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Introduction 
 
1. Generosity can mean different things to different people. This was no more clear to me than what I 

learned recently from my youngest son Atley, who has given me permission to tell this story. Atley 
turned 14 this past April and both my wife Holly and I have been reminding Atley for months that 
“this summer was the first summer where it was time for him to get a part time job. It was time for 
him to be responsible and learn the meaning and value of money and working hard to earn it.” If 
that sounded a bit preachy, it was. And, while Holly was always gentle in her reminders to Atley 
from time to time. And, I was actually quite obnoxious about it. 
 
Every trip to the neighborhood hardware store: Hey, look, you could work here! Want to say hi and 
introduce yourself to the manager? And, as I remember our exchange, “No!,” said Atley, to which I 
said “come on…are you just being afraid? You can do this! Want me to help?” to which Atley said, 
“Ur, really, no!” We have played out some version of that same exchange in different settings for 
months. Now, I need to be clear about something---Atley rarely asks us for money, doesn’t seem 
to be motivated by it, and has a good work ethic when he puts his mind to it.  
 
For instance, in May, when our community member Ruthie Mattox made a quiet suggestion to 
Atley that there was a volunteer opportunity at a senior nursing facility in south Minneapolis near 
our home and they would probably enjoy having a scrapping young man like him around, Atley 
said “uh, sure!” And, just so you know---this wasn’t a “I’ll take the advice of anyone but my 
parents” kind of moment! Atley followed through big time. Background check with finger prints, 
application and essay, and riding his bike three days a week to the nursing home on Tuesday, 
Thursday and Saturday without barely a reminder from us! And, he has made friends, been 
positively impacted, and impacted his new relationships with the seniors.  
 
As a dad, I am so proud of him and his generosity, and inspired to think differently about how 
generosity can mean different things to different people! 
 

2. Some see generosity strictly in terms of monetary transaction: Moving money from where there is 
more to where there is less, often times because of a specific need. Others see generosity as an 
expression of giving away anything of value: time, expertise, encouragement, mentoring, love, or 
lending any number of meaningful possessions such as a bike, a car, a house. Many are 
celebrating the way the business world is changing to embrace new and innovative models of 
generosity. Most notably is the rapidly growing field of social enterprise for both non-profit and for 
profit companies.1  

                                                
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_enterprise (accessed 8-1-17) 
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Companies such as “KIVA”2 helps nearly anyone with $25 or more to lend money to life giving 
startups in developing countries, “TOMS” shoes is a company where you buy one pair, and a 
second is automatically given to someone without shoes,3 and the company “Baron Fig” plants a 
tree for every high quality notebook you purchase.4 
 
Generosity can mean different things to different people!  
 

3. We are in the second week of the final segment of the “Why We Gather” teaching series that is 
focusing on grace-filled accountability. We talk about generosity often at First Covenant, and we 
seek to be generous about the way we talk about generosity, not assuming that there is any one 
way to do it. Although, it is important to note that, as a Christian community of faith, we hold one 
another accountable for thinking too little or too small about how generosity can change all 
aspects of our lives for the better.  
 

4. Jesus talked about generosity from every angle imaginable:  
 

• Be generous in the way we forgive one another.  
• Be generous in the way we talk about one another.  
• Be generous in the way that we give money to one another, and to our faith community, 

and to other people and communities in order to reflect the reaching love of God through 
us. 

• Be generous in the way we see, understand, and include one another across human 
difference. 

• And, even be generous in the way we are friends and work on peacemaking together with 
people of other faith traditions. 

 
5. It was gospel biographer Luke who captured Jesus’ inaugural sermon at the beginning of his 

public ministry in Luke chapter four. Jesus’ inaugural sermon was all about generosity: to one 
another, to the poor, to those impacted by structural injustices, and to those pushed to the 
margins of society. And, when pressed by his hometown audience as to the reach of this 
generosity across religious and creedal lines, Jesus made a point to mention a few figures who 
were not from their shared religion of origin. In particular a man named Naaman, who was a 
Syrian, and a widow in Zarephath in the region of Sidon.5  
 
I am going to highlight the account of the widow of Zarephath in specific because, when paired to 
the teachings of Jesus on generosity, this narrative compels Christ followers to graciously hold 
one another accountable to a holistic vision of generosity for our lives and in our community. And, 
here is the vision: Christian generosity is a unique way of moving in our world that transcends the 
limitations of charity (which is traditionally top down, and not alongside) and is not bound by 
conventional measurements of resources. 

