Sunday, December 2, 2007 – Communion – 1st Sunday of Advent
Compelling hope!
2 Kings 2:1-25
9 When they had crossed, Elijah said to Elisha, “Tell me, what can I do for you before I am taken from you?” “Let me inherit a double portion of your spirit,” Elisha replied. 10 “You have asked a difficult thing,” Elijah said, “yet if you see me when I am taken from you, it will be yours—otherwise not.” 
2 Kings 2:9-10 NIV
-----------
Last week we saw in 2 Kings 1:1-18, A Case Study in Opportunities to Repent. 
1. We noted that Political humiliation should have caused King Ahaziah to repent and call upon Jehovah. Instead, Ahaziah refused to bow his knee. 

2. God used severe economic trouble to call Ahaziah to repentance. But he let the opportunity pass him by. 

3. When Ahaziah injured himself in a fall, instead of calling on the Lord for help with his failing health, he sends messengers to inquire of Baal-Zebub, passing up up yet another opportunity to repent.

4. Then God gave Ahaziah a gift of a personal and prophetic message. Ahaziah could have responded to this message with repentance and God likely would have withdrawn the execution orders. 
5. But, rather than repent, Ahaziah in arrogance devises a plan to take Elijah captive and imprison him. 
6. Somehow, Ahaziah thinks he can mount a formidable opposition against Jehovah God. But, one consuming fire, was not enough for Ahaziah, so God sends fire again.

7. Finally, Elijah comes to Ahaziah in person and delivers the same message that was send with the first opportunity to repent. But still he refused.
Ahaziah was on his deathbed. Time and again the Lord had given him opportunity to repent and he had refused until his opportunities ran out.

The discipline of the Lord was evidence of His love for Ahaziah. Sadly, there comes a time when opportunities to repent run out. Our prayer last week was that we respond immediately to God’s call to repent and enter into the joy of our salvation now.
Today we move into chapter 2 of 2 Kings. We have anticipated this moment for some time. In order to set the context for the events of chapter 2, we need to go back to . . .

1 Kings 19:19-21 (NIV)

Elijah was carrying out an assignment from the Lord. I personally believe there was a measure of rebuke in the assignment for Elijah to find his replacement. The Lord gave this assignment during the time he was running away from Jezebel. He had taken his eyes off of the Lord and became consumed with fear, fear of the evil woman Jezebel. It was a terrible moment of embarrassment. Elijah was not acting like the prophet he had been called to be.

But, even within the rebuke, God’s wisdom and love is clearly evident. God did not throw Elijah out to pasture. Rather, he gave him the assignment to train up, to mentor his replacement.

19 So Elijah went from there and found Elisha son of Shaphat. He was plowing with twelve yoke of oxen, and he himself was driving the twelfth pair. Elijah went up to him and threw his cloak around him. 20 Elisha then left his oxen and ran after Elijah. “Let me kiss my father and mother good-by,” he said, “and then I will come with you.” 
“Go back,” Elijah replied. “What have I done to you?” 
21 So Elisha left him and went back. He took his yoke of oxen and slaughtered them. He burned the plowing equipment to cook the meat and gave it to the people, and they ate. Then he set out to follow Elijah and became his attendant. 

Note, Elijah found Elisha plowing a field. He interrupted him while he was working. It appears that without saying a word, Elijah communicated to Elisha, “You’re the man. God wants you to be a prophet and He wants me to train you.” Then, without hesitation, Elisha stops his work and makes a commitment to Elijah. In essence, Elijah tells Elisha to “give this serious thought. Don’t come unless you have counted the cost.” Elisha does so and demonstrates it by burning his plowing equipment, slaughtering his oxen and cooking the meat for others to eat.
Now, that has got to raise some questions in your mind.

Probably the most burning question that I have about this process of selecting his replacement is exactly how Elijah came to know that he was to go to Elisha. O, I know that the Scripture says that God told him to go anoint Elisha, but how did that happen. Here’s how the text reads:
1 Kings 19:15-16 (NIV)

15 The Lord said to him, “Go back the way you came, and go to the Desert of Damascus. When you get there, . . . 16 . . . anoint Elisha son of Shaphat from Abel Meholah to succeed you as prophet. 
How would we hear God say something similar to us today? Would it be while we are in prayer and Bible study, we have an overwhelming sense that we should go to a specific person and ask him or her to do something? Does it come down to a matter of faith and then trusting that the person we go to will also sense the leading of the Lord to say “yes?”
We have a need to fill some leadership positions in the church. Those whose responsibility it is to find those leaders most certainly make it a matter of prayer and serious deliberation. So, when they sense the Lord placing a name on their hearts, is that the same as what we read here when the Lord told Elijah to “go anoint Elisha”?
And, if you think not, how do you explain how God speaks to us today?

Attached to this question is how the person who has been identified through prayer should respond? Are we not all exceedingly leery of someone who comes to us and says, “The Lord told me thus and so”? “The Lord told me that you will be our next . . .” and you fill in the blank - Sunday School teacher, deacon, elder, church gardener, etc.

