The Ascension of Elijah

- How Did the “Sons of the Prophets” and Elisha Know Elijah Would be Taken? 
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Introduction 

The ascension of Elijah is described in 2 Kings Ch. 2. 

At the start of this passage, we, as readers, are told that the Lord, Yahweh, was about to take Elijah up to heaven in a whirlwind. But, as the narrative continues, it becomes clear that the sons of the prophets in Bethel (v. 3), the sons of the prophets in Jericho (v. 5) and Elisha (verses 3 and 5) knew, before the event, that Elijah would be taken (though they did not necessarily know the manner in which he would be taken). We are not told until v. 9 that Elijah was aware that he would be taken, but I think that we can reasonably infer that he knew before this.

At a recent church bible study, the leader asked us a very interesting question: how did the sons of the prophets and Elisha know that Elijah was to be taken from them. Well, the straightforward answer is that they were prophets! Also we know from Amos 3:7 that

 “Surely the Lord GOD will do nothing, but he revealeth his secret unto his servants the prophets”.

The purpose of this article however, is to see whether there is a less straightforward answer too!! Were there for example, any indications in the immediately preceding events that would enable to the sons of the prophets and Elisha (and Elijah himself) to infer that “time was up” for Elijah’s ministry. 

After all, the important verse in Amos quoted above does not necessarily require that each message come to the prophets like “bolt from the blue”; we can reasonably ask whether there were any indications that the time had come for Elijah to hand over to Elisha and to the two other men, Jehu and Hazael, mentioned in 1 Kings 19:15-17. It is reasonable to suspect that, at least to some extent, the prophets were men to whom had been given the insight, like the men of Issachar (1 Chron 12:32), to “understand the times . .”.

In this article, I wish to explore the possibility that Elijah, Elisha and the sons of the prophets all knew, from “studying the times”, that the time had basically come for Elijah to hand over to these others to carry on his work, and also that they would have been able to suspect, without further “special revelation” from God, something of the manner of Elijah’s imminent departure. 

Before we start looking at the evidence for how the sons of the prophets etc. might have known about Elijah’s imminent departure, I wish to mention a very helpful article which discusses, amongst many other things, the way the narrative in 2 Kings 2 handles the questions, “who knew what, and when?” regarding the timing and manner of Elijah’s ascension to heaven. (For example, the sons of the prophets from Jericho do not seem to have actually  seen Elijah’s ascension for themselves). The article is chapter 6 of  A prophet like Moses? A narrative-theological reading of the Elijah narratives,  the 2006 Ph.D. thesis of Havilah Dharamraj, which can be freely downloaded from the Internet. In ch. 6, the authoress considers 6 people or groups in two triads: God (Yahweh), the narrator of 2 Kings ch. 2 and the reader form one triad and Elijah, Elisha and the sons of the prophets form a second triad, and Havilah discusses who knew what and when—according to what we read in the narrative.

The article is quite involved, but really worth reading. However, it does not discuss whether the members of the second triad might have been able to use their insights into current events to work out what was going to happen to Elijah and when—which is the subject of this much shorter (and easier!) present investigation.

The Events Leading up to Elijah’s Ascension
After the events on Mt. Carmel (1 Kings 18) and Jezebel’s threat (1 Kings 19:2), Elijah goes to Mt. Horeb. Most commentators and translations,say that 1 Kings 19:3 tells us that Elijah was afraid, and that he “ran for his life” or similar. The Masoretic text however says, not that Elijah was afraid, but that he saw. Neither does it say that he ran but that he went or walked . . . Now it is true that the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Hebrew text) does indeed translate 1 Kings 19:3 by saying that Elijah was afraid, and most modern translations follow this but why not simply translate what the Masoretic text actually says?! By welcome contrast, here is the KJV translation:

And when he saw (that), he arose, and went for his life, and came to Beersheba, which belongeth to Judah, and left his servant there.

In commenting on Elijah’s “seeing” and “walking” in this verse, Peter Leithart says,

“Prophets are the “eyes of the Yahweh” who “walk” to and fro on the earth  collecting “evidence” to present before the Lord (Zech. 4:10). Eyes are organs of discernment and judgement in Scripture (Gen 1; Ps. 11). As a prophet, Elijah sees Jezebel’s plan and and also perceives that Jezebel and not Ahab is really in charge of royal policy. As in 1 Kgs. 17, Elijah’s withdrawal is a judgement on Israel. Beersheba, furthermore, is at the southern edge of Judah, and Sinai is another two hundred miles beyond Beersheba. Elijah’s movements do not indicate flight, but a journey to a specific destination, a return to the mountain where Yahweh first cut covenant with Israel”.

