
THE WIDOW OF ZAREPHATH – putting others first   Reading: 1 Kings 17  

This C10 BC story of this widow is remarkable in several different ways. It reveals how God can break 
down social barriers as well as ethnic ones. It reveals that God works in the lives of people in ways we 
cannot understand. It also indicates that we should never be surprised in the way God works. 

What the Bible tells us about this widow 

There was a period of severe drought in Israel and the prophet Elijah is instructed to go North to the 
Phoenician town of Zarephath. What unfolds is one of the most amazing incidents often overlooked. 
God has instructed Elijah that a widow would look after him, she is never named. He locates the lady 
gathering sticks ready for her last meal with her son. They have nothing remaining, yet Elijah asks for 
something to eat. He requires the lady to give him their remaining food before she and her son can eat. 
This is not humanly reasonable unless God wants it to be the pre-cursor to a miracle. 

Staggeringly she obeys reflecting magnificent human qualities of kindness, compassion and generosity. 
Yet God intervenes in her dire situation for the jar of meal becomes self-replenishing. Yet the story does 
not end there. 

To be a widow was a terrible position for the lady who would have very limited means of income, yet 
now her son (and main support in her old age) becomes very ill and dies. The widow thinks her past sins 
are the cause of this punishment and loss. Elijah suggests otherwise and pleads with God to help in the 
hour of need. Verse 22 states that ‘the soul of the child came into him again, and he revived!’ What an 
incredible experience for her. From a period of anxiety and despair her hope has returned as she 
recognises the hand of God through Elijah. ‘Now I know that you are a man of God…’ 

This account has a very happy and positive ending because God was in total control of Elijah and he was 
in touch with God and obedient to his instructions. This lady was a foreigner to Elijah but she showed 
great faith in the first instance and then offered hospitality to a foreign stranger herself! This is the first 
resurrection story in the Bible, yet God is not raising an Israelite rather a Phoenician. 

Is there significance in this story for us today? 

• Sometimes we try and convert people before offering practical help, yet in this account it is the 
miraculous provision of food that helps the widow to believe; 

• Queen Jezebel was also a Phoenician who was trying to kill Elijah so it is ironic that the Phoenician 
widow is the one that Elijah is sent to and she helps him; 

• Given that Elijah is commanded to go to the widow, it is reasonable to ask what were her prayers 
like leading up to this meeting. It would be fair to suggest she did not expect her prayers to be 
answered in the way they were! 

• Even when she has witnessed a miracle and been fed, she still had moments of doubt and 
weakness as if God had forsaken her; 

• Sharing and giving bring their own reward: is this true in your experience? 

• In Luke 4 v25-6, Jesus mentions this widow. Neither Elijah nor Jesus were accepted in their 
homeland region. 

Summary 

Sometimes God uses the most unlikely people to accomplish His purposes;  

God’s mercy extends to all people, both Jews and Gentiles, and the Sidonian widow was blessed for her 
faith; 

God requires faith - the widow’s miracle only came after she prepared a meal for Elijah which was an 
amazing act of faith. 

Prayers: Father God, forgive me that sometimes I do not know how to serve you best. Please 
increase my faith and help me to know that you work in ways that I cannot easily 
understand. Thank you for being a great God yet caring of me. Amen. 

Father God, there are many isolated and lonely people around me. Help me to know when 
and who to help in times of need. Amen. 


