
The Widow of Zarephath 
1 Kings 17:8-16 

Rev. Jerry Hamstra 

Riverside ARP Church 

May 5, 2019 

 

We are studying the word of God in the stories in which Elijah is a major 

figure. God has revealed much of his truth to us in the form of stories. 

But these are not fairytales. They are the true account of real events in 

history. God has revealed himself and his ways to us in history and this 

history has been written down by prophets inspired by God for the 

purpose of revealing God and his ways to later generations of the 

people of God and through them to the whole world. The stories are 

told from God’s perspective. The stories reflect God’s interests and 

priorities. The stories of the Bible are true stories, but their main 

purpose is not simply to tell us what happened, but to teach us about 

God, his grace and severity and how we are to relate to him. 

A primary subject of the stories in which Elijah is a key figure is the sin of 

Israel and the sin of King Ahab and God’s response to that sin. If the 

biblical stories’ main purpose is to teach us about God and his purposes, 

these stories emphasize the attitude of God towards his covenant 

people when they are living in sin.  

The people of Israel were God’s chosen people. God had chosen them 

out of all the nations of the world to be his people and his purpose for 

that was that through them all the nations of the world would be 

blessed. The ultimate fulfillment of that is Jesus Christ who was born of 

the people of Israel. But Israel was also to be a blessing to the nations 

by living according to God’s laws and so showing to the world the 

goodness of God and his ways. By living holy and obedient lives, the 

people of Israel were to reflect the character of God to the peoples of 

the world and be a means of revealing God to the rest of the world. 

But Israel did not do that very well and during the time of Elijah the 

people of the northern kingdom under King Ahab were worshipping the 



false god Baal. God required of his people that they worship him and no 

other gods, but they were breaking that first commandment and they 

were worshipping another god.  They were worshipping Baal. They were 

looking to Baal to send them the rains and the prosperity that went with 

them instead of looking to the Lord alone as their only good and the 

source of every good thing.  

And so God sent a drought. By that drought God was revealing his anger 

against the people who had forsaken him. God was revealing that he is a 

holy God who punishes sin. The God of the Bible is a God of love and he 

truly seeks the wellbeing of human beings, but he is also a holy God 

who will not tolerate sin indefinitely. The Bible makes it clear that he is 

patient and longsuffering, but it also makes it clear that there comes a 

time when his wrath is poured out upon those who continue to resist 

him and defy him. And that is the meaning of the drought that Elijah 

pronounced upon the people of Israel in Ahab’s time. 

We saw last time how God told Elijah to go to an out-of-the-way place 

east of the Jordan River and there he provided for Elijah in a miraculous 

way by commanding ravens to bring Elijah bread and meat, morning 

and evening. This shows us how God is the one in control of what we 

call nature. He sends drought upon Israel, but he sends ravens to bring 

food to his servant Elijah. God was showing that he and not Baal is the 

God who sends the rains and who provides for his people. We saw too 

that Elijah here is the bearer of the word of the Lord. There were 

faithful believers in Israel who suffered the famine alongside of the 

Baal-worshippers. But Elijah was being taken care of in this way because 

of his office – because of his task as the prophet of the Lord. And 

therein was the hope for Israel because by preserving Elijah in the 

famine, God was indicating that he was not yet finished speaking to 

Israel. Elijah was being preserved in the famine because God had not 

rejected Israel utterly. He would come to her again through Elijah and 

address his word to her calling her to repentance and offering her 

forgiveness and reconciliation through that repentance. 

This is the background for the story that we have before us this 

morning. The word of the LORD comes to Elijah and commands him to 

go to Zarephath, which was located in Sidon. God tells Elijah that he has 



commanded a widow in the town of Zarephath to feed him. And so 

Elijah goes. The text stresses his obedience to the word of the Lord. God 

speaks and Elijah obeys. And that, of course, is a great emphasis of the 

whole Bible. We are to obey the word of God. We are to do what God 

tells us to do. And life and blessing is associated with obedience. God 

reveals himself in the Bible as the highest authority in heaven and on 

earth and our first responsibility as beings created by God and for God is 

to do what he tells us to do. And all life and blessing is tied up with that. 

