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Elisha child


When the Challenge Is Great and the Fear of Failure Greater Still
2 Kings 4:18-37

They were a happy family, blessed by the Lord.  The wife was widely regarded as a woman of great compassion, devoted to God and deeply interested in spiritual things.  Her husband, in spite of his many years, still retained the vigor and fortitude of youth.  Perhaps the only glaring fault in an otherwise ideal relationship is that the couple seemed to be destined to be childless—until, that is, on a certain occasion when the woman received a promise from the prophet Elisha.  He confidently informed the couple that before another year would pass they would hold in their hands their own son.  

The joyous years passed and the promised child grew into an active and high-spirited young boy.  As was the custom of those days, he accompanied his father into the fields and watched admiringly while the rugged old man directed his servants in their various chores.  
This particular morning began as many other days had begun.  The child bounds out of bed with a burst of pent-up energy.  After a respectful “good morning” to his mother, he hurries off to the fields to find his father and help him with his work.  The mother pauses in the doorway for a moment and contentedly watches her son as he half-skips and half-walks over the tree-covered ridge to the fields below.  Finding his father busy with the threshers, the boy begins his usual fusillade of questions: “Daddy, why do we have to harvest the crops now and not later on when it is cooler?  Daddy, why do the men throw the grain so high in the air when they thresh it?”   But even as the boy is yet asking questions, a sudden and dramatic change comes over his countenance.  The cheery smile is replaced by a contorted grimace as agonizing pain courses through his head.  He shouts a desperate plea, “My head! My head!”  And then he drops to his knees and begins to vomit.  
The father is troubled.  His son is obviously suffering a great deal of anguish and pain , yet the crops must be brought in soon. The rainy season is approaching and if the harvesting is not completed within the next few days all will be lost.  As was his manner, he makes a quick, logical, and resolute decision.  He decides that his wife can likely do more for the child than he, and after all, the boy couldn’t have become too seriously ill so quickly.  The father shouts to one of his most trusted servants and orders him to quickly, but gently, carry the boy back to the house.  Then the farmer turns his attention once again to the men reaping the grain, glancing around briefly as the servant carrying the boy disappears over the hill.  

Minutes later, the mother hastily opens the door at the sound of banging and of the desperate shouts of the breathless servant who has recognized that the child’s condition is very grave.  When the mother sees the writhing child, she at once takes him in her arms, speaks soothingly to him, and rests him on her knees.  
We can only imagine the depth of emotion which surge through the soul of this woman.  For so many years she had poured out her heart to God for a son and then, when seemingly all hope had disappeared, her request had suddenly been granted.  She well remembers her words to Elisha the prophet when he first told her that she would have a child: “Nay, my lord, do not lie unto thy handmaid” (2 Kings 4:16).  She had scarcely dared to believe the prophet of God.  

The hours pass, but the child does not improve.  The woman continues to hold and kiss her child, even as her heart is lifted up in desperate prayer to God, pleading to Him for mercy for both her beloved child and for herself as well.   She endures those trying hours alone with her son in the stillness of the house.  Her husband is “too busy,” engrossed in the urgency of the harvest.  For the moment, the affliction of his son has been tucked away in a back recess of his mind, or at least until he can finish his work.  

Just past noon, the child struggles once more, then breathes his last.  He has died.  The mother begins to weep uncontrollably.  Her cries of grief become loud wailings of anguish.  But then she slowly raises her head and composes herself.  This woman of faith realizes that all is not yet lost.  Her mind focuses on a slim hope.  Elisha the prophet, the same great man of God who had prophesied the birth of the very son whose body she now holds in her arms, had made many visits to their home.  During those visits, after an evening meal, Elisha had often related to them many tales concerning the miracles which had been done by his master, the prophet Elijah.  Among those accounts was an incredible story, the story of the resurrection of the son of the widow of Zarephath. It was a story that she had never forgotten.  Now she remembers it more clearly than ever. 

