Let us now move on to look at Jesus’ sermon on Elijah and Elisha in Luke 4:25-27. I hope to show later that this sermon corresponds structurally, within Luke 4:16-30, to Jesus’ reading from Isaiah in Luke 4:16c-20 which we have just considered.

Jesus’ Sermon on Elijah and Elisha (Luke 4:25-27)

Jesus’ second OT reading/sermon is divided into a) Elijah (Verses 25-26) and b) Elisha (v. 27).

a) Elijah in Luke 4:25-26  - and a Comparison with James 5:16-18
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Let us first look at Jesus’ words regarding Elijah and the three years and six months of drought which we find in Luke 4:25-26. This passage is chiastic, and an attempted analysis is outlined on the previous page. For the purposes of comparison, I will also be looking briefly at a related passage about Elijah and the drought in James Ch. 5. 

Notes :

 1) I have omitted Jesus’ opening words ,“But in truth I tell you” since, although they introduce Jesus’ words about Elijah, in a way, they seem, strictly structurally, to help to “frame” chiastically the previous saying about a prophet not having honour in his own country. There is a second reason for this also which I hope to discuss later. 

 2) X and X` contrast the widows in Israel with the widow of Zarephath. Y and Y` describe the drought and consequent famine which form the “backdrop” to the contrasting treatment of the widows involved.

 3) The word counts are somewhat fluid, since conjunctions and prepositions etc. sort of “belong” either to what precedes or to what follows (or indeed to both or to neither!) I have allocated such words as best suits the word count and the proposed structure, but recognise that other ways of allocating are possible, and may be preferable. For example, in the expression, “John ran but Mary walked”, the conjunction “but” could belong either with “John ran”, or with “Mary walked” or it could be separate from both. The word count would then be 3,2 or 2,3 or 2,1,2.

 4) There are 4 verbs.  Interestingly, two of these are from the verb “to be” (in B and E`) and two are passive (in E and B`). Thus the verbs exhibit a minor “panel” or parallel aspect (i.e. were/was shut up // was/was sent within the larger scale chiastic structure. 

 5) The  “many” and “widows” in A is matched by the “not one” and “of them” (i.e. of these widows) in A`. Also A``, “to a woman, a widow”, is an inclusio, both for X` and  for the entire structure, since it corresponds both to A` and to A. We also note a progression: A is “many” and “widows”—both plural; A` is “not one” (singular) and “of them” (plural), and “a woman” and “a widow” in A`` are both singular. 

The neat symmetry of the overall structure seems to come to a somewhat jarring halt at this point, since the addition of A`` adds an extra three words—making 43 in total. After all, anyone following the structure and counting words—either as a listener, (or more likely as a later reader) would probably have been expecting Jesus neatly to “round out” this “mini-sermon” with a 10 word final section, and not the ten words plus a final three words that actually occur.  Also, despite 
the fact that she is one person, she is described by two words—woman and widow, and she also has a double location—Zarephath and Sidon. We may well wonder why Jesus points out that she is a woman! Of course, structurally this addition matches the double location, and this doubling will also contrast with the singular “Naaman the Syrian” (see later). However, Naaman is an important man who comes into Israel, whereas the widow, by contrast is a  (nameless!) woman and a widow, (though also a Gentile) who Elijah specifically travels out of Israel to visit and to help. In terms of literary style, the breaking of the neat structure, including words counts, is matched in the narrative itself by this “shocking” breaking forth of grace to a complete “outsider”, and the honouring of this dear woman with a fuller, more “wordy” description.

 6) In the same vein, I wonder why Our Lord has used 43 words in this “mini-sermon”. After all, the drought lasted for three years and six months—which is a total of 42 months. Surely it would have been fitting to match the word count to the message! There is another, well-known, New Testament reference to this drought, and it does indeed use 42 words. This is found in James 5:16b-18, and I offer a suggested structural analysis below:
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The total of 42 words in the passage in James Ch. 5 matches the 42 month interval between Elijah’s two petitions. Thematically, the central six words (in Greek!) are : “and not it rained/upon the earth”. In A, we are introduced first to the efficacy of the prayer of the righteous, and secondly to Elijah. In B1 and B2 we are given two instances of the effectiveness that results when i) Elijah and ii) the topic of prayer are brought together.

