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Contexts & Connections #3-8    1 Kings 17:1-16 [17-24]    October 30, 2016 

The Widow of  Zarephath: God Provides 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 There are three distinct stories within this text, which weave together a movement from passive to active 

readiness with the prophet Elijah:1 
 1st story – vv. 1-7 – God gives simple commands; Elijah obeys and is fed. 
 2nd story – vv. 8-16 – Elijah tells what God will do for the widow.  
 3rd story – vv. 17-24 – Elijah acts and God listens. 
These three acts give Elijah the credentials and prophetic legitimacy he needs to be an agent of God ready 
to go on the offensive with Baal in public combat.2 

 In v. 12b - After the widow collects sticks, her fate is swiftly carried out in a brisk chain of Hebrew 
narrative verbs: I will go, I will prepare it, we will eat, and then we will die.3 

 There is a language of minimalism: little water, morsel of bread, nothing baked, handful of meal, little oil, a 
couple of sticks, and little cake. This stands in contrast of the first story, where the ravens brought meat 
and bread both day and night.4 

 The Hebrew word for “widow” is ‘almanâ. In ancient times, a widow—without a husband as protector and 
guarantor—is vulnerable and endangered. Hebrew law was established to help protect widows along with 
orphans and aliens, as people deeply at risk (cf. Deuteronomy 24:17-18, 19-22) The Hebrew ‘almanâ and ger 
(‘sojourner” or “alien” like Elijah in Zarephath) existed on the fringes of society.  In society where kinship 
ties gave one meaning, identity and protection, both the ‘almanâ and ger had no such ties.5 

 
Geographic 

 Elijah is a Tishbite from Tishbe in Gilead (v.1).  Gilead is a region found in the ancient Israel areas of Gad 
and Manasseh just east of the Jordan River. After a drought is decreed to King Ahab, God sends Elijah to 
Kerith Ravine (Wadi), just east of the Jordan River (v. 5). Sometime later, Elijah is sent to Zarephath in the 
region of Sidon (v. 9), where he encounters the widow and her son. To note:  
 Zarephath in Sidon (located in modern day Lebanon) is the home to Phoenician Princess Jezebel, who 

married Israel’s King, Ahab (1 Kings 16:31).   
 Jesus makes reference to Elijah in Luke 4:25-26 about how far Elijah was willing to go for a widow 

even though there were many people starving in Jerusalem. Elijah was sent from Tishbe to Zarephath 
on foot, two cities that are nowhere near each other, and he would have covered approximately 120 
kilometers (as the crow flies).6 

God Sightings 

The Point  
As in difficult situations, God provided for Elijah, the widow, and her son, God promises us the same 
provisions when we fall on desperate times. 
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Historical 
 1 Kings 17 finds Israel under the rule of King Ahab and Queen Jezebel between 869-850 BCE. During this 

pre-exile time, the kingdom was divided with Israel in the north and Judah in the south. This division 
happened in 922 BCE, after the death of King Solomon.7 

 King Ahab is known as being the worst king in the north, and his wife, Jezebel, is also criticized. 1 Kings 
offers explanation for the downfall of the kingdoms: the people had more than one sanctuary and more 
than one God.8 

 In this passage, the people in Zarephath worshipped Baal, deity of vegetation and rain.9 
 

Cultural/Religious 
 People understood drought in the ancient world as a divine curse.  It is a time when God is not happy and 

there is no rain to come.10 
 People also correlated drought to the work of the king or ruler. The measure of an effective king is rain 

that produces crops.11 
 In 1 Kings 17: Drought dominates the narrative: vv. 2-6, drought declared; vv. 7, the wadi or ravine dries 

up and no rain fall; v. 10, Elijah only asks for a little water.12 

 Food was directly tied to a person’s well-being. Drought brought about food shortage and death (v. 12). 
The widow is starving to death.13 

 There are two religious assumption of the passage:  
 These three interlocking stories use miracles in each one to demonstrate the Lord’s power over life and 

death.14  
 The people of Zarephath worshipped a deity known as Baal; he is not mentioned in this text but plays 

important role later on.  Baal is a vegetation and rain god. According to Canaanite myth, Baal was dead 
during the dry seasons. When rain does come, it will be God who sends the rains (vv. 14).15 

 
Literary 

 These three vignettes (vv. 1-7, Elijah and Ravens; vv. 8-16, Elijah and the Widow; vv. 17-24, Elijah and the 
Widow’s Son) should be read together.  In fact, chapter 17 could easily be grouped with chapters 18-19 as 
part of a larger narrative, where Baal is defeated, the drought ends and Elijah flees.16  

 Elijah, who first shows up in Chapter 17, is noted as an unexpected, uncredentialed and uninvited 
character.17  
 Genre: These stories are a prophetic word full of power and miracles, and a prophetic legend told to 

share the admirable qualities and proper attitude of the prophet.18 
 Authorial Intention: The writer of 1 Kings is a historian influenced by the religious viewpoint and 

language of the book of Deuteronomy. The intent of this writing not only includes references to 
people’s sins, but the focus in Kings is on the few rulers who stayed true to God’s law and the many 
kings in both kingdoms who did not.19 

