
Noon Bible Study: 2 kings 2
2 Kings 2:1-3

There seems to be a bit of nervousness about the prospect of Elijah leaving.

We sort of walk into this story with some details clearly already unfolded in the real time happenings.  The writer of 2 
Kings opens up chapter 2 as if we all knew this whirlwind business was already going to happen.  Additionally, the sons 
of the prophets, another name for the collection of prophetic apprentices of Elijah, already know Elijah is going away.  
We don’t know the backstory ahead of time, but we will see things come together as we read on.

2 Kings 2:4-6

We read nearly the same account from verses 1-3 but now Elijah going to Jericho and to the Jordan (rather than Bethel). 
Elisha refuses to leave the side of Elijah.   “Sons of the prophets” meet Elijah and Elisha there and build the 
anticipation of Elijah’s departure again.

2 Kings 2:7-8 - The parting of the Jordan

Elijah and Elisha leave Jericho and stand at the banks of the Jordan river.  The Jordan river served as the natural 
boundary of the Promised Land.  When the children of Israel first approached Canaan, Joshua lead them to the Jordan 
river where the waters of the river stopped and parted, allowing the people to walk through on dry land.  This “crossing 
over” symbolized a new era in Israelite history.

And now this moment is re-enacted by Elijah as he stops the waters of the Jordan to walk through, with Elisha on dry 
ground.  We are learning in this moment that perhaps another new era is beginning.

2 Kings 2:9-14 - Elijah Taken To Heaven

v. 9 - Elijah gives Elisha a chance to make a final request from his teacher and example.

v. 10 - Elisha (rather boldly) ask for a “double portion” of the spirit to be upon him.  Elijah answers that if Elisha is 
present when he departs, then his request has been granted by the LORD.

ESV Study Bible: “The idea of going up to heaven at the end of an earthly life was not common in ancient Israel. 
The OT more characteristically speaks of the deceased’s “going down” to Sheol, (the grave). It was the fate even 
of mighty heroes of the Hebrew tradition to be “gathered to their people” in this way (e.g., Gen. 25:7–8; 1 Kings 
2:10). Elijah represents a remarkable exception to this way of speaking.” (note on 2 Kings 2:1)
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A chariot of fire, drawn by horses of fire separates the two men.  Remember that anytime Elijah has told Elisha to leave, 
Elisha says no!  It’s going to take a fiery military escort to break them up!  And then Elijah is then taken up in a 
whirlwind!  Wow!  We’ve never seen this before!

2 Kings 2:15-18 - The Search For Elijah

The sons of the prophets had seen Elijah part the Jordan and cross to the other side with Elisha.  They knew Elijah was 
leaving them that day.  And now they see Elisha return to Jericho (the other side of the Jordan) with the “mantle” of 
Elijah on his shoulders.  As a result they respectfully bow to Elisha indicating that they are recognizing his as Elijah’s 
successor.

At the same time they feel they should look for Elijah.  They wonder if the “Spirit of the LORD has taken him up and cast 
him on some mountain…(v. 16)”.  Elisha initially disagrees with their idea to search for Elijah, but then allows them to 
go on the search - a search that after 3 days is ended because Elijah is nowhere to be found.

2 Kings 2:19-22 - Elisha Purifies the Water

Elisha performs a miracle and purifies the water in the city of Jericho.  It had been “bad” causing the land to be 
“unfruitful” (v. 19).  Some translators indicate that this concept of “unfruitful” or barren” implies that the bad water 
of Jericho was causing miscarriages or barrenness in the women of the land.  And Elisha brings life and healing instead! 
This is the second powerful act of Elisha. 

What we are seeing is that in a way, Elisha is proving to be the great new prophet.  First he’s proving this to himself 
(the parting of the Jordan), then to the sons of the prophets (knowing that they would be unable to find Elijah), and to 
the larger community (purifying the water of the entire city of Jericho).

