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      “Those—like me—who greatly value John Woodhouse’s commentaries on 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 Kings will be delighted to hold this volume for 2 Kings in their hands. This commentary completes Woodhouse’s excellent series on the books of Samuel and Kings and continues at the same high standard. The main text of the commentary combines both Woodhouse’s characteristic clarity with his evident gifts for storytelling. The invaluable endnotes explain and defend why he reads the text as he does and engage thoughtfully with a range of other scholars and commentators. For me, as a preacher, these four commentaries are my first ‘go to’ volumes. And very often I feel no need to look further afield for help.”

      Christopher Ash, Writer-in-Residence, Tyndale House, Cambridge; former Director, Cornhill Training Course, London

      “In your hands is a most valuable and unusual book. A good commentary on 2 Kings is rare. It’s a part of the Bible usually skipped over by commentators. Yet as the book of Acts gives the narrative that is necessary to understand the epistles, so the books of Samuel and Kings give the narrative necessary to understand the later prophets. But this is more than a commentary on 2 Kings. Following John Woodhouse’s excellent writings on 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 Kings, this brings to completion a wonderful exposition of the rise and fall of the kings of Israel and Judah. Exposition is the right word for this commentary, for it is based in, and will be most useful for, preaching this part of the Scriptures. It brings us the understanding of God and his great purposes in the world. Furthermore, unlike most expository commentaries, this volume is also a reference book for the pastor to have on his shelf awaiting consultation on the many varied questions raised about 2 Kings or this period of Israel’s history. Now that you have picked it up, I hope for your sake that you do not put it down but buy it and use it.”

      Phillip D. Jensen, Bible Teacher and Evangelist, Two Ways Ministries; author, The Coming of the Holy Spirit; Guidance and the Voice of God; and Two Ways to Live

      “This outstanding commentary is everything any Bible student or teacher could ask for. It is rooted in rigorous scholarship with further detailed technical discussion in extensive footnotes. It seeks to expound the original author’s pastoral purpose and faithfully explore the implications for today. It deals with the detail of the text whilst simultaneously presenting the big picture. Above all it comes from the careful study of Scripture by a man who both believes that the text of 2 Kings is God’s word for his people today and who has decades of personal experience in local church ministry. Time and again the author cuts to the chase and makes the right calls when it comes to enabling his reader to study and benefit from the message of God in 2 Kings. We have been waiting for this book—and it does not disappoint.”

      William Taylor, Rector, St. Helen’s Bishopsgate, London, United Kingdom

      “If I were preaching a series on 2 Kings, or simply studying this part of God’s word, I would treasure this book. It is erudite but always exhibits scholarship at the service of the Scripture. The fine exegesis is made all the more useful by the constant reference to the unfolding narrative of the book and its companion histories as well as an acute use of biblical theology. The result is that the reader is inducted into the words and works of God as they unfold within and beyond 2 Kings. I am so pleased to have it with its companion volumes on my bookshelf.”

      Peter Jensen, former Archbishop of Sydney, Australia

      “In this excellent commentary, John Woodhouse blesses the reader with careful and clear writing that delves into the stories and drama of 2 Kings. He helps us think through how to interpret these chapters in their historical context, and he faithfully guides us to see the stories in light of the redemptive trajectory of Scripture. Amid fiery prophets and a declining nation, the righteousness and faithfulness of God is on full display. If you're studying or teaching 2 Kings, you’ll want Woodhouse’s commentary within arm’s reach.”

      Mitchell L. Chase, Associate Professor of Biblical Studies, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; author, Short of Glory: A Biblical and Theological Exploration of the Fall
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      and warm, faithful encouragement in

      “the main things and the plain things.”

      And this occurred because the people of Israel had sinned against the Lord their God, who had brought them up out of the land of Egypt from under the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt, and had feared other gods.

      2 Kings 17:7

      Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things. Therefore God gave them up . . . 

      Romans 1:22–24
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      A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

      There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

      There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

      What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

      The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

      The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

      Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

      The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

      R. Kent Hughes
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      Introduction

      A Troubled World Now and Then

      Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things. Therefore God gave them up . . . 

      Romans 1:22–24

      The troubles of our broken and divided world are bewildering and, too often, overwhelming. The suffering, sadness, hardship, cruelty, injustices, and calamities in the world are beyond our comprehension. There are too many troubles for our minds to take in. There is too much suffering for our hearts to bear. For many of us this has a personal dimension: our own lives are seriously damaged and conflicted. But my personal troubles, like yours, are a very small part of the distress suffered in so many ways by people all over the world.

      Our world is confused. As I write these words I am aware of deep divisions that are shaking the very foundations of our societies. Sincere and thoughtful people are unsure what to believe in the bewildering array of messages about many things including the climate, gender and sexuality, race, and even truth itself. What has gone wrong?

      This is a rather somber note with which to introduce our exploration of the Old Testament book known as the second book of Kings. Necessarily so. We will soon see that 2 Kings is a book about a troubled and confused world. More precisely it is the story of what went wrong for two deeply troubled nations in the ninth to the sixth centuries b.c. The once great nation of Israel had split into these two kingdoms about seventy years before our story begins (see 1 Kings 12). The larger northern kingdom had retained the name Israel, while the southern kingdom was known as Judah. Our story begins in about 850 b.c.1 and will take us to the darkest days of the Old Testament, days of overwhelming suffering, sadness, loss, and distress.

      Perhaps you are ready to put this book aside right now and read no more. There are enough unavoidable troubles each day. Who wants to read a book about the troubles of two small Middle-Eastern nations so very long ago?

      My purpose in this introduction is to persuade you to resist that understandable urge. I believe that we have before us a book that was written, preserved, and passed down through the centuries to help its readers understand the truth about the troubles of our world by telling the truth about those dark Old Testament days for Israel and Judah. Much of this will be confronting and disturbing. But it is also important and in the end good. The tragedies that surround us, the catastrophes that confront us, the confusions that divide us are symptoms of deeper issues. The superficial solutions commonly proposed, whether political, social, economic, or scientific, are inadequate. The rather neglected Old Testament book of 2 Kings has the power to help people like us see what our troubled world desperately needs because what went wrong in Israel and Judah is what has gone wrong in our world.

      That may seem a lot to expect from this ancient and (for many of us) obscure book. And it is. But it is not too much if we remember what the Bible is for and, more particularly, the significance of the history of Israel recorded in the pages of the Old Testament. Let’s consider those two matters in turn.

      The Bible: The Story That Makes Sense of the World

      The Bible tells the story that makes sense of the world. The story begins with the creation of all things: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1). It ends with “a new heaven and a new earth” (Revelation 21:1). In simple terms, the story is about God’s purpose for all things.

      The power of the Bible’s story and the enormous impact it has had on the world is recognized and appreciated by a number of contemporary thinkers.2 Some of these suppose that this story is a remarkable human accomplishment, a story that has developed over time to make sense of the world. On this view the Bible is the result of quite extraordinary human ingenuity, expressing profound insights that have been shaped over thousands of years and have in turn contributed a great deal to the values and attitudes that many of us hold dear today.

      The truth in this approach (the Bible is a collection of genuinely human writings that are products of profound human thought and reflection over many centuries) must not mislead us into thinking that it is an adequate account. It misses the essential character of the Bible. Both explicitly and implicitly the books of the Bible are addressed to human readers from God. The Old Testament prophets put it clearly, frequently introducing their message with “Thus says the Lord . . .” (see 2 Kings 1:4). Likewise the New Testament apostles typically introduced their writings with reference to God and the Lord Jesus Christ from whom they spoke (see 1 Thessalonians 2:13). The same is true of other Old and New Testament writings where the divine origin of the words may be less overtly stated. The Bible is a gift to us from God.3

      This means that we are not to approach the Old Testament writings as, for example, the expression of ancient Israel’s faith. The prophetic writings were addressed to the people of Israel from God. The people more often than not rejected the message. Similarly it is inadequate to regard the New Testament writings as the expression of the faith of the early Christians. The apostolic writings are the word of God addressed to the early (and later) Christians. More often than not they were written to correct misunderstandings and errors among the believers.

      The story that makes sense of the world is, then, the story that God tells (by means of human writers) in the pages of the Bible. It is therefore the true story that makes authentic sense of the world.4 Our aim in the expositions that follow is to hear and appreciate the contribution of the second book of Kings to this story. But that raises the matter of Israel’s significance for the story that makes sense of the world.5

      Israel’s Story and the World’s Story

      The first obvious but profoundly important point is that the God of Israel, the nation that occupies so much of the Old Testament story, is the God of the whole world (see 2 Kings 5:15). The story that we hear in the second book of Kings is the conclusion (although that is not quite the right word, as we will see6) to an epic narrative that began with God’s creation of all things.7 Although most of that story has been about the descendants of Abraham who became known as Israel, we should never lose sight of the fact that God’s promise to make this “great nation” included “blessing” for “all the families of the earth” (Genesis 12:1–3). This amounts to a reaffirmation of God’s purpose from the beginning to “bless” all that he has made (see Genesis 1:22, 28; 2:3). So the Biblical story of Israel belongs to the bigger story of God’s purposes for the whole world.

      But it is more than that. There are important points where Israel’s story reflects the bigger story. Just as God put man (Hebrew, ’adam) into the garden of Eden (Genesis 2:8), so he brought Israel into the land flowing with milk and honey (Deuteronomy 26:9). Just as he had given Adam his word to obey in the garden (Genesis 2:16–17), so he gave Israel his law to live by in the promised land (Deuteronomy 4:5). Just as the man and his wife disobeyed God’s word in the garden (Genesis 3:11), so Israel disobeyed God in the land (2 Kings 17:14–16). Just as Adam and Eve were expelled from the garden because of their disobedience (Genesis 3:23–24), so Israel was driven from the land (2 Kings 17:23b; 25:21b). Just as the tragic story of the fall in Genesis 3 contained the seeds of hope (in the mysterious “offspring” of the woman, Genesis 3:15), so we will see that the collapse of Israel in 2 Kings has more than a hint that this is not the end of the story (see especially our discussion of 25:27–30).

      In other words, in the Biblical story of Israel we find echoes of the story of the whole world. Applied to 2 Kings, this means that understanding what went wrong in Israel and Judah resonates with what has gone wrong in our world. That is why the words of Paul that stand at the beginning of this Introduction are an apt description of both our world and Israel and Judah in the second book of Kings.

      A key principle in our exposition of 2 Kings—to which we will return repeatedly—is this: In what went wrong in Israel we see what has gone wrong in our troubled world.

      The Second Book of Kings

      The second book of Kings is about the collapse of the two nation-states that had once been Israel. At its height Israel had enjoyed remarkable prosperity, peace, happiness, and international influence. That was in the days of King Solomon (see 1 Kings 4:20–21). After Solomon’s death Israel divided into these two smaller kingdoms (1 Kings 12). That was about 922 b.c. Second Kings takes up the story in about 850 b.c. and follows the decline of the northern kingdom of Israel until its destruction in about 722 b.c. (2 Kings 1—17) and the somewhat slower deterioration of the southern kingdom of Judah until its terrible collapse in the decade from about 597 to 587 b.c. (2 Kings 18—25).

      This rather neglected Old Testament book shines an important though disturbing light on the troubles of our world. We will see why our efforts to make the world a better place can be so disappointing (like the many misguided attempts to save Israel and Judah) and why a deeper and more radical solution is needed.

      The Strange Break between 1 Kings and 2 Kings

      Some think that the two books of Kings (as we call them) are really one book that has been divided quite artificially and arbitrarily due, it is supposed, to something as simple as the length of the scrolls onto which the text was transcribed at some stage.8 Reasons for this view include the obvious continuity of the story told in 1 Kings and 2 Kings. Furthermore if we overlook 1:1 (which we won’t!), the opening chapter of 2 Kings (where we will hear about a remarkable incident in the reign of Ahab’s son Ahaziah) follows smoothly from the end of 1 Kings (where we hear the formal summary of Ahaziah’s reign, 1 Kings 22:51–53).9

      None of that is in dispute. It is worth considering, however, that the break between 1 Kings and 2 Kings makes sense. Certainly it is more subtle than similar transitions in the epic narrative that began in Genesis 1 and will conclude with 2 Kings 25.10 It is as though our historian, having completed and rounded off his long account of the disastrous reign of King Ahab (1 Kings 16—22), pauses and takes a breath before turning the page to begin his account of the post-Ahab world (2 Kings 1:1).11

      The break between the two books helps us see (a) the weighty significance of how 1 Kings ends and (b) the importance of how 2 Kings begins.

      I have argued in an earlier volume that 1 Kings is significantly framed by the contrasting kingdoms of Solomon (1 Kings 1—11) and Ahab (1 Kings 16:29—22:40).12 First Kings then closes with a brief reference to what had been happening in the southern kingdom of Judah through Ahab’s years (which reminds us of God’s promise concerning a son of David, 1 Kings 22:41–50) and the formal statement about Ahab’s successor (which points to Ahab’s legacy—namely, God’s anger, 1 Kings 22:51–53).13 The two most important realities at the end of 1 Kings are the promise of God (which had been so gloriously displayed in the kingdom of Solomon) and the anger of God (which had been so tragically provoked through the reign of Ahab).

      Then the opening sentence of 2 Kings breaks the smooth continuity between the two books in order to mark the beginning of the account of the post-Ahab world: “After the death of Ahab, Moab rebelled against Israel” (2 Kings 1:1).

    


    
      Table of the Kings

      The following table lists the kings of Israel and Judah with the number of “years” ascribed to each reign by the Books of Kings.1

      Vertical lines represent family relations: | father-son; || brothers; ||| nephew-uncle.

      [image: Table of the kings of Israel and Judah]

    


    
      Part 1

      The Decline and Fall of the Northern Kingdom

      2 Kings 1—17

    


    
      Section A

      The House of Ahab

      2 Kings 1—8

    


    
      1

      A Troubled World

      2 Kings 1:1

      The opening sentence of 2 Kings is worth careful attention and will help us get our bearings as we enter the world of 2 Kings:1

      After the death of Ahab, Moab rebelled against Israel. (v. 1)

      Welcome to the post-Ahab world. The end of 1 Kings had already taken us beyond Ahab’s death (see 1 Kings 22:37–53), but this defining moment is the starting point for 2 Kings. To understand the history about to be recounted, it must be seen in the shadow cast by Ahab’s death. While the death of Ahab is hardly one of the best-known events in the Bible, it was, in fact, momentous. Shortly we will consider why.

      In this introductory sentence our writer chooses one event from many to characterize the post-Ahab world. Moab’s rebellion against Israel will not be recounted in detail until 2 Kings 3. Highlighting it here creates a sense of expectation and elevates the significance of the anticipated event. Like Ahab’s death, this ancient uprising must be one of the Bible’s least well-known stories. Its mention in 2 Kings 1:1 is nonetheless weighty, as we will see.

      With these brief observations it would be reasonable to move immediately to verse 2 and the first major episode of 2 Kings. However, I would like to take a closer look at 2 Kings 1:1 and reflect on four important notes struck in this sentence that will reverberate through the book of 2 Kings.

      The order of the words in the Hebrew text may be represented as follows:

      And-rebelled

      Moab

      against-Israel

      after the-death-of Ahab.2

      The sentence touches on four crucial ideas that will characterize the world of 2 Kings:

      1. Rebellion is in the air

      2. Enemies are on the rise

      3. God’s people are in trouble

      4. It is the post-Ahab world

      Rebellion Is in the Air

      It would be difficult to think of a more appropriate word to stand at the very beginning of this book. Rebellion is in the air.

      The expression “rebelled against”3 speaks of a breach with, a breaking away from some other party, where the parties had once been united or joined in some way. The Hebrew expression is particularly emotive. The verb (and corresponding noun) signifies an act that breaks a relationship, establishing an illegitimate independence. At the same time it suggests “something like indignation or outrage” at the action.4 It is what David would have been guilty of had he killed King Saul when he had the opportunity, which, of course, he was ever so keen to emphasize he had not done (1 Samuel 24:11, esv “treason”).

      Rebellion has been in the air for some time. The same evocative vocabulary has been used in just two very significant contexts in 1 Kings, with reference to two momentous acts of rebellion that cast their dark shadow over the world of 2 Kings. Before we look at the rebellion mentioned in 2 Kings 1:1, it is worth glancing back at these two earlier references to rebellion.

      Israel’s Rebellion against the House of David (1 Kings 12:19)

      One of these was described in a weighty statement that closely parallels 2 Kings 1:1. Here is a literal translation of the two verses:

      And Moab rebelled against Israel after the death of Ahab. (2 Kings 1:1, at)

      And Israel rebelled5 against the house of David to this day. (1 Kings 12:19, at)

      The rebellion against Israel that opens 2 Kings (“after the death of Ahab”) reminds us of a rebellion by Israel that began some seven decades earlier with huge ongoing ramifications (“to this day”).6 “To this day” in 1 Kings 12:19 should be given its full weight. The breach represented by that rebellion was not healed, even by the time this history was being written. It was certainly a defining reality of the world of 2 Kings.

      This was the rebellion that had shattered the once great and glorious kingdom of David’s son Solomon. Solomon’s kingdom is the subject of the first ten chapters of 1 Kings, where we hear about its wisdom, justice, happiness, peace, prosperity, and righteousness (see 1 Kings 3:28; 4:20, 24; 10:6–9). All this was smashed by the rebellion that erupted after King Solomon’s death. The northern tribes broke away from Solomon’s son Rehoboam, establishing their own king, Jeroboam. For the full story see 1 Kings 11—12.

