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A MAN FOR OUR TIME 

Reading: 1 Kings 17:17-24 

4. TRIUMPHING OVER TRAGEDY

Thomas Jefferson ( 1743-1826 ) was an incredible man. 
He is famous for writing the Declaration of Independence 
and for being the third president of the United States. 
Jefferson was also a gardener, father, designer and 
thinker, who believed in the rights of men. On one 
occasion Thomas Jefferson wrote a letter to his friend 
Mrs. Cosway and in it he said, “ The art of life is the 
avoiding of pain.” Thomas Jefferson was a great man and 
a brilliant thinker, but we would disagree. When we hear 
that statement, it appears to be true. None of us 
deliberately looks for pain as we go about our daily 
activities. When it comes for our six-month’s dental 
check-up or our annual visit to the doctor, we really wish 
we didn’t have to go. After all, the dentist might have to 
fill a cavity or the doctor might order an operation or a 
diet. Generally speaking, all, of us do our best to avoid 
pain. But when you take a deeper look at that statement it 
fails to live up to the facts of history.  

Thomas Jefferson himself paid a price to help lead the 
American Revolution. Many of the patriots of that day 
lost their names, their homes, their fortunes, and some 
their lives in order to win liberty. Our liberty here at 
home, was purchased by pain and death. “ The art of life

is the avoiding of pain,” I don't think so, for the most 
important things in life usually involve suffering. What 
about human birth ? To be sure we have modern scientific 
methods to protect mothers, but there is still a certain 
amount of pain. ( Jn 16:21 ) What about human growth ? 
I think of the pain and sorrow that I must have caused my 
parents in my sinful, rebellious, state ? The old proverb 
says, “ When they are little, children step on your feet, but 
when they are older, they step on your heart.” Often this 
is true. How many dedicated Christian parents they are 
today, whose hearts are breaking because of wayward 
children who failed to heed their instruction and example.  
“ The art of life is the avoiding of pain.” Why if everyone 
really lived to avoid pain, nobody would get married and 
raise a family yet people do that all the time. Now some 
pain and suffering come because of disobedience.  
( Ps 51:1 ) 

But not all suffering is the result of sin. ( Jn 9:3 ) The 
Lord Jesus never sinned yet He suffered more than any 
other man in history. You see sometimes suffering is a tool 
that God uses for building godly character.  
( Rom 5:1-5 ) I mean look at this situation in Zarephath.  
The story opens with these words “ And it came to pass 
after these things,” ( 17:17 ) After what things ?  What 
were the circumstances that led up to this moment for 
Elijah ?  Well, do you recall that God gave Elijah the 
courage to confront Ahab and announce a drought. Then, 
God told Elijah to hide by the brook Cherith where he 
would be “ cut down,” to size. Next, God sent Elijah to 
Zarephath, to the crucible of refinement. There each and 
every day God provided for their needs. Then the 



unthinkable happened. The widows little boy became ill 
and died. Elijah was going to prove God afresh. You see, 
God set Elijah down by a brook and he proved God in the 
commonplace experiences of life. Then the Lord set him 
down by a barrel and he proved God in the crisis 
experiences of life. Now the Lord sets Elijah down by a 
boy and he is going to prove God in the calamity 
experiences of life. For as the scene opens we see, 

(1)A DREADFUL LOSS 

We are not told what was wrong with the widow’s son but 
the illness was so severe that the boy died. The Hebrew 
word for “ breath,” here is the same word used in  
( Gen 2:7 ) where the Lord created Adam and “ breathed 
into his nostrils the breath of life.” The context is not 
describing a respiratory ailment, it’s telling us that the boy 
was no longer breathing. It is telling us that the only 
family, the only loved one the widow has left, is dead. 
What a dreadful loss. Elijah now has to face the trials of 
home life. Is this not where many of us fail ? Is this not 
where many of us who “ preach the Word,” fail ? It’s one 
thing to be buried in the silence of Cherith, it’s another 
thing to walk with God among the demands of home life. 
It’s one thing to be God’s champion on Mount Carmel, 
it’s another thing to exercise gentleness in the domestic 
sphere. But here’s Elijah content in this quiet place, 
content with his daily provision, when out of nowhere a 
dark cloud appears on the horizon. There’s a death in the 
family. (1) You know there was, 