We simply do not want someone to tell us what we are supposed to do, especially when it is prefaced with “The Lord told me.” 

So, it’s one thing to sense that the Lord is leading us to invite someone to participate in some ministry, it’s quite another for that person to agree with us. 
So, however it was that Elijah became convinced that he was to go to Elisha and announce to him that he had been selected to replace him, we must understand that Elisha had a decision to make. Elisha needed to have a clear sense, as well, that the Lord was in this; that the Lord was speaking through Elijah when Elijah came and threw his cloak on him. And, all the indications are that he did. Elisha did have confidence that God was speaking through Elijah. How he came to that conclusion is not told us. But, when you see his response, there is absolutely no doubt in his mind that the words Elijah spoke came directly from the Lord.
I suggest that the lesson we learn from Elijah and Elisha at this point is that we all must, we must, take the task of inviting and responding to ministry opportunities more prayerfully and more seriously. If someone has called on the Lord for wisdom and insight for who to invite to participate in a ministry activity, then the one responding must also call on the Lord for wisdom and insight. Neither party should be careless.
Now, what we will see in our text for today are at least three opportunities for Elisha to bail out on his resolve to follow Elijah in the completion of his assignment and step into Elijah’s proverbial shoes and literally his cloak when God takes Elijah away.
Chapter 2 and verse 1.

2 Kings 2:1-25 (NIV)

2 When the Lord was about to take Elijah up to heaven in a whirlwind, Elijah and Elisha were on their way from Gilgal. 2 Elijah said to Elisha, “Stay here; the Lord has sent me to Bethel.” 
There is test number 1. Elijah as much as says to Elisha, “if you want out, here’s where you can leave. I’m going on to Bethel. You stay here.”
So, this forces Elisha to review his calling. Was it the Lord who called him to follow Elijah or was that just a misguided dream? Was he crazy to have burnt his plows and sacrificed his oxen? Or, was this exactly where he was supposed to be?

But Elisha said, “As surely as the Lord lives and as you live, I will not leave you.” So they went down to Bethel. 
Elisha seems compelled to keep pursuing what God has called him to.
Now, included in this first test is Elisha needing to deal with the reality that he was about to lose his mentor to whom he had been a constant companion for the last few years.
3 The company of the prophets at Bethel came out to Elisha and asked, “Do you know that the Lord is going to take your master from you today?” 
“Yes, I know,” Elisha replied, “but do not speak of it.” 
John Walvoord explains that Elisha was essentially saying to the prophets, “Do not add to my sorrow at this prospect by reminding me of it.” Elisha already knew Elijah was going to be taken. This would be sorrowful.
What happens next is the second test for Elisha. Would he back away from his resolve to obey the Lord or would he persevere through these final tests?
4 Then Elijah said to him, “Stay here, Elisha; the Lord has sent me to Jericho.” 
And he replied, “As surely as the Lord lives and as you live, I will not leave you.” So they went to Jericho. 
5 The company of the prophets at Jericho went up to Elisha and asked him, “Do you know that the Lord is going to take your master from you today?” 
“Yes, I know,” he replied, “but do not speak of it.” 
Elisha is compelled to keep pursuing the hope that God had placed within him. He would follow the Lord, even through the tests to his commitment.

I suggest there is a building of his resolve with each test. There is a strengthening. Elisha gets stronger with each test.

So, it really doesn’t surprise us how he will respond to his final test.

6 Then Elijah said to him, “Stay here; the Lord has sent me to the Jordan.” 
And he replied, “As surely as the Lord lives and as you live, I will not leave you.” So the two of them walked on. 
7 Fifty men of the company of the prophets went and stood at a distance, facing the place where Elijah and Elisha had stopped at the Jordan. 8 Elijah took his cloak, rolled it up and struck the water with it. The water divided to the right and to the left, and the two of them crossed over on dry ground. 
T.R. Hobbs says that this entire episode “stresses the continuity of God’s message and God’s messengers in Israel’s history and places Elijah on a par with Moses.” (T. R. Hobbs, 2 Kings, WBC 13 (Waco: Word, 1985) 19. It’s not hard to see the parallels between Elijah and Elisha with Moses and Joshua, even to the parting of the Jordan River with a figurative rod in the form of a rolled up cloak.
This action of crossing the Jordan is also very intriguing. It was done with a miracle that attested the divine appointment of Elijah to the office of prophet. It was Elijah’s last miracle, excluding the whirlwind that took him away without experiencing physical death. 
Elijah has come to the end of the road. His ministry was over. He had trained Elisha to take over his job, his calling. The transfer is about to take place. So fittingly, Elijah gives his student one final opportunity to make a request of him.