      This breach persisted through the rest of 1 Kings. Much of the time there was war between the northern tribes (now called “Israel”) and their southern kindred (“Judah”) (see 1 Kings 14:30; 15:6, 7, 16, 32). Occasional attempts at cooperation did not end well (see 1 Kings 22). And there was no attempt by any of the succession of northern kings to heal the breach with the house of David.

      Only by taking account of the “rebellion” of 1 Kings 12:19 can we understand the post-Ahab world of 2 Kings.

      Israel’s Rebellion against the Lord (1 Kings 8:50)

      The only other use of the rebellion vocabulary in 1 Kings is found in the prayer prayed by King Solomon on the grand occasion described in 1 Kings 8, at the completion of the house of the Lord in Jerusalem.

      Toward the end of that remarkable prayer Solomon spoke of the terrible consequences that would follow if God’s people “rebelled” against the Lord. The ESV (“all their transgressions that they have committed against you,” 1 Kings 8:50) is more literally “all their rebellions that they have rebelled against you.”7 The same strong language we have heard in 1 Kings 12:19 here speaks of the ultimate “rebellion”—breaking away from the Lord!8

      Behind the political breach between the northern tribes (Israel) and the house of David there was a deeper rebellion of the kind anticipated in Solomon’s prayer.

      On the one hand, the political rupture of 1 Kings 12:19 was a consequence of Solomon himself breaking away from the Lord. In his old age King Solomon’s heart “turned away” after other gods, and “his heart was not wholly true to the Lord his God” (1 Kings 11:4).9 In this spectacularly tragic failure, the people followed their king (1 Kings 11:33). The northern tribes’ break from the house of David followed from Solomon’s turning from the Lord (see 1 Kings 11:9–11). There was much more to this than the politics.

      On the other hand, this breach with the house of David became a breach with the Lord. This was the singular and unforgettable accomplishment of Jeroboam—the new king over the northern tribes. He took the political breach a catastrophic step further, by cutting himself and his people off from the house of the Lord in Jerusalem (1 Kings 12:26–33). In this way the breach with the house of David (which began as God’s idea, 1 Kings 11:11, 31, 37–39) “became a sin” (1 Kings 12:30). This was the never-to-be-forgotten “sin of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, which he made Israel to sin” (2 Kings 3:3; see also 1 Kings 14:16; 15:26, 30, 34; 16:19, 26; 22:52; 2 Kings 10:29, 31; 13:2, 6, 11; 14:24; 15:9, 18, 24, 28; 17:21; 23:15).

      The idea of rebellion, with which the book of 2 Kings opens, is complex, deep, and foreboding. In due course we will see that rebellion will introduce the end of the story (see 24:20).10

      Moab’s Rebellion against Israel (2 Kings 1:1)

      The first words of 2 Kings announce another rebellion. It is different. This time the rebel is not Israel or her king, but Moab, and Israel is the object of the rebellion. “Moab rebelled against Israel.” Moab did to Israel what Israel had done to the house of David. We might even say that by her rebellion Israel had behaved like Moab.11

      The stark statement in 2 Kings 1:1, with no further details at this stage, raises questions for the reader. What does Moab have to do with our story? How was Moab related to Israel before this rebellion? Why did they rebel? How did they do it? Were they successful? What consequences were there? The questions are left hanging, for now. Our writer will return to Moab’s rebellion against Israel, but not until chapter 3. There is certainly an extraordinary and surprising story to be told, but not yet.

      The effect of all this is that Moab’s rebellion (about which we know very little at this stage) has been planted in the mind of the reader at the very beginning of 2 Kings, before we hear about anything else. A certain suspense has been created that will not be resolved until chapter 3. As we follow the events of chapters 1 and 2, we will be aware that in the background is Moab’s mysterious rebellion, reminding us that rebellion is in the air.

      Enemies Are on the Rise

      The second note in the opening sentence of 2 Kings is struck by the surprising mention of Moab. In the Hebrew text “Moab” is the second word of 2 Kings. Moab is a bit like a character who suddenly appears late in a TV series. He has not been seen for many episodes. We are forced to think back to where, when, and in what circumstances we have seen this character before. We then realize that Moab has been part of the story for a long time and has developed quite a reputation along the way, even though it is quite some time since we have heard anything about him.

      Moab was a nation whose territory lay east of the Dead Sea, between Edom to the south and Israel’s territory east of the Jordan to the north.12 The geography makes it all but inevitable that this nearby neighbor would have some impact on the history of Israel.

      Moab: Hints of Trouble from the Beginning

      But it was more than geography. The Moabites and the Israelites were relatives. We find the story of Moab’s ancestral origins in Genesis 19:30–38. It is a disturbing story. The first Moabite (so to speak) was born from an incestuous union between Abraham’s drunk nephew Lot and one of his daughters. As one writer has put it, “though God [had] judged all of Sodom except Lot and his daughters, Sodom was reborn in their very lives.”13 That is where Moab came from!

      The positive side of this was that when, in the days of Moses, the Israelites encountered Moab, they were (for their part) to avoid hostilities with their cousins (see Deuteronomy 2:9). The other side was that the shameful story of Moab’s beginnings contained the seeds of the very troubling role Moab would play through Israel’s long history.

      Moab: A History of Trouble for a Very Long Time

      Although the Israelites were expected to distinguish their Moabite kin from “the inhabitants of Canaan” and treat them very differently, Moses saw the Moabites joining “the inhabitants of Canaan” in their terror as the Israelites approached the land of Canaan (Exodus 15:15; see Numbers 22:3). The Moabites seem to have seen themselves as (and by their behavior they became) enemies of the Israelites.

      As the Israelites approached the promised land, the Moabites attempted to “defeat them and drive them from the land” (Numbers 22:6). This hostility was long remembered in Israel (see Deuteronomy 23:3–6; Joshua 24:9; Judges 11:17; Nehemiah 13:1, 2; Micah 6:5) and continued to characterize the relationship. The Moabites became “enemies” (see Judges 3:28; 1 Samuel 12:9–11; 14:47), a role they will continue to play in the world of 2 Kings (see 2 Kings 13:20; 24:2).

      Moab: What Might Have Been

      Mind you, the wonderful story of one Moabite woman named Ruth testifies to the possibilities of God’s grace. Ruth’s famous words to her Israelite mother-in-law were the very opposite of Moab’s characteristic role in Israel’s story: “Your people shall be my people, and your God my God” (Ruth 1:16). Ruth would turn out to be the great-grandmother of David (Ruth 4:21, 22; cf. Matthew 1:5, 6), and David was able to take advantage of good relations with Moab in his days on the run from Saul (1 Samuel 22:3, 4).

      We can only wonder what might have been if there had been more Moabites like Ruth. But there were not, and even David, when he was king, went to war against Moab, dealing with them very harshly and making them his subjects (2 Samuel 8:2). From the evidence of the Biblical story, it seems that Moab remained mostly under the sway of the Israelites, in one way or another, from the time of David’s victory to the rebellion we hear about in 2 Kings 1:1.14

      Moab: A Poisonous Influence

      However, the trouble with Moab was far deeper than the history of armed conflicts and was not dealt with by military victories. Indeed repeatedly the Moabites had a toxic influence on Israel even when they were, to all appearances, subject to Israel’s supremacy. Did the Israelites’ awareness of the kinship they shared with Moabites contribute to the power of Moab to influence them? Perhaps. The indisputable fact is that Moab’s influence on Israel was poisonous over many, many years.

      Back in the days of Moses, “the daughters of Moab” had sexually seduced the Israelite men, resulting in a wholesale apostasy in which “Israel yoked himself to Baal of Peor” (Numbers 25:1–5). This disastrous episode was long remembered (see Numbers 31:16; Deuteronomy 4:3; Joshua 22:17; Psalm 106:28; Hosea 9:10), but it was far from being a one-off (see Judges 10:6).

      Indeed the most recent appearance of Moab in our history prior to 2 Kings 1:1 (and the only significant mention of Moab since 2 Samuel 8) was of this character. It was in the context of King Solomon’s old-age rebellion, noted above. That monumental failure occurred with the all-too-familiar help of Moabite influence. Once again Moabite women did to the great King Solomon what they had done repeatedly through the centuries. They (along with other foreign women) “turned away his heart after other gods,” including the Moabite god, Chemosh. Solomon even built a “high place” for Chemosh on the Mount of Olives, east of Jerusalem (1 Kings 11:1–8; cf. 2 Kings 23:13).

      In due course the prophet Jeremiah will condemn the nation of Moab for arrogant wealth, self-confidence, defiance, and insolence: “he magnified himself against the Lord” (Jeremiah 48:42; see also vv. 7, 26, 29, 30, 36).

      This brings us back to the theme of rebellion. Moab had played a sinister role in King Solomon’s terrible failure that had led to the breakup of his kingdom. Now (in 2 Kings 1:1) we hear that the nation that had contributed so much to Israel’s troubles broke away from Israel. If we have been correct to see Moab under Israelite sway since the time of David’s victory over them in 2 Samuel 8, we are now witnessing the crumbling of Israelite power and influence. Enemies are on the rise. Moab rebelled against Israel.

      God’s People Are in Trouble

      “Israel” (the third word in the Hebrew of 2 Kings 1:1) takes us to the very heart of the story this book will tell. Here is the third note struck in the opening sentence of 2 Kings. The people who bore this name were in serious trouble.

      “Israel” is the name that had been given by God to his chosen people. The profound significance of this name is signaled in the immediate context of 2 Kings 1:1. In the very last sentence of 1 Kings, the Lord is called “the God of Israel.” Then in the episode that will occupy the opening chapter of 2 Kings we will hear three times the striking question, “Is it because there is no God in Israel . . . ?” (1:3, 6, 16).

      The name Israel (like ”Moab”) goes back to the book of Genesis, where Abraham’s grandson Jacob was given the name “Israel,” meaning “He strives with God” or “God strives” (Genesis 32:28).15 The descendants of Jacob’s twelve sons became the nation Israel. If the name suggests the possibility of tension and conflict with God, then it anticipates remarkably the course of this nation’s history. Indeed the closing words of 1 Kings speak of the God of Israel being provoked to anger (1 Kings 22:53).

      At this point in the history of Israel, the nation’s name has shared in the troubles of the nation itself. “Israel” has become ambiguous. Generally it is now the name of only one part of the divided nation. In this sense “Israel has been in rebellion against the house of David to this day” (1 Kings 12:19). Indeed, as we have seen, Israel has been in rebellion against God. However, “the God of Israel” is the God of the whole nation (see 1 Kings 18:31). The most pressing question as the second book of Kings opens is, what will become of Israel—both the nation as a whole, now fragmented, and the particularly rebellious breakaway part of the nation that now carries the ancient God-given name?

      It Is the Post-Ahab World

      The last phrase of 2 Kings 1:1 (in the Hebrew) sets the story about to be told in the post-Ahab world. It was “after the death of Ahab.”

      An observant Bible reader (with a good memory) might recall that 2 Samuel 1:1 introduced us to the post-Saul world (“After the death of Saul . . .”). Earlier Judges 1:1 announced the post-Joshua world (“After the death of Joshua . . .”), just as Joshua 1:1 had taken the reader into the post-Moses world (“After the death of Moses . . .”).16

      Second Kings 1:1 is different because Ahab was different. Joshua and Moses had been great and good leaders. Even Saul had his moments (see David’s lament in 2 Samuel 1:19–27). After the deaths of Moses, Joshua, and Saul there were serious questions about the future of Israel. How would this people survive the loss of the great ones to whom the nation owed so much? In each case this question was answered in the era that followed. The books of Joshua, Judges, and 2 Samuel tell the story of God’s faithfulness to the promises he had made long, long ago to Abraham (see Genesis 12:1–3). After the death of Moses, God provided Joshua and gave Israel the land, just as he had promised (see Joshua 1:1–6; 23:14). After the death of Joshua, God raised up judges to deliver his people from the many troubles they got themselves into (see Judges 2:16). After the death of Saul, God gave them King David and made them a great nation (see 2 Samuel 5:12). The most important reality in the post-Moses, post-Joshua, and post-Saul worlds was the unfailing faithfulness of the God of Moses, Joshua, and Saul to the word he had spoken.

      But there was nothing great or good about Ahab, the king who had reigned for twenty-two years over Israel, the northern part of the now divided kingdom. We will take a closer look at Ahab shortly, but—as we shall see—the post-Ahab era raises very different questions from anything previously.

      Indeed in the Hebrew text the phrase “after the death of Ahab” does not stand at the very beginning of the book of 2 Kings (as was the case with Moses, Joshua, and Saul in Joshua 1:1, Judges 1:1, and 2 Samuel 1:1 respectively). It is as though Ahab does not deserve that honor. The death of Ahab will be important for understanding the world of 2 Kings, but Ahab himself was not worthy of the place given to Moses, Joshua, or even Saul by the Biblical historian. His name does not stand as the heading to this book.17

      The last six chapters of the first book of Kings have told us the story of Ahab, the king of Israel (in the narrow sense) who took his people into the darkest days of rebellion. Under King Ahab the rebellion that began in the days of Jeroboam reached its most extreme expression (so far). He “did evil in the sight of the Lord, more than all who were before him” (1 Kings 16:30). The horrors of Ahab’s reign were a tragic parody of the glories of King Solomon. The kingdom of Ahab was characterized by foolishness, injustice, misery, conflict, impoverishment, and evil. The historian’s brief summary will suffice here:

      And Ahab the son of Omri did evil in the sight of the Lord, more than all who were before him. And as if it had been a light thing for him to walk in the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, he took for his wife Jezebel the daughter of Ethbaal king of the Sidonians, and went and served Baal and worshiped him. He erected an altar for Baal in the house of Baal, which he built in Samaria. And Ahab made an Asherah. Ahab did more to provoke the Lord, the God of Israel, to anger than all the kings of Israel who were before him. (1 Kings 16:30–33)

      Breaking away from the Lord, as Jeroboam had done, had not been enough for Ahab. He had to enthusiastically embrace Baal. We will (unfortunately) hear more about Baal in due course. But who could forget the showdown between Ahab with Jezebel’s prophets of Baal and Elijah (“My God is Yahweh”) on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18)? Ahab’s capitulation on that day was short lived. His final days were marked by his characteristic hostility to the Lord and his prophets (see 1 Kings 18:17; 21:20; 22:8, 18).

      The death of Ahab came as God’s judgment on him for his overwhelming wickedness (see 1 Kings 21:19; 22:38). We might have hoped that the death of Ahab would bring change. We might have dreamed (perhaps some in Israel did) that “after the death of Ahab” the troubles Ahab had brought on Israel “more than all who were before him” would be over.

      However, it will take more than Ahab’s death to save Israel from Ahab’s sins. First Kings concluded with an indication that Ahab’s legacy was a son who walked closely in his father’s footsteps and “provoked the Lord, the God of Israel, to anger in every way that his father had done” (1 Kings 22:53).

      What, then, will the post-Ahab world be like? What hope can there possibly be in the post-Ahab world, if the death of Ahab solved nothing? Rebellion is still in the air. Enemies are on the rise. Israel is in deep trouble.

      The Post-Ahab World and Our Troubled World

      It would be easy—particularly for modern readers like us—to overlook the opening sentence of the Second Book of Kings. And yet these words provide a striking introduction to a troubled world, a world that, for all its distance from us, will prove to be strangely familiar.

      The troubles of Israel in the mid ninth century b.c. could be traced back to the evil ways of King Ahab. He had led his people into disobedience and unfaithfulness. There were consequences. It was the post-Ahab world. The Bible teaches us that the troubles of our world can be traced back to the disobedience and unfaithfulness into which Adam has led humanity (Romans 5:12). The post-Adam world bears striking similarities to the post-Ahab world.

      Rebellion is in the air. The God of Israel who established the throne of King David in Jerusalem has now given all authority in Heaven and on earth to the son of David named Jesus (Matthew 1:1; 28:18). Rebellion against God and his King is a fundamental truth about our troubled world. “They exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator” (Romans 1:25). The world in which we live is characterized by rebellion.

      Enemies are on the rise—at least so it seems. Those who “worship and serve the creature rather than the Creator” seem to have the upper hand in almost every sphere of life today. The future belongs, it seems, to those hostile to God and his King.

      God’s people are in trouble. Those who love God and follow his King are generally a despised and weak minority.

      What hope can there possibly be? As we hear the Bible’s story of Israel in the post-Ahab world, let us listen carefully for God’s word to us in this post-Adam world.

    


    
      Ahaziah, the King Who Had a Fall

      2 Kings 1:2–18

    


    
      2

      Is It Because There Is No God?

      2 Kings 1:2–18

      

      The Bible’s account of the troubles of our world is rarely taken seriously, which could count as strong evidence that it is true. Put simply, the Bible teaches that the root cause of all the world’s troubles is the alienation of people from God. This manifests itself in people’s disregard for God and his Word. It is hardly surprising that this has consequences. Our world is broken because it is out of harmony with its Maker.

      Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images. (Romans 1:22, 23)

      Many of our contemporaries like to think that paying no attention to God is reasonable because (they like to think) there is no God. This presumption (for that is what it is: “the act of believing something is true without having any proof”1) is utterly foolish and, according to the Bible, accounts for all kinds of human corruption:

      The fool says in his heart, “There is no God.”

      They are corrupt, they do abominable deeds;

      there is none who does good. (Psalm 14:1)

      So we find ourselves in a world in deeper trouble than most are prepared to admit. Some, of course, have developed impressive arguments to support the proposition “There is no God.” These arguments often include reference to suffering of various kinds, thought to be evidence that “There is no God.” That is foolish. Many more have simply chosen to live as though there is no God, without giving the question much thought. That can only be described as irresponsible.

      The truth is that God is there, he is good and wise, and he is the one to whom we owe everything. He is worthy of our trust and obedience. Therein is the path to peace, contentment, and joy.

