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“How Do We Deal with Distress In Our Family?”

1 Kings 17:17-24

Introduction:


There are many crises which affect a family.  Some of the problems are illness, accident, financial setbacks, death and divorce.  All families will suffer from these in some way and at some time.  They are a part of life from which none are exempt.  And any one of these leads to stress which affects the whole family.

Theme:


How do we respond to the distress in our families?

Crises happen and our response is important.  

A crisis in the family can either strengthen our relationships or threaten to tear the family a part.  

A crisis can either draw us closer to God or turn us from Him.  

Our response will determine the result.

Text:


For guidance in this mater we turn our attention to 

1 Kings 17:17-24


One of the greatest crises a family can experience is the death of a child.  A death in the family will always bring pain.  But the death of a grandparent at the end of a long and fruitful life becomes a blessing.  We can even deal somewhat easily with the loss of a parent because we expect that to happen sooner or later.  We even can accept the loss of our spouse because we know that one must die before the other.  We know that sooner or later these will be a part of our lives.  


The death of a child, however, is a great blow to a family.  All parents expect their children to outlive them.  When this doesn’t happen, families can loose their focus and purpose and even its cohesion.  Marriages have broken up from such a tragedy.


In our story from 1 Kings this matter is intensified as we realize that this child is the only son of a poor widow.  He is all she had.

In our story we see two responses to this family crisis.

The first response is seen in the widow who reacted with ANGER, GUILT, and CRITICISM.

The second is expressed by the prophet Elijah who responded with PRAYER, FAITH and HOPE.

The Widow Began With ANGER

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?” 1 Kings 17:18


In her anger she lased out at the most convenient person, Elijah.  Remember, Elijah was not some innocent by-stander.  He has taken responsibility for this boy’s life.


Before Elijah had entered their lives, this widow had resigned herself to the idea that both she and her son were going to starve to death in a great famine which was upon their land.  Elijah first appeared to her by asking her for a loaf of bread.  The widow responded that she had enough flour and oil left to make just one last loaf, which she and her son would eat and then after that they would die together for there would be nothing left.


Elijah raised her hopes by promising her that if she would feed him, then God would not let them starve.  And God kept that promise by miraculously giving enough flour and oil in her jar to feed the three of them every day for about three years.


Now, her son was dead.  All Elijah had done for her was turn this miracle into some cruel joke.  Earlier, she had resigned herself to her son’s death, because she would die with him.  Now, her son is dead and she is left to live alone.  In her mind, it was Elijah to blame for he had kept her alive, only to suffer this greater pain of loss.


Anger is a common element in grief.  We are told that anger is one of the five common steps that most people go through in dealing with death.  This widow’s response is a reasonable and common reaction.


When tragedy strikes the family, we usually get angry.  We get angry at each other.  We may get angry at the doctor or the hospital.  It is common for people to feel that if only they had done their jobs better, then the person we love would still be alive.  In our pain we lash out in anger.

The Widow’s Second Reaction Was GUILT


In anger we lash out at others and then we lash back at ourselves in guilt.  Guilt is anger turned in upon ourselves.  

First the widow blames Elijah, now she blames herself. 
She said to Elijah, …”Did you come to remind me of my sin and kill my son?” 1 Kings 17:18b

She sees this tragedy a punishment from God.


Now we do not know what sin or sins she is referring to here.  The specifics aren’t important.  Even if we haven’t committed some crime, we can always find something we have done wrong.  We are sinners, and as sinners there is always something back there in our past that we are afraid God is going to punish us for.


 Guilt is as common as anger, especially in the sudden death of a child.  Our children are placed in our care, and if anything happens to them, we accept the blame.  If a child dies for any reason, we have this insidious thought that there must have been something we have done wrong.


But that is not necessarily true.  In a dangerous world we cannot build a risk free environment for our children.  Tragedy strikes the families of the best and most dedicated and most careful parents.  


Even where there is no fault, parents feel guilty.  And there are plenty of people who will help those parents question their actions too.  Then there are those horrible times when parents make mistakes.  At those times there are choruses of voices to assign blame.


