
4The Shadow 
of Death

1 Kings 17:17–24 and Mark 5:21–43

S
he had been staring death in the face, preparing a final meal to

share with her son before the famine was to claim them. But

after the prophet arrived, the shadow of death had been

dispelled and the future looked hopeful. Day after day she fed

him, the flour and oil never running out and the threat of starvation

never reappearing. Now that the living God had broken into her

circumstances, things looked up and life was different—until sickness

intruded into her family to undermine her happiness. When her son first

became ill, the widow probably did not think too much about it; after all

he was young and strong enough to withstand all manner of health

problems. But each day, the sickness grew more intense until he finally

stopped breathing.

LIFE IS HARD

When my friend’s son was a young boy, he and his friends at church were

asked to make a card for their mothers. They were to put on the front

‘my mummy says’ and then write down something they often heard

their mother say. The end result was fairly predictable with the cards

saying things like ‘my mummy says “I love you”’, or ‘my mummy says

“you are special to me”’ except for this boy’s card which read ‘my

mummy says “life is hard”’. I expect that the widow’s son would have

heard his mother saying something very similar. First she lost her
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husband, then she faced starvation and now her child was gravely ill. Her

mind must have been buzzing with difficult questions: ‘Why did God use

me to provide food for his servant and then take my son from me?’ ‘Why

did he spare us from starvation and then let him fall prey to illness?’ It is

obvious that she had been wrestling with these kinds of questions

because, when she next saw Elijah, she said, ‘What do you have against

me, man of God? Did you come to remind me of my sin and kill my son?’

DEATH DEFEATED

Like most people, she wanted someone to blame and the easiest

target was Elijah. After all, he served the one who had the power to

preserve them through the famine, so why couldn’t he have asked his

God to heal her son from this illness? The natural reaction would be to

go on the defensive but instead Elijah said, ‘Give the boy to me.’ He

carried his lifeless body up the stairs, laid him on the bed and prayed

for him. His prayer was dramatic and passionate. Stretching himself

out on the boy three times, he cried out, ‘O LORD my God, let this boy’s

life return to him!’ (1 Kings 17:21). Elijah was not a passive spectator

who had become caught up in this family tragedy; he cared deeply

about this woman and her son and he shared in the anguish that was

tearing her apart but he was able to direct it to the Lord and plead with

him to intervene. And God heard his cry, bringing the boy back to life.

His mother was not in the room—she was in another part of the house

trying to come to terms with the loss of her son. But her desolation

turned to joy when Elijah walked in with her son in his arms, declaring,

‘Look, your son is alive!’ (verse 23).

DEATH IS REDEFINED

Overwhelmed by grief and overcome with anguish, the widow from

Zarephath had said, ‘Did you come to remind me of my sin and kill my
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son?’ (verse 18). But now she could see it from a new vantage point;

Elijah had not come to make her think that her son’s death was God’s

punishment for her sin. God had used him to redefine death. In raising

this young boy from the dead, God showed that it no longer had an

iron grip on humanity because its power could be broken.

A thousand years later, an anxious father asked Jesus to come to his

house and help his daughter. ‘My little daughter is dying,’ he said.

‘Please come and put your hands on her so that she will be healed and

live’ (Mark 5:23). Jesus agreed to come but while he and the man were

going to the house, a woman delayed them. Jesus was still speaking to

the woman when some friends of the anxious father came up to him

with their heads bowed and their voices hushed saying, ‘Your

daughter is dead, why bother the teacher any more?’ (verse 35). But

Jesus did not even acknowledge them. Looking at the man he said,

‘Don’t be afraid, just believe’ (verse 36). By the time they arrived, all the

signs were that they were too late. The professional mourners had

gathered outside the home and had begun to wail and relatives were

sitting around the daughter’s bedside with their faces buried in their

hands, A little life had slipped away. They must have had similar

thoughts to those expressed by the widow from Zarephath when Jesus

came into the house. ‘Why is he coming now? What does he think he

can do? He should have come earlier.’ As soon as he stepped into the

room, every eye would have been taken from the little corpse and

focused on the new arrival. If it were you or I in that room, we would

have been tempted to say, ‘It’s a bit late to say that you’re sorry you’ve

been delayed—she’s dead!’ Then Jesus said something astonishing:

‘Why all this commotion and wailing? The child is not dead but asleep’

(verse 39). There was something about this statement that seemed to

break the tension. They were overwhelmed with grief and

disappointed that Jesus had not arrived in time, but he seemed to deny
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the grim reality of what had happened; so they laughed at him. It

would not have been a cheerful laugh offered up in response to a good

joke, but a bitter ironic snigger. Who did this man think he was and

what did he think he was doing playing with their emotions like this?

But, undeterred by their laughter, Jesus sent everyone, except the

parents, out of the room, took the little girl by the hand and told her to

get up. Without hesitation, her lungs filled with air, her eyes opened,

her limbs moved and she stood up and walked around the room. Like

the widow in Zarephath, these people would now have a new

understanding of death. It was no longer an invincible enemy; Jesus

had redefined it. ‘The child is not dead, she is sleeping.’

OUR FUTURE ASSURED

Jesus did not just talk about death—he conquered it! Paul describes

him as ‘the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep’ (1 Corinthians

15:20). ‘Firstfruits’ is a term that was used in the Old Testament

describing the initial part of the harvest which was a pledge or a

guarantee of what was to come. It meant that the rest of the harvest

was out there to be reaped. As Christians, we know that death is not

final because Jesus rose from the dead. Paul talks about death in a way

that is in line with Jesus’ redefinition; it is ‘falling asleep’. You may have

memories of being driven home at night by your parents, falling asleep

and waking up in your father’s arms as he took you out of the car and

put you to bed. That is how Paul wants us to see death in the light of

Jesus’ triumph over it—it is like falling asleep in Christ’s arms and

waking up in heaven.

DON’T FEAR THE REAPER!

I had an elderly relative who was so afraid of death that she could not

even bring herself to compose a will. She lived to quite an old age, but
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mortality caught up with her in the end. The saddest part was that her

fear could have been dispelled by Jesus. While the process of dying is

rarely pleasant, the prospect beyond it is wonderful! When Paul was

waiting for the result of an appeal to Caesar, which could have resulted

in his execution, he spoke of being torn between the prospect of

remaining alive, so that he could continue to work for the Lord, and of

going to heaven. ‘To be with Christ,’ he concluded, ‘is much better.’ I

have been a pastor for many years and I have noticed that there seem

to be a lot of Christians who are unnecessarily fearful of death. I

cannot help wondering whether this is due to the fact that we have

taken our sights away from our final destination and become too

settled in this world. The antidote to the fear of death is to spend more

time thinking about heaven and letting it shape our lives.

FOR FURTHER STUDY

1. The Book of Common Prayer says that ‘in life we are in the midst of

death.’ What do Ecclesiastes 12, Psalm 39:5, Job 14:1–2 and Psalm

90:12 teach us about the approach we should take to life and death?

2. Read 1 Corinthians 15:12–28, 1 Peter 1:3 and Revelation 1:1–18.

What do these verses tell us about the way in which Jesus’

resurrection has redefined death?

TO THINK ABOUT AND DISCUSS

1. What advice would you give to a Christian who is afraid of death?

2. Paul said ‘Our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a

Saviour from there—the Lord Jesus Christ’ (Philippians 3:20). What

difference will this make to our values and ambitions?
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