
Luke 7:11-17 

Caversham Baptist 

10.3.13 

 

Christian Bystander Effect 

 

On the 27th February, the same day as the shark attack at Muriwai Beach, 34 year old 

Alvin Singh was found lying slumped and dead in the driver’s seat of his car on a busy 

Auckland road,  a road that has 19 000 vehicles pass by that spot each day.  He’d been 

there for five days before someone raised the alarm, so said the ODT on Wednesday. 

http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=10869488 

 

While his seat was reclined making it difficult for people walking past to see him, Dr 

Danny Osborne at the University of Auckland said the response of people in this case was 

classic ‘bystander effect’.  There’s a Wikipedia page as on this ‘bystander effect’!  

Osborne goes on to say that there are five stages to helping, for someone to intervene 

and help someone else they go through five stages and at each stage can find reason to 

pull out.  Helping others really is hard it seems. 

 

Watch the first 90 seconds at least… 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OSsPfbup0ac 

 

The video continues with an actress lying on the same steps to see how long it takes for 

her to receive help, nearly five minutes, and then in the saddest or perhaps most 

interesting case of all, an actor in a suit and tie collapses, and receives help in six 

seconds.  As one helper said, I was concerned for the suit he was wearing, it was going 

to get wet in the rain. 

 

Jesus has been in Capernaum and travels south about 30 kilometres past Nazareth to the 

village of Nain, not a big place, with perhaps 200 people.  If you imagine the setting as a 

bird in the sky, Jesus leads and approaches the village with His disciples behind Him, 

and behind them a large crowd, and they approach the village where there is another 

large crowd, coming towards them, with a woman in the front, leading, with her dead 

son behind being carried by the pall bearers, on a board, not coffin, this is how they did 

things back then. 

 

If you knew nothing more about this story, from the picture Luke paints who would you 

say the story is most likely about?   

 

So will Jesus be affected by ‘classic bystander effect’?  He had two crowds watching…  

Let’s read. 

 

Read Luke 7:11-17 (NIVUK) 

 

V11-12  An Untimely Death 



Untimely deaths continue to happen today, too many of us have been affected in the 

last few months by these.  

 

Recently I was asked about murder, is that to be seen as God achieving that person’s 

death on the right day?  The understanding is that God decides our death day.  I 

wondered where this idea had come from, and found it’s most likely from Job 14:5… 

 

Job 14:5  (NIVUK) 

5 A person’s days are determined; 

you have decreed the number of his months 

and have set limits he cannot exceed. 

 

Read in context Job 14:5 isn’t about God predetermining our lifespan but simply that 

the number of our days is such a trifling period (Clines, 327).  Sure God can know when 

we will die, but He doesn’t call those sort of shots.  If He did any case of untimely death 

be it fiancé, a baby, a missionary God appears as nasty and mean, actually it would be 

His fault.  We could learn to dislike God for this.  Does this sort of thing fit in with the 

character of God you know?  It isn’t the character of God I know, it doesn’t line up with 

what is in the rest of the Bible, about God being loving, compassionate, kind. 

 

Murder is evil, God detests evil, would God use murder for someone’s life to end on a 

specific date? 

 

Our human bodies are susceptible to poor health and sin.  We don’t live in a perfect 

world, that will be in the world to come, heaven, right now life isn’t always fair, often 

is unjust, we look forward to the new heavens and earth. 

 

But this is a side track, a sub plot.   

 

Restoring the woman to life is the intent and purpose of this story, raising the son was 

means to this. 

 

The woman’s son’s life was over but what we don’t appreciate if we read too quickly is 

that her life was over too, she had double grief from the loss of her son, because the 

realisation would have been quick for her that the social security that her son would 

have provided her, caring for her in her old age had gone and she was now dependent on 

public charity to survive.  It’s very Ruth like. 

 

And as our North Island farmers know, having extra mouths to feed in tough drought 

times is something to be avoided, this woman was staring at death, her death. 

 

The large crowd with the woman might suggest to us a sympathetic community or 

indicate good social standing of the son or his mother, or the promise of a good wake, 

however it was custom in those times to drop everything and join in a funeral procession 

and show sympathy, actually a large crowd was normal. 



 

In those times when people died they were buried as soon as possible, usually on the 

same day as the warm climate hastened smell and decay.  Sometimes the body would be 

wrapped in cloths, but usually they’d be buried in the clothes they died in.  Wrapping, 

mourning, burying too place with haste! 

 

So what will Jesus do?  

 

He had every reason to not help, there were a lot of people around, you know the 

‘bystander effect’ and there were the cultural barriers that He had to overcome if He 

wanted to help.  Interrupting a funeral was a blatant breach of Jewish law, and touching 

a dead body brought ceremonial uncleanness that lasted a week. 

 

 

V 13 Compassion 

But we read in verse 13 that Jesus had compassion for her, ok, we read in the NIV that 

His heart went out to her, but the Greek word that Luke uses is compassion, far better.  

 

And He said “Don’t cry”.  Philosophers would often say “Do not grieve for it will do no 

good.”  Jesus gives the impression of being a good philosopher with His “Do not weep”.  