What the woman does next can only be explained by her memories of the account of the famous miracle which Elijah had performed.  “She went up and laid him on the bed of the man of God and shut the door and went out” (v 21).  Visualize the scene as this woman, tenderly bearing her son, climbs up the steps that ascend along the outside of the house.  On the roof terrace she and her husband had built a small room and it was there that Elisha would stay when passing through their region.   Now she is struggling to open the door of the room while still clutching her precious son in her arms.  Her eyes are swollen from weeping and her face is even now bathed in tears.  The door swings open and the woman peers into the silent darkness.  The room is empty except for the few things they had put there for Elisha: a bed, a table, a chair, and a small oil lamp.   The mother gently lays her son on the same bed which the man of God so frequently used.  She looks again on the small, lifeless body of her son. He is the same child that just that morning was skipping and playing, but now he is still and unmoving.  The little mouth that was always asking questions is closed.  The eyes that were always active and exploring are glazed over, staring at nothing. 

The mother leaves the boy on the bed and quickly exits.  The rude thud of the door closing behind her seems almost symbolic—she has left the treasure of her life behind in the cold darkness of the empty room.   
The mother hurriedly sends a message to her husband asking him to send to her at once a young man from among the servants along with a donkey saddled for a journey. She does not inform her husband that their son has died.  Knowing her husband’s cold, logical manner, she fears that if he knew the truth, he would consider the matter a lost cause and would deny her request.  

With the young man urging the donkey to quicken its pace along the steep trail up Mount Carmel, the mother ponders the many sweet memories of her times with her son.   She remembers that momentous day when Elisha first pronounced the prophecy that she and her husband would have a baby.   She reminisces on the birth of the child, and the great celebration with dozens of family and friends.  She recalls the first time the boy sat up, if but for a moment before toppling over on his side.  It was but a few months later he would take his first, uncertain steps.  But mostly she remembers how she would tuck him into bed in the cool evenings and then tell him marvelous stories of God and His dealings with Israel.  But she feels a profoundly dull pain in her heart, for all those memories are now forever in the past.  Her son is dead.   
The woman knows that a prophet of God had once performed an incredible miracle. Would not the prophet Elisha be able to do the same?  She desperately hopes so.

Froth foams from the donkey’s mouth and its back is covered with sweat.  The young man too is breathing hard but he relentlessly tugs on the bridle and shouts again at the donkey to quicken its pace.  The steep slope is at last leveling out now—they are almost at the summit.  

Elisha is standing in the doorway of his house on that sunny afternoon.  He happens to glance off to the right, down the rocky slope of the mountain, and then “the man of God saw her afar off” (v 25). 
How did Elisha recognize the woman from such a distance? Somehow he did.  And he also realized that only a dire situation would have brought her on such an urgent and dangerous journey.   Elisha immediately instructs his servant, Gehazi, to run down the slope to inquire about her well-being and of her family.  The servant rushes up to the woman and repeats the words of his master.  “Is it well with thee?  Is it well with thy husband?  Is it well with thy child?” She responds, “It is well.”  However things are far from well.  
As Elisha continues to watch from his doorway, he sees the young man and the woman, riding on the donkey, continuing up the mountain followed closely by his servant, Gehazi.  At last they draw up before his house and the woman hurriedly dismounts.  Without saying a word she drops to her knees before Elisha and clings to his feet.  
Gehazi sees the woman at his master’s feet and in a protective, but cold-hearted fashion begins to push her away.   
The prophet  holds up his hand to refrain him and then gently says, “Let her alone, for her soul is vexed within her” (v 27).  
Elisha looks on questioningly as the mother continues to sob at his feet.  He is puzzled: “The LORD hath hid it from me and hath not told me.”   
In a moment the woman composes herself and bursts out, “Did I desire a son of my lord? Did I not say, ‘do not deceive me?’” (v 28).  She then falls silent again as the tears continue to flow down her cheeks.  With those few words she has finished her arguments and her pleadings.  She makes no complaint to God although in a sense she has made the prophet somehow responsible for her misfortune.  She thinks that perhaps it would have been better to have never had a son than to have had him and to have loved him so much, only to lose him. 
Elisha orders Gehazi to take his staff and to leave immediately for the woman’s house.  In spite of the lengthening shadows of the late afternoon, he is to make all haste.  Once there, he is to rush to the boy’s bedside and carefully place the staff on the face of the child. 
The mother knows that the critical moment has now come—the moment in which the battle will be won or lost.  She says, “As the LORD liveth and as thy soul liveth, I will not leave thee” (v 30).   The prophet looks down at the woman at his feet and realizes that she is serious and determined.  She is clinging to his feet as a person in a shipwreck would cling to a board.  Gehazi has already left, but Elisha reaches for his cloak and then sets off down the trail. The woman’s heart leaps with joy and she rushes to the donkey, where the young man helps her into the saddle once more.  
Hours later, Gehazi comes to the room where the boy’s body is laid.  He rushes in and follows the prophet’s instructions to the letter—but nothing happens.  Gehazi’s face reveals his disgust.  His hopes of being famous and respected as one having the power to perform miracles are dashed.   Is it possible that he lacked faith?  
Sometime later, Elisha and the woman approach the house.  Gehazi walks out to meet them and with a grave voice declares, “The child has not awaked.”  

