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Text: Luke 7:11-17 
Sermon: Jesus Raises a Widow’s Son 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Joseph Bayle knew what the loss of a child was like.  He and his wife 

Mary Lou lost three sons—one at eighteen days, after surgery; another at 

five years, with leukemia; and the third at eighteen years, after a sledding 

accident.  And so when he wrote about the death of children in his book The 

View from a Hearse, people paid attention.  This is what he wrote: 

 Of all deaths, that of a child is most unnatural and hardest to 
bear.  In Carl Jung’s words, it is “a period placed before the end of the 
sentence,” sometimes when the sentence has hardly begun.  We expect 
the old to die.  The separation is always difficult, but it comes as no 
surprise.  But the child, the youth?  Life lies ahead, with its beauty, its 
wonder, its potential.  Death is a cruel thief when it strikes down the 
young.  The suffering that usually precedes death is another reason 
childhood death is so hard for parents to bear.  Children were made for 
fun and laughter, for sunshine, not for pain.  And they have a child’s 
heightened consciousness rather than the ability to cope with suffering 
that comes with maturity.  They also lack the “kind amnesia of 
senility.”  In a way that is different from any other human relationship, 
a child is bone of his parents’ bone, flesh of their flesh.  When a child 
dies, part of the parents is buried. ... I met a man who was in his 
seventies.  During our first ten minutes together, he brought the faded 
photograph of a child out of his wallet—his child who had died almost 
fifty years before. 



The death of a child is one of the greatest agonies we can face in this life.  It 

is a burying of part of oneself.  It is a burden all parents fear.  And it is a 

horror that the Bible knows well and describes.  Jeremiah speaks of 

mourning with “bitter wailing as for an only son.”  Amos speaks of 

mourning and weeping for an only son being like “a bitter day.”  Zechariah 

speaks of grieving bitterly as one “grieves for a first-born son.”  And it is 

this terrible situation our Lord encounters when he enters a small village 

called Nain. 

 Let me set the scene.  Jesus had a short while earlier finished his 

Sermon on the Plain.  It was a sermon describing the Christian life—a life of 

humility and, in the power of the Holy Spirit, a life of striving against sin 

and of striving after righteousness.  After having finished his sermon, Jesus 

left the plain and entered Capernaum.  We met him there last week.  In that 

lesson we were given an illustration of the powerful and prevailing faith of a 

centurion who petitioned Jesus on behalf of his sick and dying servant; and 

we saw the authority of Christ over the sickness that had plunged the poor 

servant into paralysis and agony.  Through Christ the servant was healed.  

Well, in our lesson today Jesus takes things one step further—he shows that 

he has authority not only over sickness, but also over death.  He brings a 

widow’s dead son back to life.  Let’s look at our lesson. 



 Soon afterward, Jesus went to a town called Nain, and his 
disciples and a large crowd went along with him.  As he approached 
the town gate, a dead person was being carried out—the only son of 
his mother, and she was a widow.  And a large crowd from the town 
was with her. 

Jesus, while headquartered for the moment in Capernaum, was 

traveling throughout Galilee in order to fulfill the ministry to which he had 

been called and for which he had been anointed.  He described his ministry 

in terms of Isaiah 61: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me 
to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim freedom 
for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the 
oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. 

As part of his ministry travels he went to Nain, a village some 25 miles from 

Capernaum—about a day’s journey away.  Jesus, his disciples, and a 

considerable number of followers came to the town gates.  It was probably 

in the late afternoon.  And there, at the village gate, in the late afternoon, the 

Way of Life met the way of death.  As Jesus was entering the town, a funeral 

procession was leaving, in order to take a body out for burial. 

 It was a time of public sorrow.  The townsfolk had gathered in great 

numbers.  There would have been weeping and the tearing of garments.  

Flutes and cymbals would have been playing; frenzied cries would have 

been lifted up.  I want you to have an idea in your mind’s eye of what this 



looked like.  In the centre of a large throng was a coffin, though not like the 

coffins we are used to.  It would have no lid.  It would be more like a 

wooden board with handles at the corners than it would be like a wooden 

box.  On this open coffin or bier there would be a body wrapped up in cloth.  

The coffin, or funeral plank would be carried at shoulder height and 

surrounding the coffin would be a number of professional mourners whose 

job was to wail and cry out.  Mixed in with the professionals would be 

musicians with flutes and cymbals, along with relatives and friends of the 

deceased.  And the whole procession would be moving out of the town 

because in those days the dead were always taken outside the city walls to be 

buried.  And at the front of the procession would be the pathetic figure of a 

grieving woman.   

