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Abstract

Argues that, against the literary contexts of confused royal identities, the co-
mingling of the northern and southern kingdoms, and the anonymity of the weak
king of Israel, the prophet Elisha in 2 Kgs 2-8 is portrayed in a manner both royal
and divine, performing deeds more typical of the king and Yhwh. The answer to the
question raised in 2 Kgs 2.14, 'Where is Yhwh God of Elijah?,' is answered in 2 Kgs
8.1-6: the great deeds of Elisha are the great deeds of Yhwh. The portrayal of this
prophet with divine and royal characteristics provides textual coherence to a set of
narratives often viewed as disparate, based on the wide variety of form and content
which they manifest.

Part I (chapters 1-2) establishes the need for the present study. Chapter one argues
that an examination of literary coherence in the Elisha narratives is overdue. Chapter
two provides a theoretical examination of coherence. While the use of the term
'coherence' has increased in biblical studies over the last twenty years, the field has
not reflected adequately upon the question, 'What is coherence?' We conclude that
coherence may be viewed variously as 'discourse topic', 'global intention', or
'mental representation'. The chapter closes with the adoption of a model for reading
the Elisha narrative.

Part II (chapters 3-4) suggests several narrative contexts which will function as
the backdrop for the detailed exegetical work that follows. Chapter three examines
the broader contextual themes placed under the figureheads of Jehu, Hazael, and
Elisha. In establishing the narrower context, 2 Kgs 1 and 2 are examined. The
negative portrayal of the northern king in 2 Kgs 1 is contrasted with Elisha's
succession of Elijah, a unique event in the Hebrew Bible. Chapter four explores 2
Kgs 3 and 2 Kgs 8.16-29 and argues for a narrative collapse of identity between the
kingdoms of Israel and Judah.

Part III (chapters 5-8) examines a range of narrative details suggesting that the
prophet is portrayed as a re-presentation of king and Yhwh. Chapter five examines 2
Kgs 4-5 and argues that Elisha acts and is himself acted upon in a manner often
reserved for king and deity (e.g., caring for the widow and orphan, feeding, healing,
receiving gifts). Chapter six takes a multi-perspectival approach to the two stories of
2 Kgs 6.1-23. The story of 2 Kgs 6.1-7 is examined alone initially. Next follows an
exploration of the lexical connections between the two stories. After an examination
of the remainder of 6.8-23 we look at the two stories together in relationship to the
Exodus and Conquest traditions. In chapter seven (2 Kgs 6.24-7.20) it is suggested
that the king is no longer the appropriate representative of Yhwh as the prophet
again fulfils that role. Four major points are provided as evidence for this. In Chapter
eight (2 Kgs 8.1-15), the concluding exegetical chapter, we demonstrate that the
portrayal of Elisha mimics the portrayal of Yhwh. Both prophet and deity bring life
to the dead, the word of the prophet and the word ofYhwh are inseparable, and each
of their deeds are retold using similar vocabulary.

Our concluding chapter attempts to 'put Elisha in his place' by examining the
narrative function of 2 Kgs 2-8 within the wider scope of Kings and the Former
Prophets. We provide a possible explanation for what Elisha is actually 'doing'
within the book of Kings. After a brief return to the issues of genre and coherence,
we consider Elisha's role as a royal figure in relation to that of the king. Next we
consider Elisha as a transitional figure (like Joshua) and his identity with respect to
the nameless king of Israel. Finally, we consider a 'reversal of history' as we observe
the re-formation of a number of former enemies in the Former Prophets. The present
study supports the proposal of T. Collins that a 'royal metaphor' once uniting king
and people is replaced by a 'prophetic metaphor'. However, with Elisha the
metaphor is 'mixed' in an enigmatic figure who manifests prophetic, royal, and
divine traits.
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Chapter 1

Genre and the Question of Coherence in the Elisha Narrative

Introduction

It is evident, however, that collecting the Elisha narratives into one large
complex extending over the reigns of three kings gives them no more than a
superficial appearance of unity. An analysis of the narratives according to
content and form, and an attempt to trace the growth and development of the
Elisha tradition, make apparent the diversity of the material.1

Jones' comment is representative of recent study of the Elisha narrative in 2

Kings. It concentrates the interplay of several key issues pertinent to the investigation

of these stories. Primarily it advances the view that any wholeness these narratives

obtain is merely skin deep. Any inspection under that skin will uncover narratives of

varying form and content, coupled with a complex tradition that only confirms its

fundamental lack of coherence. This chapter examines past and present approaches

to the Elisha narrative. It will be important to explore how genre identification has

influenced the perception of unity and integration of the narrative comprising 2

Kings 2-8. Particular attention is given to how present concepts and terminology

derive from prior scholarly inquiry, especially with regard to oral tradition. In the

final sections we look at the issue of coherence and Deuteronomistic integration.

The Classification of the Elisha Narratives

The treatment of the Elisha narratives may actually be traced back to the brothers

Grimm. Their definitions of the literary genres of folk narrative, along with an

interest in oral transmission, were the two aspects of their work that most influenced

Old Testament studies.2 Based on an examination of form, content, and context they

classified folklore narrative under the categories of myth (Mythus), legend (Sage)

1
G. H. Jones, 1 and 2 Kings, 2 vols., NCBC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 1:69.

2
P. G. Kirkpatrick, The Old Testament and Folklore Study, JSOTSup 62 (Sheffield: JSOT Press,

1988), 23.



and folktale (Mdrchen).3 Although it is commonly held that the Grimm folktales

were a product of German peasantry, it has been shown that large editorial changes

were applied by the Grimm brothers to the collection throughout its varying editions.

Because of this they are neither examples of 'typical folk compositions' nor does

their final form reflect 'typical folk narrative.'4 Kirkpatrick notes that the imposition

of a uniformity not originally present urges caution for those who use them to

determine the presence of oral indicators. This editorial work of the Grimm brothers

also highlights the important role played by the collector and transcriber in such a

work.5 Later form critics were to a great extent dependent upon the classifications

delineated in the Grimm's study of folklore narrative. The initial attempt to apply

these genre classifications to the biblical text, and to locate the older oral sources

underlying the Old Testament narrative came from Hermann Gunkel.6

Although Gunkel wrote Geschichten von Elisha in 19257, it is not this work that

has had the greatest impact on the study of the Elisha narratives. His greater

influence came by way of the application of the narrative categories developed in his

1901 Genesis commentary. These classifications 'became the base point for

classifying all biblical narratives, prophetical stories included.'8

3
Kirkpatrick, Folklore, 76-77. The translations are those used by Kirkpatrick.

4
Kirkpatrick, Folklore, 78. Kirkpatrick relies here upon the work of J. Zipes, Fairy Tales and the

Art of Subversion: the Classical Genre for Children and the Process of Civilization (London:
Heinemann, 1983), 49-51.

5
Kirkpatrick, Folklore, 77.

6
Kirkpatrick, Folklore, 24-34, 73. See for example H. Gunkel, The Legends of Genesis: The

Biblical Saga and History, trans. W.H. Carruth, (Chicago: Open Court, 1901); reprint edition with an
introduction by William F. Albright (New York: Schocken, 1964), 38. Here Gunkel asserts that the
legends (Sagen) in Genesis were already very old when committed to writing and makes a comparison
'with the German Mdrchen where spells and charms are in poetic form.' This is the English
translation of the original introduction of Genesis in ubersetzt und erklart (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1901). A new translation is now available in H. Gunkel, Genesis, trans. M. E. Biddle with a

foreward by E. W. Nicholson, Mercer Library of Biblical Studies (Macon, Georgia: Mercer University
Press, 1997).

H. Gunkel, Geschichten von Elisha, Meisterwerke hebraischer Erzahlungskunst 1 (Berlin: Karl
Curtius, 1925). Gunkel has chapters on Elisha as Elijah's successor, the Shunammite, Naaman, the
siege of Samaria, and Jehu's revolt.

8
R. D. Moore, God Saves: Lessons from the Elisha Stories, JSOTSup 95 (Sheffield: JSOT Press),

12-13. Moore's first chapter provides a solid study of recent treatments particularly with reference to

2



Gunkel made it clear that Sage9 was a distinct form of poetry and, as opposed to

prose, the more able bearer of religious thought. This in fact held the primacy of

place in any differentiation between history (Geschichte) and Sage}0

For religion everywhere, the Israelite religion included, has especially cherished
poetry and poetic narrative, since poetic narrative is much better qualified than
prose to be the medium of religious thought. Genesis is a more intensely
religious book than the Book of Kings.11

Besides their poetic quality, Gunkel in his Genesis commentary sets forth a variety of

other criteria by which history is distinguished from Sage. The former is found in

written form while the latter was originally part of an oral tradition.12 History relates

events of a public nature, while Sage is characterised by a concern with the private

and familial.13 History and Sage also differ in their relationship to the eyewitness

account of events. The connection of the eyewitness is vital for history whereas Sage

is based 'partly upon tradition and partly upon imagination.'14 Closely related to this

is the presence, in Sage, of features which are incredible and impossible.15 A final

characteristic enabling the distinction between the two is the presence of

anthropomorphisms prevalent in Sage but lacking in historical narrative.16
Gunkel identified the three main Sagen types as historical, ethnological, and

aetiological. The historical reflected historical occurrences, while the ethnological

the classification of the Elisha stories.

Most often in the literature Sagen is translated 'legends' which is in keeping with the practice of
folklorists (See Kirkpatrick, Folklore, 121 n.59). Given the confusion over the terms Sage and
Legende we will leave Legende untranslated. Where we occasionally translate Sage we will use the
term 'legend'. The term Geschichte will be translated as 'history'. These classifications will be
explored in due course.

10
Gunkel, Legends, 10 (German, v). See also H. Gunkel, 'Sagen und Legenden: II In Israel,' in

RGG (2nd ed., 1931), 5:49.
11
Gunkel, Legends, 3 (German, ii).

12
Gunkel, Legends, 3-4 (German, ii). See also Kirkpatrick, Folklore, 24, 98-99 for a discussion of

these distinctions.
13
Gunkel, Legends, 4-5 (German, iii).

14
Gunkel, Legends, 5-6 (German, iii). See also 'Sagen und Legenden,' 5:49. The Sage stems in

part from historical fact and in part from imaginative fairy-tale (Marchen).
15
Gunkel, Legends, 7 (German, iv).