“And when Elisha was come into the house, behold, the child was dead and laid upon his bed” (v 32).  
Upon seeing the body of the child many thoughts must have troubled Elisha’s mind.  After all, he himself had promised the mother that God would give her a son.  Iin his many visits to the house the child had grown much attached to the old prophet.  The child had barraged him with questions: “Mr. Prophet is it true that you changed poisonous water so that it wouldn’t hurt anyone?  My mommy told me that you gave a lot of oil to a widow with her children—how did you do that?”  Elisha had come to enjoy being with that little boy. 
We can imagine the emotions of the scene.  There is the distraught mother with her heart broken by the pain of Gehazi’s news that the child “won’t respond.”   Elisha himself is deeply troubled.  His sentiments of compassion for the mother are compounded by his own feelings for the child.  In contrast, there is Gehazi, who seems to have assumed an attitude of indifference, almost like the detached manner of a funeral home employee.  
Elisha peers in through the open door.  As his eyes slowly adjust to the darkness, he is at length able to discern the lifeless body of the child lying upon his bed.  He feels a dull pain in his heart. 
The prophet enters the room and closes the door behind him.  Gehazi and the household servants are left outside.  The mother waits below in the house fervently praying to God. 
Elisha has entered the room alone for a reason.  He wants a few moments without distractions or interruptions to be in intimate prayer with the Lord.   The silence in the room is absolute.  As he kneels by the boy’s bed, Elisha can almost hear his own heart beating.  The prophet hopes there will soon be two.  The man of God begins to pray.  It is during this anxious moment of intense supplication that the Lord reveals to the man of God what he must do.  
 “He lay upon the child and put his mouth upon his mouth and his eyes upon his eyes” (v 34a).  As the prophet lies face down on the bed, his own seeing eyes peer into the glassy, still eyes of the dead boy.  His own warm hands press upon the unfeeling hands of the son.  His lips feel the coolness of death of the boy’s dry and colorless face.  
If any prophet ever had close contact with death in its fullness, it was Elisha.  This prophet of God could relate to death.  As he lies there, he feels death intimately, in his mouth, in his eyes, and in his hands.  He knows what death is—a mouth that no longer speaks, those eyes that no longer see, and the hands that now seem as though made of stone. 

