The Widow’s Oil
A story is told of a rural community that had been suffering a severe drought that threatened their crops.  During the morning service, a preacher told his congregation to return to the church that evening for a special service to pray for rain.  After the people arrived, the preacher said he was cancelling the service because the people were not ready for rain since no one brought an umbrella.  In our study of 2nd Kings chapter 4, we see a widow faithfully followed Elisha’s instructions to receive a blessing from God.
At the beginning of the chapter, the widow went to Elisha to ask for his help.  Her husband who was among the company of prophets in Israel had died leaving his family with no means of support.  A creditor was about to take her two sons as slaves to settle the debt her husband owed.  When Elisha asked what she had in her home, she probably assumed he was asking what could be sold and she replied she only had a little oil.  Elisha told her to go to her neighbors and borrow empty jars from them and not just a few.  He told her to pour oil into all the jars.  The widow did as instructed, pouring oil into jar after jar until no empty jars remained.  She went back to Elisha who told her to sell the oil to pay the debts and live off the money left over.  I think it is worth noting that Elisha instructed her to ask for empty jars.  Empty vessels contain no contaminants and their previous contents have already been used up.
Next we see the second of four miracles Elisha performed in this chapter.  Elisha met a woman in Shunem who asked him to come to her home for a meal.  Afterwards, Elisha would often return to her home for a meal.  The woman asked her husband to prepare a room for Elisha on the roof so that he could stay with them when he was in the area.  One day when he was there he asked if there was anything that could be done for her to repay her kindness to him.  She replied that she had a home among her own people, indicating that she was content and lacked nothing.  Elisha asked his servant Gehazi what could be done for her and he replied “She has no son and her husband is old”.  
Elisha called her back and told her that in about a year she would hold a son in her arms.  Afraid that she would be disappointed if the prophecy did not come true, she asked Elisha not to lead her on.  She indeed became pregnant and gave birth to a son.  He grew and as he accompanied his father in the field during the harvest, he was stricken with some sort of malady or injury.  He was taken to his mother but he died about noon.  She laid the boy on Elisha’s bed then set out for Mt. Carmel to see Elisha.  Elisha saw her approaching from a distance and sent Gehazi to ask why she came.  She told Gehazi all was well but when she reached Elisha she fell at his feet sobbing.  He did not know her trouble because God did not reveal it to him then she criticized him saying that he had raised her hopes by giving her a son she did not ask for.  
Elisha sent Gehazi to run ahead with his staff and place it on the boy but Gehazi returned and told him the boy was not revived.  Elisha then went to the boy himself and laid on him until he came back to life.  He gave the child back to his mother who fell at his feet.
Elisha returned to Gilgal where a famine plagued the region.  While he was meeting with a company of prophets, he had his servant cook a pot of stew for the men.  One of the prophets went into a field to get some herbs and brought back some gourds he found and put them in the pot.  The stew became bitter and perhaps poisonous so the men could not eat it.  Elisha performed another miracle by putting flour in the stew which neutralized the effect of the gourds.  
At the end of the chapter, a man brought Elisha 20 loaves of bread baked from the first ripe grain along with some ears of corn.  Elisha told him to give it to the people, possibly at the same meal as the stew.  The man questioned how that small amount of bread could feed one hundred men.  Just as Jesus would do generations later, Elisha told him to give them the bread because God told him there would be enough to eat and some left over.
This chapter and the next two are devoted almost exclusively to the miracles performed by God through Elijah who was His instrument.  In all four cases, Elijah was confident in the outcome, however his actions in the manner of the dead child were questionable.  Rather than going to the child immediately, he sent his servant with his staff, perhaps displaying overconfidence in his own abilities.  This was corrected quickly as he went to the boy’s side and prayed earnestly to God for His intervention.  It is timely that the Sunday school lesson we just studied had the famous quote by Jesus that the faith of a mustard seed can move a mountain.  Jesus was addressing an inability to cast out a demon, saying that that could only be done through fasting and prayer.  If a mountain is moved, it will be moved not by us but by God.  
Regarding the boy’s mother, when asked what could be done for her, she thought of material blessings which she had in abundance.  She may have not asked for a son thinking that would be beyond God’s ability to provide.  Contrast that with Elisha’s boldness in asking for a double portion of the spirit that rested on Elijah.  The same God who can perform small miracles can perform large ones.