16
Gunkel, Legends, 8-9 (German, v).

3



was concerned with racial and tribal relations. The aetiological were written in order

to provide some explanation for the questions asked by primitive man.17 Within the

confines of the Genesis commentary this latter category was discussed more

intensively than the historical. It was however, historical Sage - the least represented

in Genesis - which most influenced the classification schemes of biblical narratives

outside of Genesis.18

In his later discussions of Sagen types, Gunkel viewed the historical not as a sub¬

type of patriarchal Sage, but as a category in its own right.19 The historical Sagen are

distinct from the patriarchal (Vatersagen) in that they no longer deal with 'patriarchs'

but with historical persons.20 There remained, however, a relationship both in the

biblical and developmental order between the patriarchal and historical as the

impressive historical figures of Israel's past were elevated to the status of heroes in

the historical Sagen.21 The latter also acquired fairy-tale material (Marchenstoff).

These Sagen exist to glorify both God and the ancient men of God (Moses, Elijah,

Elisha), through whom God has done great works.22
These miraculous narratives are important for Legende, a final category described

by Gunkel and important for the classification of the prophetic narratives. Gunkel

claimed that where the tone of the Sagen had changed we are justified in bringing in

a new term. Under the term Legende, Gunkel set those narratives with a religious or

spiritual emphasis. The new tone in this narrative category arose from the influences

of the great prophetic movement in tandem with the Babylonian Exile. The result

was a narrative style that had lost much of the colour and aesthetic quality of the

17
Gunkel, Legends, 24-25, (German, xi-xii). According to Gunkel, these are the same questions

that concern modern persons: 'Hence what we find in these legends [Sagen] are the beginnings of
human science' (p.25).

18
Moore, God Saves, 14-15.

19
Moore, God Saves, 15.

20
Gunkel, 'Sagen und Legenden,' 5:53.

21
Gunkel, 'Sagen und Legenden,' 5:53-54.

22
'Sagen und Legenden,' col. 54. This ambiguity between 'historical saga' and 'historical writing'

is resolved if we remember that Gunkel viewed historical legend as the precursor of historical writing.
See Moore, God Saves, 15
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older Sage.23 Thus while Sage was a pre-historical development, Legende arose in a

post-exilic milieu of historical awareness.

Still it is very difficult to pin down exactly what makes the Sage different from

Legende in Gunkel's treatment. To some degree both stand apart from historical

narrative in their emphasis upon the supernatural and spiritual dimension. Gunkel in

Das Marchen im Alten Testament notes the perforated lines between various

narrative categories. He defines Sage as 'a story where historical persons—or

characters thought to be historical—-are the effective participants in the action.'

Legende is then distinct as 'a story with a characteristically spiritual tone.' Here he

makes explicit the linkage of Legende with saints of the Catholic Church. After

defining 'folktale' as 'stories of less sophisticated peoples and circles' he concludes:

In saying this we admit, of course, that the borderlines between these genres are
blurred in places and that distinguishing them can sometimes run us into
difficulties. Moreover, we sometimes have to cross over from one genre to
another, so as not to destroy the internal coherence of content.24

This raises the important question of how and to what extent genre distinctions

should be allowed to influence the assessment of coherence. Before observing how

Gunkel's classifications affected later treatments of the Elisha narrative we will look

at his view of the transmission of Sage, another area where his concepts are still

manifest.

A Cycle in Search of a Narrative Home

Earlier we described Gunkel's view that Sage originally derived from oral

tradition. Not only so, but even the collecting of individual stories began in the oral

period as well.25 Gunkel presumes a poetic form underlying the present prosaic forms

in Genesis. These formerly oral tales were short compositions by individual poets

23
Gunkel, 'Sagen und Legenden,' 5:58-59.
H. Gunkel, The Folktale in the Old Testament, trans, by M. D. Rutter with an introduction by J.

W. Rogerson, (Sheffield: The Almond Press, 1987), 26.
"5
Gunkel, Legends, 123 (German, lv).
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eventually evolving and transforming, after a long period, into a product of the

people.26 Gunkel recognised that some of these tales are of superior artistry and thus

conjectured their origins from 'a class of professional storytellers. These popular

story-tellers, familiar with old songs and legends, wandered about the country, and

were probably to be found regularly at the popular festivals.'27
Gunkel distinguished individual legends from groups of legends gathered by these

story-tellers to form legend-cycles (Sagenkranze).28 The original form was the

shorter, individual legend, evidenced by its existence as a self-contained unit with a

clear introduction and conclusion. Regarding the coherence of these Sagen Gunkel

argued that everything was subordinate to the action. The consequence of actions, as

one element related to the next, was thus one manner in which the story-teller held a

narrative together.

The primitive man demanded from his story-teller first of all action; he
demands that something shall happen in the story to please his eye. But the first
essential in such a story is to him its inner unity; the narrator must furnish him a
connected series of events each necessarily dependent on the preceding.29

Along with this element, and indeed overriding it as a device for uniting several

stories, is the 'journey' which Gunkel considers 'the transition par excellence.'30 This
we shall see is another element of Gunkel's thought that persists in the present

understanding of the prophetic legends of Kings. Finally, he observed how various

related Sagen would attract one another. We should expect all of the stories of

Abraham, for example, to eventually coalesce into a single narrative. Larger, more

weighty legends were split and used to 'enframe' (Rahmenerzahlung) the smaller,

"6
Gunkel, Legends, 38-39 (German, xvii-xviii). For this section we are indebted to Kirkpatrick,

Folklore, 28-30.
27
Gunkel, Legends, 41 (German, xix).

28
Gunkel, Legends, 42 (German, xix).

29
Gunkel, Legends, 69 (German, xxxii).

30
Gunkel, Legends, 81 (German, xxxvii).
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inconsequential ones.31 The eventual loss of the guild of story-tellers contributed to

the need to reduce these stories to writing.

With respect to the Elisha narratives, the concept of a cycle of stories is not

unusual. Noth, for example, theorised that an Elijah/Elisha cycle arose from

unconnected narratives and anecdotes brought together prior to Dtr's time.32 G. H.

Jones discusses both Elijah and Elisha narratives under the rubric of cycle.33 Bentzen

argues for 'cycles of traditions formed by combination of originally individual

legends.'34 According to Fohrer the Israelites 'assembled the individual stories or

cycles in great general works dominated by specific ideas and created systematic

presentations.'35 We might expect the 'sons of the prophets' to take the place of

Gunkel's defunct story-tellers as the purveyors of tradition. Regarding the Elijah and

Elisha narratives G. W. Anderson writes:

Both cycles were probably handed down by oral tradition for some time before
being written. As we have seen, it is natural to think of the prophetic
communities as the appropriate milieu; but the popular character of the Elisha
cycle suggests that it circulated more widely and for a longer period.36

Van Seters holds that the DtrH as the 'authoritative "canonical" tradition' aroused

numerous kinds of responses and a 'great diversity of additions.' One such response

was the attraction of 'the traditions of a specific group or faction, such as the Elisha

cycle of stories.'37

31
Gunkel, Legends, 80 (German, xxxvii).

32
M. Noth, The Deuteronomistic History, JSOTSup 15 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1981), 68. Unless

noted otherwise Dtr= 'Deuteronomist' and DtrH = 'Deuteronomistic History.'
33
Jones, Kings, 1:64-68 (Elijah); 1:68-73 (Elisha).

34
A. Bentzen, Introduction to the Old Testament /-//, 2nd ed. (Copenhagen: G. E. C. Gad, 1952),

234.
35

G. Fohrer, Introduction to the Old Testament, trans. D. Green (Nashville and New York:
Abingdon Press, 1968), 35. Translation of Ernst Sellin, Einleitung in das Alte Testament, 10th ed.,
revised and rewritten by G. Fohrer (Heidelberg: Quelle and Meyer, 1965).

36
G. W. Anderson, A Critical Introduction to the Old Testament (London: Gerald Duckworth &

Co. Ltd., 1959), 87.
37

J. Van Seters, In Search ofHistoiy: Historiography in the Ancient World and the Origins of
Biblical History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), 361. S. Niditch criticises strongly Van
Seters' idea of the Deuteronomistic History 'attracting traditions' as if exerting some 'magnetic force'
(iOral World and Written Word: Ancient Israelite Literature, Library of Ancient Israel [Louisville:
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While Van Seters believes the Deuteronomistic History (DtrH) to have 'attracted'

Elisha traditions later, the prophet should theoretically fare better in A. F. Campbell's

proposed 'Prophetic Record' which Campbell describes as 'theologically inspired

history.'38 This hypothesised document which 'anticipates and prepares for the

Deuteronomistic History' ought to have had a place for Elisha particularly since it is

Elisha's disciples who, according to Campbell, gave this record 'shape and

expression'.39 Unfortunately, according to Campbell, only Elisha's background role

in the anointing of Jehu (2 Kgs 9.1) made it into this record. Campbell dismisses the

bulk of the stories by citing the tradition history study of H.-C. Schmitt whose work

disputes the validity of a pre-deuteronomistic Elisha cycle.40 However, his

reconstruction replaces the idea of'cycle' with a 'number of collections'.

Schmitt's analysis of the Elisha narratives and anecdotes abandons the idea that
an 'Elisha cycle' had been formed and was in existence before the composition
of the books of Kings. He rather envisages the existence of a number of Elisha
collections, which found their way into Kings at different times.41

It seems odd for Campbell to propose Elisha's disciples as the gatherers of prophetic

traditions only to have them neglect the stories about their master.

Questioning at an even more foundational level Kirkpatrick asks, 'But just exactly

how much do we know of how individual stories, let alone whole tradition cycles (or

in Gunkel's case legend cycles) were transmitted?'42 We raise these issues not to

debate the particulars of one tradition history proposal or another. Rather, we wonder

how such proposals and the continuing use of a term like 'cycle' influence our

conception of the coherence of these stories? However we may construe the prior

Westminster/John Knox, 1996], 115).
38
A. F. Campbell, OfProphets and Kings: a Late Ninth-Century Document (1 Samuel 1-2 Kings

10) CBQMS 17 (Washington: The Catholic Biblical Association ofAmerica, 1986), 105
39

Campbell, OfProphets and Kings, 106.
40
Campbell, OfProphets and Kings, 99 n.85 citing H.-C. Schmitt, Elisa. Traditionsgeschichtliche

Untersuchungen zur vorklassischen nordisraelitischen Prophetie (Giitersloh: Giitersloher, 1972).
41
Jones, Kings, 73.

