The Needy Widow And The Prophet Elisha

	The Old Testament book of Second Kings portrays the plight of a poor widow and her children. Her dead husband had been a righteous man, one of the ‘sons of the prophets’ in fact. These ‘sons of the prophets’ were prophets in training, in this case under the tutelage of the prophet Elisha who, in turn, had been an apprentice to the prophet Elijah.
 
2 Kings 4:1 Now a certain woman of the wives of the sons of the prophets cried out to Elisha, 
“Your servant my husband is dead, and you know that your servant feared the LORD; and the creditor has come to take my two children to be his slaves.”
 
	The Law of Moses, contained in the Old Testament, had specific provisions for the poor that were very generous and compassionate by the standards of the day. In retrospect, selling yourself or you children into indentured servitude seems barbaric to us. I certainly would not choose to return to the societal standards of those days and yet the following verse from the Old Testament book of Proverbs is still very much true today.
 
Proverbs 22:7 The rich rules over the poor, And the borrower becomes the lender’s slave.
 
	Each time we contract ourselves into debt we are literally committing ourselves to dedicate a portion of the future rewards of our labor to our creditor until the debt is paid. In that sense we are selling ourselves into a form of indenture servitude. This is not to say that using credit wisely is forbidden, but that we should count the cost very carefully when entering into any creditor-debtor contract.
	The Old Testament Law was intended to encourage God’s people to view the poor with compassion and help them when possible. Lending to their countrymen without charging interest was part of God’s plan of compassion for His people.
 
The prohibition against charging interest was not observed (Prov. 28:8; Ezek. 18:8, 13, 17; 22:12; Matt. 25:27; Luke 19:23). Neh. 5:1-13 speaks of the people as burdened with debts. The annual interest rate among Jews at Elephantine in the fifth century B.C. was 12 percent. [footnoteRef:2][1]  [2: [1]Achtemeier, P. J., Harper & Row, P., & Society of Biblical Literature. (1985). Harper's Bible dictionary. Includes index. (1st ed.). San Francisco: Harper & Row.] 

 
Both lending and giving to the poor was encouraged.
 
Deuteronomy 15:7 “If there is a poor man with you, one of your brothers, in any of your towns in your land which the LORD your God is giving you, you shall not harden your heart, nor close your hand from your poor brother; 
8 but you shall freely open your hand to him, and shall generously lend him sufficient for his need in whatever he lacks. 
…10 “You shall generously give to him, and your heart shall not be grieved when you give to him, because for this thing the LORD your God will bless you in all your work and in all your undertakings. 
11 “For the poor will never cease to be in the land; therefore I command you, saying, ‘You shall freely open your hand to your brother, to your needy and poor in your land.’ 
 
	God’s instruction to Israel included forgiving all debts every 7 years so that the poor and struggling could look forward to a periodic a new start.
 
Deuteronomy 15:1 “At the end of every seven years you shall grant a remission of debts. 
2 “This is the manner of remission: every creditor shall release what he has loaned to his neighbor; he shall not exact it of his neighbor and his brother, because the LORD’S remission has been proclaimed. 
3 “From a foreigner you may exact it, but your hand shall release whatever of yours is with your brother. 
4 “However, there will be no poor among you, since the LORD will surely bless you in the land which the LORD your God is giving you as an inheritance to possess, 
5 if only you listen obediently to the voice of the LORD your God, to observe carefully all this commandment which I am commanding you today. 
6 “For the LORD your God will bless you as He has promised you, and you will lend to many nations, but you will not borrow; and you will rule over many nations, but they will not rule over you. 
7 “If there is a poor man with you, one of your brothers, in any of your towns in your land which the LORD your God is giving you, you shall not harden your heart, nor close your hand from your poor brother; 
8 but you shall freely open your hand to him, and shall generously lend him sufficient for his need in whatever he lacks. 
9 “Beware that there is no base thought in your heart, saying, ‘The seventh year, the year of remission, is near,’ and your eye is hostile toward your poor brother, and you give him nothing; then he may cry to the LORD against you, and it will be a sin in you. 
10 “You shall generously give to him, and your heart shall not be grieved when you give to him, because for this thing the LORD your God will bless you in all your work and in all your undertakings. 
11 “For the poor will never cease to be in the land; therefore I command you, saying, ‘You shall freely open your hand to your brother, to your needy and poor in your land.’ 
 
	Mankind, of course, sought to find a way around this guideline. In the time of Herod the Great, Hillel permitted contracts to contain a prosbol ([footnoteRef:3]Gk.), a clause by which the debtor renounced the sabbatical privilege[footnoteRef:4][2]   [3: Gk. Greek]  [4: [2]Achtemeier, P. J., Harper & Row, P., & Society of Biblical Literature. (1985). Harper's Bible dictionary. Includes index. (1st ed.). San Francisco: Harper & Row.] 

	Even the Old Testament law concerning indentured servitude (temporary slavery for the debtor) was to balance the responsibility of the debtor and the compassion of the Creditor.
 