      How do we know this? We have not made it up. It is a message that has come to us in the pages of the Bible, backed by God’s revelatory actions in world history, supremely in the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and confirmed in the experience of millions who have come to faith in God because of Jesus.

      The first major episode in the second book of Kings is a confronting story about a troubled king whose problems were deeper than he was prepared to admit. Here we will see the seriousness, foolishness, and downright wickedness of denial and defiance of God. The king’s name was Ahaziah. He was a son of King Ahab, whose disastrous life has been recounted at some length in 1 Kings 16:29—22:40. When Ahab died, Ahaziah became king over the northern kingdom of Israel (1 Kings 22:51).

      What We Already Know about King Ahaziah

      Ahaziah (“Yahweh has grasped”2) was the eighth king of the northern kingdom of Israel since the division of the nation seven decades earlier.3 The first book of Kings concluded with a summary of Ahaziah’s reign that has prepared the reader for the difficult story we are about to hear.

      First, he reigned for just “two years” (1 Kings 22:51). This had been something of a pattern for the sons of particularly wicked kings in Israel. Nadab, son of Jeroboam, reigned for “two years” (1 Kings 15:25), as did Elah, son of Baasha (1 Kings 16:8; see also 2 Kings 15:23; 21:19). “Two years” is as much as we might expect for a son of Ahab.4

      Second, Ahaziah followed the policies and practices of his father and (even worse) his mother, Jezebel (1 Kings 22:52). This certainly involved maintaining the “rebellion against the house of David” (1 Kings 12:19) discussed in our previous chapter.

      But on top of that, thirdly, Ahaziah continued his parents’ excessive enthusiasm for the service and worship of the pagan non-god Baal (1 Kings 22:53a).

      Fourth, the effect of all this, and the note on which 1 Kings closes, is that Ahaziah “provoked the Lord, the God of Israel, to anger in every way that his father had done” (1 Kings 22:53b).

      One incident has been chosen to characterize King Ahaziah’s brief reign.5 With this the drama of the second book of Kings begins. There are six brief scenes:

      Scene 1: Trouble and desperation (v. 2)

      Scene 2: An obvious question (vv. 3, 4)

      Scene 3: A necessary confrontation (vv. 5–8)

      Scene 4: A reprehensible response (vv. 9–14)

      Scene 5: The question that will not be silenced (vv. 15, 16)

      Scene 6: And so . . . (vv. 17, 18)

      Scene 1: Trouble and Desperation (v. 2)

      A City (v. 2a)

      The story begins in Ahaziah’s royal city. Samaria had been acquired by Ahaziah’s grandfather Omri, whose son, Ahab, built a house for the detestable non-god Baal there (1 Kings 16:24, 32). The house of Baal in Samaria represented the emphatic rejection of the house of the Lord that had been built in Jerusalem by Solomon (see 2 Samuel 7:13; 1 Kings 11:13, 32, 36; 15:4; 2 Kings 21:4, 7; 23:27).

      A Sickness (v. 2a)

      The trouble began with an accident on Ahaziah’s palace roof: “Now Ahaziah fell through the lattice in his upper chamber in Samaria, and lay sick” (v. 2a). The “upper chamber” was some kind of shelter on the flat roof of a Middle-Eastern house (see 4:10; also 1 Kings 17:19).6 This royal upper chamber may have been more ostentatious than usual.7

      While relaxing on his rooftop the king toppled through a lattice screen, possibly designed for privacy or shade. He may have fallen all the way to the ground. He was badly hurt and confined to bed.8

      This was hardly heroic. Perhaps it was rather embarrassing for the king to be out of action because of his own stupid carelessness. It was not as though he had been wounded in battle!

      The bedridden king in the opening scene of this book may remind us of a similar scenario at the beginning of 1 Kings.9 Then it was old King David, shivering under his bedclothes. The sight of a frail and fading king raises the question of the future. What will happen if this feeble king dies?

      In the case of King David at the beginning of the first book of Kings, this question brought with it a reminder that there had been a promise from God about what would happen when David’s days came to an end (2 Samuel 7:12–16). The story that followed concerned the fulfillment of that promise in the glorious kingdom of David’s son Solomon (1 Kings 2:12).

      What about the incapacitated King Ahaziah? There had been a word from God about him too. But it was different. The Lord had announced to Ahab that “in his son’s days” a comprehensive disaster would fall upon his house (see 1 Kings 21:20–29; compare 2 Kings 9:7–10). If the sight of the bedridden king reminds us of that word (as it should), the opening scene of 2 Kings is foreboding.

      A Desperate Quest (v. 2b)

      What do you think King Ahaziah did?

      Before we answer that question, consider what he might have done. Many years earlier, when the “house for the name of the Lord” in Jerusalem had been completed, King Solomon anticipated a situation like this. He prayed that when God’s people, in various situations (including sickness10), prayed toward this house, God in Heaven would hear, forgive, and act for the person who prayed (see 1 Kings 8:37–40).

      If Ahaziah had called on the name of the Lord (that is what praying toward the house in Jerusalem would mean11), then we have every reason to think that the anger of the Lord, the God of Israel (1 Kings 22:53), would have turned to forgiveness.12 Ahaziah’s prayer would have been heard.

      But that was not going to happen. Ahaziah was a true son of Ahab and Jezebel, the king of Samaria. He was committed to the way of Jeroboam, the son of Nebat (1 Kings 22:52)—namely, the rejection of all that Jerusalem represented (1 Kings 12:25–33). The “rebellion against the house of David” (1 Kings 12:19) was not going to be brought to an end by King Ahaziah. He had embraced a religion that gave full expression to his rebellion and rejection of Jerusalem.

      He had a much better idea (so he thought) than turning back to Jerusalem:

      He sent messengers, telling them, “Go, inquire of Baal-zebub, the god of Ekron, whether I shall recover from this sickness.” (v. 2b)

      King Ahaziah was a chip off the old block. For him, as for his dreadful parents, the god who captured his heart was not the Lord, the God of Israel, but Baal (see 1 Kings 16:30–33; 22:53).13

      However, there seems to have been a problem with Baal. Some years earlier Elijah the prophet had demonstrated spectacularly that Baal was no god and that “the Lord, he is God” (1 Kings 18). The famous showdown on Mount Carmel had seriously shaken confidence in Baal among the people of Israel, at least for a time. Did Ahaziah himself have doubts about Baal’s ability to help him within the borders of Israel? Was the “house of Baal” in Samaria still discredited?

      Answers to such questions may help explain why Ahaziah now felt the need to send messengers from Samaria to Ekron, about forty miles to the southwest. Ekron was about twenty-five miles west of Jerusalem,14 in the land of the Philistines.15 It was last mentioned in this history in the days when David was a lad and had brought down the monstrous Philistine Goliath. On that day the Israelites had pursued the Philistines all the way to the gates of Ekron (1 Samuel 17:52). Earlier Ekron had featured in the farcical story of the Philistines’ capture of the ark of the covenant (1 Samuel 5—6). The shocking truth is that Ahaziah sent his messengers not to the house of the Lord in Jerusalem, but to the Philistines! Rebellion against God leads to that kind of stupidity. Ahaziah was a fool.

      In the books of Samuel and Kings, the Philistines have been the archetypal enemy of God’s king and God’s kingdom. They were the enemies of Israel under Samuel and King Saul (see 1 Samuel 4:10; 5:1; 7:8; 9:16; 13:5; 14:52; 28:1–5; 31:1, 2, 8, 9). Under King David the hostilities continued until the Philistines were eventually subdued (see 1 Samuel 17; 18:30; 19:8; 2 Samuel 5:17–19, 25; 8:1). Under King Solomon they became “servants” who contributed to the glory of his kingdom (1 Kings 4:21). But there are indications that after Solomon the Philistines became hostile again (1 Kings 15:27; 16:15).

      It is shocking now to see the son of Ahab looking to the Philistines for help, guidance, or whatever he had in mind. His messengers were sent to Ekron as suppliants. How the tables had turned! The hope of the king of Israel was the Philistines!

      More precisely Ahaziah’s desperate quest was directed to “Baal-zebub, the god of Ekron.” “Baal-zebub” is probably a deliberate distortion of “Baal-zebul.” The latter may have been the honorific title given to Baal (“Lord” or “Master”) in the Philistine city of Ekron.16 Twisting zebul (“Prince,” or perhaps “Exalted One”17) to zebub (“flies”) probably hints at our writer’s disgust.18 The god of Ekron is no prince, our writer may be suggesting. He is no more than a master of flies. Baal the Pest, we might say!19 That is the one to whom Ahaziah sent his messengers!20

      Many years later the name Baal-zebul (in the form Beelzebul21) will be used by those opposed to Jesus. They will assert that Jesus cast out demons only by Beelzebul, “the prince of demons” (Matthew 12:24; Mark 3:22; Luke 11:15). They may even have called Jesus himself Beelzebul (Matthew 10:25). This blasphemous insult was immense. In Jesus they claimed to see the despicable pagan power to whom the son of Ahab had turned centuries earlier. According to Jesus this amounted to accusing him of being satanic (Mark 3:23; Luke 11:18).22

      Returning to Ahaziah, our horror is deepened. The king of Samaria’s mission was satanic. It was “an act of apostasy more outrageously insulting than had ever yet been perpetrated by any Hebrew king.”23

      The question Ahaziah sent with his messengers to Ekron (“whether I shall recover from this sickness”) probably implied a request for guidance about what might be done to ensure his recovery.24 In any case this message addressed to Baal is a sad contrast to the humble message he could have addressed to the God who had put his name in the house King Solomon had built in Jerusalem.25 Ahaziah’s was the desperate quest of a king who had rejected the Lord.

      He was like so many today who desperately seek solutions to the many troubles of the world, but will not humbly turn to the true and living God.

      Scene 2: An Obvious Question (vv. 3, 4)

      Another Messenger (v. 3a)

      The Hebrew text indicates a pause at the end of verse 2. We have heard about the messengers (Hebrew, mal’akiym) of Ahaziah. Verse 3 is then stunning: “But the messenger (mal’ak) of the Lord . . .” (v. 3a, at). The usual English translation (“the angel of the Lord”) hides the identical vocabulary for Ahaziah’s and the Lord’s “messengers.” Ahaziah was not the only king who could send a messenger!26

      The Hebrew syntax suggests that the Lord’s messenger was delivering his message at about the same time as Ahaziah was sending his messengers.27

      A Prophet (v. 3b)

      Ahaziah’s messengers had set out toward Ekron. The Lord’s messenger came to “Elijah the Tishbite” (v. 3b).28 He was probably on Mount Carmel at the time.29 Elijah is the towering figure who dominated the story of Ahaziah’s father since he dramatically appeared in 1 Kings 17:1. Elijah’s name (“My God is Yahweh”) had been confronting in Ahab’s Israel. Who is your god, Ahab? “My God is Yahweh” was equally provocative in Ahaziah’s Israel. Who is your god, Ahaziah?

      Elijah’s appearance reminds us again of that astonishing day when Elijah challenged Ahab and Jezebel’s prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18:20–46). “My God is Yahweh” had set before King Ahab and his people the ultimatum: “If the Lord [Yahweh30] is God, follow him; but if Baal, follow him” (1 Kings 18:21).31 Before that day ended there was no doubt that Yahweh was God. All the people (king included, we assume) fell on their faces and said, “The Lord, he is God; the Lord, he is God” (1 Kings 18:39). The question that matters was resolved that day. Who really is God?

      Now as the son of Ahab was sending messengers to the Philistine city of Ekron seeking the help of Baal (who is not God), Yahweh, the God of Israel, who had been provoked to anger by the wickedness of Ahab and his son, sent his messenger, “My God is Yahweh.”

      A Question (v. 3c)

      We are told nothing about the messenger because all that matters is the message.32 It began:

      Arise, go up to meet the messengers of the king of Samaria, and say to them, “Is it because there is no God in Israel that you are going to inquire of Baal-zebub, the god of Ekron?” (v. 3c)

      “King of Samaria” is a title used in only one other place in the Bible, where it was applied to Ahaziah’s father (1 Kings 21:1). It has a belittling tone. This was not really the king of Israel in the full and proper sense. He was the “king of Samaria.” He belonged to the house of Omri, who had established this royal capital. His father had made it a center for the worship of Baal. This was certainly not the king in Jerusalem.

      The message Elijah was given began with an obvious but confronting question for Ahaziah’s messengers. It is strikingly ambiguous:

      Is it because there is no33 God [or, there are no gods34] in Israel that you35 are going to inquire of Baal-zebub, the god of Ekron?

      That is, What could possibly explain this bizarre expedition of yours to the land of the Philistines? Is it that the God of Israel has utterly abandoned Israel? Or is it that the other gods you have chosen have completely failed in Israel? What other explanation can there possibly be for your foolish trek to Ekron?

      The reader knows that in truth the Lord is still “the God of Israel” (1 Kings 22:53). The mission to Ekron was a rejection of that reality. It was also an admission that no other god could help “in Israel.” The obvious question exposes the foolish wickedness of this errand, just a few years after the decisive display on Mount Carmel.

      There Are Consequences (v. 4)

      The second point in the message given to Elijah was the shattering announcement of the consequences of the wickedness for the king who had sent them.

      Now therefore thus says the Lord, You36 shall not come down from the bed to which you have gone up, but you shall surely die. (v. 4a)

      “You shall surely die” are the precise words spoken to Adam in the garden of Eden, warning him of the certain consequence of disobedience to God’s word (Genesis 2:17).37 This was serious. Ahaziah’s mission to Baal in Ekron was in the same category as Adam’s disobedience in the garden.

      The narrative is now tantalizingly brief. “So Elijah went” (v. 4b) implies that he did exactly what he had been told to do. He went up (presumably into the hills west of Samaria) and intercepted the king’s messengers and delivered the message he had been given.38

      Scene 3: A Necessary Confrontation (vv. 5–8)

      Disruption (v. 5)

      The message from the Lord disrupted King Ahaziah’s mission to Ekron.

      The messengers returned to the king,39 and he said to them, “Why have you returned?” (v. 5)

      Their king’s orders had been overruled by a message from a higher authority. Ahaziah’s surprise at their return suggests that Elijah had met them not far from Samaria, probably within a few miles, in the hills west of the city.40 They could not possibly have been to Ekron and back so quickly. So Ahaziah asked, “Why have you returned?”

      Confrontation (v. 6)

      And they said to him, “There came41 a man to meet us, and said to us, ‘Go back [Return] to the king who sent you, and say to him, Thus says the Lord, Is it because there is no God in Israel that you are sending to inquire of Baal-zebub, the god of Ekron? Therefore you shall not come down from the bed to which you have gone up, but you shall surely die.’” (v. 6)

      With this report we learn the details of the encounter with Elijah that was passed over so quickly at the end of verse 4. Several aspects of the confrontation, as now reported, are worth noting.

      First, it seems that Elijah did not introduce himself, nor did the messengers recognize him. “A man came up to meet us” (at). His anonymity contributes to an air of mystery and elusiveness that is part of Elijah’s story (see, for example, 1 Kings 18:10).

      Second, the explanation for the messengers’ return (contrary to the king’s command, “Go,” v. 2) was the man’s word, “Return.” This is astonishing. What kind of man overturns the command of a king? How could they imagine that the king would accept the countermanding of his authority by “a man”? We will come to those questions in a moment.

      Third, even before they heard the rest of his message, the messengers must have been shaken by this man’s knowledge of their mission. How did he know about “the king who sent you”? It is likely that the mission was under cover,42 and yet this man knew their secret.

      Fourth, there are some subtle changes to the wording of the message that Elijah had received from the Lord’s messenger. Since “So Elijah went” at the end of verse 4 suggests that Elijah did exactly as he had been told (and, of course, that is what we have come to expect of Elijah), it is reasonable to attribute the changes to the messengers. They reported the message in a form that reflected their understanding of the message.

      “Thus says the Lord” now stands at the very beginning of the message for the king. The question (“Is it because . . . ?”) that Elijah had addressed to the messengers, the messengers now bring as the Lord’s question to the king.

      Then they turned that question into a question for the king (“you are sending” in v. 6 is singular, whereas “you are going” in v. 3 is plural). They addressed the question about their audacious journey to the one responsible for it.

      They made no change to the announcement of the consequences. With word-for-word precision they reported, “Therefore you shall not come down from the bed to which you have gone up, but you shall surely die.”

      Realization (vv. 7, 8)

      He said to them, “What kind of man was he who came [up] to meet you and told you these things [or, words]?” (v. 7)

      “What kind of man?” What was his manner? This is an unusual use of a Hebrew word (mishpat) that often means “justice” (1 Kings 3:28), “what is right” (1 Kings 3:11).43 By what right did this man confront you in this way and speak these words to you?

      They answered him, “He wore a garment of hair, with a belt of leather about his waist.” (v. 8a)

      Something is lost in the translation here. The Hebrew idiom seems to subtly mock Ahaziah’s mission. He had sent these messengers to inquire of ba‘al zebub, a Master of Flies. Instead they got an answer from ba‘al se‘ar, a Master of Hair!44 This strange expression may mean that Elijah was a hairy man (in contrast to the bald Elisha [2:23])45 or that he wore a hairy garment.46 The latter may have been the “cloak” that features in a number of the stories about him (1 Kings 19:13, 19; 2 Kings 2:8, 13, 14). Much later a “hairy cloak” was a distinctive garment of prophets (Zechariah 13:4), perhaps imitating Elijah. Later still the appearance of John the Baptist will be a reminder of this story at the beginning of 2 Kings. John the Baptist “wore a garment of camel’s hair and a leather belt around his waist” (Matthew 3:4), signifying that he was the new Elijah (Malachi 4:5).47

      The description confirmed Ahaziah’s fears. “It is Elijah the Tishbite,” he said (v. 8b). We know of no previous encounter between Ahaziah and “My God is Yahweh,” but the numerous confrontations between the prophet and his father would be well known. Ahaziah probably witnessed some of these encounters.