In this passage, the topic is the effectiveness of righteous prayer as an encouragement to those to whom James writes. Elijah’s two prayers “bookend” the period of 42 months between heaven starting to withhold rain and heaven stopping the withholding of rain and the resumption of the earth’s fruitfulness. To me, this makes the 42 word total an appropriate reinforcement of the message.  
Should the same considerations apply to the passage we have been looking at in Luke, i.e. Luke 4:25-27? I’m struggling to understand this! A possible explanation might be that the life of the widow continues beyond the 42 months—so she lives on into the 43rd month—the start of a new era of rainfall and blessing (1 Kings 17:14-16). This would be analogous to Jesus’ resurrection on the first day of the new week—an 8th day after the seven days of the previous week (the old creation?) have been completed. Thus in the Gospels (John 20:26) Jesus is described as appearing after 8 days. This may seem a very weak argument. However, as I hope to show, the number 43 is an important structural/word count aspect of our wider passage (Luke 4:16-30) and also that the word count 41 is used twice in connection with the response of the people of Nazareth to Jesus’ OT references. Here, the word count is one word short of 42 words—perhaps indicating, in this very tentative argument, that the people of Nazareth, (unlike those of Capernaum who correspond to the widow of Zarephath) are in danger of failing to benefit from Jesus’ ministry just as the nation of Israel failed to benefit from Elijah’s. At any rate, the drought was 42 months, the widow of Zarephath gets 43 words, and Nazareth only 41 words (twice) but overall, the passage emphasises a 43 word pattern (as I hope to show later in this series of articles).

Let us now look briefly at

 b) Luke 4:27—Jesus’ Words about Elisha

This passage is 20 words long. Structurally, it clearly matches the opening and closing sub-sections of Jesus’ teaching on Elijah in verses 25 and 26. To illustrate this, here (next page) is the previous structural analysis of the opening and closing parts of “Elijah” followed by a possible structural analysis of the “Elisha” passage. (I have used XX` for Elijah and XX` for Elisha.)

Notes:

 1) The correspondence between X and X is straightforward. However, we note that whereas Elijah is not given a title in XC, Elisha, in the corresponding section (XC) is specifically described as a prophet. This is “balanced” in X` and X`  since Elijah is mentioned in X`C`, but Elisha is not mentioned in the corresponding section (X`C`). 

 2) Looking at X` and X` again we can see that, although these are essentially parallel structures, there is a minor chiastic element since in X`, the final two components are “to Zarephath of Sidon” (a place) and “to a woman, a widow” (a person), whereas in X`, the order is reversed, and we have Naaman (a person) followed by “a Syrian” (a reference to place). The stress in the word order in both instances in X is on “of Sidon” and “widow” , and this corresponds chiastically to ”Syrian” and Naaman. In this way, Jesus contrasts Israelite widows and lepers with the widow of Sidon and Naaman, the leper from Syria, and, via the 
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chiastic aspect mentioned above, He does so in a way which gives equal “weight” to personal and geographical “unsuitability” for blessing!

 3) We noted earlier, when looking at Jesus’ OT reading from Isaiah that the 
passage was 60 words long, and that the thematic centre, (which we suggested was at the mid-point of Jesus’  “programme for ministry” as given by Isaiah), divided that  60 word passage in the ratio of 2:1 (i.e. 40 words : 20 words). Now, we have a corresponding pattern here: the Elijah passage really looked as though it was going to be 40 words long, (i.e. having a clear 4-fold division of 10 words each) but then Jesus added the extra three words “ to a woman, a widow” (and just before that gave an “expanded” double geographic reference: - Zarephath of Sidon) to make a total of 43 words. This was followed by the 20 word section on Elisha. 

This addition of these three words to “upset” the neat 40:20 word split is thus made even more incongruous—at least apparently so! - since it not only upsets the internal word count structure of the Elijah-Elisha sermon, but it also upsets the word count balance between the earlier Isaiah reading and the Elijah-Elisha sermon. As I hope to show, these two passages are structurally located in corresponding positions in the larger passage Luke 4:16-30. If my overall analysis is broadly correct, then Jesus, (together with Luke in the way in which he has recorded Jesus’ words), has glaringly emphasised the “43-ness” of the account of the widow of Zarephath of Sidon. I have attempted to explain this as a “42+1” pattern in the same general sort of way as for example, i) 6 (the number of man) is one short of seven (the number of spiritual perfection) and ii) seven, the number of the creation week is followed by 8 which represents Jesus’ resurrection the start of the new creation week after the Sabbath of the previous week (in which Jesus rested in the tomb). Here, I suggest, 43 represents the successful emergence into a new era after the “time of testing” represented by the number 42. The important number 43 will appear again in this passage, as I hope to show.