There is, however, One who knew death even more intimately.  It is the Lord Jesus.  He experienced death in a way none of us could ever experience nor even completely understand.   He took upon Himself all of our uncleanness.  “He hath made Him to be sin for us who knew no sin, that we might be made the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor 5:21).  
“He stretched himself upon the child and the flesh of the child waxed warm” (2 Kings 4:34).   Although warmed, the body of the child remains lifeless.  Elisha is confused and perplexed.  He reluctantly leaves the room and descends the steps.  The mother rushes over to him and anxiously inquires of her son’s state.  Elisha’s answer is evasive; he himself wonders why no miracle occurred.  The prophet begins to pace from one side of the house to the other.  Then he suddenly climbs the stairs and returns to the room where the child lies. 
Outside the room a group of curious individuals has gathered.  In silence they huddle by the door, their ears straining to discern any sound from inside.  
The servant of the Lord  once more climbs the stairs to the quiet room, his mind and soul struggling in fervent prayer.  “He went up and stretched himself upon him and the child sneezed seven times and the child opened his eyes” (v 35).  The miracle has come!  Those huddled outside the room can hear the muffled sneezes of the boy and can scarcely believe it.  Those simple sneezes were actually a sound of resounding victory as convincing as the triumphal chords of Sousa’s Stars and Stripes Forever.  The dead boy has returned to life! 

“And the child opened his eyes” (v 35).   As the eyes of the boy blink open, he sees the face of the grave prophet staring down at him.  But as he opens his eyes fully, he sees a broad smile quickly spreading across Elisha’s face.  The boy raises himself up on his elbows and looks around.   “Where am I?” He recognizes the room as the one which his parents had built for Elisha, but why was he there?  In response Elisha reaches down and gently hugs the boy.  
Anyone of us would have immediately dashed down the steps and rushed to announce the good news to the mother.  After all, an astounding victory had taken place!  Elisha though, with complete tranquility and with a heart thankful to God, simply calls for Gehazi whom he charges with calling for the boy’s mother.  
Within moments, the breathless woman enters the room and looks questioningly at the prophet.  Elisha’s words are few, “Take up thy son” (v 36).  All her fears and anxieties disappear in a moment—like a dam bursting forth, her emotions overwhelm her.  She throws her arms around her beloved boy and hugs him with all her might.  Her cheeks are again wet with tears, but these are tears of unrestrained joy.  After several moments, she releases her son and throws herself at the feet of the prophet.  His gentle hand reassuringly bids her to rise.  She grasps her son in her arms and again begins to weep. 
“Mommy, why are you holding me so tight?” asks the boy.

“Because I love you so much,” replies the mother. 

“Then she took up her son and went out” (v 37).

Medicals notes for the non-medically inclined
The boy almost certainly experienced a very serious affliction known as a “subarachnoid hemorrhage.”  This condition results from the rupture of a dilated artery (aneurysm) and the subsequent bleeding into the exterior part of the brain. 
The diagnosis of a subarachnoid hemorrhage seems very clear, although the only symptom provided in the biblical account is a sudden, intense, headache.  This, nevertheless, is a signal characteristic of the malady.    
   In fact, in all of the accounts in the Bible of various infirmities and maladies, this particular case may be the easiest to definitely identify.  The hemorrhage in the outer portion of the cerebrum produces a headache (cephalea) which is nearly unbearable. The patient begins to vomit due to the stimulation of neural centers, soon rendering him unconscious and unable to respond to questions.  Later the patient enters a comatose state and finally dies.   

The bleeding is generally due to a rupture of a small artery that has been bulged since birth (an aneurysm due to a congenital malformation).   When this artery bursts, the blood (under pressure) accumulates in the space surrounding the brain and compresses the structures which control such vital functions as respiration.  

The majority of physicians feel the biblical description of Elisha lying on the child is actually a way of expressing the boy’s recovery by means of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation and thoracic compression.  This is, however, a naturalistic explanation which fails to account for the circumstances of the resurrection.  Positive results from mouth-to-mouth resuscitation are possible only within a few minutes of respiratory arrest.  In this case, many hours had passed.  

Notes

The biblical account reveals to us comparatively little concerning the father.  The text indicates that he was an intensely driven man, wholly absorbed with the management of the family farm.   He must have been quite competent in his work. The farm had grown and he now employed several servants to help with the multitudinous chores. 

