DEAR FATHER, PLEASE GIVE US YOUR SON

Sermon for the 2nd Sunday after Pentecost, 2010 

1 Kings 17:17-24


The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today is our First Reading from before, 1 Kings 17:17-24 After this, the son of the woman, who was the owner of the house, became ill. His illness became very serious, so that he finally stopped breathing. 18 Then the woman asked Elijah: “What do you have against me, O man of God? Have you come to me to remind me of my sin and to cause the death of my son?”

19 Elijah told her, “Give me your son!”

He took him from her arms and carried him up to the upper room, where he was lodging, and laid him on his own bed. 20 Then he cried to the LORD: “O LORD, my God, have You even brought calamity on the widow with whom I am staying as a foreigner, by causing her son to die?”

21 Then he stretched himself out on the boy three times and called out to the LORD: “O LORD, my God, please let this child’s soul re-turn into him!”

22 Then the LORD heard the voice of Elijah, and the life of the child came back into him, and he revived. 23 Elijah took the boy, carried him down from the upper room into the house, and gave him to his mother. Elijah said: “Look! Your son is alive.”

24 The woman told Elijah, “Now I know that you are a man of God, and that the Word of the LORD in your mouth is true.”


Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.
Dear friends in Christ,


Our First Reading today tells of the first instance of a resurrection from the dead. And then, in our Gospel reading from Luke, we have the record of the first time that Jesus personally brought back to life someone who had died. Both of these accounts resulted in the same outcome – a resurrection from the dead, yet there is a marked difference in how the resurrections occurred. Elijah stretched himself out on the boy three times and called out to the LORD: “O LORD, my God, please let this child’s soul re-turn into him!” 22 Then the LORD heard the voice of Elijah, and the life of the child came back into him, and he revived, but when Jesus raised the young man, He simply said, “Young man, I tell you, get up!” Elijah went through a rather elaborate ritual and calls out to the Lord to restore life to the child, while Jesus simply speaks to the corpse of the young man. It is quite obvious to us then, who is the prophet and who is the Lord Himself, the Giver of life.


Although there is a difference in methods as to how each was raised from the dead, yet it is interesting to note that in both instances the person raised up from death is the only son of a widow. Is there a message here for us in this, or is this just a coincidence? 


Elijah had raised the widow’s son during the time of the divided kingdom. Ten northern tribes had turned against the house of David that ruled over Judah in the south, and had set up their own country. While Judah, whose capital was Jerusalem had good and bad kings, in the northern kingdom of Israel, a bad king ruled pretty much all the time, one after the other. At this particular time in Elijah’s life, the king’s name was Ahab. Ahab was a wicked king, but a good politician. When you are king, it’s good to be friends with your neighbouring king. This helps to secure your own nation. The neighbouring king lived in Sidon, roughly where Lebanon is today. Sidon was a coastal nation that had made itself rich with a trading fleet that pretty much had a monopoly of shipping throughout the Mediterranean. The people of Sidon were also pagan Canaanites. Anyway, Ahab married Jezebel, the daughter of the King of Sidon, so this further strengthened the alliance between the two countries.

When Jezebel left Sidon to live with King Ahab, she took with her 450 prophets of the Canaanite god called Baal Hadad. In the false Canaanite religion, Baal was considered the god of life. Worship of Baal often included the burning of incense, burnt sacrificial offerings, and human sacrifice. In order to please his wife, King Ahab built temples and shrines to accommodate the idols of Baal and the 450 prophets Jezebel brought with her. Ahab even allowed the false prophets to set up camp in the temple of the Lord in the capital of Samaria. Soon Baal worship became the one religion of Israel, surpassing the worship of the true God. Perhaps too, the reason for this was the sensual nature of Baal worship. The Baal religion was basically a fertility cult, one that appealed to people’s basest desires because it was about sex, and sex sells. Furthermore, the religion of Baal called for any who remained faithful to the Lord to be persecuted and put to death. So it didn’t take long for the worship of the one true God to dwindle in that northern kingdom.

Something had to be done, so the Lord sent His prophet Elijah to confront Ahab and Jezebel. Elijah gave them news that since they had turned their backs on the Lord, He would turn His back on them. No more rain would fall on that kingdom until they turned back to the Lord. And that was a nice touch, because Baal was also the Canaanite god of rain and thunder. By withholding the rain the Lord wanted to show just how powerless the false god was.


As you can guess, Elijah’s message was not received too well, a price was put on his head, and Ahab and his wife went on worshipping Baal. Pretty soon everything began to dry up, but no matter how hard they worshipped and prayed to Baal, no rain came – not a single drop.