4"
Kirkpatrick, Folklore Study, 65.
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independent existence or later post-deuteronomistic insertion of these stories, it is

still fair to inquire concerning Elisha's present narrative function.

Gunkel's Continuing Influence

Gunkel's classifications and the concept of an underlying oral nature (narrative

cycles) have continued to exert an influence in the treatment of the Elisha narratives.

Classified most frequently as 'prophetic legends', these narratives derive from oral

tradition and have, by one or more historians, been assimilated into Kings. This

assimilation is incomplete, however, since the legends do not reflect a

historiographic treatment. These legends thus reflect a preliterate period prior to the

rise of the classical prophets.43

Commentators may, for example, make explicit mention of an oral tradition,

gathered and or composed by prophetic guilds, and ending in legend-cycles. J. Gray,

in a discussion of the narratives spanning 1 Kgs 17.1-2 Kgs 10.31, makes a

distinction common to the treatment of these narratives between those of historical

value and others 'rather in the nature of hagiology.'44 The former are characterised by

the connection of the prophet with public, political events of the day, while the latter

are of a more private and personal nature with Elisha among the sons of the prophets.

In a great number of the Elisha stories we have 'traditions orally preserved by

prophetic circles, eventually forming saga-cycles.'45 According to Gray, their original

formation in dervish guilds is evident by the narrow focus of the incidents, the lack

of any moral tone, and the predominance of the miraculous.46

Gray categorises the stories as: (1) Elisha among the sons of the prophets (2.1-18,

19-22, 23-25; 4.38-41, 42-44; 6.1-7; 13.20-21; (2) anecdotes of the individual Elisha

(2 Kgs 4.1-7, 8-37); and (3) Elisha in the setting of contemporary history (2 Kgs 3.4-

43
John Van Seters, In Search ofHistory, 303.

44
J. Gray, I and IIKings: A Commentary, 3rd ed. (London: SCM Press, 1977), 371-72.

45
Gray, Kings, 371.

46
Gray, Kings, 372.
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27; 5.1-27; 8.7-15).4' Here it is appropriate to note the blurring of these categories. In

one instance Gray argues that we keep the Hazael narrative in the category of history

'in spite of its saga features',48 whereas elsewhere he contrasts hagiology with saga

'which is of real historical value.'49 Thus saga is in one instance apparent by the

presence of the miraculous and in another instance by its historical value. On one

hand 2 Kgs 5 is placed with hagiology arising from prophetic guilds (p.371) but

elsewhere is distanced from this background (p.468). Perhaps here we are seeing the

ambiguous relations inherent in Gunkel's distinctions. In spite of these fuzzy

boundaries commentaries most frequently affix the terms 'legend' (Legende) =

Gray's hagiology, or 'historical narrative' to the stories involving Elisha. Although

the former predominates, often narratives are placed somewhere between these two

designations.50

G. H. Jones, in his discussion of the Elijah and Elisha cycles, argues for the close

link between the two cycles and the likelihood that 'it is to Elisha himself and to his

disciples that we are indebted for the preservation of the Elijah narratives.'51
Differences of style and form are noted within both the Elijah and Elisha cycles, and

these differences, along with historical reliability, provide criteria by which

individual narratives can be distinguished from one another.52 In both cycles, the

more popular anecdotes, or 'hagiology' as Gray called them, have been combined

later with primary narratives of a more historical nature.53 Jones notes that it is

unlikely that any consensus will be reached among those treating the 'pre-

deuteronomistic and deuteronomistic redaction of this material.'54

47
In the Aramean invasion of 6.8-23, Gray claims Elisha is a figure of legend or saga in the setting

of contemporary history (p. 512). The incidents of 6:24-7:20 were taken from a wider ranging
historical narrative and serve to build a prophetic biography (p. 517).

48
Gray, Kings, 471.

49
Gray, Kings, 29.

50
Moore, God Saves, 31-32.

51
Jones, Kings, 1:67.

52
Jones, Kings, 1:64-65, 69.

53
Jones, Kings, 1:65 (Elijah cycle), 1:69-70 (Elisha cycle).

54
Jones, Kings, 1:65. Steven McKenzie similarly points out that there is no consensus on the
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Jones is not explicit as to the presence of oral tradition although it seems to be

implied in the application of terms like legend and saga. He appeals to prophetic

circles as those who preserved and transmitted these cycles and, in following

Schmitt, he considers the literary variations in the text as indicative of varying

traditions, unified within the book of Kings at some point in its developmental

history.55

Introductions to the Old Testament also analyse the Elisha material according to

Gunkel's oral tradition and classification scheme.56 O. Eissfeldt acknowledges the

validity of Gunkel's demand that we should move toward a 'creative, synthesising

history of the literature', over against the 'critical, analytical introduction.'57

According to Eissfeldt, because Gunkel's method assumes an oral tradition preceding

the literature, his method allows us to 'trace the history of the forms and materials'

further back in time and spatially beyond Israel's borders.58 Ultimately, however,

such a programme cannot be consistently carried out according to Eissfeldt, since a

study of the history of literature itself remains dependent upon the results of literary

analysis.

Thus, valuable as Gunkel's scheme was for understanding of the smallest units,
it has contributed little that was original to the tracing of the composition and

complex developmental history (The Trouble with Kings: The Composition of the Books ofKings in
the Deuteronomistic History, VTSup 42 [Leiden: Brill, 1991], 95). See also T. W. Overholt, Cultural
Anthropology and the Old Testament, Guides to Biblical Scholarship (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996),
28. Along with the work of H.-C. Schmitt previously mentioned other tradition-historical studies
include H. Schweizer, Elischa in den Kriegen. Literaturwissenchaftliche Untersuchung von 2 Kon 3;
6,9-23; 6,24-7,20, SANT 37 (Munich: Kosel, 1974) and H.-J. Stipp, Elischa-Propheten-
Gottesmanner; die Kompositionsgeschichte des Elischazyklus und verwandter Texte, rekonstruiert auf
der Basis von Text- und Literarkritik zu 1 Kon 20.22 und 2 Kon 2-7, ATSAT 24 (St. Ottilien: EOS
Verlag, 1987).

55
Jones, Kings, 1:67 for Elisha's disciples as 'bearers of the tradition.' It seems odd that Jones

should persist in using the term 'cycle' if in fact Schmitt is correct that the deuteronomistic historian
was dependent upon a variety of traditions (1:73).

56
Moore, God Saves, 22.

57
O. Eissfeldt, The Old Testament: An Introduction, trans. P. R. Ackroyd (Oxford: Blackwell,

1965), 3.
58
Eissfeldt, Introduction, 4.
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origin of the books, at least so far as those books and groups of books are
concerned which are more than merely a loose collocation of those smallest

SQ
units.

Thus Eissfeldt believes that Gunkel's program, valuable for shorter narrative units, is

not helpful when it comes to medium or larger literary structures and especially

whole books. Yet the Elisha narratives may be the exception that proves Eissfeldt's

point since, according to Van Seters, they are 'a loose collection tied together by

statements of the prophet's itinerary from one point to another.'60 It would follow

that the Elisha narratives, being a collection of shorter units, are fit objects of

Gunkel's program.

Eissfeldt perceives in these narratives a variety of types: legends, sagas, and

historical narratives.61 A narrative qualifies as a legend where a person (prophet or

priest), place, or occasion is of religious significance.62 Some legends are linked with

the specific regions of Bethel, Jericho, and Gilgal; and in these legends Elisha is

leader of a prophetic circle. 'To these belongs the cycle of legends of II ii which

culminates in Elijah's ascension and the transfer of his prophetic power to Elisha.'63
The miracle stories of 2 Kgs 4.1-7 (oil supplied to pay debt); 38-41 (stew made

eatable); 42-44 (feeding of one hundred); 6.1-7 (axe head floating); and 13.20-21

(dead revived by Elisha's bones) are also associated with this cycle. These pre-exilic,

prophetic legends were designed to exalt the holy man.

The prophetic legends, on the other hand, appear to be compositions which
have developed freely and organically, though they too are naturally enough not
free of tendentiousness, in that they set out to glorify their heroes, or rather the
power of God which is revealed in them, not infrequently at the expense of its
opponents. It is evident that in pre-exilic Israel, so long at any rate as the seers
and prophets really had a contribution to make, they were more men of the
people than were the priests.64

59
Eissfeldt, Introduction, 4.

60
Van Seters, In Search ofHistory, 305.

61
Eissfeldt, Introduction, 294-295. Eissfeldt (p.46) sub-classifies the legends as 'cult-legend',

'prophetic legend', and 'martyr legend.'
62
Eissfeldt, Introduction, 34.

63
Eissfeldt, Introduction, 294.

64
Eissfeldt, Introduction, 45.
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While the relationship between prophet, priest and people is worth consideration, it

will be important to keep before us the question of the relationship between prophet,

king and people. We will also argue that the wonder tales within the Elisha stories do

more than exalt that holy man.65

Presumably the next discussion in Eissfeldt's introduction focuses upon those

narratives he classifies as saga. He does not say this explicitly but it appears his

treatment moves along a literary spectrum from legend to history. He distinguishes

the narratives of 4.8-37, 8.1-6 (giving and raising of the Shunammite's son); 5

(healing of Naaman) from the legends discussed immediately prior in that Elisha is

here disassociated with prophetic disciples, having only Gehazi as an aide. Also

these narratives differ in that Elisha now appears to dwell in Mt. Carmel (4.25). But,

even within this classification, Eissfeldt separates the narrative of Naaman's healing

from the Shunammite narrative based on the fact that in the former Elisha is involved

with political events.

Finally Eissfeldt treats the historical narratives. Under this rubric he places the

narratives of 2 Kgs 3.4-27 (the Moab campaign); 6.8-23 (the blinding of the

Arameans); 6.24-7.19 (the siege of Samaria); along with 13.14-19 (Elisha's bow).

Here Elisha is 'completely involved in higher political activity.'66 The narratives

which recall the revolts in 2 Kgs 8.7-15 and chapters 9-10 are in Eissfeldt's

estimation the latter half of a story that finds its parallel in 1 Kgs 17.1-19.18.

