 “A Life Repeated”

2nd Kings 2:1-2, 6-14

Let’s turn to today’s Scripture reading, 2nd Kings 2:1-2, 6-14.


I wonder―if you could go back and do your life over again, what would you do differently?  I’d like to play football.  I didn’t play in middle school or high school.  My mom said I was too thin and was afraid I’d get hurt.  I think I’d also like to look into some sort of filmmaking.  I love movies and have always been intrigued by how they come together.  If I could go back and do my life over again, those are two things I might change.

We all have things we wish we could go back and do over.  Some, like mine, are purely for fun or entertainment.  For others it might be the chance to correct some wrong or to make a different decision on that one day when they made the wrong one.  For those who believe in reincarnation, they think they’re living this particular life in order to make up for mistakes in a previous life.
Our Scripture today focuses on a man who wanted to repeat life—not his own, but the life of his friend and mentor―but he didn’t want to stop with just repeating the life.  He wanted twice the kind of life his friend and mentor had lived! 
When the Lord was about to take Elijah up to heaven in a whirlwind, Elijah and Elisha were traveling from Gilgal.  2And Elijah said to Elisha, “Stay here, for the Lord has told me to go to Bethel.”
But Elisha replied, “As surely as the Lord lives and you yourself live, I will never leave you!”  So they went down together to Bethel.
. . . . . . . . . . . .
6Then Elijah said to Elisha, “Stay here, for the Lord has told me to go to the Jordan River.”  But again Elisha replied, “As surely as the Lord lives and you yourself live, I will never leave you.”  So they went on together.
7Fifty men from the group of prophets also went and watched from a distance as Elijah and Elisha stopped beside the Jordan River.  8Then Elijah folded his cloak together and struck the water with it.  The river divided, and the two of them went across on dry ground!
9When they came to the other side, Elijah said to Elisha, “Tell me what I can do for you before I am taken away.”
And Elisha replied, “Please let me inherit a double share of your spirit and become your successor.”
10“You have asked a difficult thing,” Elijah replied.  “If you see me when I am taken from you, then you will get your request.  But if not, then you won’t.”
11As they were walking along and talking, suddenly a chariot of fire appeared, drawn by horses of fire.  It drove between the two men, separating them, and Elijah was carried by a whirlwind into heaven.  12Elisha saw it and cried out, “My father!  My father!  I see the chariots and charioteers of Israel!”  And as they disappeared from sight, Elisha tore his clothes in distress.
13Elisha picked up Elijah’s cloak, which had fallen when he was taken up.  Then Elisha returned to the bank of the Jordan River.  14He struck the water with Elijah’s cloak and cried out, “Where is the Lord, the God of Elijah?”  Then the river divided, and Elisha went across.

Elisha was the heir-apparent to the elderly Elijah.  The old prophet knew his time on earth was coming to an end.  He’d been pouring his life into the young Elisha to prepare him to take over as God’s prophet.

He questioned Elisha, “What can I do for you before I am taken…?” (v. 9).  Elijah was offering his young protégée a final request, a special favor.  I suppose Elisha could’ve asked for any number of things, but the young man wanted the life of the older man repeated in himself—and more besides.  So he replied, “Let me inherit a double portion of your spirit” (v. 9b).  He had seen in Elijah a life worth repeating.

Frank Darabont, director of such films as The Shawshank Redemption and The Green Mile, once reflected on the selfless commitment of actor Tom Hanks.  Darabont said, “Fifteen, twenty years from now, what will I remember [about film The Green Mile]?  There was one thing―and I’ll never forget this: Tom Hanks was playing a scene with Michael Clarke Duncan…  As we’re shooting, [the camera] is on Michael first, and I’m realizing that I’m getting distracted by Tom.  Hanks is delivering an Academy Award-winning performance, off-camera, for Michael Duncan―to give him every possible thing he needed or could use to deliver the best possible performance.”
Tom Hanks was willing to share his acting knowledge so that Michael Clarke Duncan could be a better, more accomplished actor.  In 1999, Duncan was nominated for an Academy Award in the Best Actor in a Supporting Role category for The Green Mile.  Hanks, however, was not nominated.
Going back to Elijah and Elisha, Elijah responded to the request by saying “…if you see me when I am taken from you…” (v. 10).  In other words, if Elisha was in tune with God’s Spirit―if he had the spiritual sight—the faith—to see and believe.  The apostle Paul, centuries later, would write, “We walk by faith, not by sight” (2nd Corinthians 5:7).
And that was exactly how Elisha saw!  He did inherit a double portion of Elijah’s spirit.  In 2nd Kings 6:15-17, Elisha recognized the spiritual army of God surrounding them, and he helped his attendant to see them as well.
How do we see with spiritual eyes like Elisha?  Like him, we walk close to the Master (vv. 2, 6): Elijah said to Elisha, "Stay here; the LORD has sent me to
Bethel."  But Elisha said, "As surely as the LORD lives and as you live, I will not leave you." …  Then Elijah said to him, "Stay here; the LORD has sent me to the Jordan." And he replied, "… I will not leave you."  So the two of them walked on.  Elisha would not leave Elijah, and we must stay tightly connected to our Master, Jesus.

