
SERMON NOTES

Luke 7:11-17

“The Reversal of Death”

Intro:

• Joseph Bayly:   I sat in the waiting room of Dr. Irving Wolman, 

hematologist at Philadelphia Children’s Hospital.
• The day before, we had buried our almost-five year old, who had died of 

leukemia.
• Now I was waiting to thank the man who had been so kind to our little boy 

and to us during the nine months between diagnosis and death.
• Dr. Wolman’s secretary beckoned me and looked toward a little boy 

playing on the floor.  “He has the same problem your little boy had.”

• I sat down next to the little boy’s mother.  We were far enough away from 

him, and we talked softly enough, that he could not hear us.
• “It’s hard bringing him in here every two weeks for these tests, isn’t it,” I 

stated as a fact. 
• The uncertainty whether a child is still in remission or the fearful cells will 

reappear under the microscope makes the mind run wild.
• “Hard? …  I die every time.  And now he’s beginning to sense that 

something’s wrong…”

• “It’s good to know, isn’t it,” I spoke slowly, choosing my words with unusual 

care, “that even though the medical outlook is hopeless, we can have 

hope for our children in such a situation.  We can be sure that after our 

child dies, he’ll be completely removed from sickness and suffering and 

everything like that, and be completely well and happy.
• “If I could only believe that,” the woman replied.  “But I don’t.  When he 

dies, I’ll just have to cover him with dirt and forget I ever had him.”
• “I’m glad I don’t feel that way.”
• “Why?
• “Because we covered our little boy up with dirt yesterday afternoon.  I’m in 

here to thank Dr. Wolman for his kindness.”
• “You look like a rational person,” she said, looking straight at me.  “How 

can you possibly believe that the death of a man, or a little boy, is any 

different from the death of an animal?”



• The Apostle Paul spoke of death as an enemy – “the last enemy to be 

destroyed.”
• Joseph Bayly and his wife are familiar with the reality of death – they lost 

three children:  one at 18 days, after surgery; another at 5 years, with 

leukemia; and a third at 18 years, after a sledding accident complicated by 

mild hemophilia.
• “Of all deaths, that of a child is most unnatural and hardest to 

bear.”  (Joseph Bayly)

I. THE WOMAN’S PLIGHT

Luke 7:11-12  Soon afterward he went to a town called Nain, and his disciples 

and a great crowd went with him. As he drew near to the gate of the town, 

behold, a man who had died was being carried out, the only son of his mother, 

and she was a widow, and a considerable crowd from the town was with her.

• Nain was a town SE of Nazareth and SW of the Sea of Galilee

SHOW MAP

• Jesus and his followers had walked from Capernaum and approached the 

town gate in the midst of a funeral procession

STOP SHOWING MAP

• A young man who was the only son of his mother had died and was being 

carried out to be buried
• Not only had this mother lost her only son, but she was also a widow –

having previously lost her husband
• A considerable crowd from the town was with her
• It was the custom in those days that a funeral procession would be 

headed by a band of professional mourners with their flutes and cymbals 

and loud wailing
• It was said that even the poor would be sure to hire at least two flutes and 

one wailing woman to honor the deceased loved one
• Yes – wailing at funerals was a good part time job in those days



• There is a lot of emotion and sorrow in the simple statement:  The dead 

man was his mother’s only son and she was a widow
• Women in those days were largely dependent on men to provide for them 

– namely their father or husband – or if they were both dead – their sons
• There was no welfare state or social security net from the government to 

take care of widows
• A woman who lost both her husband and her only son would be in a 

desperate economic condition in addition to the overwhelming grief 

resulting from those two deaths
• This woman’s future was bleak indeed

• One of the reasons that death is our enemy is that death terminates 

relationships and renders us vulnerable to so many other possible losses
• Think of the most important relationship in your life
• Unless Christ returns first – that relationship – at least the earthly 

experience of it – will one day be terminated by death – either yours or the 

other person’s
• Some of you have already lost the most important person in your life
• The rest of us one day will
• We don’t like to think of that, do we?