At Horeb, Yahweh hears Elijah’s “lawsuit” against Israel, and agrees with Elijah. Therefore judgement—by the three individuals and methods mentioned, the sword of Hazael, the sword of Jehu and the prophetic ministry of Elisha - is prescribed. (For more details of this, I highly recommend Peter Leithart’s commentary on 1 and 2 Kings in the SCM Theological Commentary series from which the above quotation is taken.) At Horeb, Elijah seems to be in a position similar in some ways to that of Moses on Sinai at the time of the Golden Calf incident, but this time, there will be judgement—both on the house of Ahab and on Israel as a whole. The judgement appears to take the form of a “de-conquest” of the land. This is fitting as Ahab and Jezebel had already reversed aspects of the conquest since they supported the worship of Canaanite gods, and Ahab had already built altars and houses to Baal (1 Kings 16:32) - things which were torn down, or were commanded to be torn down, during the original conquest under Joshua. Furthermore, during Ahab’s reign, Jericho—the first city to be destroyed during the original conquest—was rebuilt (16:34) in a vile “anti-passover” in which the firstborn was killed. Therefore, the judgement takes the form of God’s presence—in the person of Elijah—leaving the land in the reverse direction to the original conquest as will be described later.  

[An “aside”: I found an interesting comment  regarding the “still small voice” during Elijah’s encounter with Yahweh at Horeb in my Hebrew Grammar book (Basics of Biblical Hebrew Grammar by Gary D. Pratico and Miles V. Van Pelt). In this book there is a short  “guest article” by Jeffrey J. Niehaus. In this article, he quotes an article by J. Lust, “A Gentle Breeze or a Roaring Thunderous Sound?” Vetus Testamentum 25 (1975) 110-115. As the title suggests, this article argues that the “still small voice” has been mistranslated, and that Elijah hears Yahweh’s roaring voice: it is the quality of speech that indicated Yahweh’s presence as distinct from the wind, earthquake and fire that heralded His approach.]

Well, Elijah first appoints Elisha as an assistant—not yet as a replacement—and there is no sign as yet of a Hazael or a Jehu (see 1 Kings 19:15-18) —so other things must happen first before the formal handing over of Elijah’s ministry is to take place.

In the meantime, Scripture records two further wrong acts of Ahab. First, he spares the Syrian king Ben Hadad, who, with his servants, had slandered Yahweh (1 Kings 20) by saying that Yahweh is a god only of the hills and not of the valleys, and, by contrast, he kills the faithful Israelite, Naboth. These are the the “point of no return” for Ahab—he and his people—all of them - are to be destroyed (20:42 and 21:20-27). Ahab then humbled himself before Yahweh (21:27) and the sentence was delayed until the time of Ahab’s son—as Yahweh informed Elijah in 21:29.

As a result of this information, Elijah knew that there was to be a delay regarding the sword of Hazael and the sword of Jehu and his own replacement by the prophetic ministry of Elisha. (God’s pronouncements of judgement are frequently invitations to repentance (for example, Jonah and Nineveh)).

Whilst Elijah waits, Ahab dies by an arrow at Ramoth-gilead and his equally wicked son, Ahaziah reigned  in his stead for two years. At the beginning of 2 Kings we read that he “fell through a lattice in his upper chamber”, and foolishly sends to inquire whether he will recover from Baal-zebub. Elijah is told by the Lord (2 Kings 1:4) that Ahaziah will not recover, and so now Elijah knows that the time for judgement has finally arrived. Ahaziah dies—the death of the first-born being a “Passover” event—another indication that the time for judgement has arrived. (Elijah saves the life of the widow’s son in Zarephath, but announces the death of the son of Ahab—the king of Israel). Also Ahaziah has no son unlike the widow of Zarephath. The first event of the judgement being the deaths of 102 soldiers sent to arrest Elijah (2 Kings 1:9-12).

