Life of Elijah #3

“When Suffering Hits Close to Home”

1 Kings 17:17-24

This past week has been a week of bad news.  Once again the news reported of two words that should never be said together: “school” and “shooting.”  Not once but twice, lives were snuffed out by gunfire within the walls of a public school in our own country.  Elsewhere, a Brazilian jet liner disappeared into the Amazon jungle, killing 155 people.  Locally, a popular high school basketball coach was laid to rest after being killed in a single-car accident.


How do we react to this kind of news?  Some opt not to hear about it at all, refusing to watch television or read a newspaper.  Others have become so immune to what they see and hear that it has little or no impact on them anymore.  Still some may, as I did, groan as they hear of the tragedies and see images of survivors in anguish.  Our hearts go out to them, even though we don’t know them and probably never will.


But when suffering hits close to home, all of that changes.


As we continue in our study of the life of Elijah, let’s reflect on where we’ve been.  At the beginning of 1 Kings 17, Elijah bursts on the scene, showing up in King Ahab’s court and declaring there would be neither rain nor dew until he said so.  He spends some time—scholars surmise it may have been a year—hiding in the mountains of Gilead, until the brook Cherith ran dry.  Then the Lord directs him to the Phoenician town of Zarephath, where he stays with a widow and her son.  God miraculously provides from them in the midst of the drought, and everything seems to be going smoothly.


Then it suddenly changes.  The suffering hits close to home.

The Agonizing Problem of Pain 

We read in 1 Kings 17:17, “And it came to pass after these things, that the son of the woman, the mistress of the house, fell sick; and his sickness was so sore, that there was no breath left in him.”  Some critics claim this does not speak of actual death (in order to dismiss the subsequent miracle), but the classic Keil & Delitzsch commentary notes, 

“…her son fell sick, so that he breathed out his life.” עַד אֲשֶׁר וגו׳, literally “till no breath remained in him.” That these words do not signify merely a death-like torpor [inactivity], but an actual decease, is evident from what follows….


The boy comes down with a serious illness and, before long, dies. The agonizing problem of pain gets personal.  This son, the only family left for this widow, now is gone.  She had already lost her husband, and now she is alone.  When Elijah first meets her, she had expected both her son and her to die of starvation.  But now he was gone and she was still alive.


Understandably, she was upset.  In verse eighteen we read, “And she said unto Elijah, ‘What have I to do with thee, O thou man of God? Art thou come unto me to call my sin to remembrance, and to slay my son?’”  I’m sorry, but I don’t think the King James Version captures the raw emotion of the moment.  The Contemporary English Version reads,

The woman shouted at Elijah, “What have I done to you? I thought you were God’s prophet! Did you come here to cause the death of my son as a reminder that I’ve sinned against God?”
The widow vents on Elijah and, indirectly, upon God.  Her first reaction was to look around for someone to blame. Swindoll observes, 

That’s a natural reaction. It is human nature to want 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.
  

She is living out the “grief cycle” made popular by Elizabeth Kübler-Ross.  Once the shock and denial wear off, anger sets in.  She is angry with Elijah and with Elijah’s God.  Why?  Because Elijah was nearby.  Who else could she blame?  Maybe she felt it a cruel twist that God spared their lives from starvation just to take him away now.


Of course, blaming the prophet and his God didn’t make her feel better, nor did it improve the situation.  The next step of the grief cycle is guilt, taking the responsibility for the tragedy upon herself.  How many parents have agonized over a child’s death, blaming themselves for what happened—even when they had nothing to do with the circumstances surrounding the calamity?  


In this instance “the mother’s response was to feel guilty because of her past sins. She believed that her son’s death was God’s way of punishing her for her misdeeds. It isn’t unusual for people to feel guilty in connection with bereavement….”
 In fact, as Kübler-Ross concluded, it is all too common.

As we read these verses, let’s not judge the widow too severely. Those who have lost a loved one, especially a child, understand her grief. Sometimes in situations like that we say things we later regret.
  We can see that the death of this widow’s son was not sent as a punishment for particular sins, but was intended as a way for the manifestation of the power of God, in order that she might learn that the Lord was not merely the God of the Jews, but the God of the Gentiles also.
  But we can excuse her for not seeing all that at this time.