      Scene 4: An Inexcusable Response (vv. 9–14)

      The confrontations between Elijah and Ahab had occasionally yielded apparent but short-lived repentance from the king (see 1 Kings 18:41–4648 and, more explicitly, 21:27–29). How would Ahab’s son respond to the message from “My God is Yahweh”?

      First Attempt (vv. 9, 10)

      Then the king [he49] sent to him a captain of fifty men with his fifty. (v. 9a)

      Once again the king “sent” (see vv. 2, 6). It’s what kings do. This time he sent soldiers. A “fifty” was a basic military unit (like a platoon).50 Ahaziah was escalating the situation. He responded to the message from Heaven with a show of force.

      What did he have in mind? Had he learned from his father that an annoying prophet can be kept out of earshot by imprisoning him (as Ahab had done with Micaiah, 1 Kings 22:26, 27)? Or had he learned from his mother that more drastic measures can be taken to silence the Lord’s prophets (1 Kings 18:4, 13)? Past dealings of Ahaziah’s family with Elijah lend little credibility to any suggestion that Ahaziah’s intentions in sending this captain with his platoon were benign (see 1 Kings 18:17; 19:2; 21:20).51

      Whatever his objective, a force of fifty soldiers must strike us as either excessive (after all, Elijah was just one man) or absurdly inadequate (for Elijah was God’s man). Let’s follow the captain with his platoon.

      He went up to Elijah [him], who was sitting on the top of the mountain [esv, a hill], and said to him, “O man of God, the king says, ‘Come down.’” (v. 9b)

      We have surmised that the meeting between Elijah and the king’s messengers took place in the hills west of Samaria. Perhaps the messengers reported the location and it was there that the soldiers found the prophet sitting (waiting?) on the top of a hill. The Hebrew, however, suggests something a little more dramatic—literally, “. . . and behold52 he was sitting on the top of the mountain.” Are we to understand that this was the mountain where Elijah had, years earlier, confronted those who served Baal? Back then, we might recall, “Elijah went up to the top of Mount Carmel” (1 Kings 18:42; cf. 18:19, 20). It seems likely that Mount Carmel was known as Elijah’s base (as it would be for Elisha, see 2:25; 4:25).53 This would mean that the soldiers had traveled quite a bit further than the messengers had done. From Samaria they would have trekked northward (the opposite direction from Ekron).54 As this episode unfolds our confidence will grow that it was indeed on the top of Mount Carmel that the captain and his men found Elijah.

      The captain addressed Elijah as “man of God.” If only he knew how true that was!55 On his lips the title was probably merely conventional or perhaps even sarcastic.56

      The failure of the captain to take Elijah seriously as a “man of God” is clear from his announcement of the king’s terse command, “Come down.” As far as the captain was concerned the “man of God” was subject to the command of the king.57 That is not how Elijah saw things.

      But Elijah answered the captain of fifty, “If I am a man of God, let fire come down from heaven and consume you and your fifty.” (v. 10a)

      There is a sharp play on words here. The question is, who or what will “come down”? It will either be the “man [Hebrew, ’ish] of God” (if the king’s order prevails) or “fire [’esh] from Heaven”58 (if Elijah really is a man of God).

      The God of Elijah had shown himself—on Mount Carmel (this very spot?)—to be “the God who answers by fire” (1 Kings 18:24). On that occasion “the fire of the Lord fell and consumed the burnt offering” and much more (1 Kings 18:38). There is something absurd about a king sending a platoon captain with his men to take the man of this God. If that is what I am, then fire will come down from the God who answers by fire and will consume you and your men.59

      Then fire came down from heaven and consumed him and his fifty. (v. 10b)

      We are appalled.60 It is perhaps a small comfort that Jesus did not allow this incident to be taken as a precedent for his disciples (Luke 9:54, 55). However, a serious reader of the Bible will understand that what happened that day on Mount Carmel was nothing less than a revelation of God’s wrath against the ungodliness and unrighteousness of men who by their unrighteousness had suppressed the truth (cf. Romans 1:18). Jesus’s refusal to bring down fire on the Samaritans on his way to Jerusalem was a matter of timing. The day will come when what happened on Mount Carmel will be surpassed—“when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with his mighty angels in flaming fire, inflicting vengeance on those who do not know God and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus” (2 Thessalonians 1:7, 8). The fire that fell on Mount Carmel that day should cause us to tremble.

      The fire answered the all-important question of verses 3, 6 as surely as it had years earlier on this mountain. Is there no God in Israel? Indeed there is. “The Lord, he is God; the Lord, he is God” (1 Kings 18:39). The God who answers by fire, he is God (1 Kings 18:24).

      Second Attempt (vv. 11, 12)

      King Ahaziah was a slow learner. The tantalizing brevity of the narrative continues, paradoxically combined with considerable repetition. We are not told how King Ahaziah heard about what happened on Mount Carmel, but somehow news got back to him. So what did he do?

      Again the king sent to him another captain of fifty men with his fifty. And he answered and said to him, “O man of God, this is the king’s order [thus says the king], ‘Come down quickly!’” But Elijah answered them, “If I am a man of God, let fire come down from heaven and consume you and your fifty.” Then the fire of God came down from heaven and consumed him and his fifty. (vv. 11, 12)

      It has been said that a sure sign of madness is doing exactly the same thing and expecting a different outcome. King Ahaziah exhibited such behavior in spades. The account in verses 11, 12 follows almost exactly verses 9, 10, with five small but significant changes.

      First, the words “again” and “another” in verse 11a emphasize that there had been no change in the king. His response to what happened on Mount Carmel was to do exactly the same thing again. Furthermore the king had so little regard for those who served him that he sent another platoon captain with his men on an identical mission. What did he think would happen?

      Second, the second platoon captain’s words are presented as a response to what had happened. He “answered” (v. 11b). On a previous occasion years earlier, fire from Heaven had led to humble acknowledgment of the God who answered by fire (1 Kings 18:39). Not this time.

      Third, this time the defiance was intensified. “This is the king’s order” is literally, “Thus says the king,” an exact echo of “Thus says the Lord” in verses 4, 6. The response to fire from Heaven was to assert the king’s word against the Lord’s word. Utter madness!

      Fourth, the king’s word was emphasized with the addition of “quickly.” Come down quickly.” Now! Unbelievable arrogance!

      Fifth, the fire that “came down” from Heaven this second time is unambiguously called “the fire of God” (Hebrew, ’esh ’elohiym), confirming that Elijah was “the man of this God” (’ish ha’elohiym).61

      Third Attempt (vv. 13–14)

      Once again King Ahaziah somehow heard what happened to his second attempt to deal with the problem prophet. Astonishingly we read, “Again the king sent the captain of a third fifty with his fifty” (v. 13a). How would you describe this king? Defiant? Obstinate? Stupid? The third captain had more sense than his king.

      And the third captain of fifty went up and came and fell on his knees before Elijah and entreated him, “O man of God, please let my life, and the life of these fifty servants of yours, be precious in your sight. Behold, fire came down from heaven and consumed the two former captains of fifty men with their fifties, but now let my life be precious in your sight.” (vv. 13b, 14)

      At last someone understood that Elijah was indeed a man of the one and only God,62 and he acted accordingly. No more “Thus says the king.” This captain did not announce a command to the man of God, but in humble submission he pleaded for mercy63 for himself and for his men. If only King Ahaziah had had the good sense of this officer!

      The officer presented himself and his men as Elijah’s “servants.” This amounted to abandoning their position as the king’s servants. They had changed sides. This was “a model response to Yahweh’s wrath.”64 The only sensible thing to do in the face of the righteous wrath of God is to beg for grace, forgiveness, and mercy.

      Scene 5: The Question That Will Not Be Silenced (vv. 15–16)

      Then the messenger [esv, angel] of the Lord said to Elijah, “Go down with him; do not be afraid of him.” So he arose and went down with him to the king and said to him, “Thus says the Lord, ‘Because you have sent messengers to inquire of Baal-zebub, the god of Ekron—is it because there is no God in Israel to inquire of his word?—therefore you shall not come down from the bed to which you have gone up, but you shall surely die.’” (vv. 15, 16)

      Elijah had twice refused the king’s command to “come down” (vv. 9–11). Now he “went down” (same verb) in obedience to the Lord’s messenger. “Do not be afraid of him” suggests that fear would be understandable.65 After all, the king had sent three platoons of soldiers to deal with the menacing prophet.

      “My God is Yahweh” delivered the word of the Lord to King Ahaziah.66 It contained the question the king had already heard in verse 6, the question he had defiantly attempted to silence. His attempts had failed. “Is it because there is no God in Israel?” How dare you repudiate the God of Israel! There will be consequences. “Thus says the Lord . . . you shall surely die.”

      Scene 6: And so . . . (vv. 17, 18)

      The devastating truth for the rebellious king is that there was still a God in Israel. Denying him did not get rid of him. God’s word had been heard in Israel. That word would not be silenced by the king of Samaria. Nor would it be replaced by a word from Baal.

      So he died according to the word of the Lord that Elijah had spoken. (v. 17a)

      That’s what happens with the word of the Lord. It comes true (see 1 Kings 17:24).67

      Jehoram became king in his place in the second year of Jehoram the son of Jehoshaphat, king of Judah, because Ahaziah had no son. (v. 17b)

      Jehoram was Ahaziah’s brother (see 3:1).68 Another son of Ahab! This is not promising. We will hear a lot more about Jehoram in due course. He will be reintroduced to us in 3:1, where we will have reason to glance back at this verse.69

      The account of Ahaziah’s reign closes in the same way as so many others (cf. 1 Kings 14:19; 15:31; 16:5, 14, 20, 27; 22:39):

      Now the rest of the acts of Ahaziah that he did, are they not written in the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel? (v. 18)

      Our writer has chosen to tell us little enough about this son of Ahab. There is more that could have been told, but it is no longer accessible to us.70 What has been told provides a powerful and disturbing opening to 2 Kings.

      Three times we have heard the crucial question, “Is it because there is no God in Israel?” This was King Ahaziah’s own Mount Carmel moment. On Mount Carmel Elijah had previously brought essentially the same challenge to his father: “If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him” (1 Kings 18:21). Ahaziah chose to follow Baal and so set himself against the God who answers by fire.

      As we will often see in the course of this book, the troubles of Israel reflect the troubles of our world. Why are the people of the world not crying out to the God of all the earth for mercy and help in their time of need? Is it because there is no God? No. It is because we choose to disregard and defy the God who is there, has raised Jesus Christ from the dead, and calls on all people everywhere to repent (Acts 17:30). We too have had our Mount Carmel moment. It was that first Easter Day.

      Is it because there is no God in the United States? Is it because there is no God in Australia or the United Kingdom or Canada or anywhere else? What we see so clearly in Ahaziah’s story is true of our world. Denial and defiance of the God who is there is utterly foolish, desperately wicked, and absolutely futile.
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      Following Elijah

      2 Kings 2:1–7

      We live in a world dominated by the likes of Ahab and his sons—denying and defying the living God, refusing to recognize our dependence on him and embracing alternatives to Almighty God with enthusiasm and zeal. In our previous chapter we have seen an occasion in the mid-ninth century b.c. when opposition to God and his word was met by God’s overwhelming power and the inescapable certainty of his word. The king who turned to Baal rather than the Lord “died according to the word of the Lord that Elijah had spoken” (1:17). Ahaziah was succeeded by another son of Ahab, Jehoram, about whom we will hear more in due course. It will be more of the same.

      In those days there were a few who did not follow the kings of Israel in their foolish and wicked rebellion. They followed Elijah, the man of God who had spoken the word of the Lord to King Ahaziah. We will meet a number of these believers (as we might call them) in 2 Kings 2.

      It would be difficult to overstate the importance of what happens in this chapter. It is one of those remarkable occasions in the Bible that illuminates almost everything else. What happened will remind us of the exodus from Egypt in the days of Moses and the entry into the promised land under Joshua’s leadership. We will also find ourselves thinking about the occasion in the life of Jesus known as the transfiguration, as well as his resurrection and ascension and the pouring out of the Holy Spirit—and much more.

      That’s a lot to take in! But it is vitally important for readers of the Bible to understand that at the heart of the Bible’s message is the news of great historic acts of God. These events belong to the unfolding revelation of God’s ultimate purposes. To the massive mistake of denying and defying the living God, the Bible says, look at what God has done! Believers are those who live in the light of what God has done. Unbelief is the darkness and ignorance of denial and defiance.

      What Was about to Happen (v. 1a)

      Second Kings 2 begins with a striking statement that sets the scene for what was about to occur: “Now when the Lord was about to take Elijah up to heaven in the whirlwind1 . . .” (v. 1a, at).

      The time had come for Elijah to depart from this world. His leaving, however, would be unusual, to say the least. The departure of most people from this world means their death and (usually) burial. So it was for Abraham (Genesis 25:8–10), Joshua (Joshua 24:29, 30), Samuel (1 Samuel 25:1) and, of course, many others. So it had been for King Ahaziah (1:17). In the Biblical history up to this point there have been just two notable exceptions to or variations from this. Enoch “was not, for God took him” (Genesis 5:24), whatever that means precisely. Moses died and was buried, but apparently not by human hand,2 and “no one knows the place of his burial to this day” (Deuteronomy 34:6).

      Elijah’s imminent departure would be a direct action of God that would surpass in wonder and mystery the departures of Enoch and Moses. Four words are used in verse 1 to describe what was about to happen. The resulting depiction is charged with meaning.

      First, the verb tells us that Elijah will be “taken up,” a causative form of the common word meaning to move from a lower to a higher place, “to go up,” “to ascend.” In many contexts this word is a straightforward description of physical movement upward.3 As this story unfolds we will see that Elijah will indeed “go up” in this literal sense (2:11). However, the expression can have a more profound connotation. It can denote a transition from an inferior to a superior situation, whether or not upward physical movement is implied. The important point is that the outcome is better. The Israelites’ historic movement from Egypt to the promised land is frequently described as “going up,” but this is less about Canaan’s geographical elevation than the fact that Egypt was the place of slavery and misery while Canaan was the place of promised freedom and blessing (so for example, 1 Samuel 8:8; 15:2, 6; 2 Kings 17:7, 36).4 What was about to happen to Elijah will be another “going up.” It will be the opposite of death, which is typically described as “going down” (1 Samuel 2:6; 1 Kings 2:6, 9).

      Second, the subject of the verb declares that it is “the Lord” (Yahweh) himself who will cause Elijah to ascend. His ascension will be something big. It will be an act of the God who “brings down to Sheol and raises up” (1 Samuel 2:6).5

      Third, the agent by which this will be accomplished is “the whirlwind.” This adds to the sense that the impending event will be very strange indeed.6 Certainly it will not be under human control.

      Fourth, the destination of the upward movement is “heaven.”7 While the Hebrew expression (literally, “the heavens”) can refer to the vast space above the earth (the sky, see Genesis 1:14), it is also used in the Old Testament to refer to God’s “dwelling place” (see 1 Kings 8:30, 39, 43, 49), understood to be “above” the earth. Such language should not be taken in a literalistic sense, as though indicating God’s literal location. Indeed that would defeat the purpose of this way of speaking (see 1 Kings 8:27), which is to indicate God’s absolute sovereignty over all things everywhere (see Psalm 2:4; 11:4; 33:13, 14; 103:11, 19; 115:3; 123:1; Isaiah 55:9; 66:1).8 For Elijah to be “taken up to heaven” means that he will be taken up to God.9

      With these striking words our writer has anticipated Elijah’s imminent departure from this world and invites us to listen carefully to the story of what happened and to ponder its significance. The manner in which Elijah was taken will vindicate those who have listened to him, but will also set before them a new situation as their master is taken from them.

      The story proper begins by reintroducing one person who had listened to Elijah: “Elijah and Elisha were on their way from Gilgal” (v. 1b). The sudden mention of Elisha alongside Elijah takes us by surprise. We have heard nothing about Elisha since 1 Kings 19, when Elijah, at God’s command, had appointed him as his successor (vv. 16, 19–21). There we heard that Elisha “went after Elijah and assisted him.” We may presume therefore that Elisha had been Elijah’s companion in the decade or so that followed, but there has been no further mention of him until now. With Elijah’s impending departure, Elisha’s time has come.

      We are not told here why Elijah and Elisha were at Gilgal, but will later learn that a group of “the sons of the prophets” was there (4:38). We will shortly meet two more such bands of brothers in Bethel and Jericho.

      We will follow Elijah and Elisha on a brief but momentous journey:

      1. From Gilgal to Bethel (vv. 1b–3)

      2. From Bethel to Jericho (vv. 4, 5)

      3. From Jericho to the Jordan (vv. 6, 7)

      From Gilgal to Bethel (vv. 1b–3)

      The two men “were on their way from Gilgal” (v. 1b). Although Gilgal is a common place name in the Old Testament,10 the most famous Gilgal was near Jericho in the Jordan Valley. It was where the Israelites had rested in the days of Joshua after their astonishing crossing of the Jordan River (Joshua 4:19, 20; 5:9, 10). This was (almost certainly in my opinion) the same Gilgal with its powerful memories of God’s mighty hand in delivering his people (see Joshua 4:19–24).11

      Elijah’s and Elisha’s First Exchange (v. 2)

      “And Elijah said to Elisha, ‘Please stay here, for the Lord has sent me as far as Bethel’” (v. 2a). This is puzzling. We (the readers) know in general terms what was about to happen (v. 1a). It also sounds as though Elijah was aware that something momentous was looming. Why then did he suggest that Elisha stay at Gilgal? Elisha was not only his trusted disciple (1 Kings 19:21), but also his designated successor (1 Kings 19:16).