 
What exactly do I mean in using these words? Listen to my expanded telling of 1 Kings 17:1-24--
the account of Elijah, an ancient Hebrew prophet who experienced homelessness for a time, and 
the widow of Zarephath Jesus spoke of, who ran out of money at the point Elijah the homeless 

                                                
2 https://www.kiva.org/ (accessed 8-11-17) 
3 https://www.consciousconnectionmagazine.com/2016/02/social-enterprise-examples-and-principles/ (accessed 8-11-17) 
4 https://www.baronfig.com/ (accessed 8-11-17) 
5 Luke 4:24-27. 
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prophet needed shelter. We will show the actual scripture on the screens at the point it interacts 
with my researched narrative. 

 
A. Background 
 
1. The widow lived with her son and a few relatives in a town on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea 

in the country of Lebanon. Oh, it wasn’t called Lebanon in her day. In 870 BC it was a Phoenician 
port town ruled by the monarchy that lived seven miles to the north in the city of Sidon. The 
Hebrews called her town “Zarephath”, which meant “crucible” or “to melt”. This was an appropriate 
name for the widow’s town considering the brutal living conditions of her day. The death of her 
husband was likely unexpected. Perhaps, even tragic. Unpredictable outbreaks of violence were a 
way of life for this widow’s family even before she lost her husband. Kings and their marauding 
armies were continuously at war destabilizing day-to-day life for all of the Phoenician towns on the 
coast and that included Zarephath.  

 
2. The widow had heard that Jezebel, the princess daughter of the King of Sidon and popular 

priestess of the god Baal, was given in marriage to Ahab, the son of the King Omri who ruled the 
nation of Israel bordering the widow’s country to the south. Many who lived in the nation of Israel 
worshiped a deity called “Yahweh”, but that was starting to change. One thing was certain—ever 
since Jezebel married Ahab, the nation of Israel began to look and act more like people in the 
widow’s country who worshipped “Baal”, the rider of the clouds, the god of rain and fertility, and 
therefore of riches. The widow knew the statuary image of Baal well: The male figure stood on a 
bull with the club of thunder in one hand and a sprig representing lightning in the other. Baal was a 
visually powerful deity capturing the imagination much more illustratively than the invisible God 
called “Yahweh”.  

 
It was confusing, though, to the widow and to many in her city, as to why Baal, the god of rain and 
fertility, was withholding rain for such a long time. The widow and others reasoned that there must 
have been something that someone did to anger and provoke the wrath of Baal such that he 
would withhold rain. The priests of Baal repeatedly implied that, “Baal was angry and the only way 
to appease his wrath was to bring more offerings to the temple.” The widow was promised 
prosperity in return for her offerings but an unjust irony was becoming obvious to everyone--the 
only people prospering were the priests of Baal while everyone else was slowly starving to death. 

 
3. The first year of the drought was withering, killing off the plants beneath their feet. The second 

year of the drought was a crisis. People were dying. In her entire lifetime the widow had never 
seen so many back to back weeks and months without rain. And, it was also so unusual to not 
even have dew on the ground. The Mediterranean sun was unrelenting. It scorched everything 
while the large body of bluish green costal seawater taunted all who gazed upon its briny inability 
to quench their thirst or water their soil. 

 
4. The widow had not always been poor. Before her husband died their family actually did pretty well. 

They made a fair living and owned a home large enough to house guests and travelers on the 
second floor. In the second year of the drought, though, none of that mattered. There wasn’t even 
enough food for her and her son to survive.  
 

[ONSCREEN BUT NOT READ] 
 



Why We Gather “Talking Generously about Generosity”  © 2017 Dan Collison,  Page 4 

Elijah and the Widow at Zarephath 
 

7 Some time later the brook dried up because there had been no rain in the land. 8 Then the 
word of the LORD came to him: 9 “Go at once to Zarephath in the region of Sidon and stay 
there. I have directed a widow there to supply you with food.”  

1 Kings 17:7-9. NIV 

Then, with no change in circumstance, the widow had a sense that a stranger was going to be 
coming to her city and that she was to supply them with food and lodging. Even with disciplined 
rationing they were only days from running out of food. How was it possible for her to be generous 
and hospitable when she had nothing to give? 

 
[ONSCREEN BUT NOT READ] 

 
10 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.” 
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 olive 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.” 
13 Elijah said to her, “Don’t be afraid. Go home and do as you have said. But first make a small 
loaf 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 sends rain on the land.’” 
15 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. 

1 Kings 17:7-16. NIV 

B. The Arrival of the Homeless Man 
 
1. The day arrived that the widow and her son were going to run out of the flower and oil necessary 

to make the bread that kept them alive. Dazed and slightly trembling she left her house to gather 
sticks to make the fire that would bake their final meal. At the point she was nearly finished 
gathering kindling for the fire a man approached her who looked, well, more like a desert creature 
than a man. He wore a mantle of camel’s hair. He had an unshaven face and his skin was 
parched. He didn’t appear desperate or act as if he was going to harm her yet his gaze at her 
made the widow wonder if this was the stranger for which whom she was to provide food and 
lodging. For sure, it was as if he was expecting to see her at the gate.  
 