Notice how Elijah responds. Verse nineteen records, “And he said unto her, ‘Give me thy son.’”  He doesn’t chide her for being angry with him or for questioning God.  He simply took the child and went to his room.

We can learn from his example. Don’t be too quick to correct someone’s theology when they’re hurting.  They don’t need a Bible study at that moment; they need a friend.  I am reminded of Job when he was at the depth of sorrow and despair.  The Bible records that his three friends came to visit him, and they were so astonished at his condition that they sat in silence for seven days (Job 2:11-13).  Oh, if they would have only kept their mouths shut!  But after Job laments his situation in chapter three, these friends decide that what Job needs is a theology lesson.  Down through the ages these friends have been criticized for giving wrong counsel.  I doubt that even correct counsel would have done Job any good at that moment.  He needed a true friend, one that knew all about him and was still there; one who could listen beyond the anguished words and sense the suffering and pain.  He needed someone like the little girl whose best friend passed away suddenly.  She told her parents that she was going to her friend’s parents house for a while.  When she returned, her father asked, “What did you say to them?”  “Nothing,” the girl replied. “I just sat in her mommy’s lap and cried with her.”  That’s more comforting than any words a preacher could say.


Elijah exhibits a selflessness that is truly commendable.  Walter Kaiser writes,

It would have been all too easy for the prophet to have lashed out in pent-up frustration at the widow: “Woman, I didn’t do anything to your son. Why are you blaming me for his death? Don’t you realize that I could be standing before kings right now? And what do I get instead? The tight quarters of this small house. Talk about cabin fever! I’m sick and tired of just sitting around when I could be active in some kind of work. Now I have you coming down on my head with all of your questions and accusations.”
But there was none of this from Elijah. To the anxious queries and words of self-accusation he kindly retorted: “Give me your son.”


When suffering hits close to home, everything changes. It’s one thing to empathize with other people in their times of grief, but when it happens to us, the pain takes on a whole different dimension. Don’t be surprised if emotions of shock, denial, anger, and guilt don’t boil over and gush out.


But when the emotions have run their course, what’s next?

The Amazing Power of Prayer


Elijah says to the widow, “Give me your son.” What can he do now?  Verses 19-21 tell us, 

And he took him out of her bosom, and carried him up into a loft, where he abode, and laid him upon his own bed. And he cried unto the Lord, and said, “O Lord my God, hast thou also brought evil upon the widow with whom I sojourn, by slaying her son?” And he stretched﻿ ﻿ himself upon the child three times, and cried unto the Lord, and said, “O Lord my God, I pray thee, let this child’s soul come into him again.” 
Elijah responds to this calamity by coming to God in prayer. He does what we so often neglect to do. What should be our first response is too often our last resort: prayer. I often hear people say, “I guess the only thing to do now is pray.”  The only thing?  Prayer is the best thing we can do, and it ought to be the first thing we do.  When we are in a position like Elijah—trying to help someone in their time of grief—we need to rely upon God more than ever.

Notice the intensity of Elijah’s prayer: twice the text says he “cried unto the Lord.”  This was no meek, silent prayer.  Elijah couldn’t believe that the Lord would miraculously provide food for the three of them and then allow the son to die. It just didn’t make sense.
  As the Good News Bible puts it, “Then he prayed aloud, ‘O Lord my God, why have you done such a terrible thing to this widow? She has been kind enough to take care of me, and now you kill her son!’”  As Swindoll comments,

Elijah may have been silent before the woman, but not before God. It is before God that he raises his tough questions.
“Lord, what are You doing? What are You trying to tell me? Why would You break the heart of this dear mother? I’ve obeyed You. I’ve waited upon You. I’ve urged her to wait upon You. And now this? This situation is beyond me; I can’t seem to get above it. I can’t get relief from it. Lord, what are You doing? What do You mean by this?”
All alone in the shadow of God…that’s where we fight such battles. Elijah is able to be completely candid with his God because he’s developed such familiarity over time in his own private place of struggle—in his own spiritual haven.