But we know it was different, Jesus was not just saying something that was appropriate 

for the occasion, His heart had gone out to her, He had genuine compassion for her.  No 

ordinary teacher or philoshopher or counsellor gets that involved, they stay detached, 

maintain professional distance.  Jesus wasn’t affected with the bystander affect. 

 

And instead of standing aside and letting her pass, He gets involved, seems like Christian 

Bystander Effect to me, why is there no Wikepedia page for that? 

 

In our Christian walk we are called to have compassion for those in helpless situations.  

As we grow in this Christian life our goal is to be like Jesus, our character is to match 

His.  At times this perfection can be a hopeless task, it is to be completed in heaven, 

but here, surely there is something we can all do, surely we can all show compassion for 

someone?  Surely we can allow our hearts to go out to the disadvantaged?  

 

What stirs your emotions?   

 

How can you be involved? 

 

 

V14-15  Restoration 

Verse 14, Jesus steps forward, walks past the woman and touches the bier, and 

interrupts the funeral procession, breaching Jewish law.  This was certainly brave, this 

act of compassion goes beyond what others see as right. 

 



And then Jesus who would now be regarded as ceremonially unclean tells the young man 

to get up.  And he does, and he speaks.  In an unclean state Jesus still acts.  No excuses.  

And He gives the young man back to his mother. 

 

The ‘wow’ in this story isn’t bringing the young man back to life, it’s actually that Jesus 

cared enough for the woman to do something about it.  This is the answer to ‘why did 

Jesus do it?’  This situation would have drawn some sadness at the time, but more likely 

a shrug of the shoulders, women weren’t valued as they should have been. 

 

This story is about the two in the middle.  This story is about restoration. 

 

Jesus wept for her because of what would become of her, not just about her loss.  He 

had compassion on a person who was vulnerable, which follows on well from last week’s 

message. 

 

 

V16-17  Who do you say I am? 

And how do the people respond?  The two large crowds that feature in this story see 

Jesus return a man to life, they no doubt hear Jesus say to the man to ‘rise’ and it’s this 

same word that they use in verse 16, a great prophet has ‘arisen’ from among us, this 

messenger from God has arisen from a sleeping position, God has come to help his 

people at last!  And the news went viral! 

 

So Jesus who had appeared as a philosopher, is now seen as a great prophet.  This 

should surprise us, only a prophet?!  But the people most likely thought of Elijah (1 Kings 

17:8-24) and Elisha (2 Kings 4:18-37) who had raised the dead.   

 

You know, it was surprising to John the Baptist too that Jesus was being regarded as only 

a great prophet.  Verse 17 tells us that these two crowds helped spread the news of 

Jesus far and wide and if you read on from here it appears that this news reached John 

in prison, and he’s stunned.  His understanding was that Jesus was the Messiah, the one 

they’d been waiting for, the one that the prophets of old had said would come. 

 

And he goes “No, that can’t be right?”  And so he sends his disciples to Jesus to ask if He 

is just a great prophet, and how does Jesus answer?   

Luke 7:22-23 

‘Go back and report to John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive sight, the 

lame walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, 

and the good news is proclaimed to the poor. 23 Blessed is anyone who does not stumble 

on account of me.’ 

 

A cryptic answer perhaps, but an answer that clearly told John that what Jesus was 

doing was exactly what the coming Messiah was to do.  Jesus, that is God had come for 

His people, actually for all people and He came for us too, that we might have life, that 

we might rise from the dead and follow Him.  Jesus has compassion for us too. 



 

Who is Jesus to us?  A great teacher, an historical figure, no one, or the person who 

reaches out to us, the person who offers new life, forgiveness of all we’ve done wrong?   

 

Do we acknowledge Him intellectually or open our hearts to Him, let Him into our lives 

to guide and change us, to be more like Him?   

 

 

Conclusion 

Jesus stepped out for us, in a classis Christian Bystander Effect while we were still 

sinners  

Romans 5:6-8 (NLT) 

When we were utterly helpless, Christ came at just the right time and died for us 

sinners. 7 Now, most people would not be willing to die for an upright person, though 

someone might perhaps be willing to die for a person who is especially good. 8 But God 

showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners. 

 

Will we accept His compassion?   

 

Will we step out for others? 

 

 

Lord Jesus, thank you for what you have done for us, for not standing by and leaving us, 

but for getting involved.  Thank you for your love for us, for Your defeat of death, for 

giving us life.  Help us to appreciate the help You have given us, and may we have the 

courage and the boldness, the strength of conviction to step out of the crowd and show 

compassion to the helpless.  Amen 

 

 

Benediction 

The Spirit of God is upon you and has anointed you. 

You are the salt of the earth and you bring light to the world. 

 

You are not too young or too old, 

you are not too rich or too needy 

to bring good news to the impoverished, 

to show compassion to the broken-hearted, 

and to live out freedom and pardon 

through the gifts you have been given. 

 

So remember to pack peace in your toolbox, 

hope in your briefcase, 

love in your lunch box, 

and may integrity, honesty, and joy be your designer wear of choice. 

 



Do not be frightened, for you are never alone. 

The God in whose image you are made 

will walk with you and guide you today, tomorrow, and every day. 

 

Benediction by Connie Epp, River East Mennonite Brethren Church, Winnipeg, Manitoba. 

http://re-worship.blogspot.ca/2011/08/commission-benediction-labour-day.html 

 

 