Also, like Elisha, we must continue to learn from the Master (vv. 13-14):  “He picked up the cloak that had fallen from Elijah and went back and stood on the bank of the Jordan.  Then he took the cloak…and struck the water with it.  …When he struck the water, it divided…”
We must learn from the actions of our Master, Jesus, and like Elisha, we must ask boldly of the Master (v. 10): “Let me inherit a double portion of your spirit…”  The writer of Hebrews phrased it this way: “Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence [boldness]…”  We must not be afraid to ask great things of God because he’s ready and able to respond according to his will.
In our own spiritual journeys, who has been Elijah to us?  Who set the example for us?  Who invested time and energy into us to make us who we are?  Whose life do we want to repeat in our own?  In my family it would be my father and grandfather.  In my career it would be two of the preaching professors I had in seminary, Dr. Ellsworth Kalas and Dr. Donald Demaray.  In my friendships it would be a prayer partner from my first church and a ministerial colleague here in the conference.
A few weeks ago I received word that the woman who’d been my youth leader in middle school and high school lost her battle with cancer.  Cindy was hired by my home church as the choir director, but in order for her to get the job she had to agree to lead the youth group as well—NOT a hiring model I recommend Pastor Parish Relations Committees to emulate!  Yet Cindy jumped into the job and led our group for a number of years.  Part of who I am today and what I do today is because of her influence.  I cannot remember a single devotion or Bible study that Cindy gave nor how much money we made on our fundraisers.  But I do remember her presence and her warmth.  I remember her letting us goofy, bike-riding boys stop by her office just to hang out and talk.  Cindy was an Elijah in my life.
Let’s pause for a moment and pray in silence for our Elijahs.  Lift up the names of the men and woman who have meant something special to your faith walk.  Let us pray…
Lord God, we thank you for the people you have placed around us who were beacons of faith and examples of Jesus.  They may’ve been our Sunday school teacher or youth leader.  They may’ve been a family member or a close friend.  They taught us by how they lived and how they loved.  They made sure we knew that we were important and valued.  If they have departed this life, we look back with thanksgiving on all they did for us, and ask that you, LORD, help us to have a double portion of their spirit.  And if they are still among us, perhaps here today, let us take the time to thank them for what they mean to us.  Amen.

Before we close, there’s one other thing we want to consider.  While others have been Elijah to us, to whom are we serving as an Elijah?  Who have we invested our life in?  Who have we―or who are we―mentoring in the faith and sharing our life with?  Elijah had Elisha.  Jesus had the twelve disciples.  Paul had Timothy.  How are we helping to repeat the life of faith in someone else?


You might be surprised to find out that you have been, or are, an Elijah to someone else.  As I processed the death of my youth leader I wrote a remembrance on my Facebook page to honor her.  A lady from my first appointment as a youth pastor replied.  She wrote: ‘Todd, you were the “Cindy” for my sons when you and your family moved to [Cleveland].  I am forever grateful for the blessings that you brought to them, and the influence you had on both of my boys.”  Needless to say, that’s a special thing to hear.  It makes you feel that something you’ve done has been good and worthwhile and important.

So who are you investing in?  Who’s learning about Jesus Christ from your example?  Who will one day ask to receive a double portion of your spirit?  Let’s pause for a moment and pray in silence for those whom we’re mentoring, training, leading, and impacting.  Lift up the names of the men and woman who you’re being an Elijah for.  Let us pray…

Lord God, we thank you for the people you have placed around us who are walking in faith because of our witness.  We might think this sounds presumptuous or arrogant to say, like we’re “tooting our own horn.”  But that’s not what we mean.  We’re grateful that you have given us the privilege and responsibility of being an Elijah for someone else.  Most of us would disagree; most of us would say “I’m not a good enough Christian for anyone else to imitate.”  Most of us assume that being an Elijah requires absolute perfection.  But that’s not the case.  All that’s required is a willingness to let you work through us, flaws and all.  We pray for those we are raising up, mentoring and helping; and we pray for ourselves, that we may be faithful and true in our witness and actions.  May our joy be the glory you receive from the Elishas in our lives.  Amen.

          We don’t need to be absolutely perfect in order to be an Elijah.  None of our lives are perfect.  Every single one of us can say that our faith is nowhere near where we want it to be.  But being an Elijah isn’t about flawlessness.  It’s not about having all the right answers or having no struggles in life.  It is about being flawed.  It is about not having all the right answers.  It is about loving Jesus and trusting him through the struggles in life.

          Being an Elijah allows God to do his work through us to impact the lives of others―taking what we’ve learned and experienced, and investing it in the spiritual journeys of those around us.  As we prepare to depart this day, let’s ask God to give us the kind of life that Elijah had, and the kind of boldness that Elisha had, so that we may walk in true faith and godliness.  Amen.
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