The mother reminds us of another grieving woman who, many years later, would express similar faith.  In New Testaments times, Martha had pleaded for Jesus to come to save her brother.  When Jesus did not arrive until after the death of Lazarus, her words to Him reflected a mixture of both faith and regret: “Lord, if Thou hadst been here, my brother had not died” (John 11:21).   Nevertheless Martha would yet see the power of the Lord.

The woman did not reveal to her husband the real reason for her journey. Perhaps she was afraid that he would not let her go thinking that it was too late.  Quite a similar event took place when a synagogue ruler named Jairus came to Jesus and begged him to heal his daughter. However before Jesus arrived at the man’s house, messengers came and informed Jairus that his daughter had died.  With the same cold, unfeeling, logic they said, “Why troublest thou the Master any further?” (Mark 5:35).  

We don’t know exactly how long the trip took.  From their house to Mount Carmel (the dwelling place of Elisha) would be a distance of between fifteen to twenty miles.    Given the terrain and the distance, it is likely that even with the utmost urgency, the journey would have taken between four to six hours.  Medically speaking, it would make little difference if the journey had been completed in four hours or four days, at least as far as the boy is concerned.  Within only a few minutes after he stopped breathing, irreversible damage to the delicate tissues of the brain had already taken place. 
 In today’s world, an emergency situation like this results in a hurried call to 911.  An ambulance would be dispatched with its lights flashing and its siren screaming.  In minutes, the patient would be delivered to the nearest emergency room.   But in that day, things were very different.  When the servant had arrived with the donkey saddled for the woman, her instructions to the servant were firm and direct: “Drive and go forward.  Slack not thy riding for me, except I bid thee” (v 24b). 

One may imagine that the woman told the prophet’s servant that her family was well to avoid a lengthy explanation to Gehazi.  After all, she at last had Elisha in sight.  The mother had made the arduous journey to Mount Carmel not to talk to the servant, but to the prophet of God. 

 In the same manner that this despairing woman falls to the ground before Elisha, many years later another desperate woman would come to Jesus and touch the fringe of His garment (Mark 5:27).  Still another very needy woman washed Jesus’ feet with her hair (ref.).  In different ways both of these women were expressing their deepest emotions.  And both of them left blessed by Jesus. 
It bothered Gehazi when the woman grasped the prophet by the feet.  He had the same attitude of the Pharisees when they said, “This man, if he were a prophet, would have known who and what manner of woman this is that toucheth Him, for she is a sinner” (Luke 7:39).  

  In Elisha’s actions, we see the compassion characteristic of those who walk closely with God.  How important it is for believers likewise to be able to discern and act appropriately when those around us are in the midst of crisis or suffering, whether openly or in secret.  Elisha sees a woman whose soul is distressed and his first impulse is to help.  
The prophet has come to walk so closely with God that he was accustomed to having the Lord indicate what was to take place (e.g., 2 Kings 5:26).  Our Lord said to His disciples, “I have called you friends for all things that I have heard of My Father I have made known unto you” (John 15:15). 

The mother’s persistence reminds us of the Syrophoenician woman.  She persisted in pleading with the Lord by saying, “Yes, Lord, yet the dogs under the table eat of the children’s crumbs” (Mark 7:28). 