Apparently two attempts were made to associate with an important person the events

that shook Israel in the ninth century BCE. In combining these stories, the beginning

of the one associated with Elijah was placed first, while the conclusion of the one

65
The idea that the legendary stories exist to substantiate the prophet persists in recent treatments.

See K. W. Whitelam, 'Elisha,' in ABD 2:472. J. M. Hadley, 'Elijah and Elisha,' NIDOTTE 4:477
claims these are 'basically collections of stories that prove that Elisha was as powerful a man of God
as Elijah.' Interestingly, Hadley immediately notes Elisha's role as 'champion of Israel against foreign
nations' but never questions why a prophet rather than a king is fulfilling this role.

66
Eissfeldt, Introduction, 295.
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associated with Elisha followed. This was likely not the literary creation of the

compiler of Kings. Rather it was 'more probably by the redactor of one of the works

he used.'67

Eissfeldt abandoned Gunkel's more developmental approach to the forms, while

applying his categories more loosely.68 For example, Eissfeldt describes the hero

saga, manifested in the prophet's 'part in the great political events of the day', in

contrast to those narratives which reveal prophetic wonders performed among a

small circle of disciples. The fluidity of his categories is then shown in his placement

of narratives like 2 Kgs 5 midway between these groups.69 He provides several

examples of the variety of narrative strands that must be present. In 2 Kgs 5.27

Gehazi becomes a leper for the rest of his life, while 'this is clearly not presupposed

in viii, 1 -6. '70 He also points out that 6.8-23 cannot belong to the same context as

6.24-7.19, since in 6.23 we are told there were no further raiding parties into Israel,

and yet in 6.24 Ben-hadad besieges Samaria.

Another OT introduction influenced by Gunkel's approach was that of A.

Bentzen. In a lengthy discussion of oral tradition he emphasises the importance of

priestly and prophetic circles responsible for the transmission of literature.71 The Old

Testament is not only oral, but is 'principally oral, and has been handed down in

different circles of men, each of these circles cultivating their particular forms of

"literature.""2 Benzten, in his discussion of narrative, allows for fluidity between

types, and by appealing to the presence of mixed forms, claims that the distinction

between historical narrative and poetical is artificial. On the other hand he appears to

desire criteria that are more rigid than Eissfeldt's. Making his own contributions to

67
Eissfeldt, Introduction, 292.

68
Moore, God Saves, 28.

69
So Moore, God Saves, 24. See Eissfeldt, Introduction, 46, 295.

70
Eissfeldt, Introduction, 295.

71
A. Bentzen, Introduction, 1: 106-07. See Bentzen's discussion of oral tradition from pages 102-

108. For his reliance upon Gunkel's program see page 14.
72
Bentzen, Introduction, 1:106.
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the discussion, he is still dependent upon the classification of Gunkel and stands in

debt to Eissfeldt.73

In discussing legend (Danish sagn) Bentzen distinguishes the one-episodic legend

from the multi-episodic hero-legend.74 He follows this with a treatment of a 'special

type' of narrative, the Danish legende. That this category is separate from the

ordinary legend (sagn) due only to the presence of sacred subjects in the former, is a

common mistake that Bentzen wishes to correct. He points out that the ordinary

legend (sagn) may also deal with sacred matters and thus concludes that we must

base distinctions on formal, stylistic elements alone. He claims that this special form

of 'legend' can be distinguished by its edificatory style and is therefore best

characterised as 'devotional' or 'edificatory legend.' 'It makes propaganda for some

religious opinion or form of life.'75 This is something that the normal legend (sagn)

never does.

As soon as we find 'tendency' in a 'legend' we may conclude that it has not
come down to us in original form, but has been worked upon by later hands.
Tendency never comes from original 'legends', but appears e.g. in the cycles of
traditions formed by combination of originally individual legends.76

Bentzen's criterion is not any more helpful than the criterion of the presence or

absence of the sacred, which he critiques. It is appropriate to question the ideology

inherent in any narrative whether it has passed thorough later hands or not. Apart

from the validity of this point, the criterion of 'tendency' is too vague to be ofmuch

73
Moore, God Saves, 25.

74
Bentzen, Introduction, 1:233-34. Again we note the difficulty surrounding the terminology. For

the German Sage, Legende and the Danish sagn, legende there is only the English word 'legend.' To
overcome this Bentzen uses the English word 'legend' to translate the German/Danish (Sage/sagn)
and adds the adjective 'devotional' or 'edificatory' to the English 'legend' to translate the
German/Danish Legende, legende.

75
Bentzen introduction, 1:234.

76
Bentzen, Introduction, 1:234. See the critique by R. M. Hals, 'Legend: A Case Study in OT

Form-Critical Terminology,' CBQ 34 (1972) 166-76. This essay is reproduced in G. W. Coats (ed.),
Saga, Legend, Tale, Novella, Fable, Narrative Forms in Old Testament Literature, JSOTSup 35
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1985), 45-55.
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help in making a distinction between legend and devotional legend.77 Further,

Bentzen's specific treatment of the 'devotional legends' is unclear.

Bentzen argues that most 'devotional legends' are post-exilic although he

considers a good portion of the Elisha stories to derive from the pre-exilic period. He

posits several sub-classes of the devotional legend (legende): martyr legend, priest

legend and prophet legend. The latter include the narratives of 2 Kgs 1-8, 13. These

devotional legends are in fact a subset of the broader hero-legend (sagn)

differentiated within the set by their religious emphasis. But here he obscures the

genus he is attempting to elucidate. As was mentioned earlier, Bentzen (1:234)

treated the hero-legend under the rubric of the legend (sagn) whereas here he

discusses it as a broader category of devotional legend (legende). Contrary to

Eissfeldt then, who treated the Elisha narratives as legends, saga and historical

narrative, Bentzen appears to subordinate the devotional legend (legende) to the

category legend (sagn). Presumably these devotional legends (of which the prophet

legends are a type) grow from the stem of hero-legend. Thus we can attempt to

clarify his taxonomy as we move from the trunk upwards: legend (sagn) = uni-

episodic; hero-legend = (multi-episodic); devotional legend (legende) = (strong

religious component); and finally prophetic legend in the upper canopy.78 Perhaps

again the confusion rests in the fact that 'the stories ofElijah and Elisha are ofmixed

character.'79

Again this discussion is not motivated by a need for form-critical precision but

stems from a concern relevant to our study, seeing that the numerous branches

among these 'devotional legends' are viewed as evidence for the lack of narrative

coherence. Bentzen, for example, distinguishes the stories of 2 Kgs 8-9 from those of

2 Kgs 1.2-17; 2.23-25; 4.38-41; 6.1-7. The primary difference between the two is the

77
Hals, 'Legend,' 167.

78
Bentzen, to make things really interesting, states (1:234) that the hero-legend is 'no special type

formally.'
79
Bentzen, Introduction, 1:239.
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proximity of the former to history while the latter adhere to a more popular class of

miracle tales.80

This arrangement of different types of narratives is difficult. This is
especially the case when the distinction between 'legend', 'fairy tale', and
'historical narrative'' is established by criteria based upon the 'credibility' of
the tale in question. Hylmo has rightly pointed out that in deciding the category
of a narrative the 'credibility' is too vague as a criterion. It is better to start from
purelyformalpoints ofview.81

Difficult indeed. Bentzen initially moves in his own direction in questioning the

use of credibility as a criterion for distinguishing between legend and historical

narrative, although later he appears to use the very criterion he earlier critiqued with

respect to the Elisha narratives. Overall, Gunkel's basic classification scheme is still

in use along with a greater emphasis on the role of oral tradition generally, and with

respect to the prophetic legends in particular.82 Bentzen differs from Eissfeldt in

placing 'devotional legend' (legende) under the rubric of legend (sagn).

With regard to this last point, G. Fohrer follows Bentzen in his Old Testament

introduction in treating Legende under the category of Sage. He points to the

imprecise boundaries between the categories myth, fairy tale, saga, and legend.

While some distinctions are possible in theory, in practice the 'boundaries are

fluid.'83 This is particularly so with regard to saga and legend 'because the latter is in

fact only a special form of the former, referring to persons and places, periods and

institutions, that are religiously significant or sacred.'84 This raises the question of

whether we can make any distinction between saga and legend seeing that Fohrer has

categories such as sanctuary, cult, and tribal sagas - presumably items of some

religious significance. Putting the question another way, if legend is manifested by

80
Bentzen, Introduction, 1:239.

81
Bentzen, Introduction, 1:233. See also page 232 where the same point is made contra Eissfeldt.

82
Moore, God Saves, 26.

83
G. Fohrer, Introduction, 87, points out that 'Israel obviously did not distinguish clearly between

the different narrative forms.' I am here following D. Green's English translations: Sage=saga;
Legende=iegend.

84
Fohrer, Introduction, 86. This approximates the position of Eissfeldt.
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its concern with religiously significant persons, places, or institutions, does saga then

refer to religiously insignificant persons, places, or institutions?85
In his discussion of oral tradition Fohrer seeks to strike a balance between H. S.

Nyberg who on the one hand, believed that most of the OT had an oral prehistory

preserved and transmitted by 'circles or centres', and G. Widengren on the other,

who was sceptical regarding the extent of oral tradition. Widengren believed texts

were committed to writing at once and transmitted that way. According to Fohrer

each of these positions, leaving no room for literary criticism, are too one sided. With

Nyberg we may travel only as far as the post-exilic community which committed the

oral tradition to writing and with Widengren we go nowhere since literary criticism is

unnecessary.86
The evidence for oral tradition lies first in the observation that natives of the Near

East have extensive memories.87 Relying on Gunkel's work in Genesis, Fohrer points

secondly to portions of the Old Testament like the Pentateuch that reflect a long

tradition of storytelling.88 The legends of Elijah and Elisha are singled out for their

uniqueness in reflecting an oral tradition at a time in Israel's literary history when the

presence of oral tradition was declining.

Although we encounter it occasionally at a later date, as in the legends
concerning Elijah and Elisha, which at first were transmitted orally, from the
time of Solomon on, as culture advanced, the importance of oral tradition
continuously decreased.89

85
R. M. Hals, 'Legend,' 167.

86
Fohrer, Introduction, 37. Kirkpatrick, Folklore, 49 claims that recent folklore studies confirm

Widengren's view it is not possible to establish a pre-literary form of the text and that the time of oral
transmission is not long.

