
ECF 25th January 2015 1 Kings 17:7-24 Trusting In God In Desperate Times 
A couple of weeks ago I was in the NCT test centre with our car.  It didn’t pass by the way – but like Scottish teams often do, 
it failed admirably.  Anyway, if you’ve been there recently, you’ll know that they have a screen where the impatient among 
us can count down how long it is until our test is over.  But on that screen, they also show short videos like this:  Video: 
Expect the Unexpected 
 
This is the Road Safety Authorities’ message: Expect the Unexpected.  When you’re driving you need to be ready for the 
unexpected because there are often surprises around the next bend of the road.   
 
It is the same in life.  Just when you think you’ve got a handle on things, then life throws at you unexpected situations and 
challenges.  We need to learn how to trust God in these times.   
 
Elijah had stayed in the Kerith Ravine for some time.  Each morning and evening ravens brought him food, and whenever he 
wanted he drank from the brook beside him.  This became the ordinary, everyday routine of Elijah’s life.  It became familiar 
and comfortable.  God had proved that he could provide for his servant in the driest of times.   
 
But then the unexpected happened.  1 Kings 17:7: “Some time later the brook dried up because there had been no rain in 
the land.” 
 
1. When God’s Gifts Dry Up  
Can you imagine what that was like?  Maybe each day as Elijah went to collect water, the level was a little lower and it ran a 
little slower.  Maybe Elijah constantly had to put his fears to the back of his mind.  “This stream is God’s gift.  God wouldn’t 
let this stream run dry.  He’s promised to look after me!  He knows that I need this!” 
 
And then one day, it was gone.  The brook stopped flowing.  All that was left was drying mud and loads of questions.  “Why 
would you allow this to happen, God?  What am I going to do now?  Have you forgotten about me?” 
 
Last week we were looking at God’s wonderful promise to provide for what we need.  In Philippians 4:19 Paul declares: 
“And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.”  Sometimes we might be tempted to 
think that this means that God will always give us everything we think we need – our bank balance will always be healthy, 
our cupboards will always be full, our kids will always be healthy,  our bodies will never give up on us and our cars will 
always pass its NCT.   
 
But then the unexpected happens.  Things start to get tough, our plans don’t work out as we thought, the economy takes a 
nosedive, we get that bad news.  And we start to question everything.  “What’s happening God?  Why are you not looking 
after me anymore?  Have you forgotten about me?” 
 
But in his letter to the Philippians, Paul wasn’t telling us that we’ll always have everything that we want.  He had just told 
the Philippians, “I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether 
living in plenty or in want.” Philippians 4:12  Paul experienced times when the gifts dried up, when his cupboards were bare, 
when his wallet was empty.   
 
a) Trust in the Giver 
But Paul was able to be content in these situations because he had learned that no matter what, Christ was with him – and 
if that was true, then he could handle any situation: “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” Philippians 
4:13 
 
Paul had learned to trust in the Giver and not in his gifts.  He was trusting in God and not in all the things that God had often 
blessed him with.   
 
And this is what Elijah was learning to do.  For months God had provided the water that he needed from that brook.  The 
brook was gone now!  But God was still with him.  And that’s all that Elijah needed! 
 
This is a tough lesson for us to learn at times.  When God blesses us with so many gifts, it is tempting to get used to them, to 
get comfortable with them, and to expect them to continue.  But God doesn’t want us to trust in his gifts.  He wants us to 
trust in him.  Not in what he gives, but in who he is!   
 
He wants us to say with Habakkuk:  
17 Though the fig-tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, 



though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, 
though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, 
18 yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Saviour.”   Habakkuk 3:17–18 
  
2. When God’s Commands are Challenging  
God was still with Elijah.  He hadn’t forgotten about him.  1 Kings 17:8-9: “Then the word of the Lord came to him: 9 “Go at 
once to Zarephath of Sidon and stay there. I have commanded a widow in that place to supply you with food.”  It would 
have been encouraging for Elijah to hear the word of the Lord again. But these fresh orders were unexpected in the 
extreme.  You really couldn’t have chosen a less likely source of provision.   
 
a) An Unexpected Place 
First of all, he was to go to an unexpected place.  “Go at once to Zarephath of Sidon and stay there.” 1 Kings 17:9   
 
Do you remember Queen Jezebel, the wicked wife of King Ahab, the main influence in pulling the northern kingdom down 
to the depths of idolatry and the killer of the Lord’s prophets?  Do you remember where she was from?  “He also married 
Jezebel daughter of Ethbaal king of the Sidonians.” 1 Kings 16:31 
 
God was calling Elijah to leave his hiding place on the east of the Jordan, travel about 100 miles and go to the country ruled 
by the Jezebel’s dad.  Did that make sense?   
 
b) An Unexpected Person  
And God was going to look after him through the most unexpected person, “I have commanded a widow in that place to 
supply you with food.” 1 Kings 17:9 
  
God told Elijah to depend on the help of a woman, a Gentile woman, a foreign pagan, from the heart of Baal worshipping 
Sidon.  Why would she want to look after this prophet from Israel? 
 
