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Scriptures:  1 Kings 17:17-24, Psalm 102, Ephesians 3:13-21, St. Luke 7:11-17
The English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) is known as a social and political analyst who saw the natural state of mankind as something closely resembling civil war.  Without an autocratic ruler at the top, human life – in his view - was always doomed to insecurity, and perpetual fear of violent death.  He coined the phrase “the life of man is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short."  
As the son of a disgraced vicar, Hobbes’ life was often poor and nasty, but he was fortunate enough to have a rich uncle who paid to send him to Oxford.  With talent and an education, Hobbes moved up in the world and became a tutor to royalty (math tutor to King Charles II) and members of parliament.  But as the English civil war (1641-52) ravaged England, he had to flee into exile in France.  Yet, even with the restoration of the monarchy, he lived in fear of enemies.  His description of life grew out of personal experience, except for the shortness of life.  He managed to live for 91 yrs – very unusual for that time.
Now, our own times (US) may not be as turbulent as the English civil war.  But the experience of individuals of all times may give some truth to life as solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.  This was particularly true for strangers, orphans and widows in Biblical times.  The Bible pleads for assistance to such people in need, and for their protection from exploitation.  
In the OT reading and in the Gospel we meet 2 widows who each lost her only son.  W/o a male protector, widows were entirely dependent on occasional charity from relatives, neighbors and friends.  In Biblical times, widows had no right of inheritance.  If young enough, they were encouraged to remarry for survival.  The law of levirate marriage (yibbum) required the brother of a man, who died w/o leaving his widow any children, to marry her.  But if the widow was old, or she lost her children, she was dependent on public welfare.  St Paul actually instructed the Church to take care of widows older than 60 yrs when remarriage was unlikely (1Tim 5).  

Widows were objects of pity. The Hebrew word 'almânâh means the “empty house”, closely related to the Hebrew word for Mute.  The Latin word vidua means deprived or emptied. Now, the Biblical welfare system was the right of gleaning – gathering the remains of the harvest.  Farmers were limited to a single passage so that widows and orphans might glean the remains of wheat, olives, and grapes.  This was the support for Naomi and Ruth as they returned home from Moab, until Boaz married Ruth in a form of levirate marriage.  When Jesus and Elijah each revived the dead son of a widow, they gave new life and hope to these poor women.

The two stories of raising a widow’s dead son, side-by-side, remind us that raising the dead was not limited to Jesus alone. In the OT reading, God gave the miracle to the widow of Zarephath, a Gentile country north of Israel, near Sidon.  Elijah, the prophet, had fled from King Ahaz and queen Jezebel ending up in Jezebel’s father’s land.  

What is the purpose of the miracle?  Elijah’s miracle both strengthened the prophet’s faith, and that of the Gentile widow.  Jesus raised the widow’s son as a testimony to his disciples, the great crowd following him, and the Jewish people of the village of Nain.  The Bible records similar miracles for Elisha the prophet, and for the apostles Peter, and Paul.  Altogether, the Bible records 7 miracles of raising the dead, 3 by Jesus (widow’s son, Lazarus, and the daughter of Jairus), and one each by the OT and NT saints.

Are those miracles still possible today?  What would their purpose be today?  On the Internet you can find a website, entitled "Learn How to Raise The Dead".  The teacher claims that he did so twice in Uganda.  But it doesn’t say how many times he tried w/o the expected result.  The charismatic movement of the 1970’s often citied Jesus’ command to His disciples in Mt 10:8, “Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse lepers, cast out demons.” 

But the citations generally omit the flanking verses: Mt 10:7  “Proclaim as you go, saying, 'The kingdom of heaven is at hand.'” The verse that follows Jesus’ command is “You received without paying; give without pay.”  Unfortunately, many prominent Charismatics all too often concentrated on miracles as the goal, rather than the proclamation of God’s Kingdom and were keen on getting money for their efforts. But Jesus never intended His miracles as a solution to societal problems, to heal the sick because physicians weren’t up to the task, or to raise widows’ sons so that they could care for their mothers. 
Biblical miracles were above all a sign of the movement of God - His Kingdom breaking into the world with the ultimate solution for sin, suffering, and injustice – redemption through His Son.  Christ’s miracles were invitations to sign on to God’s great work: to serve and to become Christ’s disciple.  

The 7 miracles of reviving the dead were not yet Resurrection events.  In Christ’s Resurrection on Easter morning, Jesus was raised in His new immortal Resurrection Body.  We will receive such a super-natural body at our own resurrection at the last judgment.  In contrast, the revival of dead bodies by Jesus and Elijah were mere restorations of the old natural bodies of the 2 young sons.  They would still age and they would die again before their Resurrection to eternal life.  The purpose of these regenerations then was to point to God in Christ who would ultimately defeat death, once and for all. 
Now, miracles as signs of God’s imminent Kingdom can run into 2 kinds of problems.  On the one hand we have biblical skeptics, even in churches, who reject all supernatural aspects of God’s revelation.  They tend to demote Christianity to a mere system of ethics, traditions, and social networking.  But if biblical miracles are just natural events, misunderstood by ancient superstitious people, they can’t be much of a sign from God, can they?  If the two widows’ sons simply recovered from a fainting spell, none of the eye witnesses would have been impressed.  

The fact is that even the ancients could tell the difference between temporary loss of consciousness and death – even granting exceptional cases of “suspended animation”.  But with suspended animation, resuscitation doesn’t happen on command – unless there is intentional deception and fraud.
As CS Lewis pointed out, Christ’s disciples and the OT prophets would never participate in fraud and then sacrifice their lives for a deceptive mission.  The fact is that biblical miracles are valid supernatural signs of God’s imminence.

The opposite problem with miracles is the attempt to usurp miraculous powers for personal gain and prestige, rather than accept them as signs of God’s work.  Simon the magician (Acts 8) in the early church already wanted Peter and John to sell him the power of the HS to work miracles.  Many since then have tried to commandeer God’s miraculous powers for personal control, often resorting to deception and magic.  Miracles as God’s signs, rather than as a service for a fee, do not require multiple repeats, which are the hallmark of “miracle crusades".  I believe that God can work miracles in our time, but they will not follow a human schedule or program.  
So, what should we expect when we are called to suffer?  Should we count on miraculous deliveries from our afflictions?  St Paul tells us – v13 - not to “lose heart” over suffering even though God may, or may not remove our burden in response to prayer.  With St Paul, a 3-fold pleading to remove the “thorn in his flesh” received God’s answer as "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness."  Whether we are ill or healthy, as Christians our future is always brighter than the present.  Do not lose heart.

St Paul then instructs us to pray that Christ – v16, “according to the riches of His glory may grant us to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in our Inner Being” – notice,  no mention of the body restored.  – v17 - “so that Christ may dwell in our hearts through faith, and that being rooted and grounded in love we may have strength to comprehend [grasp, hold onto, not just understand] the fullness – the length, height, depth, and breadth of the fullness of God – the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge.” 
Then we can commit our lives and burdens entirely to Christ, as St Paul concluded in v20 of the Epistle: “Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly  than all that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us, 21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever.”  AMEN. 
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