      Was Elijah testing Elisha to see whether he would stay with him to the end even when he had permission to leave (cf. Ruth 1:15–18)?12 Perhaps, but it is difficult to see why Elisha’s faithfulness would have been in question. He had already left everything to follow Elijah (1 Kings 19:19–21). Was Elijah being humble, not wanting “to have anyone present to witness his glorification without being well assured that it was in accordance with the will of God”?13 Again that is possible, but pure conjecture. Was it the “perfectly natural wish” for solitude from a man who had faced so many crises alone?14 If so, Elijah seems remarkably ready to accept Elisha’s rejection of the suggestion. Or was this another instance of Elijah being reluctant to accept God’s plans for the future (as in 1 Kings 19:13–21)? Was he trying to undermine God’s plans by leaving Elisha behind?15 Such a negative judgment of Elijah seems out of place in this chapter.

      As we listen to Elijah’s words to Elisha and observe how the story unfolds, it seems best to understand that he was giving his disciple permission to stay behind. You may stay here, Elisha—not a command or even a request but consent.16 This meant that if Elisha chose to follow his master it would be a decision freely made.17

      That is exactly what Elisha did. He said, “As the Lord lives, and as you yourself live, I will not leave you” (v. 2b). With a solemn oath (as in 4:30; 1 Samuel 20:3; 25:26; 2 Samuel 15:21) Elisha swore that he would not abandon his master, giving the clear impression that he had at least some idea that something momentous was afoot. Elisha would be faithful come what may.18 “So they went down19 to Bethel” (v. 2c).

      Bethel (“House of God”) was the place where Jeroboam had chosen to set up his idols (1 Kings 12:29). It was also where the man of God from Judah had dramatically denounced that idolatry (1 Kings 13:1, 2). It was the home of the old prophet to whom the word of the Lord had strangely come (1 Kings 13:11, 20). In other words Bethel reminds us of God’s word and of Israel’s apostasy.20

      But why did the Lord send Elijah from Gilgal to Bethel? The route would have passed Jericho and followed in the footsteps of the Israelites in the days of Joshua, who moved from Gilgal (Joshua 4—5) to Jericho (Joshua 6) to Ai, just east of Bethel (Joshua 7:2).21 Elijah and Elisha were retracing the steps of the people of Israel in the days when the Lord was giving them the land he had promised. As they walked this path (and as we watch them) memories were certainly stirred of God’s mighty acts for his people in the days when “not one word of all the good promises that the Lord had made to the house of Israel had failed; all came to pass” (Joshua 21:45; cf. 23:14). Such memories could only deepen the sadness at what had now become of Israel (see 1 Kings 22:53) and heighten our curiosity at what this reenactment of those earlier days might mean.

      The Sons of the Prophets in Bethel (v. 3)

      As the two men reached Bethel, “the sons of the prophets who were in Bethel came out to Elisha” (v. 3a).22 We will hear more of “the sons of the prophets” in the coming pages. There were several such groups in different locations during the times of Elijah and Elisha, but we have little detailed information about them. Certainly “sons” does not refer to progeny, but precisely what relation these figures had to “the prophets” is unclear. And who were “the prophets”?

      Suffice it to say that these groups appear to have been supporters of Elijah and Elisha and that some of them, like the great prophets themselves, spoke the word of the Lord to kings (see 9:1–10; 1 Kings 20:35–43).23 We may think of them as “disciples” of Elijah and/or Elisha in various locations in the northern kingdom.24 While the southern kingdom of Judah had Jerusalem and the house of the Lord with its priests and Levites, in the north the absence of these things (we may suppose) “God graciously made up by those colleges where men were trained up and employed in the exercises of religion and devotion, and whither good people resorted to solemnize the appointed feasts with praying and hearing . . . and thus religion was kept up in a time of general apostasy.”25

      If this understanding is approximately right, we may suppose that Elijah was deliberately visiting these groups of followers to encourage and prepare them for his departure (cf. 2 Timothy 4:6; 2 Peter 1:15).26

      The sons of the prophets came out to Elisha. They approached their fellow disciple rather than Elijah, their master. Elisha was no doubt closer to Elijah than they were (he was his assistant, 1 Kings 19:21) and perhaps from their point of view more approachable than the older man.27

      To our surprise the sons of the prophets at Bethel knew what was about to happen. They said to Elisha, “Do you know that today the Lord will take away your master from over you?” (v. 3b). They knew that it would happen “today”! Presumably Elijah had told them these things.

      Their question focused on the consequences for Elisha of what the Lord was about to do. His master will no longer be “over” him. Elijah’s departure will mean a change in Elisha’s responsibilities.

      Elisha responded, “Yes, I know it; keep quiet” (v. 3c). Another surprise: Elisha had also learned what was about to happen. Again I presume that it was Elijah himself who had shared this with his closest disciple. We now understand that both Elisha and the sons of the prophets knew what the readers of this story have been told in verse 1.

      But Elisha would not allow further talk about this matter. “Keep quiet.” The expression means to refrain from speaking (see 7:9; Ecclesiastes 3:7).28 This is not something for us to be chatting about. Whatever we may have to say is unimportant. Let us wait quietly.

      From Bethel to Jericho (vv. 4, 5)

      The narrative is tight. We are not told of any conversation Elijah may have had with the sons of the prophets at Bethel. The focus returns to Elijah and Elisha.

      Elijah’s and Elisha’s Second Exchange (v. 4)

      Elijah said to Elisha, “Elisha, please stay here, for the Lord has sent me to Jericho” (v. 4a). The words are almost exactly the same as those spoken at Gilgal in verse 2. But our appreciation of the emotion in these words is deepened by our understanding that both Elijah and Elisha knew what was about to happen. You can stay here, Elisha, if you choose, in the safety and company of our friends in Bethel. You do not have to accompany me any further.

      Elisha responded precisely as he had previously. His commitment to his master had not changed. “As the Lord lives, and as you yourself live, I will not leave you” (v. 4b). Again we now hear Elisha’s declaration with deeper understanding. He knew that his master was about to be taken from him. For his part he would stay with Elijah until the end.

      “So they came to Jericho” (v. 4c). This would be a good time to open a Bible atlas. Elijah and Elisha were now retracing their steps, following the path taken by Joshua and the Israelites of his day in reverse.29 What might that suggest to a thoughtful person who had recently been reminded of those great days when God did such mighty things for his people Israel, beginning here at Jericho (Joshua 6)?

      Jericho had laid in ruins for centuries, a visible testimony to the Lord’s mighty hand destroying the wicked inhabitants of the land. The day came, however, when under King Ahab Jericho was rebuilt, in defiance of the word of the Lord that he had spoken by Joshua (see 1 Kings 16:34; Joshua 6:26). In the days of Ahab what had been accomplished in the days of Joshua was undone.30 The rebuilt Jericho was now a visible testimony to defiant disobedience in Israel.

      The trek from Bethel to Jericho was therefore ominous, particularly after the memories that we have imagined being stirred by the march to Bethel. Elijah and Elisha were, so to speak, enacting the reversal of God’s mighty acts for his people in the days of Joshua.31

      The Sons of the Prophets in Jericho (v. 5)

      The two of them reached Jericho.

      The sons of the prophets who were at Jericho drew near to Elisha and said to him, “Do you know that today the Lord will take away your master from over you?” And he answered, “Yes, I know it; keep quiet.” (v. 5)

      The almost exact repetition of the wording of verse 332 underlines the weighty importance of this conversation. The body of people who knew what was about to happen is expanded. But it was not something to chatter about. Hold your tongue. Wait quietly.33

      From Jericho to the Jordan (vv. 6, 7)

      Once again if Elijah had anything to say to his disciples in Jericho, we are told nothing about it, and our attention is focused on a further exchange between Elijah and Elisha and their continuing journey.

      Elijah’s and Elisha’s Third Exchange (v. 6)

      Then Elijah said to him, “Please stay here, for the Lord has sent me to the Jordan.” But he said, “As the Lord lives, and as you yourself live, I will not leave you.” So the two of them went on. (v. 6)

      For the third time, with building tension, we hear Elisha freely and wholeheartedly committing himself to his master. For the first of four times, the pair are referred to as “the two of them” (vv. 6, 7 [esv, “they both”], 8, 11).34 They were deeply together. But as everyone in this story seems to know, they were about to be separated.

      Their destination was now the Jordan River, continuing the reversal of the movement of Joshua and the people many years earlier. They were approaching the national boundary of the land that God had given to Israel, the unforgettable crossing of which marked Israel’s entry to the land of God’s promise in the days of Joshua (Joshua 3—4). But Elijah and Elisha were approaching the Jordan in the opposite direction. What would happen when they reached the Jordan? What could this reversal of Joshua’s victorious march mean?

      The Witnesses (v. 7)

      Fifty men of the sons of the prophets also went and stood at some distance from them, as they both [the two of them] were standing by the Jordan. (v. 7)

      In 2 Kings 1 we heard of several “fiftys” who did no good. They were military men with orders from the king to deal with the man of God. The fifty men we now see could hardly be more different. They are from the sons of the prophets, presumably from Jericho (see v. 15). There is not the slightest hint of hostility. These disciples of Elijah stood quietly at a distance to witness what would happen.

      The stage is set for one of the most momentous occurrences in the history of the world. The setting—which has the appearance of the Joshua story reversed—is perplexing. Does it suggest that what God gave in the days of Joshua was about to be taken away? That would make sense after King Ahaziah’s rejection of Elijah and the word of the Lord, not to mention his father’s wholesale apostasy.

      Such questions will have to wait until we have heard the rest of this story. Before that, let us pause to consider what we may learn from the people we have met who knew what was about to happen and seem to have been prepared for it.

      Following Elijah—Following Jesus

      The experience of following Elijah that we have seen in 2 Kings 2:1–7 anticipates the goodness of following Jesus.

      Consider Elisha and the sons of the prophets in Bethel and Jericho. They may not have understood much of what was about to happen, but they paid attention to what they had been told by Elijah. They were believers. What a contrast they make to King Ahaziah, his messengers, and his soldiers in the previous chapter! As they waited quietly for what must soon take place, they were the wise ones. Those who were standing “at some distance” would soon become the witnesses to these things.

      In our next chapter we will see a rich tapestry of connections between the story of Elijah and Elisha and the story of Jesus. Here we should notice how the disciples of Elijah were like the disciples of Jesus who followed him and learned from him what was about to happen. Jesus was soon to be “lifted up” on the cross (John 3:14; 8:28; 12:32), “raised” from death (Matthew 16:21; 17:23; 20:19; 26:32), and “taken up” into Heaven in a manner that reminds us of what was about to happen to Elijah (Acts 1:11; cf. Luke 24:51). Jesus’s disciples did not understand much, but they were believers. That put them a long way ahead of those who rejected Jesus. They, too, stood “at a distance” watching (Luke 23:49) and became the witnesses to these things (Luke 24:48; Acts 1:8; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 10:41).

      What happened to Jesus (he was “taken up from you [his disciples] into heaven,” Acts 1:11) led to a change in the responsibilities of his disciples (Acts 1:8), just as the ascension of Elijah will lead to a change in Elisha’s responsibilities.

      We will see in our next chapter that the ascension of Elijah was not the end of Elijah’s story. We will hear God’s Old Testament promise: “Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of the Lord comes” (Malachi 4:5). Likewise the ascension of Jesus was very far from being the end of Jesus’s story: “This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11).

      Today, as in Elijah’s day, there are a few who do not follow the foolish and wicked rebellion that dominates our world. They follow Jesus Christ. The faithful followers of Jesus today, like the faithful followers of Elijah in 2 Kings 2, are to wait patiently (see Romans 8:25; 1 Corinthians 1:7; 1 Thessalonians 1:9, 10; Titus 2:13; Hebrews 9:28; 2 Peter 3:12–14; Jude 21). He says, “Surely I am coming soon.” We reply, “Amen. Come Lord Jesus!” (Revelation 22:20).
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      The Ascension of Elijah

      2 Kings 2:8–15

      When you father children and children’s children, and have grown old in the land, if you act corruptly by making a carved image in the form of anything, and by doing what is evil in the sight of the Lord your God, so as to provoke him to anger, I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, that you will soon utterly perish from the land that you are going over the Jordan to possess. You will not live long in it, but will be utterly destroyed. (Deuteronomy 4:25, 26)

      We have been following Elijah and Elisha as they retraced the steps of Joshua many years before, first from Gilgal to Bethel, just as Joshua had done, and then turning around and following Joshua’s path backwards from Bethel to Jericho and on to the Jordan River. The great prophet and his companion appear to have been acting out the reversal of the great days of Joshua. Were they dramatically embodying the dire warning given by Moses many years earlier?

      Fifty disciples were standing “at some distance” (2:7), watching what would happen next.

      1. Across the Jordan—out (v. 8)

      2. A momentous conversation (vv. 9, 10)

      3. A marvelous occurrence (vv. 11, 12a)

      4. Across the Jordan—back (vv. 12b–14)

      5. Recognition (v. 15)

      6. Connections and consequences

      Across the Jordan—Out (v. 8)

      As Elijah and Elisha reached the western bank of the Jordan River, their journey down memory lane came to an astonishing climax.

      Then Elijah took his cloak and rolled it up and struck the water, and the water was parted to the one side and to the other, till the two of them could go over on dry ground. (v. 8)

      Elijah’s cloak was probably the distinctive “garment of hair” by which King Ahaziah had identified him (1:8). It was the garment with which, years earlier, Elijah had hidden his face as the Lord spoke to him at Mount Horeb (1 Kings 19:13). The cloak had been instrumental in Elisha’s first encounter with Elijah (1 Kings 19:19).

      The rolled-up cloak now became like a staff with which Elijah struck the water. Everyone watching was aware that this was a momentous day (see 2:3, 5). Here was Elijah acting like Moses (on Moses and his staff, see Exodus 4:2, 4, 17, 20; 7:17; especially 14:16).1

      To the witnesses’ astonishment the waters parted, and “the two of them” crossed on dry ground.

      This is what Joshua had done, presumably at this very spot “opposite Jericho” (Joshua 3:16). In a Moses-like miracle (Joshua 3:7), Joshua had brought the people across the Jordan on “dry ground,” just as Moses had done at the Sea of Reeds (Joshua 3:17; cf. Exodus 14:21).2 Except for one thing. Joshua’s crossing had been westward, into the promised land, just as Moses’s crossing had been away from Egypt. Elijah and Elisha crossed the Jordan in the opposite direction, out of the promised land, toward (we might say) Egypt.

      What must the fifty men, watching at a distance, have made of all this? Did they see the two prophets acting out the ancient warning that Israel’s disobedience would lead to their expulsion from the land they had been given (for example, Deuteronomy 4:25–27; cf. 1 Kings 8:46; 2 Kings 17:18)? Did they see the implication that the king of Israel had become a new pharaoh and the land of Israel a new Egypt, from which Elijah and Elisha reenacted the experience of deliverance?3 Or did the miraculous crossing suggest a return to the miseries of slavery in Egypt? Furthermore, did they notice that their crossing the Jordan was taking Elijah and Elisha to the vicinity of Moses’s death, in the land of Moab (Deuteronomy 34)?4

      A Momentous Conversation (vv. 9, 10)

      Out of earshot from the fifty men who were watching, the miraculous crossing of the Jordan River was the setting for the final momentous conversation between Elijah and Elisha.

      When they had crossed [or, As they crossed5], Elijah said to Elisha, “Ask what I shall do for you, before I am taken from you.”6 (v. 9a)

      It is now clear that Elijah was aware that Elisha knew what was about to happen. Elijah’s first encounter with Elisha had begun with an enigmatic reference to “what I have done to [or, for] you” (1 Kings 19:20). As they were about to part, Elijah echoes those words, inviting Elisha to ask what the old prophet shall now do for his younger companion.

      Elisha replied, “Please let there be a double portion of your spirit on me” (v. 9b), literally, “a double mouthful of your spirit for me.”7 “A double mouthful” seems to be a reference to Deuteronomy 21:17, where the same expression refers to the firstborn son’s inheritance being twice what was inherited by the younger sons. This was a recognition that “such a son had the responsibility to carry on the father’s name and work.”8 Elisha was asking to be equipped as Elijah’s heir and successor.9 The reference to Elijah’s “spirit” (or “breath”) points to the Spirit of God, by whom Elijah had been the agent of God’s rule over his people (see 1 Kings 18:12), specifically by the word of the Lord that was in his mouth (1 Kings 17:24).10

      Elijah’s response was:

      You have asked a hard thing; yet, if you see me as I am being taken from you, it shall be so for you, but if you do not see me, it shall not be so. (v. 10)

      Elijah was aware of the enormity of the task ahead for his successor. Although Elisha had been chosen for this long ago (1 Kings 19:16), now that the moment had arrived, the older man seems quite overcome. This is not something that Elijah can do for Elisha. It will depend on events quite beyond the control of them both (compare the intriguingly similar comment by Jesus in Mark 10:38).

      The sign that it will be so for Elisha will be his seeing Elijah being taken from him. The emphasis is less on Elisha seeing this than the fact of Elijah’s departure from his younger companion.11 When Elijah is taken away, but only then, Elisha’s time will have come.