The biblical account states that “Gehazi passed on before them” (v 31).  It appears that this ambitious man, saw his opportunity to demonstrate that he too could perform miracles, just as his master could.  Many years later Jesus’ disciples also failed when they tried to heal a young boy possessed by a demon because of their lack of prayer (Matt 17:16). 
As a physician I have experienced the feelings of helplessness and sorrow after having done my very best to help a patient only to have to report to family members and friends that it was to no avail.  However, Gehazi’s attitude was somewhat different.  His words betrayed a bit of criticism as if he were saying, “I did all that you told me and so it’s not my fault if no miracle of healing occurred.”  Gehazi tries to distance himself from any responsibility when he was unable to perform a miracle.  Sometimes when a Christian is suffering from an illness and no miracle of healing is forthcoming, the blame is cast on the one who is suffering for not having sufficient faith. In the New Testament faith is certainly not an indispensible condition in all cases.  Clearly the son of the widow of Nain and the daughter of Jairus had no faith, because they were dead.  
The half-open door into a partially lit room represents a challenge for Elisha.  It is a feeling similar to that which surgeon expereinces when he is called to the emergency room to examine a patient gravely injured in an automobile accident and whose life hangs by a thread. The physician rushes into the emergency room to take charge, but he is fully aware that he is now also the one who will be held responsible for the outcome.  A fireman who enters a building enveloped in searing flames recognizes the extreme danger, nevertheless realizes that he must make the attempt, even at the risk of his own life to rescue those trapped inside.   How easy it would be to turn away from the challenge.  At times we think that it is better to not even try so that we can escape the possibility of failing and all the consequences that failure entails.  

Not only were the actions of Elisha extraordinary, but the very idea of lying on the dead boy was contrary to the law of Moses.  It was forbidden (except in the case of a close relative) to be in contact with a dead body, otherwise the living person would be “unclean” (Numbers 9:6).  
There are four groups of individuals to be found in this poignant scene.  Each has distinct thoughts, worries, and hopes.  First is the mother, who on the ground floor of the house, is praying with all her strength that a miracle might occur.  Second is Elisha, certainly troubled with his own emotions.  He knows that miracles come from God and he wonders why God has not yet acted.  Perhaps even the possibility of failure has crossed his mind.  Then there is Gehazi, who feels a conflicting mix of emotions.  Naturally he wants the child to be restored to life, but if Elisha achieves this great miracle after he himself has failed, he will lose all hope of fame.  Finally there are the servants, the ones who have known and loved the child from the time he was born.  They share the heart burdens of the mother, and they are deeply distressed as she is, but they do not know nor do they even understand the depth of the mother’s faith and spirituality. 
When the prophet stretched himself over the child, he was identifying himself with death in a very intense way.   The Lord Jesus did not experience death in merely a symbolic manner but one that was real.  “But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels for the suffering of death, crowned with glory and honor, that He by the grace of God should taste death for every man” (Heb 2:9).  The believer also is identified with the death of Christ (Gal 2:20). 

In times of crisis we can affirm the same words as those of the son’s mother, “It is well.”  The Christian knows that all that happens has been foreseen and permitted by our Heavenly Father that is seated on the Heavenly Throne. 
The father of the child is at last made aware of all the happenings.  Regrettably he wasn’t at the side of his wife during the time when she most needed him.
The seven sneezes show absolute evidence of life (seven is the number of perfection or completeness in the Bible).  Some have seen in this evidences of new spiritual birth (prayer, Bible reading, etc.).  John Gill comments, “Elisha closed the door…  
“Himself and the dead child; that nobody might come in and interrupt him in his prayers for the restoration of it to life, nor see the motions and gestures he used, and the postures he put himself in…”
Although no details are given, without a doubt those at the house later gathered together for a time of prayer and thanksgiving, similar perhaps, to the prayer of Martha and Mary after the resurrection of Lazarus (John 12:2-3).   

With respect to Gehazi’s failure, Jamieson, et al, set forth: “Gehazi was permitted to fail in order to free the Shunammite , and the people of Israel at large, of the superstitious notion of supposing a miraculous virtue reside in any person or  in any

rod, and that it was only through earnest prayer and faith in the power of God , and for His glory that this and every miracle  was to be performed”  

Topics for study
· The importance of persevering prayer

· The mercy and the power of God

· The testimony of a life of holiness and its influence in the community (Elisha)

Questions

· Was the Shunamite woman right in her complaint against Elisha?

· Why did Gehazi fail and was unable to perform a miracle?

· What may we learn from the actions of the father and of the mother of the child?
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