• Depending on your age, right now most of you are thinking of the 

possibility of losing your spouse – or your parents if they are still alive
• We tend to think of people older than us dying
• And we realize that one day death will part us from our husband or wife
• But we don’t naturally think of our children dying before us
• That is unnatural
• Children should bury their parents – not vice-versa
• Yet this widow was about to bury her only son

“Of all deaths, that of a child is most unnatural and hardest to bear.”  
• Some of you know that deep sorrow from personal experience

II. JESUS’ COMPASSION

Luke 7:12-13  As he drew near to the gate of the town, behold, a man who had 

died was being carried out, the only son of his mother, and she was a widow, 



and a considerable crowd from the town was with her. And when the Lord saw 

her, he had compassion on her and said to her, “Do not weep.”

• Again, the compassion of Jesus is emphasized
• There is no stronger word in the Greek language for sympathy than this 

one
• Jesus was moved to the depths of his heart

• This is conjecture on my part – but I wonder if one reason for the depth of 

Jesus’ compassion here might be due to the fact that his own mother, 

Mary, was a widow (as far as we know)
• Jesus had experienced the death of his earthly father, Joseph, who raised 

him
• Jesus had seen firsthand the impact of that death on his mother
• And Jesus knew that one day his widow mother would also experience the 

deep sorrow of losing her firstborn son, Jesus
• There likely was some personal feeling in the compassion Jesus felt for 

this woman who had lost both a husband and an only son

• “when the Lord saw her, he had compassion on her”
• Have you ever questioned the truth of that statement?
• Has there ever been a time when you questioned whether God saw your 

plight / your pain / your loss / your distress /
• Has there ever been a time when you questioned whether God cared?
• Does He see what I’m going through?  Does He care?

• We don’t know the cause of this young man’s death
• Was there an illness?  Had he died of some disease?  Had his mother 

prayed for healing?  Did that prayer go unanswered?
• Does God see what I’m going through?  Does He care?

• C.S. Lewis painfully experienced God’s silence as absence. 
• He feared prayer might only consist of monologue, talking to oneself. 
• His mother, Flora, had been diagnosed with cancer when he was 10. 
• In his early autobiography, Surprised by Joy, Lewis recalls he had been

taught that “prayers offered in faith would be granted.” 
• So he set out praying earnestly, with force of will; and he thought, yes, 

my mother will recover. Instead, she died. 



• “The thing hadn’t worked,” lamented Lewis. Prayer hadn’t worked. And 

when Flora Lewis died, Jack’s childhood security and happiness 

vanished overnight: “No more of the old security. It was sea and islands 

now; the great continent had sunk like Atlantis.” 
• Late in life, his beloved wife Joy Davidman died, too.
• In A Grief Observed, Lewis laments: “Where is God? . . . Go to Him 

when your need is desperate, when all other help is vain, and what do 

you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting and 

double bolting on the inside. After that, silence.”

• How about you?  Do you know the sound of that silence?
• I know some of you do.
• I do also.

• When Francis Nass was in the ICU in Iowa City – I was praying Faith 

prayers -- believing and fully expecting God to heal Francis based on 

the promises in God’s Word
• And the healing did not come
• I tried praying from all different angles – healing prayers / spiritual 

warfare prayers / wisdom for the doctors prayers / giving life to his 

mortal body prayers / prayers with fasting
• Many of you were doing the same
• We had a day of prayer and fasting – with strong participation – and a 

Spirit-filled prayer meeting during Spring break
• And instead of getting better – Francis’ condition grew worse
• We tried every kind of prayer
• And finally, I gave up:  I don’t know what to pray any more – I don’t 

know how to pray in this situation – I am at a loss for words
• And I was getting frustrated – upset – disheartened – even angry as it 

became apparent that God was saying NO to our prayers for healing
• It became apparent that it was not a matter of coming up with the right 

words or the right prayer angle or the right amount of faith
• God was saying NO – I’m not going to heal Francis no matter what you  

pray or how hard you pray – I’ve got something else in mind
• We saw part of God’s purpose fulfilled at Francis’ funeral with some 

people coming to Christ for eternal salvation

• But the questions linger in that situation and many others:
• Does He see what I’m going through?  Does He care?