Guilt is Satan’s tool.  In God’s hand, guilt’s only purpose is to bring us to repentance.  Other than that, guilt does not belong in the life of a Christian!  Jesus has taken our sins and our guilt to the cross.  To us God says:  “I know the thoughts I have for you, thoughts of peace and not of judgment.”

The Widow Finally Falls Into General CRITICISM


She blamed Elijah.  She blamed herself.  Now she blames God.

Her complaint is against God’s sovereignty.  He shouldn’t have done this.  This is her only son.  God had sustained them through His miraculous means.  Now God take the life of her son, just like that.  It just isn’t fair!

When life closes in, our final response is to shake our fist at the heavens.  


Our problem is that our knowledge of God is too superficial.  We make God too small.  When we conceive of a God that we can understand and predict His behavior, we actually limit His ability.  When we make God answerable to us, we turn the King of the Universe into our errand boy.


So many people have turned the Creator of the world into a God of their personal convenience.  They make Him the servant and themselves the judge.  They see God either as some doddering old grandparent in the sky, or as the overwhelming hatful vengeful judge.  Their criticism misshapes God.

Summary:


The result of this widow’s response is that she was filled with fear and felt separated and alone with no hope.  In her anger she was separate from Elijah, the only person who could comfort her; by her criticism, she was rejecting God, the only one who could help her.


These are common reactions.  We have all experienced them.  When confronted by troubles we separate ourselves with anger, guilt and blame.  We even blame God.  And thereby we remove ourselves from the source of our real hope, help and joy.


To pretend that such thoughts are not there is neither honest nor healthy.  This is all a part of our sinful human nature.  We need to come to accept this as reality.  

We have to live with these feeling, but we have no reason to continue to live in these responses.


We have seen the human responses to a parent’s grief.  But we don’t stop there.

Our story goes on and so can we.

A crisis in the family can turn us either from our Lord or draw us to Him.

Elijah reacted with PRAYER, FAITH and HOPE

 “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.  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?”  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!” 1 Kings 17:19-21


Elijah was a part of this family too!  He too could have responded in anger.  He could have lashed back at the woman with:  “Well is that the thanks I get.  I have kept you fed for months.  If not for me you and the boy would have been dead long ago!”

But no, Elijah’s First Reaction Was PRAYER.


Elijah immediately turned to God, laying out this problem before Him.  I am impressed that in the Bible one of the first actions of God’s people when confronted by any problem, big or small, is to turn to prayer.  I am equally impressed that in spite of this overwhelming witness to the importance and power of prayer; we so often use it as an act of last resort rather than the result of our first thought.

Remember the familiar hymn where we sing:


What a friend we have in Jesus


All our sins and grieves to bear

What a privilege to carry


Everything to God in prayer.

Then in our next breath we have to admit.


Oh what peace we often forfeit,


Oh what needless pain we bear,


All because we do not carry


Everything to God in prayer.

In the book of James God says:  “You do not receive because you just don’t ask.”
In Psalms God says:  “Call upon me in the day of trouble, and I will deliver you.”

When confronted by those situations in our families which overwhelm us, rather than becoming angry, we can pray.  And God will answer.

Elijah’s Prayer Was An Act Of FAITH

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?”  

Elijah was no super-believer.  His prayer showed his doubts and fears.  He poses a question to God in this prayer.  This was a true question, not a challenge or criticism couched in the form of a question.  He had faith, and in the confidence that faith gives, he shared his question with the only one who give answer.


Even in this question he acknowledges God’s sovereignty.  He affirms God’s power.  He expects God’s goodness.  And he anticipates God’s answer.  He admits that God is indeed sovereign in all His actions and answerable to no one.  He desires God to do no more than He wills.  And he knows that God can perform any and all things, precisely because he is sovereign and all-powerful.  Elijah has the faith to know that God can change even this, death.  


Most of all he has faith in God’s goodness.  God has already shown that goodness by caring for all three of them in this famine.  

And that goodness goes even deeper.  In the Son of God Jesus, we see that fullness of God’s goodness.  He gave His Son for us.  By Christ we are relieved of death and even guilt.

With Faith Comes HOPE

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!”

Elijah didn’t say just a little prayer over the boy and then go away saying, “Well, let’s bury him.”  Elijah had a great expectation for God.  Precisely because God is sovereign and all-powerful and answers prayers, we have hope.  No one dictates to God or sits in judgments of His actions, so He can do as He pleases.  He does great things in spite of our sins and our unworthiness.  He does good things because of His loving kindness.

