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June 9, 2013      1 Kings 17:17–24  

 

17 Some time later the son of the woman who owned the house became ill. He grew worse and 

worse, and finally stopped breathing. 18 She said to Elijah, “What do you have against me, man of God? 

Did you come to remind me of my sin and kill my son?”  

19 “Give me your son,” Elijah replied. He took him from her arms, carried him to the upper room 

where he was staying, and laid him on his bed. 20 Then he cried out to the LORD, “O LORD my God, 

have you brought tragedy also upon this widow I am staying with, by causing her son to die?” 21 Then he 

stretched himself out on the boy three times and cried to the LORD, “O LORD my God, let this boy’s life 

return to him!”  

22 The LORD heard Elijah’s cry, and the boy’s life returned to him, and he lived. 23 Elijah picked 

up the child and carried him down from the room into the house. He gave him to his mother and said, 

“Look, your son is alive!”  

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.” 

 

What do we do when Death isn’t Welcome? 

 

There are times in life where death is somewhat acceptable and even welcomed.  This happens in old age when 

everything decays and nothing works any more.  If you can’t see, you can’t walk, you can’t hear and you can 

barely talk; the whole world becomes dark and miserable.  In those types of cases death might seem like a 

welcomed blessing.  We can swallow it and accept it and even ask for it.   

 

But not when death comes on someone that is young and full of life.   That’s what happened to the widow in 

today’s story.  The thing is, he had been protected from the famine by God miraculously providing flour and oil 

for her.  She was given a miraculous stash of food to keep her and her son alive; so maybe she grew to believe 

that they were immune from death.  But right after they were out of the woods on the famine; right when she 

relaxed; the rug was pulled out from under her.   

 

The Hebrew literally says, “His weakness became exceedingly strong until there was no breath left in him.”  

It could’ve just said “he died.”  But this picture draws for me a boy whose breath became more and more 

shallow; and the mother holding him in his arms and begging his fever to break; only to have him puff out one 

last breath – and then die.  How awful would that be – to be holding your own child like that and have that 

happen to you?  Praying and begging and begging with nobody to help.  Her husband was already dead.  She 

was left all alone – clinging to her child until his last breath. 

 

That’s when the prophet walked in, and the widow burst out.  She knew that God was powerful.  She had 

witnessed how God kept the flour and oil flowing.  She knew that God could have saved her son; but He didn’t.  

So she lashed out at Elijah when he came to her.  She said, What do you have against me, man of God? Did 

you come to remind me of my sin and kill my son?”  The second statement isn’t necessarily a question in the 

Hebrew.  She could just be saying, “You came here to remind me of my sin and kill my son.”  The Bible 

doesn’t say what “sin” she was talking about.  Whatever it was, Elijah seemed to know; and she definitely 

knew.  She thought that Elijah was an agent of God who came to personally punish her for what she had done.   

 

What she says makes sense.  I mean, why let her child live through the famine – only to end up killing him in 

the end anyway?  Why take away from this lady her only source of earthly joy and comfort?  It’s not like this 

widow was a selfish woman that was living for earthly pleasures.  All she had was her boy.  She had housed 

Elijah and fed him at the command of the LORD.  From a reasonable point of view it would appear God broke 

the rules of death.  The Psalm says 70 or 80 years if we have the strength.  This young boy didn’t have more 

than ten.  She needed him, but God didn’t seem to care about any of that.  
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Here’s the thing we need to remember.  Just because the Psalmist mentions 70 or 80 years as the length of life, 

this isn’t a hard and fast rule.  God’s word also says, “The wages of sin is death.”  Where there is sin, there is 

death.  That is the rule.  Since there is sin at every age, there is also death at every age.  God doesn’t owe us 70 

or 80 years.   

 

The problem is that we underestimate sin and its consequences when we don’t see it as often.  We also 

underestimate Satanic forces.  Think of what happened when God lifted the protection from Job for just a little 

bit.  All hell broke loose on him and his family; no matter what age his children were.   

 

There is no rule where God says if you’re Christian you are guaranteed a long and healthy life.  It may be a 

general rule, but it isn’t a hard and fast one.  If it could happen to Job it could happen to us or our children.  It 

could happen in any variety of ways.  Under the curse God allows murderers to murder.  He allows sickness, 

animals and disease to kill.  He allows accidents to happen.  In some senses it should seem more natural in this 

fallen world for things to die and decay than it is for them to stay alive.  In order for someone to die God 

doesn’t need to pull a special switch.  He just has to allow sin and decay to take its course.  Perhaps we ought to 

look at it as more supernatural when God preserves people as long as He does.   It would make us more thankful 

for every day that we have.  