(a) A MYSTERY ABOUT THIS LOSS:

For “ God moves in a mysterious way, His wonders to 
perform.” I mean here is Elijah and the widow and they 
are in the place of obedience, in the place of service and in 
the place of blessing, for every day their testimony is “ all 
I have needed Thy hand hath provided,” but now the 
unthinkable has happened. Do you recall the disciples on 
the lake, in the boat, in the midst of the storm ?  Who sent 
them ? The Lord Jesus.  The Bible says “ And straightway 
Jesus constrained his disciples to get into a ship and to go 
before him unto the other side.” ( Matt 14:22 ) The word  
“ constrained,” is a strong word. It means He forced 
them. It means He compelled them. Did the Lord Jesus 
know this storm was coming ? Certainly.  Did He 
deliberately direct them into the storm ? Yes. They were 
safer in the storm in God’s will than on land with the 
crowds out of God’s will. Do you realize that storms are 
encountered on the pathway of obedience ? It was 
obedience that landed Corrie Ten Boom in Ravensbruck. 
It was obedience that took Jim Elliot and his four 
missionary friends into the jungle of Ecuador only to be 
slain by the Auca Indians. 

How mysterious. Yet the Lord Jesus said “ In the world 
ye shall tribulation.” ( Jn 16:33 ) My …. it’s not all  
“ smooth sailing,” sure it isn’t ? Those who tell us that the 
Christian life is all sunshine, a bed of roses, that there are 
no hills, no storms, no trials do us a great disservice. No 
one was more obedient than Christ, yet He suffered 
afflictions as none other. The psalmist says, “ Many are 
the afflictions of the righteous.” ( Ps 34:19 ) Could it be 



that you’re in the place of obedience yet facing trial ? Do 
you find yourself in the midst of trouble because of your 
loyalty to the Lord ? Is there a mystery about your trial ?  

(b) A MISERY ABOUT THIS LOSS: 

Who can fathom the agony of losing a child ? Of all 
deaths, that of a child is most unnatural and hardest to 
bear. My .... we expect the old to die. The separation is 
always difficult, but it comes as no surprise. But the  
child ? The youth ? Life lies ahead, with its beauty, its 
wonder, its potential. Here was a little boy who was all the 
world to her. Why she had talked about him on the 
occasion of her first meeting with Elijah “ Me and my 
son,” ( 17:12 ) she said. Certainly she had pinned all of 
her hopes for the future on him. No doubt she was looking 
to the day when he would arrive at manhood and would 
provide for her upkeep. She probably expected to be with 
her son for many years to come. However, now her 
dreams are shattered her heart is broken and her life is  
devastated. You see, she knew the drought was coming  
( 17:9 ) but  she did not know death was coming. ( 17:17 )  
Her future, her plans, her dreams, all embodied in her 
little boy, lay spent and lifeless in her arms.  

Is your loss painful ? I recall a few years ago visiting the 
Ulster Hospital, calling with a mother who had given birth 
to twins, Victoria and Susannah. It was not long before we 
heard one of the girls was ill. After a few days that little 
bundle of life died. My .... I’ll never forget standing in 
front of her little white casket trying to comfort that 
family with the precious Word of God. My .... has 

providence dealt you a hard blow ? Who is it that you 
have lost ? What is it that you have lost ? A job, 
possessions, maybe a marriage ? Is this where you are  
this …. ? Have you ever watched everything you worked 
for, everything you loved, everything you lived for 
crumble around you ? (a) (b) But bless God there was 

(c)  A MASTERY ABOUT THIS LOSS:

Did this tragedy not happen by chance ? Was this grief 
stricken woman not tempted to say, “ If only I had, if  
only ....,” But there are no “ ifs,” or “ buts,” with God. 
Notice again those words in ( 17:17 ) “ And it came to 
pass after these things,” Nothing in the chain of events 
was an accident but everything was an appointment. It 
was all appointed by God to take place when Elijah got  
“ there.” ( 17:9 ) In His sovereignty God permitted this 
trial to come and through it and as a result of it a boy was 
going to be revived, a woman was going to be restored, 
and Elijah’s faith in the power of God was going to be 
reinforced. Tony Evans said,  “ Everything in the 
universe is either caused by God or allowed by God, and 
there is no third category.” 