      A Marvelous Occurrence (vv. 11, 12a)

      And as they still went on and talked, behold, a chariot12 [esv, chariots] of fire and horses of fire separated the two of them. And Elijah went up in the [esv, by a] whirlwind into heaven. (v. 11)

      As they walked, the two men continued in deep conversation, both no doubt conscious that they were enjoying their last moments together. How far they walked and how long they talked, we are not told. Presumably they completed the crossing of the Jordan and perhaps walked on some distance. They would have been in the vicinity of Mount Nebo, where Moses had died.13

      Suddenly their conversation was dramatically interrupted. The camera (so to speak) pans back and takes in a much bigger scene.14 Just as fire had so terrifyingly fallen from Heaven in the previous chapter (1:10, 12, 14), now a fiery chariot and fiery horses appeared, evidently likewise from Heaven. The fiery objects came between the two men, “separating the one on earth and the one in heaven, the one left with prophetic responsibility and the one taken up into the awesome realm of the divine.”15

      It was the moment anticipated in the opening sentence of this chapter.16 Elijah “went up,” presumably in the chariot,17 in the midst of the whirlwind, to the heavens. How we would love to know more! There is a mystery here (cf. 1 Corinthians 15:51). The relationship of the earthly and the heavenly worlds is beyond our comprehension. It is a mistake either to attempt a precise and literal account of these things or to imagine that what we cannot fully understand is unreal or unimportant. The astonishing spectacle of Elijah’s ascension, though so briefly described here, ought to leave a deep impression on us, as it certainly did on Elisha.

      Here was the most powerful possible endorsement of the person and work of Elijah. This man of God who had suffered on earth (1 Kings 19:3, 4), enduring the loathing of kings (1 Kings 18:17; 21:20), was received to Heaven in stunning glory. See this and you understand that to be with Elijah is to be on the right side of history.

      Elijah’s extraordinary ascent was not witnessed by the fifty men standing back on the other side of the Jordan River (as we may deduce from 2:16). We assume that Elijah and Elisha had moved beyond their sight. But it was witnessed by Elisha and, understandably, had a deep impact.

      And Elisha saw it and he cried, “My father, my father! The chariot [esv, chariots] of Israel and its horsemen!” And he saw him no more. (v. 12a)

      Elisha “saw” the very thing that his master had anticipated (v. 10), and he cried out. The Hebrew emphatically turns our attention from the ascending Elijah to the watching and shouting Elisha.18 His seeing and his crying out were simultaneous.19

      “My father, my father!” he cried. Sense the emotion. We may not have seen very much of Elisha’s relationship with Elijah, but these words tell us a great deal. They speak of his love for his master, his respect for and dependence on him. As he watched his teacher and guide taken from him, his heart was torn. “My father! My father!”

      But that was not all. In the manner of his master’s departure Elisha saw profoundly what Elijah had been for the people of Israel. With passion he cried out, “The chariot of Israel and its horsemen!”—referring not to the amazing fiery phenomenon he had just seen, but to Elijah himself.20 The true defense of Israel against her most deadly enemies was not her military might, but Elijah, the man of God in whose mouth was the true word of God. He had been Israel’s chariot and horsemen! In due course exactly the same will be said of Elisha (see 13:14).

      “And he saw him no more.” Elijah had indeed been taken away from over him (2:3, 5).

      Across the Jordan—Back (vv. 12b–14)

      “Then he [Elisha] took hold of his own clothes and tore them in two pieces” (v. 12b). Tearing clothes was a customary expression of grief and despair (Genesis 37:29, 34; 44:13; Numbers 14:6; Joshua 7:6; Judges 11:35; 2 Samuel 1:11; 3:31; 13:19, 31; 1 Kings 21:27). It had also been a profound prophetic sign (1 Samuel 15:27, 28; 1 Kings 11:30, 31). Elisha’s garment, torn into “two pieces,” perhaps signifies his separation from his master (no longer will “the two of them” be together).21 It also expresses the fact that it was time for Elisha to don a new garment, a new role, a new responsibility.

      “And he took up the cloak of Elijah that had fallen from him and went back and stood on the bank of the Jordan” (v. 13). Years earlier that hairy cloak had fallen on Elisha (1 Kings 19:19). That had been an anticipation of this moment when the mantle of the mighty Elijah passed to his disciple.22

      We are encouraged to keep our eyes on that cloak as Elisha stood by the river:

      Then he took the cloak of Elijah that had fallen from him23 and struck the water,24 saying, “Where is the Lord, the God of Elijah?”25 (v. 14a)

      The wording closely echoes verse 8a. Elisha was doing exactly what his master had done a little earlier, except of course that Elisha was now on the east side of the Jordan. He was going in the opposite direction. He was, we might say, enacting a reversal of Elijah’s reversal.

      His question is then stupendous. “Where is the Lord, the God of Elijah?” Where is the God of “My God is Yahweh”? Elijah has now been taken up to Heaven. Does that mean that the Lord has abandoned Israel? Was the eastward crossing of the Jordan the departure of not only Elijah but of Elijah’s God? Is it now the case that “there is no God in Israel” (see 1:3, 6, 16)?

      These questions were spectacularly and immediately answered:

      And when he had struck the water,26 the water was parted to the one side and to the other, and Elisha went over. (v. 14b)

      Elisha’s action is now even more dramatically Joshua-like. Elisha, like Joshua, “passed over”27 the Jordan on dry ground from east to west—into the promised land. It is no accident that Elisha’s name (“God saves”) is a variant on Joshua’s name (“Yahweh saves”). At this point Elisha is a new Joshua. What will that mean for the rebellious people now bearing the name Israel? The story of the new Joshua has just begun.

      Recognition (v. 15)

      Now when the sons of the prophets who were at Jericho saw him opposite them, they said, “The spirit of Elijah rests on Elisha.” And they came to meet him and bowed to the ground before him. (v. 15)

      We are taken back to the fifty men who had witnessed the first miraculous crossing by both Elijah and Elisha (2:7). Their prior knowledge of what was to take place on this auspicious day (2:5) led them to understand what Elisha’s miraculous solo return from the other side of the Jordan meant: “The spirit of Elijah rests on Elisha.” They unhesitatingly bowed before him. Elisha was now their master (cf. 2:3, 5).

      Elisha’s request in verse 9 had been granted. The sons of the prophets recognized Elisha as Elijah’s heir and successor. Elisha will now be the agent of God’s rule over his people by the power of his Spirit.28 As Elijah had been a Moses-like figure in Israel (see especially 1 Kings 19), so Elisha will be like Moses’s successor, Joshua. The people had said to Joshua, “Just as we obeyed Moses in all things, so we will obey you” (Joshua 1:17). Likewise the sons of the prophets bowed to the ground before Elisha.29

      “The spirit of ‘My God is Yahweh’ rests on ‘God saves.’” But what will that mean for the people of Israel who have sunk so deeply into rebellion?

      Connections and Consequences

      Before we continue the astonishing story of Elisha, let’s pause and reflect on what we have seen. How does the story of the ascension of Elijah and the pouring out (we might say) of the “spirit” of Elijah on his disciple Elisha illuminate the world in which we find ourselves?

      Obviously, what we have seen is the most powerful vindication of Elijah as “a man of God, and that . . . the word of the Lord in [his] mouth is truth” (1 Kings 17:24). Elijah remained steadfast under trial, stood the test, and in an unusually conspicuous way received “the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love him” (James 1:12; cf. 1 Corinthians 9:25). The story of Elijah’s ascension is a powerful encouragement to follow his example of faithfulness. Pay attention to the truth of God’s Word. Fight the good fight. Finish the race. Keep the faith. Look forward to glory comparable to Elijah’s spectacular ascension (cf. 2 Timothy 4:6–8).

      There is, however, more to learn from Elijah’s experience. Let us reflect on a number of ways that his story connects with other parts of the Bible.

      Moses and Joshua: The Continuity of God’s Purpose

      First, let’s think about how Elijah and Elisha have reminded us of Moses and Joshua 400 years (or so) earlier. The links with these earlier great ones are more extensive than those we have noted in this chapter. On the one hand, Elijah had earlier stood where Moses stood on Mount Sinai/Horeb and experienced something strikingly similar (1 Kings 19:9–18; cf. Exodus 33:21–23). On the other hand, Elisha had, like Joshua, become his mentor’s “assistant” (1 Kings 19:21; cf. Joshua 1:1).30 Elijah was like a new Moses, and Elisha was like a new Joshua.

      These connections suggest the continuity of God’s purpose.31 The God who redeemed his people from bondage in Egypt in the days of Moses was still at work. The Moses project continued with Elijah. Elijah, like Moses, called the people back to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (see 1 Kings 18:21, 36, 39; cf. Exodus 3:15, 16). And just as Moses’s work continued with Joshua (“Just as I was with Moses, so I will be with you,” Joshua 1:5), so Elijah’s work will continue with Elisha (“The spirit of Elijah rests on Elisha”). King and people had failed to live up to their calling, and yet the God of Israel was still at work.

      Malachi: The Promise of Fulfilment

      Second, consider the remarkable fact that for the 400 years (or so) after Elijah and Elisha the Old Testament makes no mention of either prophet32 until, in the last few lines of our Old Testament, we hear this:33

      Remember the law of my servant Moses, the statutes and rules that I commanded him at Horeb for all Israel. Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of the Lord comes. And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fathers, lest I come and strike the land with a decree of utter destruction. (Malachi 4:4–6)

      What God was doing through Moses and through Elijah had not come to completion at the end of the Old Testament. As Moses had prepared the way for what was accomplished through Joshua and Elijah had prepared the way for what would be accomplished through Elisha, so a new Elijah will prepare the way for the fulfilment of God’s purpose (see Malachi 3:1). The coming Elijah will restore the rebellious and disobedient people (compare 1 Kings 18:20, 21, 39) in preparation for “the great and awesome day of the Lord.”34

      John the Baptist: The New Elijah Preparing the Way

      Third, let’s hear “the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ”—namely, that the promised new Elijah has come. It was about 400 years after Malachi’s message. His name was John (see Mark 1:1–4). He became known as the Baptizer (Matthew 3:1). Prior to his birth, it was said of him:

      He will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared. (Luke 1:16, 17)

      John made his public appearance in the vicinity of Joshua’s crossing of the Jordan River and Elijah’s and Elisha’s similar action. He was clothed like Elijah (Matthew 3:4; Mark 1:6; cf. 2 Kings 1:8) and was preaching, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matthew 3:2). Like Elijah of old he spoke of fire from Heaven (Matthew 3:10, 11).

      John was the new Elijah sent by God to prepare the way for the one who would come after him (Mark 1:2, 3, 7, 8).35

      Jesus: The New Joshua/Elisha

      Fourth, consider the name given to the one who came after John. Jesus is a Greek form of Joshua (“Yahweh saves”). We have already noted that Joshua found an echo in Elisha (“God saves”).

      It is appropriate to see Jesus as a new Joshua and a new Elisha—the mightier one who came after John, the new Elijah (Matthew 3:11). At long last the one has come who “will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21).36

      It is striking then to notice how Jesus received the Spirit of God for the task ahead of him through the action of the new Elijah, John (Matthew 3:13–17), in what must have been very close to the same geographical spot that Elisha received “the spirit of Elijah” for the task ahead of him.

      To describe Jesus as the new Elisha is hardly adequate. “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17). This may be why the comparison with Elisha is not developed explicitly in the New Testament (although note Luke 4:27, the only occurrence of Elisha’s name in the New Testament). However, as we will see, when the records of Jesus’s life came to be written, the resulting documents bear a striking similarity in form and style to the account of Elisha’s life in 2 Kings 2—13.37

      Jesus’s public insistence that John was “Elijah who is to come” (Matthew 11:13, 14; cf. 17:12) may have contributed to the impression that Jesus was like Elisha. Perhaps that had something to do with the misunderstanding of some bystanders at the cross, who thought he was calling on Elijah (Matthew 27:47, 49), as Elisha had done (2 Kings 2:12).

      Jesus’s Joshua- and Elisha-like role is perhaps most movingly set before us on the mountain where Jesus was “transfigured” (Matthew 17:1–9; Mark 9:2–10; Luke 9:28–36; cf. 2 Peter 1:16–18; John 1:14). The two great Old Testament figures who appeared with him there were Moses and Elijah. This suggests that what Jesus was about to accomplish at Jerusalem (the subject of the conversation between the three of them, Luke 9:31) will bring to completion what had begun with Moses and Elijah.38 He is the new Joshua and the new Elisha—and of course much more: “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him” (Matthew 17:5).

      Jesus: The New Elijah Whose Spirit Rests on His Disciples

      One problem with the pattern I have been exploring where parallels can be seen between Jesus, Joshua, and Elisha is that Joshua and Elisha were subordinate to Moses and Elijah respectively. Jesus was not subordinate to John the Baptist (although the scene in Matthew 3:13–17 is tantalizing in this regard). He is “mightier than” John (Matthew 3:11).

      Our understanding of the person of Jesus Christ is enriched as we appreciate the complexity of connections to many different Old Testament figures. Our Lord Jesus Christ is more glorious than Moses (Hebrews 3:3), superior to David (Acts 2:34–36), greater than Solomon (Matthew 12:42). These are not arbitrary comparisons, but an aspect of the recognition that the purpose of God has been consistent from the beginning. In the Old Testament account of God’s unfolding purpose, the New Testament writers saw deep and multidimensional anticipations of the fulfillment of his purpose in Jesus Christ.39

      It is no surprise, then, that Jesus himself saw connections between his own work and that of both Elijah and Elisha (Luke 4:24–27). Some contemporaries identified him with Elijah, presumably under the influence of the Malachi promise (Matthew 16:14; Mark 6:15).40

      This opens up further rich connections between the stories of Elijah and Jesus. In particular, as one writer has put it, “Elijah is a type of Jesus himself, and Elisha of the disciples who continued Jesus’s ministry after his ascension.”41 The manner in which Jesus’s disciples left everything to follow him (Luke 5:11, 28) is clearly reminiscent of Elisha (1 Kings 19:19–21), just as the reception of the Spirit by the disciples after Jesus’s ascension to equip them to continue his work reminds us of Elisha’s experience in 2 Kings 2.

      The ascension of Elijah foreshadows the ascension of Jesus.42 As the ascension of Elijah provided motivation, encouragement, and strength to Elisha to continue the work of his master in the power of the spirit given to him, so we who belong to Jesus are called to set our minds on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. We look forward to the day when we too will appear with him in glory (Colossians 3:1–4).
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      He Is Not Here!

      2 Kings 2:16–18

      The consequences of the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead are immense. In this event God vindicated Jesus (Acts 2:23, 24; 13:28–31) and declared him to be the Son of God in power (Romans 1:4; cf. 2 Corinthians 13:4). By the resurrection of Jesus, the one who was crucified has been given all authority in Heaven and on earth (Matthew 28:18; cf. Romans 14:9; Ephesians 1:20–23; Hebrews 1:3). He has conquered death forever (Romans 6:9) and secured our justification (Romans 4:25). By raising him from the dead, God has guaranteed the day when the whole world will be righteously judged by this man (Acts 17:31). His resurrection was the beginning of the new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17) and is the source of Christian hope (1 Corinthians 15:20; 2 Corinthians 4:14; Philippians 3:9–11; 1 Thessalonians 4:14; 1 Peter 1:3, 4).

      In the New Testament’s presentation of this message, there is a particularly striking detail: The tomb in which his body was laid on the Friday of his execution was empty on the following Sunday morning.

      There could be a number of possible explanations for the empty tomb (for one attempt see Matthew 28:11–15). The empty tomb alone does not prove that Jesus was raised from the dead, much less the massive significance of the event. However, the event that has such huge importance for all people everywhere did leave the tomb empty. It was that kind of event.

      This means that although the resurrection of Jesus is beyond our understanding (see 1 Corinthians 15:35, 36), it was an event that left its tangible mark in time and space. The tomb was empty! Attempts to spiritualize the event—suggesting for example that it was only a matter of Jesus’s spirit living on in the hearts of the disciples—are profoundly mistaken. The tomb was empty! To grasp what happened it is necessary to understand that the tomb was empty. “He is not here, for he has risen” (Matthew 28:6).

      In our last two chapters, we have seen that the ascension of the prophet Elijah in the ninth century b.c. in some ways anticipated the “ascension” of Jesus. The latter involved a complex of events. Jesus was “lifted up” on the cross, “raised” from the dead, and “taken up into heaven.” The account of Elijah’s ascension has a particularly striking detail, not unlike the empty tomb. Though mysterious and incomprehensible, it was an event that left a tangible mark in time and space.

      The story unfolds as follows:

      1. An understandable misunderstanding (v. 16a)

      2. An unexpected veto (v. 16b)

      3. A reluctant acquiescence (v. 17a)

      4. An impossible mission (v. 17b, c)

      5. Do you now understand? (v. 18)

      An Understandable Misunderstanding (v. 16a)

      The fifty men who had been standing at some distance from the banks of the Jordan River (2:7) as Elijah and Elisha crossed to the east on the miraculously dry ground (2:8), and as Elisha later returned alone in like manner (2:14), had recognized the essential meaning of what had happened. “The spirit of Elijah rests on Elisha” (2:15).

      What did they think had happened? They had known that the Lord was about to “take away” Elijah (2:5). Now that had evidently happened, but how had he been “taken away”?1 The account implies that Elijah’s spectacular ascension with the fiery chariot had occurred beyond their sight on the eastern side of the Jordan. They may have assumed that Elijah had died.2 Or perhaps he had been whisked away to some distant place, as was rumored to have happened before (1 Kings 18:12).

      So they said to Elisha:

      Behold now, there are with your servants fifty strong men. Please let them go and seek your master. It may be that the Spirit [or, breath] of the Lord has caught him up and cast him upon some mountain or into some valley. (v. 16a)

      These words were spoken with deference by the men who had acknowledged Elisha’s new role by bowing to the ground before him (2:15).3 They refer to themselves as “your servants,” in recognition that Elisha was their new master (compare 2:3, 5).