87
On the topic of oral transmission and memory see R. Finnegan, Oral Poetry: Its Nature,

Significance and Social Context (Cambridge: CUP, 1977), 53-57, 73-79; R. C. Culley, Studies in the
Structure ofHebrew Narrative (Philadelphia: Fortress Press and Missoula, Montana: Scholars Press,
1976), 1-31. Culley treats a number of shorter tales within the Elisha narratives; Kirkpatrick, Folklore,
69-71.

88
Fohrer, Introduction, 38.

89
Fohrer, Introduction, 40.
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It appears that the Elijah / Elisha narratives are something of an anomaly. Fohrer

is close to Gunkel's assertion that 'later times were no longer satisfied with the very

brief stories of primitive construction; a more fully developed aesthetic faculty

demands more scope for its expression. Thus greater compositions arose.'90 Likewise
Fohrer's discussion of the Elisha narratives is not appreciably different from the

introductions we have already looked at. He observes several narratives strands the

first of which is a 'narrative cycle of popular miracle stories, linked together by being

related to Gilgal.'91 These formerly independent 'anecdotes' reflect either real deeds

of power done by the prophet or make application of common motifs.92 His second

strand of tradition viewed broadly, is 'rather like historical narrative'. Careful

observation however, reveals in Fohrer's treatment the more usual elements of

miracle story, legend, or saga. These narratives have in common their view of the

political and historical role played by Elisha. Fohrer differentiates between those

narratives in which the prophet is hostile to the ruling class, as represented by Joram

(2 Kgs 3.4-27; 8.7-15), and those which derive from the period of Jehu's revolution

in which Elisha is on friendly terms with the ruling class (2 Kgs 5; 6.8-23; 6.24-7.20;

13.14-19).93

Although our survey of scholarly opinion on the Elisha narratives is far from

exhaustive, we are perhaps now in some position to summarise. Broadly speaking the

narratives are categorised as legend, historical narrative or some admixture. These

distinctions are made based on the whether a narrative emphasises miracle /

hagiology preserved by prophetic circles, or conversely whether it possesses some

90
Gunkel, Legends, 47 (German, xxi) One wonders what the great OT scholar would say of our

own 'sound-bite' age in view of his statement that 'primitive times were satisfied with quite brief
productions not much over half an hour. Then when the narrative is finished the imagination of the
hearer is satisfied and his attention exhausted.'

91
Fohrer, Introduction, 234.

92
Fohrer does not say what these motifs are. We can only assume he refers to the fairy tale motifs

mentioned on page 89 where he explicitly mentions Elijah's mantle (2 Kgs 2.8) and the never empty
meal jar and oil cruse in 4:1-7.

93
Fohrer, Introduction, 234.
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history-like elements usually with some connection to political events. There is a

somewhat fluid application of Gunkel's classifications and the appeal to oral

tradition is upheld for the creation of at least a portion of these narratives.

A. Rofe provided a fresh attempt at classification, cataloguing the areas where

Gunkel's form critical criteria had fallen short in treating the prophetical narratives.94
While form criticism traced the literary types back to a prior oral and presumably

shorter stage, most of the prophetical stories are longer narratives and thus do not

promote such a treatment. Form criticism's success in establishing the Sitz im Leben

of a variety of literary types had not been duplicated in the prophetic narratives since

'very little can be said about such a situation besides the obvious statement that most

of the stories were created and transmitted by circles of prophetic disciples.'95 Rofe

pointed out that the stereotyped locutions recovered in the reconstructed Sitz im

Leben of other literary types were lacking in the prophetical stories. This led Rofe to

conclude that content is the only possible criterion by which to classify these

narratives.

Rofe begins with a category he calls simple legenda.96 Under this heading he

places 2 Kgs 2.19-22; 2.23-25; 4.1-7; 4.38-41, 42-44; 6.1-7; and 13.20-21.97 These

94
A. Rofe, 'The Classification of the Prophetical Stories,' JBL 89 (1970) 427-29; id., 'Classes in

the Prophetical Stories: Didactic Legends and Parables,' in Studies on Prophecy, VTSup 26 (Leiden:
Brill, 1974), 143-64; id., The Prophetical Stories: the Narratives about the Prophets in the Hebrew
Bible, their Literary Types and History (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1988).

95
Rofe, 'Classification,' 427. We question whether this is so obvious.

96
In the following discussion we continue Rofe's the use of simple legenda even although it mixes

English and Latin.
97

Rofe, 'Classification,' 430. There are, of course, other ways of examining these stories
particularly with respect to their magical elements. See R. Carroll, When Prophecy Failed: Reactions
and Responses to Failure in the Old Testament Prophetic Traditions (London: SCM Press, 1979), 58-
61. A significant number of Carroll's examples come from the northern prophetic narratives and
within the Elisha stories he notes in particular: 2 Kgs 2.19-22; 2.23-24; 4.1-7, 38-41, 42-44; 2 Kgs
5.11 (curing leprosy with the wave of a hand), 5.27 (transferring leprosy); 6.1-7; 6.8-23 (striking an

army with blindness); 13.20-21. Sometimes the magic power of the prophet was transformed so that
the act was achieved by Yhwh's word or will (p.59). According to Carroll this transformation
process, while perhaps more apparent than real, moved 'the primitive magic of early prophecy into an
account of the rational activity of the prophet as spokesman of Yahweh' (p.59). On the subject of
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are tales characterised by a single miracle and its immediate circumstances. Along

with this he notes the complete lack ofmoral character, apart from the statement in 2

Kgs 4.1. 'These characteristics in the tales betray their popular origin. Implied also is

a popular method of transmission: oral tradition.'98 From this initial type developed

the literary elaboration of the legenda. It is the increased length and fully developed

plot that marks the major difference between this class and the earlier simple

legenda.99 Mutations of the legenda led to the development of the vita which are

characterised by an attempt to answer questions concerning the beginning and end of

the holy man's life.100
From the simple legenda which have their basis in oral tradition, develop legenda

and vita. The establishment of historical links between types does not reflect the

evolutionary tendencies that hindered Gunkel's approach but does reveal an interest

in the history of type, which according to Rofe, 'betrays to the reader my

indebtedness to the form-critical method, in spite of rejection of its tools in this

specific area of biblical literature.'101 Rofe concludes that any further work on the

classification of the non-oral material in the prophetic narratives must proceed not in

Elisha and magic see A. Jeffers, Magic and Divination in ancient Palestine and Syria, SHCANE 8
(Leiden/New York/and Koln: Brill, 1996); F. H. Cryer, Divination in Ancient Israel and its Near
Eastern Environment. A Socio-Historical Investigation, JSOTSup 142 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1994); Bob Becking, Een Magisch Ritueel in Jahwistisch Perspectief. Literaire Structuur en
Godsdienst-Historische Achtergronden van 2 Koningen 4:31-38, UTR 17 (Utrecht: Faculteit der
Godgeleerdheid, Rijksuniveriteit Utrecht, 1992) and for a related treatment in English id., '"Touch for
Health..." Magic in II Reg 4,31-37 with a Remark on the History of Yahwism,' ZAW 108 (1996) 34-
54; T. W. Overholt, Cultural Anthropology, 24-68; id., 'Seeing is Believing: the Social Setting of
Prophetic Acts of Power,' JSOT 23 (1982) 3-31; E. Wendland, 'Elijah and Elisha: Sorcerers or Witch
Doctors?,' BT43 (1992) 213-23; J. Lust, 'On Wizards and Prophets,' in Studies on Prophecy, VTSup
26 (Leiden: Brill, 1974), 133-42; G. Fohrer, 'Prophetie und Magie' in Studien zur alttestamentlichen
Prophetie, (1949-1965), BZAW 99 (Berlin: A. Topelman, 1967), 242-64.

98
Rofe, 'Classification,' 432

99
Rofe, 'Classification,' 433.

100
Rofe 'Classification,' 435-436. This biographical drive is what leads disciples of the holy man

to collect the legenda into 'one inclusive legendary biography' several generations after his death
(P-436).

101
Rofe, 'Classification,' 428.
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accordance with form-critical lines but must trace back the 'creative activity which

expanded the original form of a folk tale.'102

Again the concern here is not to disparage form-critical method, but rather to

point out how application of Gunkel's categories and the assumption of oral tradition

preclude a wider ranging perspective on the narratives. In his concluding comments

Rofe claims that classification is only valid insofar as it helps us to acquire the

message of a book. 'Full realization of what that message is can only be attained only

by attentive and perceptive examination of the single piece of art.'103 It is this kind of
attention to the Elisha narrative as a 'single piece of art' which is missing from recent

scholarly treatments. While Moore's recent work on 2 Kings 5-7 underscored the

literary-aesthetic perspective, he still dealt with the stories 'in their independent

integrity rather than with their current disposition within the so called

Deuteronomistic History.'104 This leaves unanswered the relation of 2 Kings 2-4, and

8 to 2 Kings 5-7.105

Classification and Oral Tradition

Before turning to the question of narrative coherence and deuteronomistic

(dis)integration we will first look at several studies that call into question the

classification of the Elisha narratives as 'legend' and the related notion of oral

tradition. R. M. Hals explores the inadequacy of the treatments of 'legend' found in

the introductions of Eissfeldt, Bentzen, and Fohrer as well as the ubiquitous concern

Rofe, 'Classification,' 440.
103

Rofe, 'Classification,' 440.
104

Moore, God Saves, 12. While Moore focuses upon a pre-deuteronomistic compositional level,
he recognises that the prophetical stories underwent later editorial changes. Still he maintains that 'the
prior form of the respective stories has not been obfuscated.'

105
The recent appearance of W. Bergen, Elisha and the End of Prophetism, JSOTSup 286

(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999) and T. L. Brodie, The Crucial Bridge: The Elijah-Elisha
Narrative as an Interpretive Synthesis of Genesis-Kings and a Literary Model for the Gospels
(Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 2000) provides some evidence of a movement toward
a broader treatment of the stories.
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for a proper translation of the terms Sage and Legended06 Relying upon the work of

A. Jolles107 he concludes that the chief characteristic of legend (Legende) is located in

that which calls the reader to imitation. In the legends of the saints, the saints' virtues

are to be mimicked. The problem then of applying the term Legende to the Elijah and

Elisha narratives is that the reader is not called upon to 'go and do likewise' as

regards their prophetic activity. He concludes, 'In spite of some difficulties it seems

to me best to abide with the label prophet story and to reject the designation prophet

legend as misleading for the reasons I have given.'108
J. Scullion in his inspection ofMarchen, Sage, and Legende does his part to move

Old Testament scholarship out of the 'labyrinth to which they have made no small

contribution.'109 From its inception legend (Legende) embraced a typically Christian

concept in which the life of the holy person was to be read by the faith community.