So Elijah goes. The location is very significant. It is a place outside of the 

land of Israel. It is a town in Sidon which was a pagan, Baal-worshipping 

nation. God is commanding his prophet, the bearer of his word, to go to 

a place outside of Israel, to the middle of a Baal-worshipping nation and 

there he is going to provide for him. In that place, God is going to bring 

his word of command and blessing to a heathen woman – a heathen 

widow.  The prophet of the Lord was told to leave Israel and to bring the 

word of the Lord to a heathen, gentile woman. And this heathen, gentile 

woman would have the opportunity to submit to the word of the Lord 

and receive the blessing for doing so. 

Now one key for understanding this story is found in the New 

Testament, in the interpretation and application that Jesus gives to it 

that is recorded in Luke 4. Luke 4 tells the story of how Jesus was 

rejected in his hometown of Nazareth. He brought them the word of the 

Lord and they rejected him and his message. And so Jesus says in Luke 

4:24-26, “… Truly, I say to you, no prophet is acceptable in his 

hometown. But in truth, I tell you, there were many widows in Israel in 

the days of Elijah, when the heavens were shut up three years and six 

months, and a great famine came over all the land, and Elijah was sent 

to none of them, but only to Zarephath, in the land of Sidon, to a 

woman who was a widow.” 

Jesus’ use of the story of our text shows us that it is a foreshadowing of 

Israel’s rejection of Jesus and God turning to the Gentiles. The story of 

God sending Elijah to the widow of Zarephath is an early example of 

what God does when his people reject his word – he turns away from 

them and brings his word to people who will hear it and respond to it in 



faith and obedience. This is a big theme in the story of salvation in the 

Bible – the story which leads to Jesus Christ.  

The people who were most blessed by God in terms of his dealings with 

them, were notorious for rejecting the word of the Lord – so much so 

that when the Word was made flesh and dwelt among them, they, for 

the most part, did not receive him and the result of that was that God 

turned from them to the Gentiles. The story of Elijah being sent to the 

widow of Zarephath is a foreshadowing of what God would do when 

Israel rejected the word of the Lord (that was Jesus) when he appeared. 

God sending Elijah to this pagan woman outside of Israel was a 

judgment upon Israel for her idolatry and her unbelief. But at the same 

time it was a blessing for this pagan woman who because of Israel’s 

idolatry and unbelief was given the opportunity to hear and respond to 

the word of the Lord through the prophet Elijah. And this 

foreshadowed, the great redemptive move that God would make after 

the Jews rejected Jesus in sending the gospel into all of the world. 

This is a subject that Paul deals with in Romans 11. There is way more in 

that passage than we can review in this sermon, but I want to point out 

a few things. Romans 11 makes it clear that God still has a plan for the 

Jewish people. And that is reflected in the story of Elijah and the widow 

of Zarephath because one of the reasons that God was sending Elijah to 

the widow of Zarephath was to preserve his life so that he could in 

God’s time once again bring the word of God to Israel. Paul in Romans 

11 makes it clear that the rejection of Jesus by Israel and God turning to 

the Gentiles was a temporary measure and that the time will come in 

the future when the people of Israel will turn to the Lord. 

But Paul makes an application here that helps us to understand the 

application for us of the story of Elijah being sent to the gentile widow 

of Zarephath. We are gentiles. We are the beneficiaries of God’s mission 

to the gentiles. We are the spiritual descendants of the widow of 

Zarephath or the early Gentile believers whom Paul addresses in 

Romans 11. And Paul has a very serious warning for Gentile believers in 

Romans 11. He is using the figure of an olive tree. Jewish people are 

natural branches who were broken off because of unbelief. Gentile 



believers are wild olive shoots graphed in through grace and faith in 

Jesus Christ.  

And this is what Paul says to the Gentile believers. Romans 11:20-22, 

“That is true. They were broken off because of their unbelief, but you 

stand fast through faith. So do not become proud but fear. For if God 

did not spare the natural branches, neither will he spare you. Note then 

the kindness and the severity of God: severity towards those who have 

fallen, but God’s kindness to you, provided you continue in his kindness. 

Otherwise you too will be cut off.” 

So when we see God sending Elijah to a Gentile widow in Zarephath, we 

see both the kindness and severity of God: severity to Israel for rejecting 

him; kindness to the Gentile widow to whom God turned when Israel 

rejected him. As Gentile believers we are recipients of the same 

kindness of God who sent the gospel to the Gentiles after the Jews, for 

the most part, rejected Jesus. But while we are to be thankful for the 

kindness of God towards us, Paul warns us not to become proud but to 

fear. He stresses that we must continue in God’s kindness otherwise we 

too will be cut off. 