But even though there was no rain, yet God provided for Elijah. First Elijah was sent to hide in a remote ravine where there was a small brook flowing. The Lord took care of him there. Elijah had plenty to drink, and every day ravens would come with morsels of bread and meat for him to eat. But as the drought went on, eventually the brook dried up and Elijah had to find another place to hide. So the Lord sent Elijah to a town named Zarephath, just to the south of Sidon. When Elijah arrived, he sat down by the city gate, and it wasn’t long before he met a woman who had come to gather wood for a cooking fire. Elijah was hungry and asked her if she could give him some food. Though a Pagan herself, she recognised Elijah as a holy man – a prophet of Israel’s God – and she told him that under normal circumstances she’d be happy to oblige; but the sad truth was that she only had enough flour and oil in the house for one last meal for herself and her young son. The drought had taken its toll, and being a poor widow with no means of support, she was utterly destitute. She had been holding on to a last little bit of food for as long as she could, hoping against hope that something would change for the better; but now she’d given up. This was the day she planned to make a little bread from her final reserve, eat it with her son, and then wait for death by starvation to come. She said, practically apologising, that she hoped that Elijah would understand her reluctance to share. But Elijah told her not to be afraid and to make him something to eat – and make it for him first; and he guaranteed her that the Lord God of Israel would ensure that she did not run out of food for the duration of the drought.


This widow was in desperate need, and yet she believed what Elijah told her, and the Lord blessed her. Every day she had enough flour and oil to make bread for Elijah, her son, and herself. Elijah went and stayed with the widow and her son, and together they survived the drought that lasted three years. And there’s a real irony here: over in Israel, God’s unfaithful people are starving because of a drought that came upon them because of the king’s foolish liaison with Jezebel, that wicked, unfaithful Sidonian woman; meanwhile, here in Sidon, the last prophet of the True God finds refuge from the drought and enough to eat with a now faithful Sidonian woman. And though it’s ironic, it’s what we would expect: the Lord punishes His people who turn from Him, and rewards even Pagans who turn to Him.


However, the son of the woman, who was the owner of the house, became ill. His illness became very serious, so that he finally stopped breathing. Death is never an easy to bear, but it must have been especially hard for this widow to lose her only son. Apparently she had lost her husband at an earlier time, and now she is completely broken-hearted. Furthermore, she has been feeding and sheltering God’s prophet, has trusted in the Lord, and now He has taken her son from her? What’s going on here?

Part of the answer lies in what’s happening in the widow’s house and in Israel. The people of Israel are worshipping Baal. And although he was supposed to be the Canaanite god who would take care of them, nothing was happening! So the thought was that Baal must be particular angry with the people, and so the only way to appease his anger was through human sacrifice. The people asked the prophets of Baal, “What shall we do to bring the rain?” and were given the answer, “Baal says, ‘Give me your daughters, they can serve as prostitutes, and give me your sons as a sacrifice.’” So many hundreds, perhaps even thousands of young lives were sacrificed on Baal’s altars, as the parents, whose God-given duty was to care and protect their children, willingly handed them over to die in order to ensure their own survival. And if that all sounds unthinkably barbaric, and it should, consider for a moment that in this country children are being sacrificed (aborted) by the thousands every year by their parents not for survival, but merely to allow them to continue their indulgent lifestyles or in the name of “reproductive rights.” Things really haven’t changed that much.

Now, the interesting thing is that the widow of Zarephath, who presumably had formerly been a worshipper of Baal, connects the death of her own son not with some kind of offering to make the rain come, but rather with the guilt of her own sin. The woman asked Elijah: “What do you have against me, O man of God? Have you come to me to remind me of my sin and to cause the death of my son?” She assumes that God is punishing her for things she has done wrong, perhaps in former days when she was involved in the worship of Baal, or perhaps other sins she committed that weigh heavily on her conscience... and that’s the way it often is, isn’t it? When tragedy strikes, one of the first things we think is that the Lord is bringing it upon us as a form of divine retribution. And in one sense, there’s something that’s correct about that thought: all human tragedy, and especially death, are indeed the result of sin. But there is another sense in which it is not true, because the Lord does not treat us as our sins deserve. 

Consider for a moment all the good this woman has already received at the Lord’s hand: God has sent the prophet to rescue her and her son from horrible deaths by starvation – and He did that while she was still very much a Pagan lost in sin and darkness. She seems to have forgotten that now – as indeed we all tend to do when tragedy strikes. But the lesson of the story is that God does so much more than see us through the problems we encounter in this life – His greater goal is to save us from death itself. 