      They drew their master’s attention to fifty “strong men” who were at his disposal.4 The expression (literally, “sons of power/worth”) can refer to the physical strength that would be needed for an arduous search in the rugged terrain5 or “worthy men” who could be trusted with such an important mission.6 Perhaps both are implied.7

      The proposal was that these worthy men should conduct a thorough search for Elijah (“your master” as in 2:3, 5). This confirms our assumption that the fiery spectacle of 2:11 occurred beyond the sight of the sons of the prophets watching from the western side of the Jordan River, somewhere near Jericho. Perhaps it was in the mountains, somewhere near Mount Nebo.8 They may have seen Elijah and Elisha walking in that direction, deep in conversation (2:11a) until they disappeared from their sight. When Elisha returned alone, it may be that the sons of the prophets remembered what had happened to another great man of God whom Elijah had resembled in striking ways many years earlier in that very vicinity. Moses had died, somewhat mysteriously, not far from where Elijah had apparently been “taken away” (see Deuteronomy 34:1–6). Had Elijah died in a similar way? What had happened to his body?

      Perhaps they remembered the reputation Elijah had earned earlier that had caused Obadiah to complain, “As soon as I have gone from you, the Spirit [or breath] of the Lord will carry you I know not where” (1 Kings 18:12). Had the Spirit of the Lord now done something similar with Elijah, alive or dead? “It may be that9 the Spirit [or breath]10 of the Lord has caught him up and cast him upon some mountain or into some valley.” Perhaps the sons of the prophets had seen something of the mighty whirlwind in the distant mountains. Was this the breath of God himself?11 Where then had Elijah been taken?

      Of course we know, as did Elisha, that Elijah had been “taken up” to heaven by the whirlwind (2:1, 11). The sons of the prophets did not yet know this. They were anxious to find their former master’s body—if he had died—and presumably bury him properly. If he had not died, they did not want to leave him stranded on “some mountain” or in “some valley.”

      The sons of the prophets were probably not thinking clearly. They were perplexed by what they had seen and bewildered by what they had not seen. They had an understandable, even commendable desire to find their honored master, alive or dead.12

      An Unexpected Veto (v. 16b)

      Imagine their confusion when their new master rather abruptly rejected their proposal. “You shall not send,” he said (v. 16b). The Hebrew (just two words) is emphatic and suggests “the strongest expectation of obedience.”13 Elisha was now master as Elijah had been and spoke with the authority of his new role. He forbade the proposed expedition.

      Elisha knew well that it was pointless. His brusque words, without any explanation, suggest that he felt unable to tell the sons of the prophets what had actually happened to his master. No doubt he was still somewhat overwrought at what he had seen (see 2:12), not to mention the challenge of putting such an occurrence into words.14

      A Reluctant Acquiescence (v. 17a)

      The sons of the prophets recognized Elisha’s new authority. They did not feel free to act without his permission. However, their new master’s refusal must have seemed unreasonable to them. Did they suspect that his judgment was affected by his grief? What possible justification could there be for not sending a search party to find Elijah or his body?

      And so “they urged him” (v. 17a). They “pressed” him, the Hebrew suggests.15 Elisha’s authority over them, though real enough, was not yet such that it called forth unquestioning obedience. It is easy to imagine the sons of the prophets’ respectful uneasiness with their new master’s refusal. He was new to the job. He was distracted by grief. Surely he could not possibly mean what he had said.

      They pressed him to authorize the search “till he was ashamed” (v. 17a); that is, until he did not feel that he could go on refusing them. His refusal became embarrassing.16 It was embarrassing because for some reason he was unable to explain to the sons of the prophets the reason for it. The ascension of Elijah was not the kind of event that can be easily taken in, let alone simply reported to others. What Elisha saw was extraordinary (the fiery chariot, horses, and whirlwind of 2:11), but its meaning was more extraordinary still (the Lord had taken Elijah up to Heaven, 2:1). The heavenly world had invaded the world with which we think we are familiar. It was the Lord who had taken Elijah up to Heaven. How could Elisha explain this to the sons of the prophets?

      This is similar to Jesus’s attempts to explain to his disciples what was about to happen to him. At one level his words were plain enough: “The Son of Man is going to be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill him. And when he is killed, after three days he will rise” (Mark 9:31). But the disciples could not understand and were afraid to ask him (Mark 9:32). It was beyond them.

      Because Elisha found himself unable to explain to the sons of the prophets what had happened to Elijah, he was unable to persist in his refusal to allow a search party. So he relented. He said “Send” (v. 17a). The one-word brevity conveys something of the intense emotions overwhelming Elisha at this moment. He does not have the strength to hold them back or to explain why their search will prove pointless.

      An Impossible Mission (v. 17b, c)

      “They sent therefore fifty men” (v. 17b). Mission impossible. They would have crossed the Jordan close to the spot where Elijah and Elisha had crossed. Their feet were no doubt a little damper. Then they would have fanned out to search through the hills and valleys for any sign of Elijah.

      “And for three days they sought him but did not find him” (v. 17c). Fifty men on the move for three days from dawn to dusk could cover plenty of territory, particularly as they were searching for something as large and visible as a human body. To their surprise and puzzlement (but not to ours) they “did not find him.”

      Of course they didn’t. He is not here. Just as surely as they did not find the body of Jesus in the tomb on Easter Day (Luke 24:3, 23), so they would not find the body of Elijah on the hills or in the valleys across the Jordan. He is not here.

      Do You Now Understand? (v. 18)

      The worthy men who had scoured the hills and valleys across the Jordan returned to Elisha, who was waiting for them in Jericho (v. 18a). They returned empty-handed. They brought no body. They had no news of the departed Elijah. They had nothing.

      Elisha said to them, “Did I not say to you, ‘Do not go’?” (v. 18b). We are left to imagine the tone with which he spoke. I do not think it was “self-determined, aloof, cold, and unfathomable.”17 Indeed he now softens the brusque words we heard at the end of verse 16, where he told the sons of the prophets not to “send” these men. Now Elisha says in effect, using a less emphatic and absolute Hebrew phrase, “I did say that you needn’t go!”18

      We are left wondering whether Elisha now made some attempt to explain to the sons of the prophets and to the worthy men why they had not found the body of Elijah. Like the disciples on Easter morning they now had one vital piece of information: The tomb was empty. The failure to find Elijah’s body did not prove that Elijah had been taken up to Heaven. But when they eventually heard what happened to Elijah, they could understand that it was this kind of event. He is not here.

      The ascension of Elijah takes its place with a small number of other events (most importantly the death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ) that ensure that the Bible’s message cannot be reduced to an abstract philosophy. It is about events in historical time and space. The heavenly world has touched this world in ways that will have consequences for the whole of creation. As we observe the worthy men of Jericho reporting back to Elisha, we are rightly reminded of the news that was heard some 800 years later by a small group of women looking for a body. “He is not here, for he has risen” (Matthew 28:6).
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      To Be Taken Seriously

      2 Kings 2:19–25

      

      What do you make of the accounts in the New Testament Gospels of the miracles performed by Jesus Christ? Excluding the remarkable events associated with the birth of Jesus and his death and resurrection, we have (on one count) stories of thirty-six different occasions when Jesus with a word or a touch healed people, cast out demons, controlled the forces of nature, and even raised the dead.1 John assures us that there were many more such episodes “which are not written in [his] book” (John 20:30). What impact should these stories have on us?

      At a very basic level, they tell us that Jesus is to be taken seriously. To the modern unbeliever who imagines that science can explain everything, the Gospels insist that Jesus Christ cannot be contained in such a narrow view of reality. The reactions of those who were there show more insight than today’s skeptics: “What sort of man is this, that even the winds and sea obey him?” “When the crowds saw it, they were afraid, and they glorified God.” “Never was anything like this seen in Israel.” “Truly you are the Son of God.” “And they glorified the God of Israel” (Matthew 8:27; 9:8, 33; 14:33; 15:31).

      We might reasonably add that many of Jesus’s miracles displayed his kindness and compassion (see Matthew 14:14; 15:32; Luke 7:13). The stories show us his goodness. Those who sought mercy from him found it (see Matthew 9:27; 15:22; 17:15; 20:30, 31; Mark 5:19; Luke 17:13).

      That’s a good start. But the miracles of Jesus are even more important. Consider Jesus’s devastating words concerning two of the towns that had witnessed his “mighty works”:

      Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. But I tell you, it will be more bearable on the day of judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for you. (Matthew 11:21, 22)2

      Tyre and Sidon were pagan cities north of Israel, famous for their tyrannical arrogance and wealth (see Isaiah 23; Ezekiel 26—28). Jesus claimed (perhaps with a measure of hyperbole) that had these cities witnessed the mighty works that had taken place in Chorazin and Bethsaida (both Israelite cities) then those notorious pagans would have been brought to their knees in repentance. Not so in Chorazin and Bethsaida! “Woe to you!”

      What was it about the miracles of Jesus that ought to have led those who witnessed them to repentance? The miracles were signs (as John repeatedly calls them in his Gospel3). The importance of a sign is not the sign itself, but what it signifies. The miracles of Jesus were signs pointing to God’s kingdom, where the blind will see, the deaf will hear, the lame will leap, and the dumb will sing for joy (see Isaiah 35:5, 6; Matthew 11:4, 5; cf. Revelation 21:4). Jesus was demonstrating his power and authority as God’s King. The signs accompanied his proclamation, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matthew 4:17, 23; 9:35).

      Repentance is the radical change demanded by the coming of God’s King. The kingdom of heaven is the long-promised reign of righteousness and goodness. As such the kingdom of heaven involves judgment. Evil will be overthrown; justice and peace will be established. That is why Jesus’s miracles, as signs of the kingdom, demand repentance. “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”

      Much earlier in the history of the Israelite people the Old Testament tells a story strikingly similar to the Gospel account of Jesus’s mighty works. It is the story of Elisha (2 Kings 2—13). Certainly the miracle stories of the New Testament Gospels surpass the accounts of Elisha’s “mighty works,” so that we might find ourselves saying, “Something greater than Elisha is here” (cf. Matthew 12:41, 42). Nonetheless in these stories Elisha (“My God saves”) anticipates Jesus (= Joshua, “Yahweh saves”).

      The public ministry of Elisha began with his remarkable reenactment of Joshua’s crossing of the Jordan River centuries earlier (2:14). This was probably close to the very spot where, centuries later, Jesus’s public ministry would begin with his baptism by John (Matthew 3:13).

      Elisha proceeded to retrace the steps of the Israelites under Joshua as they took possession of the land God had promised their forefather Abraham. Like them he came to Jericho (2:18; see Joshua 2:1; 3:16; 6:2) and will shortly move on to the vicinity of Bethel (v. 23; see Joshua 7:2).

      In each of these locations, Elisha was the agent of what we might call a sign of the kingdom. The story will take us to:

      1. Jericho: A troubled city that sought and received help (vv. 19–22)

      2. Bethel: A rebellious city that mocked God’s prophet and received its due (vv. 23, 24)

      3. Mount Carmel and Samaria: The places that defined Elisha (v. 25)

      Jericho: A Troubled City That Sought and Received Help (vv. 19–22)

      “The city” of verse 19 was Jericho (2:18). Since the days of Joshua, Jericho had lain in ruins, a visible testimony to the day on which God had given Jericho into Joshua’s hand. A trumpet blast, a mighty shout, and the walls of Jericho had fallen flat (Joshua 6:2, 20). So they should have remained, for Joshua had said, “Cursed before the Lord be the man who rises up and rebuilds this city, Jericho” (Joshua 6:26). It was a mark of the defiant disobedience and flagrant unfaithfulness of King Ahab that in his days a man by the name of Hiel was allowed to rebuild Jericho. It had cost the lives of Hiel’s two sons, just as Joshua had said it would (Joshua 6:26; 1 Kings 16:34).

      Elisha was staying in this city, rebuilt in disobedience and unfaithfulness. It was a city under a curse, that is, God’s judgment on the disobedience and unfaithfulness that had allowed it to be rebuilt. What do you think will happen when Elisha (“My God saves”) spends some time in Jericho?

      A Request for Help (v. 19)

      Now the men of the city said to Elisha, “Behold, the situation of this city is pleasant [good], as my4 lord sees, but the water is bad, and the land causes miscarriages5 [esv, is unfruitful].” (v. 19)

      I suspect that the men of the city had been influenced by the “sons of the prophets” who lived among them (2:5) and had been the first to receive and acknowledge Elisha in his new role (2:15). The men of the city now approached Elisha respectfully (“my lord”6) with a problem.

      Jericho looked like a pleasant enough place to live. The houses were fine. The city’s defenses were strong. Hiel had done a good job. So it seemed. But appearances can deceive. The city had a serious problem. The water supply was poisonous, with tragic consequences. It was causing miscarriages.7

      Jericho was suffering. The words of the men of the city suggest that they were aware of God’s promises, according to which “the land” would be “good” (Exodus 3:8; Numbers 14:7; Deuteronomy 1:35), and in it “none shall miscarry” (Exodus 23:26). Bereavement, such as they were now experiencing, had been a theme in the warnings of the consequences of disobedience (Leviticus 26:22; Deuteronomy 32:258). The land that was to have flowed with milk and honey now had water that caused miscarriages.

      Perhaps the men of the city understood that their troubles were related to the curse Joshua had spoken. The humility and respect with which they brought the problem to Elisha indicates the high regard in which they must have held the man of God on whom the spirit of Elijah now rested. What did they expect him to do?

      Strange Instructions (v. 20a)

      Elisha responded to them: “Bring me a new bowl, and put salt in it” (v. 20a). How strange that must have sounded. A bowl? Some salt? Our problem is the poisonous water supply of the whole city! How do you think a bowl of salt will help?

      As readers we have the luxury of thinking more calmly about Elisha’s strange instructions. Why a “new” bowl? Perhaps it signified the newness of the situation the city was about to experience. Why “salt”? Perhaps the salt represented a break with the past. “Jericho was separated by means of salt from the curse of Joshua and made habitable once again.”9

      Importantly these instructions came from the mouth of God’s prophet (see 1 Kings 17:24). These words, strange as they sounded, would determine the future of the city.

      Immediate Obedience (v. 20b)

      The immediate and unquestioning obedience of the people to the prophet’s odd instructions underlines the humble trust with which they had approached Elisha. “So they brought it to him” (v. 20b).

      In the city of Jericho, a symbol of King Ahab’s disobedience and unfaithfulness, we are now seeing something new: humble obedience to the words of God’s prophet.

      The Word of the Lord (v. 21)

      Today there is a spring near Jericho that is believed to have been the source of the city’s water for centuries.10 It is known as “Elisha’s spring.”

      “Then [Elisha] went to the spring of water and threw salt in it” (v. 21a). The prophet’s action by itself—a little salt in the gushing water—would have no significant effect. However, the action was accompanied by an astonishing word. Elisha said, “Thus says the Lord, I have healed this water; from now on neither death nor miscarriage11 shall come from it” (v. 21).

      For the first time we hear from Elisha’s mouth the powerful words, “Thus says the Lord” or, more precisely, “Thus the Lord has said.”12 Elisha, like Elijah before him and the prophets that preceded and will follow them both, had the task of delivering a message that God, before whom he stood (3:14), had already spoken (3:16, 17; 4:43; 7:1; 9:3, 6, 12).

      Elisha (“My God saves”) delivered this saving word from God: “I have healed this water.” The men of Jericho had been right if they understood that the polluted water was God’s doing, and they had been right to seek the solution from God’s prophet. The mercy they sought, they received. “I have healed this water.”13 This is the God who had once said, “I wound and I heal” (Deuteronomy 32:39).

      The outcome will be the restoration of blessing: “from now on neither death nor miscarriage shall come from [this water].” We do not know how many of the citizens of Jericho heard these words, but what news this was! I suspect it spread very quickly indeed. Have you heard what Elisha has said that God has said? Could it possibly be true?

      The Promised Healing (v. 22)

      “So the water has been healed to this day, according to the word that Elisha spoke” (v. 22). The impact of the word of the Lord spoken by Elisha that day can still be seen, the writer assures his readers. If you choose to visit Jericho, you will find that the water supply is still fresh and healthy. You can still taste the effect of God’s saving mercy on the city of Jericho in the days of Elisha!14

      Before we follow Elisha to Bethel and see a rather different and more disturbing event, let us notice carefully how what Elisha did, after his miraculous crossing of the Jordan River, reminds us of what Moses did soon after the similarly astonishing crossing of the Red Sea. Moses threw something (in his case it was a log) into undrinkable water, and the water became sweet (Exodus 15:22–25a). God said to the people on that occasion, “I am the Lord, your healer” (Exodus 15:26). Now in Elisha’s day the Lord healed the foul water of Jericho.

      Bethel: A Rebellious City That Mocked God’s Prophet and Received Its Due (vv. 23, 24)

      “He went up from there to Bethel” (v. 23a). Still following in the steps of Joshua (Joshua 7:2)15 and retracing the path that he had earlier taken with Elijah (both ways!—2:2, 4), Elisha approached Bethel, another town where sons of the prophets lived (2:3).

      Bethel was one of two sites where, years earlier, King Jeroboam had set up his idolatrous alternatives to the house of the Lord in Jerusalem (1 Kings 12:25–33). Bethel had been visited by a man of God from Judah who had pronounced God’s judgment on the altar Jeroboam had erected there (1 Kings 13:1–10). However, Jeroboam did not repent. He persisted in his idolatrous rebellion (1 Kings 13:33, 34). In Elisha’s day Bethel was still a center of idolatrous worship, a disturbing reminder of “the sins of Jeroboam, which he sinned and made Israel to sin” (1 Kings 14:16). As we watch Elisha approach Bethel, we are reminded of this terrible refrain in the books of Kings (see 1 Kings 12:30; 13:34; 15:30, 34; 16:19, 26; 22:52; 2 Kings 3:3; 10:29, 31; 13:2, 6, 11; 14:24; 15:9, 18, 24, 28; 17:21, 22; 23:15).