And the boy lived!

The LORD heard Elijah’s cry, and the boy’s life returned to him, and he lived.  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!” 


Only when we stop blaming and criticizing God for the things we think He should have done, do we find the hope for the things He can do!  And God does not let us down.  The Bible says:  “Hope in the Lord for with Him is goodness forever more.”
Summary:


A far more helpful response to our family stresses are prayer, faith and hope.  These three unite.  And we see their result in the widow.

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.” 1 Kings 17:22-24

As wonderful as it was for this woman to have her son again, there was an even greater result.  She now had renewed faith and greater hope.

The woman said, “I know that you are a man of God and that the word of the LORD from your mouth is the truth.”
Conclusion:

How do we respond to distress in our families?

Our response will determine the ultimate result.

It is natural to react with anger, and guilt and complaining.  Then we must live with the fear, and the frustration and the alienation it all brings.

And that is no blessing.

We can also open our hearts and minds to God’s guidance and move on into prayer, and faith, and hope.

Through these we will see God’s hand at work for us and recognize His love in every situation.  

We can feel God’s forgiveness through the sacrificial death of His Son on the cross.  

When we respond by turning to God, we will both be blessed and become a blessing to those around us.


When we turn first to our Lord for our help, our comfort, and our strength, He can make us victors over the distresses which might otherwise do harm to our families.

AMEN

Elijah Prophesies a Drought
1 Kings 17
1Elijah, who was from Tishbe but had settled in Gilead, said to Ahab, “I solemnly swear, as the LORD God of Israel whom I serve lives, there will be no dew or rain during the next few years unless I say so.”
2Then the LORD spoke his word to Elijah: 3“Leave here, turn east, and hide beside the Cherith River, which is east of the Jordan River. 4You can drink from the stream, and I’ve commanded ravens to feed you there.”
5Elijah left and did what the word of the LORD had told him. He went to live by the Cherith River, which is east of the Jordan River. 6Ravens brought him bread and meat in the morning and in the evening. And he drank from the stream.
7But after some time the stream dried up because no rain had fallen in the land.
Elijah and the Widow at Zarephath
8Then the LORD spoke his word to Elijah: 9“Get up, go to Zarephath (which belongs to Sidon), and stay there. I’ve commanded a widow there to feed you.”
10He got up and went to Zarephath. As he came to the town’s entrance, a widow was gathering wood. He called to her, “Please bring me a drink of water.” 11As she was going to get it, he called to her again, “Please bring me a piece of bread too.”
12She said, “I solemnly swear, as the LORD your God lives, I didn’t bake any bread. I have one handful of flour in a jar and a little oil in a jug. I’m gathering wood. I’m going to prepare something for myself and my son so that we can eat it and then die.”
13Then Elijah told her, “Don’t be afraid. Go home, and do as you’ve said. But first make a small loaf and bring it to me. Then prepare something for yourself and your son. 14This is what the LORD God of Israel says: Until the LORD sends rain on the land, the jar of flour will never be empty and the jug will always contain oil.”
15She did what Elijah had told her. So she, Elijah, and her family had food for a long time. 16The jar of flour never became empty, and the jug always contained olive oil, as the LORD had promised through Elijah.
17Afterwards, the son of the woman who owned the house got sick. He got so sick that finally no life was left in him. 18The woman asked Elijah, “What do you and I have in common, man of God?£ Did you come here to remind me of my sin and kill my son?”
19He said to her, “Give me your son.” Elijah took him from her arms, carried him to the upstairs room where he was staying, and laid him on his own bed. 20Then he called to the LORD, “LORD my God, have you brought misery on the widow I’m staying with by killing her son?” 21Then Elijah stretched himself over the boy three times and called to the LORD, “LORD my God, please make this child’s life return to him.” 22The LORD heard Elijah’s request, and the child’s life returned to him. He was alive again.
23Elijah took the child, brought him down from the upstairs room of the house, and gave him to his mother. He said, “Look! Your son is alive.”
24The woman said to Elijah, “Now I’m convinced that you are a man of God and that the word of the LORD from your mouth is true.”