And not only that, but this woman was a widow.  How could she look after him?  A widow in good times would have been 
poor.  But a widow in times of drought and famine?  How could she provide for herself, never mind anyone else? 
 
c) Trust in His Promises 
But what did Elijah do with these unexpected and challenging commands?  1 Kings 17:10-11: “So he went to Zarephath. 
When he came to the town gate, a widow was there gathering sticks. He called to her and asked, “Would you bring me a 
little water in a jar so I may have a drink?” 11 As she was going to get it, he called, “And bring me, please, a piece of bread.”   
 
As we’ve seen before with this remarkable man of faith, Elijah obeyed.  He did what the Lord his God commanded him.  God 
had promised to provide for him through a widow in Zarephath – and so that’s where he went.  Hungry and thirsty he asked 
a stranger for help!  Maybe he didn’t understand what God was doing or why.  But he was willing to trust in God’s promises.   
 
And amazingly, so did this widow.  Look at 1 Kings 17:12: “As surely as the Lord your God lives,” she replied, “I don’t have 
any bread—only a handful of flour in a jar and a little oil in a jug. I am gathering a few sticks to take home and make a meal 
for myself and my son, that we may eat it—and die.”   
 
Like many at that time, the drought had hit her resources hard.  She was out that day preparing to make a last meal for her 
and her son.  But even in her desperate situation, she expressed her faith in Yahweh, “The Lord your God lives.” 1 Kings 
17:12  
That must have been encouraging for Elijah to hear, even if her situation seemed so desperate.   
 
But then Elijah made an incredible request.  1 Kings 17:13-14: “Elijah said to her, “Don’t be afraid. Go home and do as you 
have said. But first make a small cake of bread for me from what you have and bring it to me, and then make something for 
yourself and your son. 14 For this is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: ‘The jar of flour will not be used up and the jug of 
oil will not run dry until the day the Lord gives rain on the land.’ ” 
 
On the face of it, this was an impossible request to make of a woman in such a desperate situation.  How could she be 
expected to take her last bit of food that she had for her and her son, and give it to this stranger?  How could she be 
expected to believe that the God of Israel would supply her need until the rains returned? 
 
And yet that’s what she did.  1 Kings 17:15-16: “She went away and did as Elijah had told her. So there was food every day 
for Elijah and for the woman and her family. 16 For the jar of flour was not used up and the jug of oil did not run dry, in 



keeping with the word of the Lord spoken by Elijah.” 
 
She believed that the Lord could do what Baal could not.  She trusted in his promise, and she followed his commands.  And 
as a result, she and her family were blessed by God.  God continued to provide for her and her family throughout the 
drought. Faith in God is often found in the most unexpected of places, people and situations.   
 
What about us?  Are we willing to trust in God’s promises even when his commands challenge us to the core.  Are we willing 
to put aside our ideas and thoughts and put our lives in Jesus’ hands?  Proverbs 3:5-6 calls us to “Trust in the Lord with all 
your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths 
straight.”  Elijah and this widow trusted in the Lord, and they discovered that God always keeps his promises.   
 
3. When God Allows the Unimaginable 
But this didn’t mean that everything went well for this woman.  1 Kings 17:17-18: “Some time later the son of the woman 
who owned the house became ill. He grew worse and worse, and finally stopped breathing. 18 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?” 
 
I don’t think we can imagine anything worse.  Losing a child is surely at the top of any parent’s worst nightmare.  I can’t 
imagine the pain she experienced as she watched her son get worse and worse and eventually die.   
 
So we’re probably not surprised that she lashed out against Elijah.  Of course it didn’t make sense and it wasn’t true.  This 
child didn’t die because Elijah was there.  And he didn’t die because of some secret sin that his presence had exposed.  But 
these are the kind of desperate questions that we ask in times of tragedy?  Why is this happening?  Who is to blame?  What 
did I do wrong to deserve this? 
 