Scullion, like Hals, affirms the centrality of imitation in the Legende. Preferring to

label nearly all biblical narrative as Sage, Scullion concludes that scholars should not

apply the term legend to biblical narratives 'because of the meaning and associations

of this already well-established hagiographical form.'110

Along with the questioning of Legende as a narrative classification we also find

scholars debating the viability of oral composition and transmission. This is

addressed in a recent study by P. Kirkpatrick who investigates the major influence

played by folklore studies upon the Old Testament.111
She first confirms that Gunkel and A. Olrik112 arrived at similar conclusions with

regard to the criteria by which oral composition and transmission can be recognised

106
Hals, 'Legend,' 167-169.

107
A. Jolles, Einfache Formen, 2nd ed. (Tubingen: Niemeyer, 1958), 23-61.

108
Hals, 'Legend,' 176.

109
J. Scullion, 'Marchen, Sage, Legende: Towards a Clarification of Some Literary Terms Used

By Old Testament Scholars,' VT34 (1984) 321-336 (336).
110

Scullion, 'Marchen,' 336.
111

Kirkpatrick, Folklore.
112""

A. Olrik, 'Epische Gesetze der Volksdichtung,' Zeitschriftfur Deutsches Altertum 51 (1909) 1-
12.
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from written.113 Based on evidence culled from folklorists she argues that these

criteria are untenable. Primarily this is due to the fact that Olrik established his laws

using material that had itself undergone editing in the transcription process. The

stories which Olrik used had themselves been reduced to a fundamental core. His

method, and thus his laws fail, being based as they were on flawed texts.114 Secondly,

folklorists examining Olrik's laws find that they apply equally to written or oral

narratives. 'The implication for biblical studies is clear, for it should consequently

affect our acceptance ofmany of Gunkel's conclusions (themselves similar to those

ofOlrik) about the nature and form of oral composition.'115

Kirkpatrick's work returns us to Rofe's starting point. He claims that we are

mistaken if we think that the present form of the simple legenda is the original oral

form. The Israelite storyteller was no primitive, unable to master his language, nor

were the Israelite public such simpletons that they could not tolerate a story that

lasted for longer than one minute.

The oral stage must have been longer, much longer, than the version we have
now in scripture. The conciseness of the present stories rather reveals the
opposite: the man who reduced these narratives to writing took the pains, and
had the skill, to condense them. He gave to the reader the kernel of the story
only; recording the mere miracle and its immediate circumstances, he shaped
what we can define as the simplest, mostpure, written legenda ,116

Kirkpatrick's study seems applicable here. Olrik's laws for discerning oral genres

were based on material that had undergone change in both content and form. Can the

same not be said for Rofe's classification of simple legenda and his assertion that the

characteristics of these tales betray their oral tradition? The committing of these tales

to writing immediately limits our ability to say with precision anything about their

prior oral nature. If this is so perhaps a broader examination of these stories is

justified. As Kirkpatrick notes:

113
Kirkpatrick, Folklore, 25.

114
Kirkpatrick, Folklore, 56.

115
Kirkpatrick, Folklore, 57.

116
Rofe, 'Classification,' 432-33.

24



It would seem, therefore, that no general rules of oral transmission can be
promulgated. Furthermore, once given a written text it is almost impossible to
ascertain with any exactitude which traditions were and which were not
transmitted orally. 17

Rofe is not claiming to produce a study of literary coherence and how individual

elements relate to one another.118 However, his statement does raise both the issues of

coherence and the competence of the biblical writer(s)/redactor(s) to which we will

return below. For the present and in view of the above discussion, we may examine

historical narrative, the other category most often applied to the Elisha narratives.

In order to proceed we must keep several concepts before us. First, the summons

to abandon the application of the term legend (Legende) was linked with a call to

conceive of these narratives as Sage. Perhaps Bentzen and Fohrer, in setting softer

boundaries, foresaw such a need in treating {Legende) under the category {Sage). The

looseness of these categories was already noted formerly by Gunkel.119 Second, given

a written text it is nearly impossible to discern which traditions were and which were

not transmitted orally. Third, classifying biblical narrative with genres like myth,

legend, folktale, or historical narrative is a largely subjective process, dependent as it

117
Kirkpatrick, Folklore, 71. This is not the same as saying there is no oral tradition underlying

the biblical narratives. We must be careful to maintain a balanced view of the interplay and
complexity between oral and literary narratives in ancient Israel. Any notion of an oral period in
Israel's history followed by a literary one is to be rejected. S. Niditch states: 'Given this assessment of
Israelite aesthetics and the importance placed on the ongoing oral-literate continuum, source-critical
theories become suspect' [S. Niditch, Oral World and Written Word: Ancient Israelite Literature,
Library ofAncient Israel (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 134], It must be noted that
Niditch provides her own hypothetical models (pp. 119-30). T. Collins, The Mantle ofElijah: The
Redaction Criticism of the Prophetical Books, The Biblical Seminar 20 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993),
131: 'When stories that originated in oral folklore (in which every performance was in any case a new
and different creation) are transposed into the literary medium, they inevitably undergo a
transformation.' On the issue of oral performance and the difficulty of differentiating oral and written
literature see the important work of R. Finnegan, Oral Poetry: Its Nature, Significance and Social
Context (Cambridge: CUP, 1977).

118
However see Rofe, Prophetical Stories, 49. Here he argues that the Elisha cycle is an attempt to

construct a vita of the Holy Man from particular legenda. Rofe is one of the few scholars to attempt an
explanation for the current arrangement of the Elisha narratives. We will return to his treatment in
Chapter 2.

119
See Moore, God Saves, 33.
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is on the cultural perception of the original audience.120 Fourth, the so-called Elijah

and Elisha cycles (1 Kings 17-2 Kings 13) are dominant from the perspective of the

narrative space allotted to them in Kings as well as their position in the middle of a

book with a strong historiographic emphasis.121

Finally we return to Kirkpatrick and our query of historical narrative as a

classification. To investigate the question of the relationship between Sage and

history she again turns to the field studies of folklorists who have explored oral

tradition as a source of valuable historical information. She argues that it is very

difficult to distinguish legend [Sage] from historical writing given that they cannot

be distinguished based on form, content, or the concerns they represent. 'If legend

can be used to convey historical events, and historical events can contain legendary

material, how are the two to be differentiated?'122 Among her conclusions she states:

Just as written records seek to legitimize the present ruling political or religious
authorities, so do oral accounts. Distinctions between what have been
considered as older oral genres and history writing cannot therefore be made.
History writing inevitably includes written forms of oral genres such as legend
and folktale. It does not necessarily reflect a more sophisticated and complex
way of viewing the world. Oral histories can equally be as complex and
sophisticated in the way they seek to manipulate the events of the past. 3

The questionable validity of Legende as a narrative category, the difficulty of

discerning which traditions were and which were not transmitted orally, the

subjective nature of genre identification, the placement of prophetic folklore within a

120
Finnegan, Oral Poetry, 260; Kirkpatrick, Folklore Study, 113. There is of course the question

of whether Israel made such distinctions in the first place. Fohrer, Introduction, 87 claims they did
not. Gunkel seems to hold a similar position: Gunkel, Folktale, 23. But see Gunkel, Legends, 10
(German, v): 'In a word, the distinction between legend and history is not injected into the Old
Testament, but is to be found by any attentive reader already present in the Old Testament.' Several
recent studies reflect a return to more general classifications [ so B. O. Long, 1 Kings with an
Introduction to Historical Literature, FOTL 9 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984)] or no classifications
beyond the very general 'story' [so T. R. Hobbs, 2 Kings, WBC 13 (Waco: Word Books, 1985), 45-6].

121
See R. D. Nelson, 'The Anatomy of the Book of Kings,' JSOT 40 (1988) 39-48 (39); G.

Savran, '1 and 2 Kings,' in R. Alter and F. Kermode (eds.), The Literary Guide to the Bible
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987), 148-64 (149). The Elijah/Elisha narratives span
19 out of 47 chapters of the book of Kings or approximately 40%.
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book manifesting an apparent historiographic impulse, and the porous borders of the

Sage / historical narrative differentiation, all point to the need for a re-evaluation of

coherence in the Elisha narrative of 2 Kings. It is clear that one's view of the

composition and transmission of these stories is closely related to genre decisions.

The concern for the present study is neither a denial that some of the material in this

narrative may have been transmitted orally, nor of the existence of oral forms of

folktale, legend, myth, or historical narrative now given a written form. Rather, the

question of concern is whether the perceived variety within the Elisha narratives -

viewed as a patchwork of genres and traditions - has short-circuited interrogation of

viable narrative relationships both among these 'prophetic legends', and more

remotely, to those portions which are deemed part of the DtrH.

Exploring Coherence and Elisha's Art

In the quotation which heads this chapter Jones succinctly raises the issues

observed in our examination of the modern study of the Elisha narrative to this point.