Trials do raise many questions. How they perplex at 
times, yet Peter said, “ Beloved think it not strange 
concerning the fiery trial which is to try you, as though 
some strange thing happened to you.” ( 1 Pet 4:12 ) 
Though they seem strange to us at times, they are not 
strange to God, for God has good reasons for allowing 
them. Purposeful, is that what Joseph thought ? It is a bad 
thing to be separated from your father and sold as a slave. 



It is a bad thing to be falsely accused and thrown into 
prison. But in the end, all of those events worked out for 
good. For Joseph said to his brothers, “ But as for you ye 
thought evil against me, but God meant it unto good .... to 
save much people alive.” ( Gen 50:20 ) Purposeful, is that 
not what Job thought ? People say to me “ I am Job.” No 
you are not. For no man in the Bible outside of the Lord 
Jesus suffered more than Job. In one day he lost his farm, 
his fortune, his future, his family, but thank God he did 
not lose his faith. For out of the ash heap he cried “ But 
He knoweth the way I take, when He hath tried me I shall 
come forth as gold.” ( Job 23:10 ) Purposeful, is that not 
what Helen Keller thought ? She once said about her 
blindness and deafness, “ I thank God for my handicaps, 
for through them I have found myself, my work and my 
God.” Yes, there are times when the Lord will allow us to 
pass through this kinds of trials. Why ? He is refining us.  
He does it so that we might learn to rely on Him more 
perfectly. He does it so that we might experience His 
grace in a new, fresh manner.  

He does it so that we might be brought to a place of utter 
dependence on Him. Has the Lord brought you low ? 
Have you learned to look to Him early, and always ? Do 
you see this widow woman ? She thought she was passing 
through a storm of correction. She thought God was 
hurting her. What she failed to see was that she was in a 
storm of perfection. God was, in fact, helping her. My …. 
are we not just like her ? So often I miss the help God is 
trying to give me for I am focusing on the hurt I feel in 
my heart. (1) 

(2)A DISTRESSED LADY 

Can you see not only the dead boy ? Can you see the 
distressed mother ? She stands there, tears streaming  
down her face, holding the body of her lifeless son in her 
arms. Here was a woman burdened down with grief and 
sorrow so much so that, 

(a) HER SORROW MADE HER SPEAK HARSHLY: 

Do you see what she says ? “Art thou come unto me to 
call my sin to remembrance and to slay my son ?”  
( 17:18 ) My sin ! My son ! Perhaps there was a 
connection. Whatever, she blames Elijah for the worst 
thing that has ever happened to her, the death of her son. 
She looks upon the death as a condemnation from the 
hand of God. Even though Elijah had done nothing to 
deserve her reaction, even though she and her son had 
been sustained through the miraculous provision of food 
each day, thanks to the presence of Elijah and the power 
of his God, she blamed him. Is this how you react in the 
midst of life’s trials ? Does your faith give way ? Does it 
collapse ? Does your tongue lash out ? Philip Keller says, 

When suffering or sorrows engulfs us like a flood, we 
often quickly forget the goodness of our friends, our 
family, even our God. In self-pity and hurt we lash out 
against whoever is near at hand. We heap abuse upon 
husband or wife, parent or child, friend or neighbor, 
in the tirade innocent bystanders bear the brunt of our 
abuse. 