I have noted earlier that, structurally, within Luke 4:16-30, Jesus’ sermon on Elijah and Elijah corresponds to Jesus’ reading from Isaiah earlier in the passage. Both speeches concern Old Testament prophets, but can we see any more specific links? I would like to suggest a possible link here, but it will take a little bit of explaining!

Jesus refers to Elijah and Elisha, and we are invited to bring our knowledge of these two prophets to our consideration of Jesus’ words. In the case of Elijah, Jesus tells us that Elijah was sent to the widow of Zarephath. The readers will know that this sending occurred during the miraculous famine of that era, and that whilst Elijah was there, two  further miracles occurred for the benefit of the widow. The first was the provision of flour and oil for the duration of the famine and the second was the raising of the widow’s son. The last words of Elijah to the woman that are recorded in Scripture (in 1 Ki. 17)  are “See, your son lives”.

In the case of Elisha, Naaman is cleansed, and the last recorded words of Elisha to Naaman were, “Go in peace”.

Now there is an interesting contrast between the two narratives in that Elijah 
was sent out of Israel to the widow, and she is associated with her son, a young boy. However, Naaman came to Elisha and into the land of Israel—the land is   important in the narrative as Naaman comes to recognise) - but he is associated with the young servant girl through whom he heard about Elisha. There is thus some symmetry between the two accounts. 
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I think that these two “last words” - those spoken by Elijah to the widow and by Elisha to Naaman may relate to Jesus’ quotation from Isaiah. If we look at Jesus’ mission according to this prophecy, the central part is:
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(Note: I have slightly changed the numbering system in the above).

I suggest that 1) and 3) relate to Elijah and the widow and 2) and 4) relate to Elisha and Naaman.

In 1) the broken-hearted are healed. Well, the widow was broken-hearted, but it 
was the son who was healed. However, in healing the son, Elijah also healed the widow’s  broken heart. Actually, there were two miracles in 1 Kings Ch. 17—the provision of food which saved the life of the widow and her son, and the raising up of the son. This doubling in the Elijah passage contrasts with the single miracle in the Elisha passage, and corresponds to the “structural” doubling in the case of the former—as already noted.

Likewise in 3), it is not really that the widow’s sight was physically renewed, rather that, in healing her son, Elijah had given her that which she desperately wished to see. There was perhaps also some spiritual blindness in her immediate reaction to her son’s illness/death. However, her initial accusation against the man of God (1 Ki. 17:18) was subsequently replaced by spiritual insight (verse 24). 

 We could also note that the healing in 1)  was an actual healing, but the restoring of sight in 3) was an “initially preached” restoring of sight (Elijah’s words) - this fits in with the wording of 1) and 3) in Jesus’ quotation of Isaiah.

Looking now at 2) and 4), and starting with 4), Naaman was sent away by Elisha in deliverance (Elisha said, “Go in peace” to Naaman, and Naaman returned to his native land, having been healed—or more specifically delivered - both physically from his affliction, and also spiritually from his pride and lack of faith in God.  Furthermore, 2) also applies to Naaman since Elisha’s preached word to Naaman eventually resulted in his deliverance. But why is the term deliverance rather than healing used? Well, perhaps the answer to that (assuming that the connections I have been suggesting are feasible), is that we are told in 2 Kings ch. 5 that the little servant girl was an Israelite captive. We are therefore invited to think about the connection (and contrast!) between  Naaman—captive to, and needing deliverance from, leprosy—and the servant girl captive in a foreign land, and presumably in need of deliverance from her captivity. Just as the widow requested the healing of her son, and was herself healed as a result of the boy’s healing (1), so we might expect for a similar reciprocity to exist between Naaman and the little girl. I think we can in fact see both these strands in the narrative. First, it was the words (preaching) of the little girl that eventually resulted in Naaman’s deliverance. But can we see the girl’s deliverance as a result of Naaman’s healing? Well, we are not told that she was returned to Israel by Naaman and his wife, and it is not clear that she would have any remaining family there anyway. Rather, Israel was returned to her! Naaman (literally) brought back some of the land of Israel, but also he brought back Israel’s faith in God to his home in Syria, and the little girl now belonged to a faithful household. In this sense her captivity was at an end. We can take encouragement from this! The little girl was faithful in a difficult situation, and God brought her deliverance in the midst of her captivity—not from it. God may not always answer our prayers in the way we might expect, but both Naaman’s deliverance and that of the servant girl were achieved in God’s way!

We leave these two lovely Old Testament illustrations then with two families of faith, both outside the nation of Israel—typological recipients of the mission of Jesus which was announced by him as a fulfilment of the prophecy of Isaiah—a mission to those in need  - and who recognise their need—for healing and deliverance.