 
More Information 

 For those interested in the lineage of the Kings of Israel, check out: http://www.vtaide.com/gleanings/
Kings-of-Israel/kings.html 

 For those interested in more about the Phoenician Princess and former Queen of Israel, Jezebel, check out:  
http://www.biography.com/people/jezebel-9354524 

 For more information on in who the deity Baal was, check out: http://www.pantheon.org/articles/b/
baal.html 

http://www.vtaide.com/gleanings/Kings-of-Israel/kings.html
http://www.vtaide.com/gleanings/Kings-of-Israel/kings.html
http://www.biography.com/people/jezebel-9354524
http://www.pantheon.org/articles/b/baal.html
http://www.pantheon.org/articles/b/baal.html


© 2015-2016 Spirit and Truth Publishing—All Rights Reserved 3 

October 30, 2016 Contexts & Connections #3-8    1 Kings 17:1-16 [17-24]  

Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (2 Samuel 7:1-17) – God’s covenant with David shows him creating a new temple for the Ark 

to rest, and in return, (v.11) God shows God’s power, protection and love by promising David a new 
house. 

 Next Week (Jonah 1:1-17; 3:1-10; [4:1-11]) – Jonah was a prophet whose job was to tell the people of 
Nineveh to turn towards God and repent. It is a story that also shares miraculous events using nature. 

 Other Weeks – In Luke 4:24-26 (1/15/2017), Jesus makes reference to Elijah and the widow when 
speaking in the synagogue in Nazareth. He talks about how a prophet is naturally rejected in his hometown. 
So for Elijah, there were many widows in Israel but he had to go to Zarephath to find a faithful one. In 
Luke 9:54 (3/1/2017), disciples James and John are referring to when Elijah declared divine judgment on 
his enemies by destroying them with fire from heaven (2 Kings 1:10, 12). 

 
Other Bible Connections  

 The narrative of John the Baptist echoes Elijah’s practice of repentance (Luke 3:1-2).21 
 Jesus raises the dead daughter of a leader, Jairus (Mark 5:21-43). The difference is that Elijah has to ask 

God to raise the widow’s but Jesus just says “get up.”22 
 Just like in the story of the temptation of Jesus (Matthew 4:1-11), these three stories for Elijah are a private 

period of preparation.23 
 This text could easily be matched with the story of the widow’s mite (Mark 12:41-44).24  
 

Thematic Connections 
 God Revealed- It is evident that the three stories take the reader to the heart of life’s deepest mystery, 

death. With God as the primary mover in these stories, even to the point of being the author of death and 
famine, it is revealed to the reader that God is the one who gives life.25 

 God Sightings- In this particular passage, the reader witnesses God’s activity in the world through the 
miracles stories of God’s provision: vv. 1-7, God provides bread and meat to Elijah through ravens, vv. 8-
16, God provides never ending oil and flour for the widow, her son, and Elijah, and in vv. 17-24: God 
provides life to the widow’s son.  

 
Liturgical/Seasonal Connections 

 This is a good story to read as we enter fall /winter for several reasons. As harvest comes to a close, the 
earth readies itself for a winter’s death. Just like in Elijah’s time of drought, food can be scarce and crops 
do not grow. Seasonally, it is fall with the onset of winter around the corner. For marginalized people like 
the widow, this time of year can be difficult and cold. 

 
Hymns/ Music 

 Praise songs include “Days of Elijah” by Paul Wilbur, songs about following God like “I Will Follow” by 
Chris Tomlin and songs about faith like “Give Me Faith” by Chris Brown. 

 Hymns include “Have Mercy on Me, O God” (Raabe), “What a Mighty God We Serve!” (Anonymous), and “My 
Soul Finds Rest in God Alone” (Rusty Edwards and Jane Marshall). 

 
Media Connections 

 An action-adventure film entitled the The Book of Eli starring Denzel Washington. The story’s main 
character, a warrior named Eli, has only one mission, which is to guard a sacred book. His goal is to get this 
sought-after book to a safe place. Once done, his efforts will help restore humankind.  

 Tales of Elijah the Prophet written by storyteller, Penninah Schram, contains 37 stories about one of the most 
beloved figures in all of Jewish Literature. 
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Multimedia Links 
 This website offers great Bible study timelines: http://www.walkwiththeword.org/  
 This website contains a 10 minute version of the Elijah and the woman of Zeraphath, appropriate for all 

ages: https://www.lds.org/media-library/video/2011-03-071-elijah-and-the-widow-of-zarephath?lang=eng 
 Images of drought around the world: http://www.msn.com/en-us/weather/topstories/cracked-earth-

drought-around-the-world/ss-AAaZJFg#image=8 
 This website offers great information about the economic, environmental, and social impacts of drought: 

http://drought.unl.edu/DroughtforKids/HowDoesDroughtAffectOurLives/
TypesofDroughtImpacts.aspx 

 
Weird Facts 

 Elijah is one of two people who did not experience death (2 Kings 2:11). The other was Noah’s 
grandfather, Enoch (Genesis 5:24). 
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