9 When they had crossed, Elijah said to Elisha, “Tell me, what can I do for you before I am taken from you?” 
“Let me inherit a double portion of your spirit,” Elisha replied. 
10 “You have asked a difficult thing,” Elijah said, “yet if you see me when I am taken from you, it will be yours—otherwise not.” 
In essence, Elisha was requesting the blessing of the first born. It is exceedingly doubtful that Elisha was asking selfishly, but rather humbly and quite aware of the immensity of the task that lay before him. He has seen how difficult the task was for Elijah. He would need all the help he could get. “Please give me a double portion of your spirit.”

Somehow, Elijah affirms that Elisha will receive his request, conditioned on his keeping his eyes on his master to the very end.

You see, Elijah, as God’s prophet, stood symbolically in God’s place. He was God’s spokesman. He had to be careful what he said for the words he spoke were received as the word of God. So, just as we are urged by the writer of the book of Hebrews to keep our eyes fixed on Jesus Christ and, as a result, we will walk in the blessings of the Lord, so Elisha in these final moments was to keep his eyes fixed on Elijah.

11 As they were walking along and talking together, suddenly a chariot of fire and horses of fire appeared and separated the two of them, and Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind. 12 Elisha saw this and cried out, “My father! My father! The chariots and horsemen of Israel!” And Elisha saw him no more. Then he took hold of his own clothes and tore them apart. 
It would be hard to miss the close relationship that had developed between Elijah and Elisha, like a father and a son. Elisha was experiencing the pain of losing his spiritual father. His act of tearing his clothes is both one of mourning and grief, but also of stripping off the clothes of a trainee so he could put on the clothes of the prophet.

13 He picked up the cloak that had fallen from Elijah and went back and stood on the bank of the Jordan. 14 Then he took the cloak that had fallen from him and struck the water with it. “Where now is the Lord, the God of Elijah?” he asked. When he struck the water, it divided to the right and to the left, and he crossed over. 
I suppose one could argue that this was Elisha’s final test to see if he had been properly trained as a replacement for Elijah. It could also be argued that it was the first evidence that he was indeed Elijah’s replacement. And the witnesses of the company of prophets from Jericho testify as such.

15 The company of the prophets from Jericho, who were watching, said, “The spirit of Elijah is resting on Elisha.” And they went to meet him and bowed to the ground before him. 16 “Look,” they said, “we your servants have fifty able men. Let them go and look for your master. Perhaps the Spirit of the Lord has picked him up and set him down on some mountain or in some valley.” 
“No,” Elisha replied, “do not send them.” 
17 But they persisted until he was too ashamed to refuse. So he said, “Send them.” And they sent fifty men, who searched for three days but did not find him. 18 When they returned to Elisha, who was staying in Jericho, he said to them, “Didn’t I tell you not to go?” 
The transition has taken place. Elisha by faith stretched out Elijah’s rolled up cloak and struck the water, and the waters parted so he could walk across the river. The Lord affirmed the entire process. He had commissioned Elisha to take the place of Elijah. Now Elisha needed to walk faithfully and with perseverence the road marked out for him.
What does this have to do with us?

Let me comment on God-given mentoring relationships. The most obvious are parent-child relationships. God’s plan is that children be strategically placed under the loving and guiding hand of wise and God-fearing parents. It is the responsibility of parents to train up their children in the way they should go. At some point in the process, there must be either a transfer or a commissioning. In essence, a recognition that the training, though maybe not completely over, is adequately complete. 
What the story of Elijah and Elisha teaches us is that both parties have a commitment to keep. Both the teacher/parent/mentor and the student/child/mentee have an obligation to pursue the relationship and the completion of the training.

So, for those who know you are in a mentor/mentee relationship, I urge you to renew you commitment to pursue the objectives of this relationship. Just as Elisha was tested in his resolve to hang in there and keep pursuing the hope of one day being Elijah’s replacement, so each of us presently in a mentor/mentee relationship must keep pursing the goal. This is not the time to throw in the towel. I speak to parents. I speak to children. I speak to teachers. I speak to students. Keep pursuing the objective. Renew you commitment to the goal.
For those of you who are feeling exempt from my exhortation, let me say this: all of us need to be in some sort of mentoring relationship. And maybe even several. The process begins with prayer and a searching of wisdom from God’s word. For, we need to know not simply who we are to be in relationship with, but also what the objective of the relationship should be.
Parents have their assignment spelled out for them in the Scriptures. And, so do those who are called to train up leaders in the church and nation.

So, here is the response I would like to call for from you. Would you be willing to let the leadership of this church know one of a few things? If you are presently in a mentoring relationship, either as a mentor or a learner, would you indicate that in writing to us. Let us know the existing relationships, if you are willing.

If you are presently not in a mentoring relationship, would you indicate your desire to be in one and your willingness to pursue one by making it a matter of prayer?
I believe that, in principle, there is something normative about the relationship Elijah had with Elisha. This should not be seen as exceptional, but as normal, as the way things should be. What a major step forward in our maturity level in Christ would take place if we increased our mentoring relationships whose objective is to grow stronger and wiser in Christ, together.