• Then why – WHY doesn’t He answer?
• Perhaps this widow struggled with those very questions as she prayed 

for her only son

• That’s why these words are so important: “when the Lord saw her, he had 

compassion on her”
• A major 1st century philosophy among Greeks and Romans was 

Stoicism
• The Stoics believed that God was incapable of feeling
• But the God of the Bible is NOT a dispassionate / emotionally detached 

God – He is full of Hesed kindness and compassion
• And when God became flesh in the Person of Jesus of Nazareth – 

again and again His response to human suffering and sorrow and 

misery was COMPASSION
• But Jesus didn’t merely feel sorry for this widow – He acted – His 

compassion produced an exercise of his power and authority
• And that is why he said to this grieving widow: “Do not weep.”
• Jesus himself wept at his friend Lazarus’ death
• He was not trying to stifle this widow’s appropriate expression of grief
• Rather, he was saying “do not weep” in the sense of:  Pay attention!  

I’m about to do something special that will amaze you!

Jesus was about to reveal that he was more than a great healer 

III. JESUS’ AUTHORITY OVER DEATH

Luke 7:14-15  Then he came up and touched the bier, and the bearers stood 

still. And he said, “Young man, I say to you, arise.” And the dead man sat up 

and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother.

• A bier was not a coffin – it was more like a plank on which a dead body 

was laid – something like this:

SHOW PICTURE OF BIER

• It is significant that Jesus touched the bier because that would have 

made him unclean – to touch a dead body or anything in contact with a 

dead body rendered a person unclean



• But just as touching a leper could not make him unclean – for he had 

the power to cleanse the leper – so also touching a funeral bier – or 

even a dead body – could not make him unclean because he had the 

power to reverse death and bring the dead back to life again

STOP SHOWING PICTURE

• You might recall a similar story with Elijah and the widow of Zarephath 
• This widow was providing food for Elijah the prophet
• But then this widow’s son became ill and died
• The widow was upset with Elijah, and Elijah was upset with God
• But then, this:

I Kings 17:21-23  Then he (Elijah) stretched himself upon the child three times 

and cried to the LORD, “O LORD my God, let this child’s life come into him 

again.” And the LORD listened to the voice of Elijah. And the life of the child 

came into him again, and he revived. And Elijah took the child and brought him 

down from the upper chamber into the house and delivered him to his mother. 

And Elijah said, “See, your son lives.”

• Many similarities in this story of the prophet Elijah raising this widow’s 

son from the dead and then giving him back to his mother
• Same phrase used when Jesus gave the widow’s son back to her after 

he raised him from the dead

• But note the differences:
• Elijah stretched himself upon the child three times and cried to the Lord 

for the child’s life to return to him and the Lord listened to Elijah’s 

prayer and the child revived
• God answered the prayer of Elijah and the child’s life came into him 

again
• But Jesus just spoke with authority: “Young man, I say to you, arise” – 

and the dead man sat up and began to speak
• God’s power over death was manifested through Elijah – but Elijah 

himself did not have authority over death
• But Jesus the Son of God does – He does have authority over death
• So all Jesus had to do was to speak a word of command – and Death 

lost its grip of the young man and he came to life again



• Jesus spoke a word of command that even Death was powerless to 

oppose 
• “Young man, arise!!" 
• Spoken by Buddha or Mohammed or Gandhi or the Dalai Lama or Caesar 

Augustus or Charles Darwin or Bill Gates or Stephen Hawking or any 

other man - nothing would have happened -but when the words were 

spoken by Jesus of Nazareth, the young man sat up and began to speak - 

alive! 

• Jesus did what only the Resurrection and the Life could do - he exercised 

sovereign power over Death itself 

• Jesus rules - even over death !! 

• And then he proved it by rising from the dead on the third day after his own

crucifixion 

C.S. Lewis: "He has forced open a door that had been locked since the death 

of the first man. He has met, fought and beaten the King of Death. 

Everything is different because he has done so." 

• Jesus didn’t merely attend funerals – He interrupted them

• At funerals -- Everything hinges on whether Death is a period or a 

comma 

• Is it: Francis is dead. Period. The end. 

• Or is it: Francis died, - COMMA - but he is now more fully alive in heaven 

than he ever was on earth 

• The Good News of the Gospel is that Death does NOT have the last 

word because the risen Lord Jesus Christ has conquered the grave 

• Jesus Christ transforms periods into commas

• IF your loved one trusted in Jesus as Savior and as the Resurrection and 

the Life, then it is:



• Your loved one died, - COMMA - but he/she is now more fully alive in 

heaven than he/she ever was on earth 

IV. FEAR OF DEATH VS. FEAR OF GOD

Luke 7:16  Fear seized them all, and they glorified God, saying, “A great prophet 

has arisen among us!” and “God has visited his people!”