The analysis of the content and form of the narratives, and the struggle to identify the

varying traditions all indicate, in his estimation, a disjointed text. His is not the only

treatment to affirm the failure of the author(s)/editor(s) of Kings to create a unified

portrait from the disparate sources in the Elisha narratives. Several examples below

will suffice to give us a sense of this perspective. G. W. Anderson writes that 'the

stories about Elijah have more coherence than those about Elisha, which are linked

together by little more than the personality of the prophet.'124 Some assessments

maintain an elevated view of the author's artistic ability; while others see the Elisha

narrative as wanting from a literary standpoint. For example, A. F. Campbell notes

the 'capacity for literary creativity and genius' along with evidence of great skill in

storytelling and 'deep perception and remarkable intelligence in the use of narrative

l"4
G. W. Anderson, Introduction, 87.
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material.'125 On the other hand, Y. T. Radday states that the Elisha cycle lacks

'literary or dramatic power', reveals a lack of'inner unity', and is 'incompatible with

the rest of the book, if not the rest of Scripture.'126 In comparison to the Elijah

episodes the Elisha story is 'very fragmentary, quite lacking in the unity and purpose

of the earlier story [Elijah], and sounds more like a collection of short anecdotes than

a connected narrative.'127

Recently, W. J. Bergen observes that one of the bases for source criticism of the

Elisha narratives is the presence of numerous fissures within the text.128 He goes on

to argue that these divisions are not units representing varying traditions but instead

are evidence of the 'ideological tremors which resonate through DtrH.'129 Thus in

Bergen's reading, the Elisha narratives become something of a fault line in the plate

tectonics of the shifting texts. Bergen's comments are worth noting more fully:

Any reader of the Elisha narrative will find that coherence is elusive in 2
Kings. If coherence remains outside the grasp of the reader, we may assume that
it remained outside the grasp of the writer(s) as well~and this despite efforts to
achieve it. This being the case, it makes the most sense to argue that the a-
coherence (not incoherence, which suggests weak writing skills) reflects the
inadequacy of their ideology. That is, we are dealing not with one ideology
versus another, but rather with a single ideology failing to provide the
completeness it claims for itself. Up to this point in DtrH, history has been
moving along rather smoothly. The coming of Elisha proves the veneer of
coherence cannot hide the basic flaws underneath.130

Bergen's underlying assumption may be questioned. Because the reader finds

coherence 'elusive' does not require the assumption that the writer did as well.131

Bergen does not want to use the term 'incoherence' because it suggests 'weak

Campbell, OfProphets and Kings, 108.
126

Y. T. Radday, 'Chiasm in Kings,' LB 31 (1974) 52-67 (63-63).
177

B. P. Church, The Israel Saga (New York: Macmillan, 1932), 278-79 cited in A. Preminger and
E. L. Greenstein (eds. and compilers), The Hebrew Bible in Literary Criticism (New York: Ungar
Publishing Co., 1986), 358-59.
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W. J. Bergen, 'The Prophetic Alternative: Elisha and the Israelite Monarchy,' in R. B. Coote

(ed.), Elijah and Elisha in Socioliterary Perspective (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1992), 127-137.
129

Bergen, 'Alternative,' 129.
130

Bergen,'Alternative,' 129.
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It may be fair to ask how we know that the writer desired to achieve coherence in the first
place.
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writing skills' and yet his writer(s) could not achieve coherence even though the

attempt was made.

His comments raise numerous questions. Do some texts require of the reader more

effort than others with respect to coherence? What kind of coherence is envisaged

(theological, historical, literary)? It is interesting that Bergen's reader, unable to

discern coherence, is still able to observe a 'single ideology'. But if the reader is

having difficulty discerning coherence how will he or she determine a single

ideology? If it is difficult to make sense of the text I am reading, am I on more stable

ground by appealing to an underlying ideology as the primary explanation of the

phenomena in the text? Where does this ideology come from? Do writers or readers

create coherence? Is the failure to discern coherence the fault of the text, the writer,

the reader or some combination? Lacking from discussions of coherence or

incoherence in the Elisha narrative is the question ofwhat makes a narrative coherent

in the first place. More specifically what is the nature of coherence? This will be the

focus of chapter 2.

The (Disintegrated Elisha

The traits of the Elisha stories in 2 Kings are well known. They depict a wonder¬

working prophet often referred to as 'the man ofGod', who is closely linked with the

'sons of the prophets'. While Gehazi, Elisha's servant, is often named, the king of

Israel is usually not. Elisha is frequently on friendly terms with this king, although

not consistently. Similarly, the narratives usually reflect a state of warfare between

Aram and Israel, but again not consistently.132 In spite of this literary diversity 'most

scholars agree that the stories form part of a collection about Elisha that was

incorporated into the book of Kings at some point.'133

13~
McKenzie, Trouble, 95.

133
McKenzie, Trouble, 95.
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In spite of the recent emphasis on narrative in biblical studies, Kings generally

and Elisha in particular, have not fared so well. R. Wilson notes that the study of

Kings is actually 'running counter' to research on the rest of the Former Prophets.

While many studies move towards readings that emphasise 'literary or theological

integrity, students of Kings are moving increasingly away from the notion that the

book can be approached as a single literary unit.'134 This assessment is supported by

C. Exum who observes: 'The under-representation of 2 Kings in this collection

reflects its under-representation in any extended way in JSOT,'135
Another way of assessing the literary 'fit' of the Elisha narrative is by examining

the treatment of the stories from the standpoint of deuteronomistic composition. Van

Seters claims that the stories are only a 'loose collection' linked by Elisha's travels136
and yet even when they are self-referential, as when 2 Kings 8.1-6 reflects back to

the earlier story of 4.8-37, this is not considered evidence for coherence being an

'artificial creation to give a sense of unity, which the collection otherwise lacks.'137

According to Van Seters, the Elisha narratives are not integrated into the DtrH for a

number of reasons: they show no signs of deuteronomistic editing; the king of Israel

remains anonymous; the canonical placement during the reign of Jehoram (a son of

Ahab) seems incongruous with the fact that the prophet 'seems to be on fairly cordial

134
R. R. Wilson 'The Former Prophets: Reading the Books of Kings,' in J. L. Mays, D. L.

Petersen, and K. H. Richard (eds.), Old Testament Interpretation Past, Present, and Future: Essays in
Honour of Gene M. Tucker (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1995), 83-112 (84-85). Commentators have
responded recently by giving a more prominent role to literary-aesthetic concerns. See Hobbs, 2
Kings', R. D. Nelson, First and Second Kings, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Preaching and
Teaching (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1987); B. O. Long, 2 Kings, FOTL 10 (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1991); I. W. Provan, 1 and 2 Kings, NIBC 7 (Peabody, Mass.: Flendrickson, 1995), T. E.
Fretheim, First and Second Kings, Westminster Bible Companions (Louisville: Westminster/John
Knox, 1999), and most recently R. L. Cohn, 2 Kings, Berit Olam: Studies in Hebrew Narrative and
Poetry (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, A Michael Glazier Book, 2000).

135
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terms with him'; and there is little concern with Canaanite cults or an 'aversion for

the house of Ahab' as is found in the Elijah narratives.'138
S. L. McKenzie in large part holds a similar position. He sees most of the long

prophetic narratives spanning 1 Kings 13-2 Kings 13 as post-Dtr insertions.139 This

position contrasts with most scholars who, under Noth's influence, assume that the

Elisha stories were part of the DtrH.140 While the lack of integration of the Elisha

narratives (2 Kings 2; 3.4-27; 4.1-8.15; 13.14-21) says nothing of the age of the

compositions themselves, 'the evidence that he [Dtr] did not include them is

compelling.'141 Like Van Seters his first reason for such a strong position is the lack

of Dtr editing of these stories. This stands in stark contrast to the highly edited Jehu

narrative in 2 Kings 9-10.142 Secondly, like R. Nelson, McKenzie points out that the

Elisha narratives of 2 Kings 2 and 13.14-21 stand outside of the chronological

framework.143 If they are outside of his framework then they were not edited by Dtr.

Thus, while Nelson interprets this chronological interruption as a literary device,

McKenzie views it as evidence that these narratives were never part of the original

DtrH.144 He explicitly disagrees with Van Seters' claim that 3.4-27 was a part of the

original DtrH since it contains no deuteronomistic language and, like 2 Kgs 2 and

13.14-21, it is outside of the chronological rubric.145 Finally, while McKenzie views

1 1 Q

Van Seters, In Search ofHistory, 305-306. This contrasts with 2 Kgs 3 and 2 Kgs 9-10 as well
as the Elijah stories in 1 Kgs 17, 19, 21 and 2 Kgs 1 which are integrated according to Van Seters.

139
McKenzie, Trouble, 98. See pages 95-100 for McKenzie's discussion and conclusion on

prophetic additions to the book of Kings. Pages 151-52 provide a list of McKenzie's analysis of the
original DtrH and post-deuteronomistic additions.

140
McKenzie, Trouble, 95.

141
McKenzie, Trouble, 97.

14'
McKenzie, Trouble, 97. See McKenzie's full treatment of 2 Kings 9-10 on pages 70-80. Any

references that link Jehu's revolt with the fulfilment of 1 Kings 21 are by default secondary additions.
143

McKenzie, Trouble, 97; Nelson, Kings, 158; F. J. M. Maeijer, Elisha as a Second Elijah in the
Period of the Prophetic Actions against the Baal Policy ofthe House ofAhab (I Kings 16,29 - II Kings
11,20) Excerpta ex Dissertatione ad Doctoratum in Pontificio Institute Biblico (Apeldoorn: Les
Editions du Cerf, 1989), 12.

144
We shall take up Nelson's treatment below.

145
McKenzie, Trouble, 97. McKenzie relies upon the work of J. D. Shenkel, Chronology and

Recensional Development in the Greek Text ofKings, HSM 1 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1968). The insertion of the Elisha narratives has led to confused chronology in the MT. For a
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almost all of the prophetic narratives from 1 Kgs 13-2 Kgs 13 as post-Dtr additions,

the interdependence of the Elijah and Elisha stories suggests that they were

introduced into the history as a group.146
The scholarly discussion here is reminiscent of the treatment given by source

critics of the Pentateuch. The very portions of the narratives which provide explicit

literary connections are excised as evidence of late redactional activity. Having

removed the evidence for coherence scholars return to the data to reconstruct what

remains. McKenzie recognises this danger and understands that source critical

methods have prompted a reaction - and return - to Noth's view of single authorship

and unity of the DtrH. He believes that Noth's model, while requiring further testing

and revision remains the most useful theory of composition.

The area for such testing should be the book of Kings. The scholarly debate
over composition and related issues has converged on the book of Kings
because it raises the most difficulties, literary critical and ideological, for the
understanding of a unified DH.147

However, it is possible that the question of deuteronomistic integration is a red

herring as far as coherence is concerned. What for example is gained by arguing for

the non-integration of these stories into the framework of a supposed Dtr whose very

existence is questioned? Wilson for example has examined the criteria used to

determine whether a literary layer can be labelled prophetic. He concludes that

neither vocabulary, speech forms, theology / ideology, nor the fact that the sources

deal with prophets, are adequate criteria for considering a layer prophetic. There are

in fact 'no firm criteria' in his estimation.148 If he is right then what criteria should be

used in assessing whether these narratives are post-deuteronomistic additions? The

answer put forward by Van Seters and McKenzie is that they have not been

recent critique of Shenkel's proposal see G. Galil, The Chronology of the Kings of Israel and Judah,
SHCANE 9 (Leiden/New York/Koln: Brill, 1996) especially chapter 8, 'The Chronological Data in
the Greek Text of the Book ofKings,' 127-44.