The man called to her and asked, “Would you bring me a little water in a jar so I may have a 
drink?” The request seemed reasonable. So, she set down her firewood and turned to get a water 
jar, somewhat relieved that that he didn’t ask for any food. As she was going to get it, the man 
called out a second time, “Oh, and bring me, please, a piece of bread.” 

 
2. Her heart sank as she gave into her intuition that this was the Hebrew person whom she was 

given instructions to feed and house. Indignantly she replied, “As surely as the LORD your God 
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lives I don’t have any bread—only a handful of flour in a jar and a little olive 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.” Inside the Widow’s mind her thoughts were scrambled and frustrated. She thought to 
herself, “what kind of god would send someone to me for food? Is this man’s god that 
uninformed?” 

 
It was as if the desert man heard her thoughts because he said to her, “Don’t be afraid”. Go home 
and do as you have said. But first make a small loaf of bread for me from what you have and bring 
it to me, and then make something for yourself and your son. 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 sends rain on the land.’” 

 
3. The widow’s heart raced. Could this man’s words be true or was he lying to get free housing? 

After all, how would she be perceived amongst those living in her town if she, a single Phoenician 
women, a worshipper of Baal, took in a Hebrew man, who looked more like a camel than a human 
being and worshipped a competing God that she knew very little about. There was little choice in 
this situation, though. She and her son were dying and so she heeded the divine voice, and to her 
amazement the final portions of flower and oil did not empty the jars that day. Nor the next day, 
nor the day after that. It wasn’t as if the jar of flour and the jug of oil were brimming full they just 
always had enough in them to make the next day’s bread.  

 
4. Astounding. This camel dressed homeless man whom she thought was only going to be a ‘taker’ 

ended up being a “giver.” She was confused, though, about who was the real giver of the gift. Was 
it the man and some form of magic or was it his God?   

 
C. Getting to Know Elijah 
 
1. After taking the man into her home and giving him a room on the second floor the widow learned 

more about his background. His name was Elijah, which meant in Hebrew, “The Lord is my God”. 
Not a very subtle name, but then again there was nothing subtle about Elijah. He was from the 
town of Tishbeh and grew up with the settlers of Gilead who led rugged and ‘outdoorsy’ lifestyles. 
Tishbites were known for being tough and a bit crude in their demeanor. Sharing conversation 
over their daily bread the widow and her family learned that Elijah was not an Israelite by blood 
but came to become a follower of this God he called “Yahweh” as an immigrant.  

 
2. The widow was intrigued by how confident Elijah was in his faith. Even more the widow was 

intrigued at how caring Elijah was toward her and her son. He seemed genuinely interested in 
their lives. He was grateful for her hospitality and, unlike a simple case of charity, they seemed to 
understand that they needed one other. And, unlike some other Hebrews she had met, Elijah 
didn’t’ seem to be concerned about their religious differences, of the Phoenician culture, and the 
fact that everyone in her family worshipped Baal and not his God. Although, Elijah sure did like 
talking about Yahweh a lot…perhaps too much, but he did so in a way that was always sincere 
and respectful. So, she welcomed the conversations. 

 
3. The widow was fascinated by the dangerous life that Elijah led. He didn’t choose to be homeless 

but was forced to live in the wilderness because he spoke out against the Israelite King Ahab, and 
his and Jezebel’s totalitarian policies and practices. Elijah’s story of confronting King Ahab and 
Jezebel was a bit confusing to understand at first. The widow didn’t understand why Elijah was so 
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upset about the god of Baal, whom was her religion and brought her comfort. Well, at least used 
to bring her comfort until the devastating drought. This opened up her curiosity about Elijah’s 
beliefs about Yahweh being a Creator God who is Spirit yet invisible, transcendent and yet also 
imminent…always “nearby.”  

 
She remained curious, and while she didn’t believe in Yahweh the way Elijah did, she was grateful for 
the miraculous provision of food. And she sided with Elijah’s anger at the way King Ahab expelled all 
of the Hebrew priests and prophets like Elijah. It was almost unbearable to hear that people as kind 
as Elijah were being hunted down and killed like dogs.  
 