 

I recall watching the eighth graders swimming last week.  They were sliding off of the diving board, riding a zip 

line into the pool; running around and having a great time.  I was cringing and praying a lot.  Then, wouldn’t 

you know it, one of them fell from the zip line right on his back; popped right up and was wheezing having had 

the air knocked out of him.  He could’ve broken his neck and died right there.  But he didn’t.  Why was that?  

Was it just because he was young, or was it something more than that?   

 

But what about those who don’t survive?  The young son of the widow didn’t bounce back from his sickness.  

Ten children died from the tornado that ripped through Moore, OK on May 21
st
.  An elderly lady was being 

interviewed when her dog came out alive.  Some called it a miracle.  But the atheists ripped on those who called 

it a miracle.  They said, “So God saved a dog but decided not to save 10 children?”   

 

In the same way, the widow couldn’t make sense why God didn’t decide to save her son at this point.  She 

assumed the worst.  She spoke up with harsh accusations.  She went to the prophet and asked him the tough 

questions and hard accusations.  She looked at this death through the prism of her own sin; as if God were 

punishing her because of her sin by purposely killing her son.  She looked at is as if God actually enjoyed what 

happened to her son and was laughing about it, as if He were saying, “Ha ha!  That will teach you to defy me!”  

 

But we look to the Gospel lesson for today and we don’t see such a God.  Jesus walks up to the funeral 

procession of the widow at Nain.  He doesn’t laugh at her.  “His heart went out to her and he said, ‘Don’t 

cry.’”   Here we see a God of compassion who really cared for the widow’s pain and didn’t like to see it.  Her 

tears and her situation touched His heart.  Even though death is a result of God’s judgment over our sin, God 

doesn’t enjoy seeing people mourn over the death of their loved ones.   

 

I don’t imagine God liked seeing His own Son die either.  Jesus didn’t die of a prolonged and personal illness 

but a widespread and universal spread of sin.  It may have seemed unnatural for this woman’s weak and 

helpless son to die.  How much more unnatural would it be for God’s perfect and holy Son to suffer and die on a 

cross?  This widow assumed that God had no love for her because of the death of her sinful son.  The ironic 

thing is that God shows His love for us in the death of His perfect Son.  Romans 5:8 But God demonstrates 

his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.  This death reminds us not only 

of our sin, but also of God’s grace.  God puts His dead Son in our arms and says, “Look at what you’ve done to 

Him!”  Yet He also says, “Look at what He’s done for you!”  Instead of sheltering us from the experience of 



3 

 

death; He puts our arms around it and tells us to hold the God-Man on the cross; He shows us the most irrational 

death of all and says, “This is love.”  Who can comprehend this?  None of us.  Who should believe it and cling 

to it?  All of us.  

 

Elijah didn’t claim to have all of the answers for the widow.  (You know, people often look to pastors and they 

have the same accusations; but we don’t always have the answers.  There are many times we don’t, and we have 

the same questions you do.  We pray the same type of prayers.  What else can we do?  But this is what God 

wants us to do!  Come to Him with our questions.  Come to Him with our prayers.)  Elijah didn’t even try to 

answer her.  All he said to her was, “Give me your son.”  (How hard it must have been for the mother to let her 

son go!  But what else did she have?  What else could she do?  He was the only hope she had.)  Elijah then 

carried his dead, limp and lifeless body up the stairs and had a one on one with the LORD.  He used the same 

words as the widow, for even he couldn’t come to grips with this one.  “O LORD my God, have you brought 

tragedy also upon this widow I am staying with, by causing her son to die?”  At this point in the widow’s 

faith it would have undermined his Word and witness to her; it would have snuffed out her flame of faith.   

 

In the privacy of the upper room; the prophet prayed to God.  Then he stretched himself out on the boy three 

times and cried to the LORD, “O LORD my God, let this boy’s life return to him!”  Dead bodies were 

considered unclean.  God’s people were not supposed to come in contact with them according to the law 

without becoming unclean themselves.  In spite of that, notice what Elijah did – he broke the law.  He put the 

dead boy on his bed.  Then in a very personal and physical way – he physically laid on the dead body of the boy 

three times – becoming as close to him as he could – willing to be used by God to bring the boy back to life.   

