths to take from this passage of Scripture.

The widow of Zarephath was a single mother, struggling to make ends meet. She was tired; she had done her best to care for her child. Her best, however, was not good enough, and she was preparing a last meal for her son and herself when Elijah showed up. God is aware of the awesome responsibility you face, and He is more than able to meet all your needs—even employing what may seem to be miraculous means.

Single moms who feel they have three strikes against them have left God out of the lineup. He certainly has not been taken by surprise. In fact, He knows you better than anyone else does, and He considers you worthy of your job as parent to the children He gave to you…children whom He loves even more than you possibly can. He knows you will go through hard times, but His promise is to be with you. And you will know He is there…guiding you all the way.

You may become so focused on the problem at hand that you only see one option. Just as God provided an alternative for this widow, the Holy Spirit continues to provide alternatives for a woman rearing her child alone when she focuses upon her trust in Him instead of upon the problem. I encourage you to consider these guidelines:

· Spend time in the Word each day to receive the divine direction needed, especially during stress-filled times.

· Schedule regular times for family worship, recreation, and communication.

· Be consistent in church attendance and active in service so that both mother and child can be nurtured spiritually and emotionally through fellowship with other believers.

Hard times force us to get down to the bottom line of life, to that desperation point where we discover what we truly believe. No one likes to be there, and no one wants to stay there, but God knows what he is doing even when we think he has forgotten about us. He must bring us to the end of ourselves so that we will learn to trust Him. Once we figure that out, we are ready to be used by God in a mighty way.

Single mom, I honor you this morning! You have a challenging task, and I also want to offer you hope. The same God that took care of that single mother in Zarephath will take care of you. But you have to trust Him. Follow His direction and He will provide all you need.

Happy Mother’s Day!
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