This woman who has just been blessed by God now 
becomes bitter against God. In his autobiography  
Dr. Joseph Parker the minister of the City Temple, 
London tells of a terrible blow which came into his life 
when his wife was suddenly taken from him. He says, 
“ On 26th January 1899 I entered upon my old age for at 
9.30pm that evening the life of my life, the heart of my 
heart ascended to heaven. After 34 years of singing,  
bitterness.” Parker went on to say, “ In that dark hour I 
became almost an atheist.” How could I be otherwise ? 
My chief joy had been taken from me.” Thankfully, for 
Joseph Parker the murmuring passed and he became a 
transformed man with a new ministry. My .... in the midst 
of your trials how do you react ? Do you murmur or do 
you submit ? Do you question, or do you trust ? (a) 

(b) HER SORROW MADE HER SEARCH 
DILIGENTLY: 

“ Why ? Oh, Lord why ?” she wonders in her heart.  
My …. there is no question so tormenting as the question 
“ Why ?” Why does a good God allow tragedy to come to 
His children ? Why should this little baby die ? And as 
she gropes for an answer in the darkness of her pain, guilt 
slips out of the shadows it has been lurking in and attacks. 
“ Why ? I’ll tell you why, because of you, because of your 
sins. God has taken your boy to give you the punishment 
you deserve.” My .... when tragedy strikes you, does guilt 
attack you too ? What kind of thoughts and accusations 
come stabbing at your heart ? What do you feel God is 
thinking of you during those times of tragedy ? Do you 
believe the Lord hates you, that every other believer is 

eligible for His love and forgiveness but you ? Let's not 
judge this mother too severely. Those who you who have 
lost a loved one especially a child, can understand her 
grief. Did you know that there are, 

1. DIFFERENT STAGES IN GRIEF:

Shock: emotional numbness when we hear of a loved 
one’s death: 
Emotion: tears are always in order when there’s a broken 
heart: 
Depression: accompanied by a feeling of loneliness: 
Fear: Life seems to be falling apart: 
Guilt: We blame ourselves for the death of a loved one, 
we often say, “ if only.” 
Anger: As like this woman we lash out at those who have 
been most helpful to us: 
Apathy: “ No-one understands how I feel, live is not 
worth living.” 
Adjustment: as we learn to accept the loss and come to 
grips with reality. Now don’t think because you’re a 
believer that you’re above the stages of grief. But there is, 

2. A DIVINE SUFFICIENCY FOR GRIEF: 

Does Jesus care when I’ve said goodbye 
To the dearest on earth to me 

And my sad heart aches till it nearly breaks 
Is he ought to Him does He see

Do you know that you have a High Priest above you ? Do 
you know that you have the Holy Spirit within you ? Do 



you know that you have the Word of God before you ? Do 
you know that you have the people of God around you ? 
But come back to this woman ? Do you see her ? Do you 
see standing holding the limp, lifeless body of her child ?  
Her heart is braking, her hopes are dashed, her world is 
crushed but then does God not specialize “ in things 
thought impossible ?” For (1) and (2) give way to, 

(3)A DYNAMIC LORD 

Working in, and through His prophet Elijah. Can you see 
here, 

(a)THE RESPONSE OF ELIJAH: 

Somehow he knows that nothing he can say at this 
moment will satisfy this grieving mother. So he does not 
argue with her. He does not rebuke her. He does not 
remind her of all she owes him or of how ashamed she 
should be in blaming him. I mean does Elijah deserve  
this ? He has done exactly as God has told him. He’s 
trusted the Lord and now he is receiving the brunt of this 
woman’s blame. Somehow God seems to the crucible a 
little bit more until we think “ what’s the Lord trying to 
do to me ?” We walk closer to Him and still more tests 
come, one on top of another. That’s where Elijah is but he 
does not waver, he simply says “ Give me thy son.” 
  ( 17:19 ) Do you know what that is ? Gentleness. 
Someone, somewhere has called this fruit of the Spirit  
“ the mint mark of heaven.” It’s a testimony of the Spirit 
of God at work in the one who could lash back but 

doesn’t. Have you got it ? You see, instead of retaliation 
there is,  

(b)THE REQUEST BY ELIJAH: 