      Interestingly, for the present story Bethel was the home of Hiel, the man who had rebuilt Jericho in Ahab’s day (1 Kings 16:34). No doubt Bethel was the town that taught Hiel to defy the word of the Lord.

      The Mockery (v. 23)

      The influence of the sons of the prophets seems to have been less effective in Bethel than it had been in Jericho. As Elisha was on his way up to the town, “some young lads [esv, small boys] came out of the city and jeered at him, saying, ‘Go up, you baldhead! Go up, you baldhead!’” (v. 23b).

      The Hebrew emphasizes the contrast between Elisha on the one hand, making his way up toward the town, and these lads who “came out” toward him. Earlier some others “came out” from Bethel to meet Elisha (2:3), but this was very different. These young lads came to mock and jeer at the prophet.

      Who were they? They were probably not “small boys” (esv), but “young lads,” possibly in their late teens or early twenties.16 We will see shortly that there was quite a crowd of them, certainly over fifty, perhaps a hundred or more. In their complete lack of respect for Elisha, they make a stark contrast to the men of Jericho. They are rather more like the “fifty” soldiers in 2 Kings 1 who demanded that Elijah submit to the king’s command, “Come down” (1:9, 11).

      As Elisha approached the town, these lads came out and “jeered at him.”17 From the higher ground they hurled their scornful mockery down at him as he was making his way up toward the town.

      This is a nasty turn of events. Since Elisha had left Gilgal with Elijah on their momentous and historic trek (2:1), he had encountered nothing but supportive and encouraging responses (2:3, 5, 15). The contempt shown by these young louts probably reflects the attitude toward a prophet of the Lord that they have learned in this town (see 1 Kings 13). Certainly they embodied behavior that would characterize the people over many years. A later writer will sum this up: “But they kept mocking the messengers of God, despising his words and scoffing at his prophets, until the wrath of the Lord rose against his people, until there was no remedy” (2 Chronicles 36:16). That is what was happening as Elisha approached Bethel.

      Some have suggested that their contemptuous words, “Go up! . . . Go up!” were “a mocking caricature of Elijah’s own ‘going up’ into heaven,”18 as though the youths were saying, “Leave us, like we have heard your old master did.” I think that is reading a lot into one word. We have no reason to think that Elijah’s ascension was yet common knowledge. A little more persuasive is the suggestion that “Go up” was a taunt “to go up to worship at Jeroboam’s cult site in Bethel.”19 It is more straightforward, however, to hear the lads scornfully and sarcastically cheering Elisha on “while he was going up” (v. 23).20

      They called him “you baldhead.”21 Since Elisha was still a relatively young man, it is unlikely that he was naturally bald from age.22 Nor should we imagine that he had shaved his head for some reason.23 More probably the youngsters were laughing at the contrast between Elisha and the excessively and famously hairy Elijah, the “master of hair” (see 1:8).24 Did this relatively “bald” prophet really think he could do Elijah’s job? Baldness was an expression of sorrow, mourning, or shame (Isaiah 22:12; Jeremiah 16:6; Ezekiel 27:31; Amos 8:10; Micah 1:16). “Go up, you baldhead!” You miserable, shameful man!

      The Word of the Lord (v. 24a)

      How different was Elisha’s intimidating reception as he approached Bethel from the earlier respectful approach from the men of Jericho! His response was also different. “And he turned around, and he looked at them, and [esv, when he saw them,] he cursed them in the name of the Lord” (v. 24a).

      I imagine the rowdy lads falling silent as the prophet turned to face them. Then I see them trembling a little as he fixed his gaze on them. But when he spoke their swagger stopped. “He cursed them in the name of the Lord.”

      In Jericho the prophet had proclaimed a saving word, a word of healing. Here he uttered a curse, a word of judgment. Both messages carried the authority of the Lord (“Thus the Lord has said” and “in the name of the Lord”). This is the God who both wounds and heals, blesses and curses, brings down to Sheol and raises up.

      The Curse (v. 24b)

      With horror we read, “And two she-bears came out of the woods and tore forty-two of the youngsters [esv, boys]” (v. 24b). It is not clear that the forty-two lads died. Perhaps some of them or even most of them did. The awful ramifications of the disaster are underlined by a word (esv, “boys”) that helps us see them as their mothers’ sons.25 Judgment fell that day not only on the blaspheming young men, but on the homes where they were raised. It was a dreadful day in Bethel. It was as though God’s warning to all who “walk contrary to me and will not listen to me” had been fulfilled: “And I will let loose the wild beasts against you, which shall bereave you of your children” (Leviticus 26:21, 22).26

      The exact number (“forty-two”) of the lads who were mauled is curious. It suggests that this incident was very carefully remembered in Bethel.27 It also indicates that the mob of jeering thugs was quite large. There were obviously more than forty-two of them, perhaps many more.

      Mount Carmel and Samaria: The Places That Defined Elisha (v. 25)

      As far as we know, Elisha did not go into the town of Bethel at this time. After his hostile reception he moved on. Bethel had rejected the Lord’s prophet and paid a heavy price. It was not only the harm that befell at least forty-two of the town’s sons, but also the rejection of the town by God signified by the departure from there of Elisha. Bethel would not experience the kind of blessing that had come to Jericho. We will find ourselves back in Bethel much later in our story (23:15–20).

      Mount Carmel (v. 25a)

      “From there he went on to Mount Carmel” (v. 25a). Mount Carmel would become the prophet’s base (4:25), as it probably had been for Elijah.28 No reader of this history can hear of Mount Carmel without being reminded of the historic showdown there between Elijah and the prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18). Mount Carmel was the place where the question of who is truly God was settled. By going to Mount Carmel, Elisha embraced the message of Mount Carmel: “The Lord, he is God; the Lord, he is God” (1 Kings 18:39).

      We may now see the events at Jericho and Bethel as signs of the Mount Carmel message. The Lord is the one who brings blessing, as at Jericho, and curse, as at Bethel. There is a God in Israel (see 2:3, 6, 16)! The Lord, he is God.

      Samaria (v. 25b)

      “From there he returned to Samaria” (v. 25b). These words are ominous. They indicate that Elisha had been in Samaria previously, presumably accompanying his master Elijah when he visited the Baal worshipper King Ahaziah (1:15, 16). Samaria was the city where Ahaziah’s father, influenced by his mother, had built an altar and house for Baal (1 Kings 16:31, 32). By returning to Samaria, as we shall see, Elisha was taking up the battle against Baal where Elijah had left off.29

      Signs of the Kingdom

      What are we to make of the two brief stories that have occupied us in this chapter? As Elisha (“My God saves”) entered the land God had given to his people, these signs of God’s rule accompanied him. The Lord is indeed God, and he is the one who wounds and heals. Seek mercy from him, as the men of Bethel did, and you will find it. Mock his prophet, as the young hooligans of Bethel did, and you will suffer the consequences.

      The events at Jericho and Bethel recall the message of Moses shortly before the people entered the promised land centuries earlier.

      See, I have set before you today life and good, death and evil. If you obey the commandments of the Lord your God that I command you today, by loving the Lord your God, by walking in his ways, and by keeping his commandments and his statutes and his rules, then you shall live and multiply, and the Lord your God will bless you in the land that you are entering to take possession of it. But if your heart turns away, and you will not hear, but are drawn away to worship other gods and serve them, I declare to you today, that you shall surely perish. You shall not live long in the land that you are going over the Jordan to enter and possess. I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, that I have set before you life and death, blessing and curse. Therefore choose life, that you and your offspring may live, loving the Lord your God, obeying his voice and holding fast to him, for he is your life and length of days, that you may dwell in the land that the Lord swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give them. (Deuteronomy 30:15–20)

      There are really only two ways: life under God’s blessing, like the people of Jericho or death under his judgment, like the people of Bethel. The miracles of Elisha, like the miracles of Jesus, are signs of the kingdom. They point us to the message of the King: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”
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      Presuming on God’s Kindness, Part 1

      2 Kings 3:1–8

      

      It is a very bad idea to presume on God’s kindness. And yet people do it all the time. Every one of us, every moment of every day, experiences the kindness of God. Each breath we take is a gift. We all experience many good things every day from God’s hand! To presume on God’s kindness means to suppress the truth of it, to take it for granted, to fail to honor God as God or to give thanks to him. This is the ultimate human foolishness because it disconnects us from the Giver of all good things (see Romans 1:18–23).

      We easily find objections to this truth about our troubled world. For many of us—all of us at least some of the time—life is very hard and painful. We are aware of terrible suffering in the world around us. Overwhelmed by the suffering, we can find ourselves rejecting the very idea that God is kind to us. It is not that we presume on the kindness of God (we convince ourselves), we just can’t see it.

      That is a terrible blindness. God is good, and we experience his kindness in many, many ways. Life itself is a gift from God. Likewise food, clothing, friendship, small pleasures, sunshine, and rain. Many of us experience peace, relative safety, a measure of prosperity, reasonably stable government. The list could be extended. How dare we presume on the kindness of God!

      One of the marks of our age seems to be an astonishing lack of gratitude. Resentment and bitterness seem to outweigh thankfulness. No doubt there are reasons for this. Life is hard and unfair. But how about some gratitude for what we have been given? How dare we presume on the kindness of God!

      I haven’t yet mentioned the kindness of God toward us in Jesus Christ. Take a moment to reflect on Romans 11:22; Ephesians 2:7; Titus 3:4; 1 Peter 2:3. For good reason “Be thankful!” is a refrain that runs through the New Testament. How could those who know God’s grace in Christ not be thankful? (See Romans 14:6; Ephesians 5:4, 20; Philippians 4:6; Colossians 1:12; 2:7; 3:15–17; 4:2; 1 Timothy 2:1; 4:3–4; Revelation 7:12.) Christian people have reason to be overwhelmed with thankfulness. The gospel of Jesus Christ is a powerful antidote to the resentment and bitterness of our time.

      The Apostle Paul says this about presuming on God’s kindness:

      Do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience, not knowing that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? (Romans 2:4)

      Repentance changes a person from presuming on God’s kindness to profound thankfulness. Paul was pointing to a particular kindness—namely, that God’s righteous judgment on sinful people has not yet been fully revealed (Romans 2:5). That kindness, like all of God’s kindness, is meant to lead us to repentance.

      In 2 Kings 3 we will meet a man who presumed on the kindness of God. That will turn out to be a very bad idea. We will hear the story in two parts. First we will see:

      1. Jehoram’s idolatry: Why he will not see God’s kindness (vv. 1–3)

      2. Jehoram’s self-sufficiency: Why he will not seek God’s kindness (vv. 4–8)

      In our next chapter we will see how Jehoram’s idolatry and self-sufficiency led to his presumption and the disaster that ensued.

      Jehoram’s Idolatry: Why He Will Not See God’s Kindness (vv. 1–3)

      The last thing we heard in 2 Kings 2 was that Elisha “returned to Samaria” (2:25) after the astonishing sequence of events recounted in that chapter. Elisha was returning to the king’s capital, the world of royal power and authority. It was the world of 2 Kings 1, where the king had soldiers and messengers at his disposal to do his will and solve his problems. However, that king’s resources were insufficient. His problem was too big. The resolution, such as it was, came “according to the word of the Lord that Elijah had spoken” (1:17).

      Through 2 Kings 2 the narrator has taken us away from Samaria and focused on Elijah and his protégé Elisha. Elisha has now taken up his master’s mantle (2:13, 15) and has become the one who announces, “Thus says the Lord . . .” (2:21). What will happen when Elisha returns to Samaria, when the man of God comes again into the world of royal power and authority where the living God has been denied and disregarded for so long?

      Meet Jehoram (Again) (v. 1)

      This is what had happened in Samaria sometime before Elisha’s return:1

      In the eighteenth year of Jehoshaphat king of Judah, Jehoram the son of Ahab became king over Israel in Samaria, and he reigned twelve years. (v. 1)

      Verse 1 is a summary statement that looks back to Jehoram’s accession (see 1:17), dating it with reference to the reign of the king in Jerusalem. The statement then glances forward to Jehoram’s “twelve years” on the throne, which will end with his gruesome death in 9:24.2

      When we were briefly introduced to King Jehoram in 1:17, we were told that he became king in Samaria in Ahaziah’s place “in the second year of Jehoram son of Jehoshaphat, king of Judah.” The apparent discrepancy between the dates in 3:1 and 1:17 is probably explained by a co-regency in Jerusalem. The eighteenth year of Jehoshaphat’s twenty-five-year reign (1 Kings 22:42) was then the second year that he shared with his son Jehoram. This Jehoram would become king of Judah in his own right about five years later, not long before his father’s death (see 8:16).3

      Perhaps it was the two royal figures with the name Jehoram at the same time, one in Samaria and the other in Jerusalem, that prompted the writer to mention both of them in 1:17.4 In 3:1, however, his focus is on Jehoshaphat because of the major role this king will play in the story about to unfold.5

      We are told explicitly for the first time that the Jehoram we meet here was another “son of Ahab.” Ahaziah had no son (1:17), and so after his brief reign the throne went to his (presumably) younger brother. This must remind us again that there was a terrible word from God concerning a son of Ahab: “in [Ahab’s] son’s days I will bring disaster upon his house” (1 Kings 21:29). We have seen the death of Ahaziah under the shadow of this word. But the house of Ahab lived on in Jehoram. What will become of him?

      The historical narrative of 2 Kings gives considerable space to the reign of this son of Ahab. Between the notice of his accession here in verse 1 and the report of his death in 9:24–26 there are many references to “the king” of Israel. Although in most cases the king is not named, it is reasonable to assume that throughout  these pages the king was Jehoram.6 As we will soon see, however, our writer’s interest is less in the king than in the man who had returned to Samaria in 2:25.

      Less Bad, but Still Bad (vv. 2, 3)

      It is usual for our historian to accompany his presentation of the basic chronological details of a king’s reign with a summary assessment of that king.7 In the case of the kings of the northern kingdom of Israel, the evaluation is monotonously repetitive. Each one “did what was evil in the sight of the Lord,” following in the ways of Jeroboam, the first king of the breakaway kingdom. So it was with Nadab, Baasha, Elah, Zimri, Omri, Ahab, and Ahaziah (1 Kings 15:26, 34; 16:13, 19, 25, 26, 30, 31; 22:52). Now with the ninth king of the northern kingdom, we hear the same thing with an intriguing twist.

      The first point is familiar: “He did what was evil in the sight of the Lord” (v. 2a). This must be borne in mind as we hear the story of this chapter. Make no mistake. In the Bible writer’s assessment, Jehoram was yet another bad king in Israel. More on that in a moment.

      A second point: In his case there is a curious qualification to be noted. “Though” in verse 2 represents a small Hebrew word (raq) that signals “a limitation on something previously expressed.”8 In his evil deeds Jehoram was “not like his father and mother” (v. 2b). This made him different from his older brother, who did walk in the ways of his father and his mother (1 Kings 22:52).

      Jehoram’s father, Ahab, had married the Sidonian princess Jezebel, a fanatical follower of Baal. Ahab had fallen under her spell. He had built a house in Samaria for Baal, joined in the worship there, and added a representation of Asherah, a female pagan deity, to accompany Baal in Ahab’s affections (1 Kings 16:31–33).

      Jehoram distinguished himself from his father and mother (and brother) in that “he put away the pillar of Baal that his father had made” (v. 2c). We have not previously heard about this “pillar.” It was probably a raised stone, possibly with an inscription about Baal and perhaps a representation of him. Some suggest it may have been a phallic symbol.9 Jehoram “put away” this offensive object. It is not clear when he did this, but it was probably later than the events about to be recounted in this chapter. Mind you, he did not smash it to pieces, which would have been more appropriate. He literally “caused it to turn aside.” Someone else would subsequently destroy it properly (see 10:26, 27).



OEBPS/content/images/instagram.jpg





OEBPS/content/Links/2_Kings_PTW_Figures_1.pdf.jpg
David (40)
|

Solomon (40)

Southern Kingdom (Judah) Northern Kingdom (lsrael)
T Kings Rehoboam (17) Jeroboam | (22) 1 Kings
| I
Abijam (3) Nadab (2)

| Baasha (24)
Asa (41) |
| Hah (2)
lehoshaphat (25) Zimii (7 days)
| Omii (12)
I
2 Kings Jehoram (8) Ahab (22)
I I
Ahaziah (1)
[Athaliah (7)] Ahaziah (2) 2 Kings
Jehoash (40) Il
| Jehoram (12)
Amaziah (29) Jehu (28)
| I
Azariah (Uzziah) (52) Jehoahaz (17)
| I
Jotham (16) Jehoash (16)
| I
Ahaz (16) Jeroboam Il (41)
| I
Hezekih (29) Techariah (6 months)
| Shallum (1 month)
Manasseh (55) Menahem (10)
| I
Amon (2) Pekahiah (2)
| Pekah (20)
Josiah (31) Hoshea (9)
|
Jehoahaz (3 months)
I
Jehoiakim (11)

|
Jehoiachin (3 months)
Ii
Tedekiah (11)





OEBPS/content/images/facebook.jpg





OEBPS/cover/9781433514609.jpg
' PREACHING the WORD 1

2 KINGS

THE TRUTH about
OUR TROUBLED WORLD

JOHN WOODHOUSE

R.Kent Hughes

Series Editor






OEBPS/content/images/cw-logo.png
ax CROSSWAY"

WHEATON, ILLINOIS





OEBPS/content/images/twitter.jpg