So, Elijah knows that the time for him to “hand over” to Elisha and for Hazael and Jehu to emerge as agents of judgement) has come. The judgement of Ahab’s house in Israel has already started. But Ahab’s dynasty had also made inroads into the royal house of Judah! This king, Jehoram, too had also to be destroyed and almost all of his family destroyed too in accordance with the punishment stated by Yahweh.  (Though not quite all his family, because this is the royal line of David too. Jehoahaz/Ahaziah the youngest son survives— 2 Chron. 21:7 and 17) I think Elijah knows this. The final sign that the time has really come to hand over is described in in 2 Chronicles 21. In verses 1-7 we read that Jehoram, Jehoshaphat’s firstborn, whose wife was a daughter of Ahab, had become king of Judah and that he led Judah astray and killed all his brothers who “were better than he” (v. 13). Now Elijah is told by the Lord that a sentence of painful death is to be passed on Jehoram and a plague on his family, and Elijah sends a letter to Jehoram to that effect (verses 12-20).

Elijah now knows that the judgement on all of Ahab’s dynasty (in both kingdoms!) is in hand and his work is essentially finished. The further outworking of this judgement is given in both 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles. In Matthew’s genealogy of Christ, there are some interesting omissions - totalling 3 generations -relating to the descendants of Ahab in the royal line of Judah—a topic treated very well in many commentaries on Matthew. 

I’m assuming that all these events involving Ahaziah in Israel and Jehoram in Judah were known to Elisha and, in large part too, to the sons of the prophets. I’m also assuming that they understood about the Passover “symbology” of the deaths of Ahaziah in Israel and Jehoram in Judah—both firstborns and also the death of Hiel’s son Abiram (1 Kings 16:34)—and so, would be expecting some kind of an imminent “Exodus” from the wicked land (in this case from Israel, not Egypt.) and they would also know that the time had come for Elijah to hand over to Elisha; since Elijah was a sort of “Moses”, then Elisha would be a “Joshua”. 

The Events surrounding Elijah’s Ascension
When, therefore, we read in 2 Kings 2:1-2 that Elijah, accompanied by Elisha was walking from Gilgal to Bethel (near Ai), we can speculate that the sons of the prophets were able to recognise that the route was retracing in reverse the conquest of the land under Joshua. Gilgal is mentioned in Joshua Ch. 9 (though also in Ch. 5) and Bethel and Ai in Ch. 7 so we are working towards the beginning of the book of Joshua! Then to confirm this idea,  Elijah and Elisha go on to Jericho and cross the Jordan “in reverse”! Now, the next logical step in this “reverse trajectory” would be the handing over of Elijah’s role to Elisha (corresponding to Moses and Joshua) and the next step after that would be the ascent of Elijah to die just as Moses went up Mt. Nebo to die. Elijah is enacting all this in reverse because he is typologically acting out the judgement on Israel, and he recognises that he has reached the end of his ministry—  just as Moses’ ministry too ended outside the land of promise.

It appears that the sons of the prophets, and Elisha too understood the significance of all this very quickly—or they were given a “special revelation” in addition - but in principle, knowing that they were witnessing a “de-conquest” of the land as a judgement on Israel would have enabled them to predict what would happen—in broad terms anyway—to Elijah and Elisha.

It is possible that they understood more too. First of all, Elijah’s sudden appearances and disappearances had earlier created the impression in the prophet Obadiah anyway, that the Spirit (breath, wind) of the Lord was likely to “carry off Elijah I know not where” - and Elijah was carried off in a whirlwind! (Contrary to some paintings and sermons, the fiery chariots served to separate Elijah and Elisha only, not to carry Elijah to heaven). Furthermore, if Elijah was making 
for Mt. Nebo (that was after all the next “scheduled stop” on the “reverse itinerary”!) then Elijah, Elisha and the sons of the prophets would have remembered or known that “fire happens”  whenever Elijah goes up a mountain! (1 Kings 18,  1 Kings 19:12, and 2 Kings 2) and so, even without knowing the exact manner of Elijah’s departure they might have been able to predict that  it would be a fiery ascent involving Elijah being carried by a strong wind. Interestingly, the sons of the prophets ask Elisha if he knows that his master (i.e. Elijah) is to be taken from “over his head”. This phrase could simply refer to the fact that Elisha’s “head” or master was Elijah, but it could also be a double entendre hinting at the manner of that departure. 

Conclusion

I hope that this short article has at least made a case for the possibility that a certain amount of the work of the prophets of the Old Testament involved a typological “reading” of their own circumstances in the light of earlier events in Israel’s salvation history. We too should try to be “types” as we try to fit our lives into Scripture’s grand narrative of salvation in Christ, and as we see God acting in sovereign judgement and mercy in our own day..