We might be taken aback that Elijah could be so bold and so blunt before God.  But there is no sense of impropriety here.  This is not a prayer of doubt; it is the honest prayer of a man very familiar with his Lord.  God understands our emotional pain and the questions that such suffering brings.


Elijah’s prayer was not questioning the goodness of God; rather, he was praying,  “Thou, O Lord my God, according to Thy grace and righteousness, canst not possibly leave the son of this widow in death.”
  It is confidence in the goodness and greatness of God that drives this prayer, not a lack of confidence in Him.


Then the prophet does something that might confuse us.  The Bible records that Elijah laid the boy’s body on his bed, then laid on top of the corpse, stretching himself out on him.  What was he doing?


It may be easier to point out what he was not doing.  This was not some sort of magic or superstition by which the prophet’s bodily contact the boy’s life would return, nor was this some ancient form of mouth-to-mouth method of resuscit​ation.
  Kaiser adds,

Neither should we count the act of bodily contact as some significant feature of the record that perhaps tips us off to the presence of some magic or hidden power. The reason for his action is difficult to explain, but the Bible merely reports that he did this without making it a normative feature or without urging us to use some similar technique when we are in a similar situation. It was the Lord who brought the child back again and not the technique of any man.


We should not think that we can duplicate this (or any other) miracles of the Bible by recreating the event exactly as it is recorded.  


So why did Elijah do this?  I think Warren Wiersbe has the best explanation: “Certainly his posture indicated total identification with the boy and his need, and this is an important factor when we intercede for others.”
  I would imagine that stretching oneself over a dead body would be uncomfortable, to say the least.  But Elijah set his own comfort aside in order to pray on behalf of someone else.


Are we willing to do that?  Do we sacrifice anything—even a bit of personal comfort—in order to pray for someone else?  Prayer for others can be hard work.


Verses 22-23 record the amazing power of prayer,

And the Lord heard the voice of Elijah; and the soul of the child came into him again, and he revived. And Elijah took the child, and brought him down out of the chamber into the house, and delivered him unto his mother: and Elijah said, “See, thy son liveth.”

The incredible took place!  This dead boy came back to life!  This is the first recorded instance in Scripture of the resurrection of a dead person.
  Can you imagine how that widow felt when Elijah came downstairs with her son, alive and well?  We’ll get to her reaction in a moment, but before we do, there is something to say about Elijah’s response.  Swindoll points out,

Elijah did not say, “See what I did!” No! That’s what we might have done, or perhaps that’s what some televangelist might do…but that’s not what Elijah did. Elijah simply walked downstairs with the boy by his side and said, “See, your son is alive.”


The mark of a true man of God is that he never takes the credit himself; all the glory goes to God.  The amazing power of prayer is not a reflection on the one who prays but rather on the One who answers the prayer.

The Authentic Proof of the Prophet

The reaction of the woman is seen in verse 24, “And the woman said to Elijah, ‘Now by this I know that thou art a man of God, and that the word of the Lord in thy mouth is truth.’”  When the woman saw that her son was alive, she didn’t see Elijah. She saw the Lord.
  This was the authentic proof of the prophet.
As astonished and grateful as the widow was to have her son back from the dead, though, I think she was also impressed by the way Elijah handled the whole situation.  When she ranted and raved and unfairly accused Elijah of causing her son’s death, he graciously took it in without defending himself.  Instead, he took her son and did something about the situation.  He identified with her sorrow and with her son’s death, and he did what he could—which was quite a lot!

We may not be able to perform a miracle for everyone we meet who has a need, but we can exhibit the gentleness and graciousness of Elijah.  We can identify with those hurting folks and listen and then do whatever we can for them.  Sometimes that may mean we can literally do something to alleviate their suffering; other times we can only pray for them.  But remember that to “only pray” is the most powerful thing we can do for anyone!

Can others see authentic proof of our profession of faith in Christ?  Jesus told His disciples in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”  They will also know we are Christians if we love them.  As Swindoll concludes, 

All over this world, around us every day, are people who are looking for the truth to be lived out in the lives of those who claim it. Just as the widow watched Elijah, there are people watching you. They hear what you say you believe, but mainly they are watching to see what you do.
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