2 Kings 2:23-25 - Don’t Mess With The Prophet

v. 23 - Bethel - Interestingly Elisha returns the exact same way he had traveled with Elijah.  From Bethel to Jericho to 
the Jordan and now back over the Jordan to Jericho, returning to Bethel.  He’s going right back to where Elijah was.  
Prophetically, spiritually, miraculously and even physically, Elisha is the successor to the great prophet Elijah.

So what happened to Elijah?

We don’t really know what happened to Elijah.  2 Kings 2 alone indicates that Elijah went to heaven.  Some later Jewish tradition 
accepted this idea when it interprets Malachi 4:5-6 (“Behold I am going to send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of 
the...day of the LORD”) as Elijah is going to literally return as a final prophet before the coming of the Messiah.  If Elijah is 
still in heaven alive, he’s obviously able to come back when needed.  Many Jews today even save a seat for Elijah at their 
Passover meal just in case he decides to make an appearance.

However, this idea challenges the majority view of Scripture that teaches that death is not a conscious state, but comparable to 
“sleep”.  It was not until centuries later that Plato and other Greek Philosopher’s introduced the idea that humans had “souls” 
that were “immortal” and thus lived on after someone died.  This is not the Biblical view however.  In contrast, the Biblical view 
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is “resurrection”.  According to this view, Jesus will raise to life again those who died.  The whole person that died will live 
again (Daniel 12:2, John 5:28-29, John 11:24-26, etc).  And as strange as this is to have to say, dead people are actually dead 
(as in not alive) until the resurrection comes.  Otherwise, why does Jesus need to return if death actually takes us into his 
presence. (This topic deserves a bigger conversation than the endnotes of 2 Kings 2, but it is needful to highlight briefly here.)

The Christian view of Elijah coming before the day of the LORD is that John the Baptist came in the “spirit of Elijah” to prepare 
people for the Messiah’s (first) coming through his preaching (Matthew 11:14).  John’s message of repentance was similar to what 
Malachi mentions this second coming of Elijah would be:

Malachi 4:6 "He will restore the hearts of the fathers to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers, 
so that I will not come and smite the land with a curse." 

So the New Testament doesn’t present a case that Elijah is going to literally return (presumably from heaven) before the end of 
the age.  Instead John the Baptist and his ministry fulfill this role.  Jesus never teaches that the original 1-2 Kings Elijah is 
alive and thus able to come again.  Instead he interpreted these Old Testament events as being symbolically realized in John.

So what happened to Elijah?  Biblically speaking, we don’t know what happened when he was taken up in the fiery chariot or what 
he did after that.  But the Old & New Testament’s teaching on life & death does point us to the fact that at some point after 
that (we don’t know when), Elijah must have died to0..

Jesus says: "No one has ascended into heaven, but He who descended from heaven: the Son of Man. (John 3:13)

And speaking of the Old Testament heroes of faith, Hebrews tells us: 

“All these died in faith, without receiving the promises, but having seen them and having welcomed them from a distance, 
and having confessed that they were strangers and exiles on the earth. (Hebrews 11:13)

The bigger point is often missed in the discussion of life after death and “heaven” (etc) that comes from this text is that Elijah 
is gone.  Elijah, the greatest prophet of generations is gone.  The sons of the prophets can try and look for him, but he’s gone.  
Elisha is the prophet now.  What does that mean?  What is that going to look like?

This chapter helps us settle the anxious hearts that must have wondered if evil was going to win out now that God’s “man” 
(Elijah) was gone.  Afterall, though we have paused momentarily in our story to focus on this prophetic transition, idolatry 
still abounds in Israel and her kings are evil. 

What the new prophetic leader Elisha indirectly teaches us is that leaders come and go, ministries come and go, but the work of 
God on the earth continues on.  The greatness and power and miracle is not dependant on Elijah or Elisha but the God of Elijah 
(v. 14) and Elisha. 

It’s good to remember this lest we fix our eyes on those through whom God works, rather than on God himself.
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