“ Give me thy son.” By the way, that reminds me what a 
tremendous responsibility is ours when we have been 
entrusted with the precious lives of boys and girls. And I 
want to tell you that when you bring children to this place 
we’ll not give them a rock and roll band to try to whittle 
away their difficulties but we’ll give them Christ and the 
Word of God. But what do you do when tragedy strikes ? 
What’s your first response ? Is it to complain ? To  
blame ? To try to reason your way out of it ? Or have you 
formed the habit of doing what Elijah did ? Do you go to 
your special place and get alone with God ? Do you see 
the example he sets ?  No panic. No fear. No rush. No 
doubt. Why should he ? For he knows that “ He that 
dwelleth in the secret place of the most High shall abide 
under the shadow of the Almighty.” ( Ps 91:1 ) Can you 
see him “ under the shadow of the Almighty,” pouring out 
his soul to God ? 

1. He prayed Privately: 
“ He carried him up into a loft,” the prophet's chamber. 
Do you have a room like that, a place where you meet 
with God ? ( Matt 6:6 ) Do you have a quiet retreat where 
you and the Lord do regular business together ? 

2. He prayed Fervently:



“ And he cried unto the Lord,” This was not passive 
praying, this was not lifeless repetition of stale requests. 
This was earnest pleading with God. 

3. He prayed Perseveringly: 
“ He stretched himself upon the child three times,” He 
was not easily daunted. Have you given up in relation to 
your spiritually dead children ? 

4. He prayed Humbly: 
Bringing himself to the level of him to whom he 
ministered.  

5. He prayed Specifically: 
“ Let this child’s soul come into him again,” ( 17:21 ) 

6. He prayed Expectantly: 
“ Let this child’s soul ....,”  My .... Elijah had no this is 
how God always does it manual to follow, for this 
resurrection was the first one recorded in Scripture, but 
here was a man who believed that nothing was too hard 
for the Lord. ( Gen 18:14 Jer 32:17 ) Elijah relied solely 
on one thing, faith. “ By faith in God women received 
their dead raised to life again.” ( Heb 11:35 ) Do you 
believe that God can raise your spiritually dead family ? 
Someone came to see C.H. Spurgeon once and said, “ Mr. 
Spurgeon I’m seeing very few souls saved.” Spurgeon 
said, “ do you really expect to see souls saved every time 
you preach ?” “ Will, no,” replied the man. “ Well, that’s 
the reason you see few saved.” My .... have we lost the 
spirit of expectation ? Is that why so few of you ever 
come to pray on Sunday nights ? 

7. He prayed Effectively: 
“ And the Lord heard the voice of Elijah ....,”  Can you 
visualize the scene as he carries the boy downstairs, gives 
him to his mother and says, “ See thy son liveth.” As if to 
say, “ See, Baal is dead but Jehovah is alive, powerful, 
caring and kind.” Do you see the result ? The widow 
publicly confessed her faith in the God of Israel ?  
( 17:24 ) Now let me ask this …. are you looking at, 

A Dead Child:  

Dead indeed “ in trespasses and sins,” brought up in a 
Christian home, exposed to the gospel but they have 
turned their backs on it all. And God is saying to this ….  
“ give me thy son, daughter.” Are you willing to hand the 
impossible over to Him, to get out of the way and let Him 
do whatever He will’s. Then God can act.  

A Dark Circumstance:  

Do you need to lay it before the Father and stretch 
yourself out under His shadow as you ask Him to bring 
about that which is humanly impossible. Is God able ? 
Yes. I challenge you to bring it before the Lord and trust 
Him to see you over it, around it or through it. I’m 
referring to “ the God of impossibilities,” the One who 
has limitless power, who has never, and will never meet 
an intimidating obstacle He cannot overcome, an 
aggressive enemy He cannot overwhelm, a final decision 
He cannot override, a hardened sinner He cannot 
overshadow, Elijah believed in “ the God of 
impossibilities,” will you ? 