In the midst of this public display of sorrow you would find a private 

sorrow at an even deeper level.  The grieving woman was a widow.  She had 

no husband and now she had lost her only son.  Yes, she was in the middle of 

a crowd, but in the morning she would be alone in this world, without a 

protector.  Without a provider.  As Kent Hughes wrote, “She would awake 

by herself, brokenhearted, without the sustaining footfall and sounds of her 

beloved son.”   



The lesson continues, “When the Lord saw her, his heart went out to 

her and he said, ‘Don’t cry.’”  “His heart went out to her.”  The word for 

heart here includes everything inside us—heart, liver, lungs, and bowels—

the viscera.  Jesus felt the hurt and sorrow of this woman viscerally.  Her 

sorrow had a physical impact on him.  We might say it “hit him like a ton of 

bricks.”  If you look to the 11th chapter of John you will find the story of 

Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead.  Jesus has come to Bethany, the home 

of Lazarus and his sisters Martha and Mary.  Mary has come to meet the 

Lord on the road.  She says to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother 

would not have died.”  As she wept the Bible says that Jesus “was deeply 

moved in spirit and troubled.”  The word for “deeply moved” comes from a 

root word that has to do with a horse’s snorting.  When Jesus saw Mary’s 

grief he had a physical convulsive intake of breath—it took his breath away.  

E. V. Rieu, who was an atheist given the task of translating the Bible—a task 

that brought about his conversion—said, “Jesus gave way to such distress of 

spirit as made his body tremble.”  That’s what we see here in Nain.   

Jesus was moved physically and in his soul by the sight of the 

grieving widow.  His compassion is vast and deep.  And if you were to ask, 

“We can see that Jesus is a remarkably compassionate man, but how is it that 

Jesus is able to care so much?  How is it he so far exceeds my small pity for 



unfortunates?” I would give you this answer.  Jesus is able to care as he does 

because of his sinlessness.  Our sin and selfishness limits our ability and 

willingness to care.  Jesus has not such impediment.  His sinless self-

forgetfulness allows him to fully exercise his sympathy and pity.  And 

beloved, Jesus heart is big enough for your sorrows.  Even if your trauma 

has left you inarticulate and uncomprehending, the Lord understands and his 

compassion is real.  Listen to these words from Lamentations: 

I remember my affliction and my wandering, the bitterness and 
the gall.  I well remember them, and my soul is downcast within me.  
Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope: Because of the 
Lord’s great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never 
fail.  They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. 

Let me make another point.  It is not only the wonderful compassion 

of the Lord that causes Jesus to be so deeply moved here.  There is more to it 

than that.  You see, Jesus is going to comfort that widow.  To do so he will 

bring her son from death to life.  But Jesus knows that death is the result of 

sin.  That is the first great axiom of the Christian faith.  The soul that sins 

shall die.  Jesus knows that if there had been no sin, neither would there have 

been sickness, poverty, misery, death, lamentation and woe.  In order for his 

comfort to come, Jesus knows he will have to overcome sin and death.  And 

that cannot be done without a cross.  Beloved, Jesus raised this only son 

knowing that to be the Resurrection and the Life he would first have to take 



upon his holy person the defilement of sin, the wages of death and the full 

wrath of God.  He would have to be betrayed, mocked, tortured, crucified 

and forsaken.  He would have to experience the pain of hell and die on a 

cross.    Beloved, the forgiving grace of Jesus is freely bestowed on lost 

sinners, but it is not free.  Jesus pays for it in full, even to the shameful and 

bitter death of a criminal at Calvary.   

As he contemplated these things, J. C. Ryle remarked how much we 

ought to hate sin.  He wrote, 

Sin is the fountain and root to which all must be traced.  There 
would neither have been tears, nor cares, nor illness, nor deaths nor 
funerals in the earth if there had been no sin.... 

How much we ought to hate sin!  Instead of loving it, cleaving 
to it, dallying with it, excusing it, playing with it, we ought to hate it 
with a deadly hatred.  Sin is the great murderer and thief, and 
pestilence and nuisance of this world.  Let us make no peace with it.  
Let us wage a ceaseless warfare against it.  It is “the abominable thing 
which God hateth.”  Happy is he who is of one mind with God and 
can say, I “abhor that which is evil.”     