Elijah told her, “Give me your son!” Remember, that’s the same thing the prophets of Baal are saying – but they’re taking live children and killing them. The prophet of the true Giver of life takes the child who is dead and brings him back alive. And pay attention to how he does it. He took him from her arms and carried him up to the upper room, where he was lodging, and laid him on his own bed. Then he stretched himself out on the boy three times and called out to the LORD: “O LORD, my God, please let this child’s soul return into him!” It all seems rather peculiar – until you remember that the Old Testament is a picture of things to be revealed – then it begins to make sense. Elijah’s actions point to what Christ will do. God does not take our sons – He gives us His. You see how with his own body Elijah covers and hides the boy. That’s the key because the Hebrew word that we usually translate “atonement” actually means to cover. That’s what Christ did for us on when He was stretched out on the cross: His death covers us up as Jesus intercedes for our sinful lives with His own perfect life. And I can’t help but think that the three times the prophet does it suggests the three days Christ lay in the tomb – where He lay in the sleep of death in His own dark chamber – and where indeed we who are baptised into His name lay with Him in His tomb.
      That’s what Paul wrote to the Romans, “Don’t you know that we who were baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death? We were buried with Him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in the newness of life,” (Romans 6:3-4). And that’s exactly what we see today: the Lord gives the child back his life, and then the prophet returns the boy alive back to his mother. The truth is that we see this same miracle take place every time we have a baptism here in the church. God says to parents, “Give me your son” or “Give me your daughter.” And we hand the child over – a child dead in sin and under the curse of God’s wrath, and in Baptism the Lord Jesus covers the child (or the adult – it makes no difference) with His own body in His tomb, and then raises the child up to life with Him. The person is returned to his or her loved ones with a new life in Christ.

But that’s only part of what the story points to: because it also points ahead to a greater fulfilment. When we suffer what the widow of Zarephath did, when someone we love and care for dies, God tells us the same thing: “Give me your son, or your daughter, or mother, father, sister, or brother.” And we turn them over to Him knowing that they are covered by God’s Son. We know that He has taken them in His arms up to where He lives; and we know that one day, because God has given us His Son, that He will come back down and return them – all those who are with Him – to us who are alive in that day. We can be sure of it because He truly is the Giver of Life and the Word of the Lord from His mouth is the truth.

So when you suffer pains and losses, when the burdens of your sins are oppressing you, for whatever you may need in this life or the next, let the request of Elijah to a grieving mother be your prayer to God: “Father in heaven, give me Your Son.” Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE SECOND SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Almighty God, our heavenly Father, our strength and our stay, we praise You for creating all things by Your power, and for sustaining the earth and all who live on it.  Help us to hear the witness of Your creation and to see the wonder of Your glory.


Father, we praise You for revealing Yourself to us in Your Word, and for showing us Your holy will.  We thank You for the inspired writers of Your wise and true Word, for through them You have shown us Your forgiving love and given us rich promises of hope.  We praise You for Your grace in Christ Jesus, by which You have provided us our escape from Your judgment on all disobedience.  Pour out Your Spirit on us so that we may grow in knowing You.


We praise You for leading us from death to life through the sufferings, death, and resurrection of Jesus Your Son.  We praise You for our freedom from the condemnation of Your Law, and for delivering us from the ceremonial shadows of the Old Testament Law.  By Your love for us, move us to the love and mercy that is the concern of Your moral Law, so that we may not love in mere words but in deed and truth.  Give us sympathetic hearts for those in need, that we may share with them the things You have given us.  Grant that through our love they may learn to know Your love, and praise You.


We thank You that You have prepared for all people the rest of eternal salvation, and that through the Gospel You invite all to it.  Enable us faithfully to spread the good news of this great relief to all whom we meet in our lives, that they also may respond to Your mercy with happy and thankful hearts. Grant that the spiritually poor may taste and see that You are merciful and good.


Almighty Lord, rule over our nation, and guide all to whom You have given authority.  Bless our society with pure motives, noble goals, and moral strength.  Give all Australians the desire to live before You in loving trust and obedience.


Bless our homes, and make them places of true learning and love, that all who live in them may find peace and joy in harmony with You and with one another.


We pray for Your special protection and help for the sick, the sorrowful, the aged, and the lonely.  Meet their needs with Your mercy, and show them the wonderful things You have prepared for all Your children.  Father, hear our prayers, and if there is anything else we should have asked for, grant it for the sake of Jesus Christ who has saved us and pleads for us.  Amen.
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