One of the great problems with Israel was presumption. She felt secure 

in God’s favor just because she was Israel, the chosen people of God. 

But God required faithfulness to his commands. God required his people 

to trust in him alone and to keep his commands and when she failed to 

do that God sent judgment and he temporarily turned away from his 

people and turned instead to the Gentiles. But Paul makes it clear that 

Gentiles believers can also be presumptuous and drift away from the 

Lord. And so he warns them and us “Note then the kindness and 

severity of God: severity toward those who have fallen, but God’s 

kindness to you, provided you continue in his kindness.”   

When we look at Israel in the time of Ahab and see them being 

punished because of their idol worship, we should not look down upon 

them. We should not be proud. Rather we should fear. If God did not 

spare the natural branches, neither will he spare us if we drift into 

idolatry which is the worship of the gods of this world. 



We live in a secular society, but that does not mean there is no worship 

going on. Every human being worships something or some things and if 

it is not the true God it is something else. The gods of our society are 

the gods of money and comfort and pleasure and status and ourselves. 

Our gods are the things that we trust to bring us our wealth and our 

comfortable way of life. We are not tempted to trust in Baal, but there 

are plenty of Baal-substitutes for us to trust in – the economy, our own 

abilities, the governments of the world. An idol god is also something 

that we love more than the one true God. We can tell what our idols are 

by examining our priorities and our fears and our interests and noticing 

where God sits in our hierarchy of passions and interests. 

Life according to the Bible is serious business. How we live is a matter of 

heaven or hell and true believers in God are those who take obedience 

very seriously. We rejoice in the fact that salvation is through Christ and 

by faith and not by works, but the Bible consistently warns believers not 

to be presumptuous in their relationship with God, but to understand 

the need to persevere in the life of obedience. Even though there is the 

comforting truth that God will keep his own, alongside of that is the 

disturbing truth that there are many who think they are believers who 

fall away.  

And it is that side of the truth that Paul emphasizes in Roman’s 11. 

When we follow the theme of God turning from sinful Israel to the 

Gentiles, we encounter a warning to Gentiles who turn to the Lord in 

faith – “Do not become proud but fear. For if God did not spare the 

natural branches, neither will he spare you.”  Paul puts the same thing 

in other words in 1 Corinthians 10:11-12, “Now these things happened 

to them as an example, but they were written down for our instruction, 

on whom the end of the ages has come. Therefore let anyone who 

thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall.” 

The Christian life is not a walk in the park. It is not a life of coasting. It is 

a struggle. It is a battle. Listen to how the author of the letter to the 

Hebrews puts it in Hebrews 3:12-14, “Take care, brothers, let there be 

in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from 

the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called 

today, that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. 



For we have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original 

confidence firm to the end.”   

Thankfully we live by the grace of God in the gospel. Thankfully Jesus 

has suffered in our place and has risen to a new life which he shares 

with us and by which we are empowered in the life of obedience. God is 

gracious and we stand in that grace. But let us not forget the warnings 

of Scripture. Let us not forget the severity of God as we celebrate the 

kindness of God. The many warnings that I have cited remind us that 

salvation involves whole-souled effort on our part even though it is all 

of grace. And when we think of how often Israel turned away from the 

Lord, we are not to be proud but fearful and “[b]e all the more diligent 

to confirm [our] calling and election” as Peter puts it in 1 Peter 1:10. 

And he continues there, “for if you practice these qualities you will 

never fall.” 

So the theme of this text which is God turning away from his rebellious 

people and bringing his word to the Gentiles is an important theme in 

Scripture. It is how the gospel has come to us. But as we consider that 

theme in Scripture, the apostle Paul teaches us to consider both the 

kindness and severity of God and not to be proud or presumptuous, but 

to fear.  

Let now return to Zarephath. Elijah obeys the word of the Lord and goes 

to Zarephath. And there at the gate of the city he meets a widow 

gathering sticks. He asks her for a drink of water and for a bite to eat. 

She replies that she has only enough flour and oil for one last meal for 

herself and her son. Then she expected that they would starve to death. 

What Elijah says next is very significant. “Do not fear; go and do as you 

have said. But first make me a little cake of it and bring it to me, and 

afterward make something for yourself and your son. For thus says the 

LORD, the God of Israel, ‘The jar of flour shall not be spent, and the jug 

of oil shall not be empty, until the day that the LORD sends rain upon 

the earth.’” 