 

How does this compare to what Jesus did with our death?  In order to break the law of its curse, Jesus didn’t just 

touch a dead body and lay on it three times.  Jesus actually became a dead body for three days.  He didn’t just 

experience death.  He also experienced the punishment of our sin and hell.  Think also of what God the Father 

went through.  He went through the experience of not only holding His Son and watching Him die; He also 

went through the experience of condemning His Son and putting Him through hell on the way to death.  Don’t 

ever say that God doesn’t know what it’s like for you to experience death or watch a loved one die.  Not only 

has He seen it; He’s done it and He’s been it – specifically for you.   

 

There’s a difference between empathy and sympathy.  Empathy means to stand alongside someone and try and 

understand what they are going through.  Sympathy means that you’ve suffered it too; along it with them.  God 

does more than that.  He hasn’t only suffered death.  He’s also suffered hell; our hell; for us.   So do not think 

that God doesn’t somehow get death or understand it.  Don’t think that He just laughs from heaven and thinks 

it’s no big deal.  He knows it’s a huge deal.  He knows how painful it is and how emotional it is and how 

devastating it is.   

 

He also knows what to do with it.  The LORD heard Elijah’s cry, and the boy’s life returned to him, and he 

lived. 23 Elijah picked up the child and carried him down from the room into the house. He gave him to 

his mother and said, “Look, your son is alive!”  Imagine the joy of the boy’s mother to see her boy come 

back down the stairs to her; not a lifeless and limp body; but with life inside him once gain.   The life and breath 

of her son confirmed the truth to her; that Elijah really was a prophet of the living God.  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.”  The widow’s faith meant much to God; He wanted her to believe.  So he gave the widow her son 

back in order to confirm that His word was true.   

 

We have a similar word from God about His Son.  As we walk away from Calvary to Joseph’s empty tomb 

three days later, God’s word says to us “Look, MY SON is alive.”  That ought to mean much more to us than 

even the life of our children, because it means the life of all children who die in Christ.  The life of God’s Son 

means that His sacrifice was accepted by God.  It means that Jesus’ words are true when He promises, 
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“Because I live, you also will live.”  If Jesus really is alive it means that He can keep all of His promises and 

His words to us.   

 

Imagine if you could be touched by eternity; connected to a fountain of life that would keep you alive forever; a 

holy grail to drink from that would give you a remedy to death.  This is what God’s word promises you in 

baptism and through faith in Christ.  It promises you that when you were baptized into Christ you were baptized 

into His death and resurrection.  Not only were you put to death with Christ on the cross, you were also raised 

with Christ from the grave.  We who were bound for death were connected with the eternal God.  Because He 

lives, so will you.  

 

What this means is that just as Elijah came down from the upper room with a living boy, the Living Son will 

come in the clouds with your living son or daughter, sibling or parent.  Then you will know without a doubt that 

your loved one wasn’t just dead but asleep in the arms of Jesus.  Think of the joy that this woman felt at seeing 

her son come down the stairs alive.  Think of the joy you will have at seeing your loved ones physically come to 

life.  By the word and promise of Christ He will bring them back to life, and through faith in the same Living 

God you will live with your children and parents and siblings forever in heaven.   

 

Right now we sit at the bottom of the stairs with the widow.  Some of your arms are hanging to the last breath 

of your loved ones.  Like it or not, you will have to let go.  Some of your arms are already empty.  Sometimes 

you will feel cheated by God; as if death was somehow unfair to you; that it broke its own rules that it never had 

in the first place; that God has ripped someone from your arms.   

 

What do you do when death isn’t welcome?   

 

As the widow gave her son over to the prophet in hopes of a resurrection, God calls on you to do the same.  In 

your anger and in your fear go to the greatest Prophet, Priest and King of all.  Listen to His promises.  Let Him 

carry you and your loved ones in His arms.  He has prophesied a resurrection from the dead to eternal life for 

those who believe and are baptized.  Leave death in the arms of Jesus, and hope for the day that He comes down 

the stairs; bringing the resurrection from the dead and the hope of eternal life in Himself.  Amen.   