Leviticus 25:38 ‘I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt to give you the land of Canaan and to be your God. 
39 ‘If a countryman of yours becomes so poor with regard to you that he sells himself to you, you shall not subject him to a slave’s service. 
40 ‘He shall be with you as a hired man, as if he were a sojourner; he shall serve with you until the year of jubilee. 
41 ‘He shall then go out from you, he and his sons with him, and shall go back to his family, that he may return to the property of his forefathers. 
42 ‘For they are My servants whom I brought out from the land of Egypt; they are not to be sold in a slave sale. 
43 ‘You shall not rule over him with severity, but are to revere your God. 
 
	A creditor was forbidden to seize and withhold his debtor’s means of livelihood as collateral. Additionally, when taking any other movable possession of his debtor as collateral he must respect the dignity of his debtor and not enter his house without invitation.
 
Deuteronomy 24:6 “No one shall take a handmill or an upper millstone in pledge, for he would be taking a life in pledge. 
…10 “When you make your neighbor a loan of any sort, you shall not enter his house to take his pledge. 
11 “You shall remain outside, and the man to whom you make the loan shall bring the pledge out to you. 


	A creditor was also to return any collateral promptly as well as pay the hired persons wages daily so that the worker could meet his immediate needs.
 
Deuteronomy 24:12 “If he is a poor man, you shall not sleep with his pledge. 
13 “When the sun goes down you shall surely return the pledge to him, that he may sleep in his cloak and bless you; and it will be righteousness for you before the LORD your God. 
14 “You shall not oppress a hired servant who is poor and needy, whether he is one of your countrymen or one of your aliens who is in your land in your towns. 
15 “You shall give him his wages on his day before the sun sets, for he is poor and sets his heart on it; so that he will not cry against you to the LORD and it become sin in you. 
 
God disciplined His people whenever these laws were applied with cruelty rather than compassion.
 
Amos 2:6 Thus says the LORD, “For three transgressions of Israel and for four I will not revoke its punishment, Because they sell the righteous for money And the needy for a pair of sandals.
 
Let’s return now to the story of the widow and Elisha.
 
II Kings 4:2 Elisha said to her, 
“What shall I do for you? Tell me, what do you have in the house?” 
And she said, 
“Your maidservant has nothing in the house except a jar of oil.”
 
	Notice that the prophet Elisha did not instantly provide for her need either materially or supernaturally but rather asked her to reappraise what she already had. Just as God had once asked Moses a similar question.
 
Exodus 4:1 Then Moses said, “What if they will not believe me or listen to what I say? For they may say, ‘The LORD has not appeared to you.’ ” 
2 The LORD said to him, “What is that in your hand?” And he said, “A staff.” 
	
	The shepherd’s staff of Moses, that seemed so commonplace to him, was the symbolic instrument by which Egypt was humbled and the Hebrews freed from slavery. God expects us to use what we have and with His help great things can be done. A spiritual person must take responsibility for the possible so that God can do the impossible. In fact the Bible says that it is laziness that causes us to waste what we have rather than seeing it as part of God’s provision if we will fully exploit it.
 
Proverbs 12:27 A lazy man does not roast his prey, But the precious possession of a man is diligence. 
 
	The Old Testament law protected the dignity of the poor by allowing them to take an active part in procuring the charitable provision offered them.
 
Leviticus 19:9 ‘Now when you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very corners of your field, nor shall you gather the gleanings of your harvest. 
10 ‘Nor shall you glean your vineyard, nor shall you gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the needy and for the stranger. I am the LORD your God. 
	Just as the poor in the Old Testament were expected to exert themselves to go and gather in the fields rather than have it delivered to them, even so the New Testament directs us not to take the dignity of the poor by making them only passive receivers of charity but to make them active participants in it.
 
2 Thessalonians 3:8 nor did we eat anyone’s bread without paying for it, but with labor and hardship we kept working night and day so that we would not be a burden to any of you; 
9 not because we do not have the right to this, but in order to offer ourselves as a model for you, so that you would follow our example. 
10 For even when we were with you, we used to give you this order: if anyone is not willing to work, then he is not to eat, either. 
11 For we hear that some among you are leading an undisciplined life, doing no work at all, but acting like busybodies. 12 Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to work in quiet fashion and eat their own bread.  
 
	Notice the active participation expected by the needy widow. Look for the active verbs in the following verses.
 
2 Kings 4:3 Then he said, 
“Go, borrow vessels at large for yourself from all your neighbors, even empty vessels; do not get a few. 
4 “And you shall go in and shut the door behind you and your sons, and pour out into all these vessels, and you shall set aside what is full.”
5 So she went from him and shut the door behind her and her sons; they were bringing the vessels to her and she poured. 6 When the vessels were full, she said to her son, 
“Bring me another vessel.” 
And he said to her, 
“There is not one vessel more.” 
And the oil stopped. 7 Then she came and told the man of God. And he said, 
“Go, sell the oil and pay your debt, and you and your sons can live on the rest.”
 
The widow was to involve her sons and to 
1. Go and borrow vessels to hold the oil
1. Obtain a lot, not a few
1. Physically pour oil into each vessel
1. Go and sell the oil (that involved travel and exertion)
1. Pay your debts (take responsibility)
1. Live on the rest
 
	So we see there is a great deal of wisdom to be extracted from these verses for ourselves, our loved ones and our society. If you have not yet availed yourself of God’s miraculous provision of salvation by means of trusting Jesus Christ as your Savior please call or email me. I would love to tell you how to come to know Him.
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