Behind these questions is that idea that what happens in our lives in this world should make sense.  Deep down we often 
carry the conviction that life should be fair.  If we do what is right, then good will happen to us.  If we do what is wrong, 
then wrong will happen to us.  So suffering must be the proof of someone’s sin.   
 
Jesus’ disciples had this idea.  When they came across a man who had been born blind, they asked Jesus: “Rabbi, who 
sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” John 9:2   In their minds somebody must have done something 
wrong to deserve this. 
 
But Jesus disagreed.  “Neither this man nor his parents sinned... but this happened so that the work of God might be 
displayed in his life.” John 9:3   Jesus refused to go along with the cause-and-effect idea.  He refused to blame the sick or the 
disabled for their suffering.  Instead he saw in it an opportunity for God’s glory to be revealed. 
 
This is the teaching from Job’s experience.  This man lost his wealth, his business, his family and his health all in the space of 
a short time.  But although he was accused of all kinds of wrong-doing by his friends, God showed that this was not the 
cause of his tragedies.  The Bible records Job as a righteous man. 
 
So in this sin-cursed and fallen world, good people suffer.  God’s people suffer.  Suffering in our lives is not the proof that 
we’ve wandered from God or that we’ve sinned against him in some terrible way.  God doesn’t promise to shield us from all 
harm in this world. 
 
But God does promise that in these difficulties, he will be with us, he will help us and he will work through our suffering for 
our good and for his glory.  “God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.” Psalm 46:1 
 
a) Trust in His Care 
But Elijah did contradict this desperate woman.  He didn’t give her a theology lesson to correct her wrong thinking.  Neither 
did he walk away, shrugging his shoulders because bad stuff happens.  Instead he stepped into this woman’s grief and 
offered to share her burden.  1 Kings 17:19: “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.”   
 
There is a place for speaking up, confronting wrong thinking and sharing the truth.  But first of all I think we need to learn 
how to “Carry each other’s burdens. ” Galatians 6:2   God wants us to follow his example and come near the broken-hearted 
and share their sorrow. 
 
b) Turn to Him in Prayer 
But we can do more.  1 Kings 17:20-21: “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?” 21 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!”   
 
 Look quickly at how Elijah prayed.   
 

i) Personally  
He prayed personally, “O Lord my God.”  1 Kings 17:20 .  This prayer came from his personal relationship with God, and his 
belief that God answers his people when they cry out to him. 
 

ii) Honestly  
He prayed honestly.  “Have you brought tragedy also upon this widow?”  1 Kings 17:20  Like the woman, he didn’t 
understand why this boy had died.  Faith in God doesn’t remove all of our questions and struggles.   It just means we’re 
willing to honestly bring them to God and leave them in his hands.   
 

iii) Passionately  
He prayed passionately.  When he was confronted by the tragedy of his nation turning from God,  “He prayed earnestly that 
it would not rain.” James 5:17   Now when confronted by the very personal and individual grief of this Gentile widow, he 
cried out to God with just as much earnestness. 
 

iv) Persistently  
He prayed persistently.  “He stretched himself out on the boy three times and cried to the Lord.”  1 Kings 17:21.  He didn’t 
give up.  He kept on praying  
 

v) In Faith  
He prayed in faith.  “Let this boy’s life return to him!” 1 Kings 17:21  In one way, Elijah had no right to expect this.  Nobody 
else up to this point had seen someone raised from the dead.  But in desperation, in compassion and in faith, Elijah asked 
for the impossible.  He believed that the Lord his God could do the impossible! 
 
And God answered his prayer.  1 Kings 17:22-24: “The Lord heard Elijah’s cry, and the boy’s life returned to him, and he 
lived. 23 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!” 
24 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.”   
 
I know lots of believers have prayed personally, honestly, passionately, persistently and with all the faith they can – and 
they haven’t seen the answers they’ve wanted.  Not yet, anyway.   
 
We need to accept that God is not someone we can put in a box, or force his hand.  Prayer is seeking God’s will, not 
demanding ours.  And God’s will is often different from ours.   
 
But God wants us to keep on praying.  He wants us to keep on trusting in him, in his love for us, in his promise to work 
through us and his power to do the impossible.  He wants us to bring our requests to him.  “Ask and it will be given to you; 
seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.” Matthew 7:7  
 
Conclusion 
Life is often difficult.  It throws up unexpected challenges and struggles.  But I pray that all of us will learn from Elijah that 
even in desperate times, we can trust in the Lord our God.  
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