[ONSCREEN BUT NOT READ] 
 
17 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?” 
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. 20 Then he cried out to the LORD, “LORD my 
God, have you brought tragedy even on 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 out to the LORD, 
“LORD my God, let this boy’s life return to him!” 
22 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.”                ---1 Kings 17:17-24. NIV 

D. Raising the Dead 
 
1. As time passed there came a moment when the son of the widow became ill. Very ill. He grew 

sicker and sicker, and finally stopped breathing. Crumpled on the floor, holding the lifeless body of 
her child and in a state of shock the widow 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?”. It was as if the miracle and 
generosity of the food was completely erased. Her personal grief and loss overpowered all 
measure of goodwill. Her bitterness exposed her raw understanding of her god as being a god of 
wrath. Baal was not a generous god and Baal’s priests were not generous priests. Take, take, 
take. That was all that she knew about god and now whomever or whatever god was—he takes 
and does not give. This time he took that which mattered most to her. Clasping her dead child, the 
widow lost trust in all gods. Elijah’s god was as useless to her as the god of Baal. What happened 
next, changed everything. 

 
2. Elijah didn’t do what many religious people do—tell her it was somehow her fault, and to stuff her 

pain and anger at God. No, Elijah sat in the pain and became indignant, almost angry at the 
chokehold of death on the child. He then said to the widow, “Give me your son,” and 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 in an almost panicked urgency, “LORD my God, have you brought 
tragedy even on this widow I am staying with, by causing her son to die?”  
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Was Elijah questioning God or was he petitioning God? Or both? No one in the house could tell. 
Then, breaking with Hebrew cultural traditions as how to handle a dead body, Elijah stretched 
himself out and threw his full weight on the boy—leg to leg, arm to arm, face to face, and cried out 
to the LORD. Unlike some cultures, which hide their tears and quell their grief, Elijah lay on the 
widow’s son’s lifeless and cooling body as he unceremoniously cried out, “LORD my God, let this 
boy’s life return to him!” Then he dropped the full weight of his body on him a second time even 
louder and more desperate, “LORD my God, let this boy’s life return to him!”. The family and a few 
neighbors overheard Elijah’s loud voice and began to collect in the main floor of the house 
wondering what was going to happen next. They had never seen anything like this before. It was 
strange and uncomfortable. 

 
3. With words of desperation and crying out to God even louder than the first two times he once 

again cast the full weight of his body on the boy a third time, leg to leg, arm to arm, chest to chest, 
thump! And crying, “LORD my God, let this boy’s life return to him!”. Suddenly (big breath) the son 
of the widow took a big breath in and instantly his ashen face took back color. His soul had 
returned to his body and he was alive!  

 
Elijah picked up the child and carried him down the stairs and into the main room of the house. He 
handed him back to his mother and said, “Look, your son is alive!” Everyone in the room was 
speechless. They had never experienced anything like this. They had never even heard of and 
miraculous happening like this. The gift of the food that Elijah and his God provided was one thing, 
but this gift--- the gift of life was transformational. The widow looked straight into Elijah’s eyes and 
said to him, “Now I know that you are a man of God and that the word of the LORD from your 
mouth is the truth.”  

 
Conclusion 
 
Generosity grounded in the Creator invites us to consider a unique way of moving in our world that 
transcends the limitations of charity and is not bound by conventional measurements of resources. 
Jesus’ teachings and the account of the widow and Elijah in the Old Testament historical book of 1 
Kings teaches critical lessons about generosity: 
 

• First--generosity requires risk with no guaranteed outcome or promise on investment.  
 

• Second--generosity is a choice that is not exclusively dependent upon personal resources. 
Rather, it is a dynamic idea that leverages our willingness to allow God to work through us with 
resources beyond our comprehension.  

 
• Third—people of all different beliefs and economics can and should be generous to one 

another as the widow was to Elijah and Elijah to the widow. Not everyone is generous but 
God’s generosity can come from anyone.  

 
• Finally--generosity breaks down cynicism and encourages belief in God and Christ. How we 

live our lives may be the only evidence of God people ever experience.  
 
Looking at generosity in these ways individually, and as a community, will help us to live authentically 
as generous Christ followers.  
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Prayer 
 
Creator of all things and giver of life--we long to be more generous people. Jesus, we long to better 
reflect your heart of generosity for others. Holy Spirit encourage those of us who fear risking 
ourselves and our resources to learn new ways to give and new ways to have you give through us 
beyond our measurable resources. God, three in One--encourage those of us who feel inadequately 
resourced to lean into your limitless resources. Encourage all of us to be generous to everyone whom 
you place in front of us regardless of difference or creed.  
 
In Jesus Name. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we remember to see Christian generosity as a unique way of moving in 
our world that transcends the limitations of charity and is not bound by conventional measurements of 
resources.  
 
Go in Peace. Amen. 
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