Now after his heart went out to her, Jesus said, “Don’t cry.”  Jesus is 

not telling this mother to suppress her emotions.  He is not rebuking her, or 

telling her that her grief is wrong.  He is certainly not telling her to be quiet 

because his is uncomfortable with her pain and affliction.  This command is 

given as a prelude to what he is about to do.  In another context Jesus said, 

“In the world you have tribulation, but be of good cheer.  I have overcome 



the world.”  This woman has tribulation.  Jesus tells her to be of good cheer 

because, though she does not know it yet, he is about to overcome the death 

that has taken her only son.   

Our lesson continues, “Then he went up and touched the coffin, and 

those carrying it stood still.”  Now I want you to see this as well.  The 

procession was coming toward Jesus.  Jesus spoke briefly to the mother.  

Then he put his hand on the passing “coffin” in order to stop it.  Touching 

this funeral plank meant instant ceremonial defilement.  Jesus, so the people 

thought, had just made himself unclean.  But Jesus knew that the law 

required mercy, not sacrifice.  The procession stopped.  Everyone stopped 

too.  And in the ensuing hush, Jesus commanded the dead son, “Young man, 

I say to you, get up!”  And he did.  “The dead man sat up and began to talk, 

and Jesus gave him back to his mother.” 

Now notice this.  There have been other instances in Scripture when 

the dead have been brought back to life.  Elijah and Elisha both performed 

such miracles.  But when they did, they did so only after strenuous, fervent 

and heartfelt prayer.  They called upon the Lord God to bring life from 

death.  Jesus, though, does not pray.  He does not call upon anyone.  In his 

own strength, by his own power, with his own personal authority he simply 



says a word and recalls this young man to life.  Eyes that were fixed and 

dilated now respond.  A body that was cold and grey warms up and takes on 

a healthy colour.  Lungs that were still begin to rise and fall.  A heart that 

was silent begins to beat.  This passage declares to us that Jesus, while fully 

human, is at the same time fully God.  It is God who has come to his people.  

It is God who has come to help. 

Now watch this.  When Jesus commanded the young man to get up, he 

got up.  He obeyed the Master’s voice.  He had to.  He had no choice in the 

matter.  One day that voice will call to you and you will be summoned as 

well.  “The hour cometh in which all that are in the grave shall hear his vice, 

and shall come forth.”  The voice of the Lord will be trumpeted into the 

depths of the sea, and the sea will give up her dead.  The voice of the Lord 

will resound to the depths of the earth and what were ashes and dust will 

come together again.  Will it be a day of joy or of sorrow for you?  Will it be 

a resurrection unto life or a resurrection unto damnation?  It is tragic to say, 

but on that day some will call for the seas to swallow them up again; some 

will call for the mountains to fall upon them, that they might be hidden from 

the wrath of the Lamb.  But it doesn’t have to be that way.  In fact, it will be 

a day of rejoicing for many.  Paul describes it in I Thessalonians. 



For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud 
command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of 
God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.  After that, we who are still 
alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to 
meet the Lord in the air.  And so we will be with the Lord forever.  
Therefore encourage each other with these words.     

The bodies of those who know and love the Lord will hear his voice: “Get 

up!  It’s resurrection morning!”  They shall be reunited with their souls and 

shall enter the new heaven and the new earth which have been prepared for 

those who trusted him who was the Way, the Truth and the Life.  Sin will be 

no more.  Every tear will be wiped away.  Joy, in all its fullness, will come 

and that forever.  Joseph and Mary Lou Bayle will see their children again.  

There will be a glad reunion.  And best of all, they will be face to face with 

their Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.   

 Let me close with one last thing.  Maybe you haven’t suffered the loss 

of a child.  That doesn’t mean you are not grieving.  There are many griefs 

we have to face, for this world is full of tribulation.  We mourn because of 

lost relationships.  We mourn over rejection and betrayal.  We mourn for 

missed opportunities and wasted time and diminished capacities and lost 

independence.  Whatever your case, remember that Jesus knows and 

understands.  He hears his children’s cries and his heart goes out to them in 

deep and tender love and compassion.  But not only does our Lord have a 



heart of compassion, he has power to minister to our deepest hurts.  Kent 

Hughes puts it this way: 

 All he has to say is [“Arise!”] and all the dead will rise.  The 
same power is available for us in every trial we encounter.  Further, 
his power is mediated by his wisdom.  He will not do everything we 
ask, but he will do what is best for our well-being and for his glory.  
He will bring his mercy and compassion to bear on the points of pain 
and need in our lives.  He will bring us healing.  He will bring us life. 

He brings healing and life.  Beloved, I can assure you, that is the testimony 

of the saints down through the ages.  It is also the testimony of many 

gathered her today.  Thanks be to God.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