• “Fear seized them all”
• Why fear?
• Why not joyous celebration at this reversal of death?

• This is the fear of being awestruck at witnessing something truly 

awesome – truly other-worldly
• This is the fear that results from an encounter with the living God
• This is the fear that leads to worship – they glorified God

• The fear of death was overpowered by the fear of the living God 

who has power over death

• We live in a world that is dominated by the fear of death

• Much of the fear of COVID is really a fear of Death

• The fear of dying from COVID has been peddled by the media for 

the past 18 months

• I don’t say that to dismiss lightly the fact that 700,000 or so 

Americans have died from (or with) COVID

• It is in fact a potentially deadly virus for some at risk people

• But for the vast majority of people, the risk of dying from COVID is 

very slight



• That is especially true for children – vaccinated or not

• But the fear of dying creates a lot of anxiety

• People come down with certain symptoms of a moderate illness – 

no worse than a few other miserable illnesses they’ve had before – 

but then they began to worry that because this is COVID -- that 

means they might be dying or at least on their way to the ICU on a 

ventilator 

• Some people have not really lived for the past 18 months due to 

fear of dying from COVID

• The fear of dying is keeping them from living

• Then there are other people who are just as afraid of dying from the 

vaccines as some people are of dying from COVID
• There are some valid reasons for choosing not to get vaccinated – but 

fear of dying is not one of them
• As believers, our lives are not to be governed by fear of death – 

whether from COVID or vaccines or any other cause of death

Hebrews 2:14-15  Because God’s children are human beings—made of flesh 

and blood—the Son also became flesh and blood. For only as a human being 

could he die, and only by dying could he break the power of the devil, who had 

the power of death. Only in this way could he set free all who have lived their 

lives as slaves to the fear of dying.

• Don’t be a slave to the fear of dying
• The fear of dying comes from the devil – not from God
• The power of Death has been broken by the infinitely greater power of 

the Son of God who has conquered Death and has set us free from sin, 

death and the devil

• For the people who witnessed Jesus resurrecting the widow’s son, the 

fear of death was overpowered by the reverential fear of the living God 

who has power over death



• Death is stronger than us - but Jesus is stronger than death - so if you 

ask Jesus into your heart to be your Savior - he will give you eternal life 

and you will go to heaven when you die 

• A boy who was dying asked his mother what was it like to die:

• "Kenneth, you remember when you were a tiny boy how you used to 

play so hard all day that when night came you would be too tired even 

to undress, and you would tumble into mother's bed and fall asleep? 

That was not your bed...it was not where you belonged. And you 

stayed there only a little while. 

• In the morning, much to your surprise, you would wake up and find 

yourself in your own bed in your own room. You were there because 

someone had loved you and taken care of you. Your father had come-

with big strong arms-and carried you away. 

• Kenneth, death is just like that. We just wake up some morning to find 

ourselves in the other room-our own heavenly room where we belong–

because the Lord Jesus loved us." 

• Death is stronger than us - but Jesus is stronger than death - and when 

you receive Jesus Christ into your life as your Savior and Lord – that 

life of Christ in you is stronger than death and will continue even after 

your mortal body dies 

• There can be no true security in life / no genuine freedom from fear / 

and no certain hope for the future... Until the problem of death is resolved 

• For if death rules over life / if all our most cherished relationships are just a 

heart-beat away from loss and permanent separation -then insecurity, fear, 

meaninglessness and despair are the ultimate realities and outcomes of 

human existence 

• And many people today are afraid – afraid of death – and afraid of what 

the future might look like even if they survive the pandemic
• But COVID is just one manifestation of mankind’s greatest enemy:  Death



• Death cancels all plans – and Death comes to us all
• Maybe not this year – maybe not due to COVID – but Death comes to us 

all

• Death laughs at our false sense of security that we mortals are in control
• Throughout this pandemic, some leaders have tried to assert their control 

over this virus
• If we would all just do this or that – or stop doing this or that – then we 

could control and eradicate this virus
• And the virus keeps virusing
• Not just during a pandemic – but at all times we are vulnerable and 

impotent in the face of death
• Mankind is NOT in control of Death

• Death cancels all plans / Death terminates all relationships / Death ends 

all dreams and goals / Death takes from us all that we look to for security
• All that is most dear to us is subject to loss at any time – that reality is at 

the root of our insecurity and fears

• So… where do we find hope in the midst of so much uncertainty and 

anxiety – and fear?
• And not just hope grounded in an optimistic outlook – not just hope in 

hope – but hope in something that is true and solid and dependable
• Something you can count on – with your life – indeed with your eternal life