This was the good news for this woman. This was the gospel for this 

woman. The LORD, the God of Israel had sent his servant to her to bring 

her the word of life. The word that Elijah spoke to this woman was a 

promise of life. But notice how that promise was worded. It came with a 



command – a command to first give her life to God by offering the last 

of her flour and oil to his servant. She only had enough for one last meal 

for herself and her son, and the way to life that God offered to her 

involved giving her last meal to Elijah and trusting that the LORD was 

able to miraculously provide for her and her son according to his word. 

This is how the good news comes in the Bible. It comes with a summons 

to surrender everything to God, and to trust that he will keep his word 

to give all that is necessary in return. The good news that Elijah brought 

to this Gentile woman included a demand to offer all that she had to 

God and to trust that God would be true to his promise to provide all 

that she needed. And then we are told, “And she went and did as Elijah 

said. And she and he and her household ate for many days. The jar of 

flour was not spent, neither did the jug of oil become empty, according 

to the word of the LORD that he spoke by Elijah.” 

The word of the Lord addresses us in exactly the same way. Listen to 

what Jesus says to us in Matthew 10:39, “Whoever finds his life will lose 

it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”  This woman 

offered her life to the God of Israel by giving the last of her food to 

Elijah and the Lord gave her life. If she had been unwilling to offer her 

life in this way she would have perished in the famine. The way to life 

for her was the way of sacrificing her life for God. 

This is the good news of the gospel. The good news came to this woman 

as an opportunity to serve the God of Israel. The life of blessedness and 

fullness according to the Bible is a life that is offered to God. What God 

required of this woman is a striking picture of what he requires of all of 

us – everything that we are and everything that we have. The people of 

Israel in the time of Elijah were not willing to do that and God had 

turned away from them and gave this pagan widow the opportunity to 

respond to the radical demand of the word of the Lord. The word of the 

LORD came with a promise of life, but the gift of life was on the far side 

of submitting to the radical demand to give up her life to God. And God 

was faithful to his word. She offered of life to God and God gave her life 

in his service. 

Now this story does not tell us everything about the gospel. There are 

many important details that are filled in by later revelation. The full 



gospel as expounded in the rest of the Old Testament and in the New 

Testament includes what Jesus has done for us and how it is that we can 

be forgiven of our sins and made right with God and renewed in our 

inner being by the power of the Holy Spirit. But this story powerfully 

illustrates one crucial part of the good news as it comes to us in its 

fullness in Jesus Christ. The way to life is by dying to self. The way of life 

is the life of offering ourselves to God. It is wonderful to consider this 

story and see how the promise of life for this woman came in the form 

of a call to give up everything for God trusting that he would be faithful 

to his promise to give her a life that came through radical trust in the 

word of the Lord. 

The call of God is a radical call. It is a call to give the whole of our lives to 

him. There is to be no holding back. Think of what Jesus said in Matthew 

10:37 “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of 

me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of 

me.”  In Matthew 6:33 he tells us to “seek first the kingdom of God and 

his righteousness and all these things will be added to you.” In 2 

Corinthians 5:15 Paul tells us that Jesus died, “that those who live might 

no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and 

was raised.”  True Christianity is radical submission – a complete 

sacrifice of self to Jesus. Life is about pleasing him. Life is about 

honoring and serving him. Life is about loving him more than anything 

else. 

But the paradox is that that is the way to fullness of life. This is how we 

are created to live.  This is the goal of salvation – that we might live not 

for ourselves but for our creator and saviour and in that way experience 

the abundant life that the word of God promises.  

Now if we are truly saved people, we will know something of what that 

means and we will know something of that in our own experience, but 

we will also know that we do not yet experience the fullness of this by 

any stretch. Because of the sinfulness that remains in us this side of 

glory, we do not give ourselves fully to God and we do not experience 

the fullness of the life of in the service of God. Thankfully the gospel is 

good news for sinners. Thankfully there is forgiveness in Christ and the 

promise of power for gradual growth in give ourselves more wholly in 



the service of Christ. We will know the principle of our text in its fullness 

in the new heavens and the new earth.  

But in the meantime let us rejoice in what we do know of both losing 

our lives for Christ and receiving everything from him and in him and 

may the word of the Lord inspire us to renewed zeal in seeking the life 

and the joy that comes through giving ourselves for Christ. 