• I saw a YouTube video the other day of a spiritual leader of an Eastern 

religion trying to allay fears of death and dying
• He claimed to know the physical and spiritual processes of what happens 

while a person is dying
• And the video pictured dead loved ones – ghost-like figures – coming 

alongside the dying person to give comfort
• There was no mention of God or judgment – and the existence of both 

heaven and hell were denied
• And the process of dying concluded with the soul exiting the body through 

the nose or mouth or eyes or ears – awaiting rebirth into another body
• As if an endless series of existences in this fallen world would be good 

news



• Of course, there is no evidence that any of that is true – and is in fact 

contrary to everything God has revealed in His Word and in His Son about 

eternal life and heaven and hell

• For many people Going to Heaven is little more than wishful thinking
• It takes more than a vague belief in God or the afterlife to produce a living 

hope
• Most of you have been at funerals where the words of comfort and hope 

rang hollow—for the deceased died without evidence of a living faith in a 

living Savior
• It is truth that produces living hope – the truth that Jesus Christ has 

authority over death and conquered the grave by his well-attested, eye-

witnessed resurrection from the dead

• Author Peter Kreeft asks us to imagine God giving you a glimpse of 

heaven and showing you the day when sin, death, and evil are finally 

defeated and destroyed by Christ:
• “Would you not then be fearless?  What can earth do to you, if you are 

guaranteed heaven? To fear the worst earthly loss would be like a 

millionaire fearing the loss of a penny—less, a scratch on a penny.”

• What can earth do to you, if you are guaranteed heaven?

• A living hope arises from a living faith in the truth of Christ’s resurrection 

from the dead
• When there is a living faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus to save 

us from the power of sin and death – then the words of comfort and hope 

at a funeral ring true

• If you have a living hope, then you can say with certainty – whatever your 

circumstances:  The best is yet to come
• Life might be really good for you right now – but the BEST is yet to come
• Or your health may be declining and you might be going through hard 

times that will get even harder – but the best is yet to come

• “You look like a rational person.  How can you possibly believe that God 

will raise up your sons from the grave?”
• Joseph Bayly:  Because God is God.  Because He’s promised to.  But 

most of all, because He raised up Jesus Christ, His Son, from the grave.



• Death be not proud
• Though some have called thee
• Mighty and dreadful
• For thou are not so.
• For those whom thou thinkest
• Thou dost overthrow
• Die not, poor death.
• Nor yet canst thou kill me…
• One short sleep past 
• We wake eternally
• And death shall be no more.
• Death, thou shalt die.  
• (John Donne)

• Death is stronger than us - but Jesus is stronger than death - and when 

you receive Jesus Christ into your life as your Savior and Lord – that life of 

Christ in you is stronger than death and will continue even after your 

mortal body dies 
• Eternal life is found in Jesus Christ and only in Jesus Christ
• Only Jesus Christ is the Son of God who came from heaven to earth and 

lived 

among us and entered into this world's suffering 
• Only Jesus Christ died on the Cross to pay the penalty for your sins 
• Only Jesus Christ conquered Death by rising from the grave never to die 

again 
• Therefore only Jesus Christ can save you from sin and death 
• Only Jesus Christ can forgive and cleanse you of all your sins . 
• And only Jesus Christ can give you eternal life 
• Only Jesus Christ can transform periods into commas

• Jesus Christ is the Only Way to God – the only way to heaven 
• Jesus said so - and he earned the right to say so by rising from the grave 

• As someone has said, "The only certainty in life is death."
• What will become of you when your time comes?

• Are you ready to receive Jesus Christ into your life to save you from your 

sins 



and give you eternal life? 
• Are you willing to admit that you are a sinner? 
• Will you put your trust in Jesus Christ and his death on the Cross to save 

you 

from your sins? 
• Do you believe that God raised Jesus from the dead as proof that Jesus 

Christ is Lord and the only Savior of the world? 
• Are you ready to invite Jesus Christ to come into your heart - and cleanse 

your heart of all sin - to reign as Lord on the throne of your heart - to live 

His 

life in you - and change you from the inside out to become more like Him? 

Prayer