146
McKenzie, Trouble, 99 n.24.

147
McKenzie, Trouble, 19. McKenzie uses DH for 'Deuteronomistic History.'

I4S
Wilson, 'The Former Prophets,' 89.

32



integrated. They do not show signs of deuteronomistic editing and several of the

stories are outside the chronological framework.

But does this not beg the question? Regarding the DtrH, McKenzie states that

Dtr's 'influence on it is pervasive, in the selection and use of written sources and in

creating narratives without them.'149 He also agrees with Van Seters 'that the line

drawn by scholars between Dtr's sources and Dtr's own narrative is often artificial

and always difficult to defend.'150 In view of such statements it is not clear how one

is to distinguish an expansive gloss from deuteronomistic editing, or deuteronomistic

editing from a post-deuteronomistic addition. Clearly this is an area that requires

more study. McKenzie is concerned that scholars have not adequately handled the

problem of the northern prophetic narratives.151 But do these narratives fare any

better in his treatment? The 'trouble with kings' actually appears to be the prophets

generally and Elisha in particular. The subject of Elisha's place within Kings still

remains, and it is to that subject that we now turn.

Putting Elisha in his Place

According to G. Savran, Kings has a similar ideology to the other Former

Prophets and yet with a fundamental difference in style due to its lack of a primary

figure like Joshua or major protagonists like David and Saul.152 There is a chiastic

structure based on thematic emphases within the work. The peak of this chiastic

structure covers the material from 1 Kings 16.23-2 Kings 12, comprising a textual

expanse totally out of proportion to the amount of time it narrates. The midpoint of

149
McKenzie, Trouble, 147.

150
McKenzie, Trouble, 147.

151
McKenzie, Trouble. On page 7 Cross is criticised for not explaining the presence of these

narratives. On page 10 Lohfink and Provan similarly 'fail to explain' the presence of these northern
prophetic stories.

152
Savran, '1 and 2 Kings,' 147.
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this major section is found at 2 Kings 2 being the only place in the Old Testament

where the mantle of prophecy is transferred.153

It is curious that while Savran argues for the importance of these prophetic

narratives within the larger structure of Kings, in his actual treatment he considers

them only as they relate to the twin themes of prophecy and fulfilment, and the

power struggle between the prophetic office and the monarchy.154 Certainly the

themes of prophecy and fulfilment are well recognised and the uniqueness of 2 Kings

2 bears further examination. There are also other structural observations that

encourage further questioning of the role that these prophetic narratives play in

Kings.

For example, R. Nelson using a computer metaphor, discusses how a temporal

point of view can aid us in understanding the force of the entire narrative. The

opening and closing of the 'files' of various kings reveals an 'organizing system'

with a 'temporal sophistication' that often goes unnoticed.155

A file can be left open so that the narrator can put a brake on the rush of
chronological time and report at leisure on illustrative or paradigmatic items,
then let the carrier wave of opening and closing files rapidly cover the
chronological distance to the next point of reflective pause.156

Nelson observes that the narrative interplay between the kingdoms unites the stories

of Judah and Israel and makes it difficult for the reader to separate the story of one

kingdom from the other.157 This 'entanglement' of the kingdoms plays an important

role in the Elisha narratives. Nelson notes a gap in this 'file structure' at the

153
Savran, '1 and 2 Kings,' 149. Others have found Savran's outline useful: See J. T. Walsh, 1

Kings, Berit Olam: Studies in Hebrew Narrative and Poetry (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical
Press, A Michael Glazier Book, 1996), 373; S. W. Holloway, 'Kings, Book of 1-2,' ABD 4:70-83
(76). Maeijer, Second Elijah, 1-2 likewise notes the discrepancy between narrative time and narrative
space. Radday, 'Chiasm in Kings,' 52-67 sees a central portion running from the kingdom division in
1 Kgs 12 to the fall of Samaria in 2 Kgs 17.

154
Savran, '1 and 2 Kings,' 162-163.

155
Nelson, 'Anatomy,' 44; Long, 1 Kings, 26-27 for what he calls 'pausal moments'. See also

Marie-Laure Ryan, 'On the Window Structure ofNarrative Discourse,' Semiotica 64 (1987) 59-81.
156

Nelson, 'Anatomy,' 44.
157

Nelson, 'Anatomy,' 44.
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ascension of Elijah which is told after Ahaziah's file has closed and before Jehoram

of Israel's is opened (3.1-3). In this way Elijah's transport and Elisha's succession is

emphasised and takes on an other-worldly sense 'in a sort ofmythic time outside the

run of ordinary time, all to good literary effect.'158 Bergen, likewise points to Elisha

as a disrupter of time. lie notes the overwhelming confusion over the names of the

kings of Judah and Israel in this section of the narrative. 'Whether or not this

confusion is intentional, the text leaves us with a powerful though subtle message

about the importance of kings, and the way Yhwh acts in history.'159
We are still left with the question of Elisha's place in the narrative sweep of Kings

and the Former Prophets. R. Wilson, desiring to redress an imbalance in approaches

that deny the prophetic element, asks whether the 'Former Prophets' is not actually

about prophets. He claims that 'it is becoming increasingly clear that the role of

prophecy in Kings must be reassessed.'160 In doing this he makes a marked

distinction between the northern prophetic material, with its emphasis on the

prophecy-fulfilment motif, and the southern material dealing only with Judah.

'Although the stories of the northern prophetic activity occupy a great deal of space,

the book of Kings in its present form is ultimately the story of the fall of Jerusalem

and the exile.'161 He concludes that the political alliances of the Judean kings are a

key theme in the book as it relates to the 'Judean narratives.'162 Thus it is from this

southern material - evincing little interest in prophecy - that we obtain a better grasp

on the themes the authors wished to emphasise.

158
Nelson, 'Anatomy,' 44.

159
Bergen, 'The Prophetic Alternative,' 135; Recently the observation, that the first and last

narratives concerning Elisha interrupt the normal flow of the book of Kings, is made from a historical
rather than literary perspective in G. Galil, Chronology, 143 n.46. The issue of anonymity and
confused identity will be explored in our textual treatment below.

160
Wilson, 'The Former Prophets,' 87. Wilson singles out the work of Campbell, OfProphets and

Kings. He claims that Campbell is moving against a critical current that minimizes the importance of
prophecy in Kings. However, we have already seen that Campbell's 'Prophetic Record' had no place
for Elisha.

161
Wilson, 'The Former Prophets,' 90.

162
Wilson, 'The Former Prophets,' 91-93.
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There is little doubt that the recognition of the important role of political alliances

enhances our reading of Kings. But isn't this de-emphasis of the prophetic material

the very thing Wilson desires to reassess? Is Kings ultimately a story of the fall and

exile of Judah alone, or are fall and exile symptomatic of larger concerns? Why draw

attention to stories about northern prophets by placing them in the middle of a book

that is finally about the fall of Jerusalem and exile? T. Collins observes that the

organisation and literary structure of northern prophetic narratives (1 Kgs 17-2 Kgs

13) 'carries much of the weight of the theological views of the writer responsible for

shaping them.'163
It is no easy task to precipitate the south from the north. This is nowhere clearer

than in the Elisha narratives where Kings of Judah and Israel acquire similar names,

where outsiders like Namaan become insiders, and insiders like Gehazi become

outsiders, and where Kings of Judah and Israel intermarry and make political

alliances. It is with Jehoshaphat that the peace with Ahab (1 Kings 22.44) is made

explicit; and as the Kings narrative progresses it takes an increasing interest in these

alliances. But this theme is not usually attributed to the Deuteronomists and leads

Wilson to question if in fact Kings was part of the DtrH.164 J. G. McConville also

notes the importance of the unity between Judah and Israel. By most scholarly

accounts the reader is unprepared for the hammer that falls upon Judah after the

positive commendations given to the reforming kings Hezekiah, and especially

Josiah. But in fact this hammer is only the final result of a loss of identity foretold

well in advance through the use of irony and 'ominous detail.'

Kings is arguably all about a loss of identity, of which loss of land is finally a
function. The division of the kingdom is a first manifestation of this. It is no
mere "casting off of the north. On the contrary, the king of the northern
kingdom is regularly styled "the King of Israel", even though it is here that the
most profound apostasy comes, even though he is not Davidic, and even though

T. Collins, Mantle, 23.
164

Wilson, 'The Former Prophets,' 95.
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succession is largely by main force. Rather, separation is part of the problematic
of being Israel. The question, Who is Israel? hangs over these books. 65

How then does this relate to questions of coherence in the Elisha narrative? It is,

in fact, in these very narratives that Wilson's 'political alliance' and McConville's

Toss of identity' coalesce. Jehoshaphat is judged to be a righteous king in spite of his

alliance. But this peace, first with Ahab and then later with his son Jehoram (2 Kgs

3) is merely a ripple on a surface that will soon erupt; the peace will be shattered (2

Kgs 9) and brother will wage war with brother (2 Kgs 14.8). The anonymity (loss of

identity) of the King of Israel in chapters 4-8 is often observed. Is it coincidence that

this loss of identity, so prevalent in the Elisha narratives - and central to the meaning

of the book, spans the narrative distance between the alliance of chapter 3 and the

revolution of chapter 9?

The theme of peace in these narratives is frequently placed before us. Beside the

'peace' which Jehoshaphat made, the question, aibtfn, appears twice in the story of

the restoration of the Shunammite's son (2 Kgs 4.23,26). A similar conversational

give and take is found in 2 Kgs 5.21 where Gehazi is also queried Dlbtfn - a question

which he had earlier asked of the Shunammite. The phrase plays a large part in the

narrative commencing the revolt of Jehu. It is Yhwh's restoration of mb® to a

community disrupted by Ahab's crimes that provides the intellectual framework for

this story.166 Is the care shown by Elisha to the community reflective of Yahweh's

concern for a restoration of cnb©?

Conclusion

The present study is primarily an attempt to provide a narrative function for the

stories in 2 Kings 2-8. The preceding chapter is not an exhaustive survey of the

165
J. G. McConville, 'Narrative and Meaning in the Books of Kings,' Biblica 70 (1989) 31-49

(34).
166

See S. Olyan, 'Hasalom: Some Literary Considerations of 2 Kings 9,' CBO 46 (1984) 652-68
(661-62).
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Elisha narrative in recent study. Rather, time spent on basic issues such as

classification and oral tradition yields a better understanding of why these narratives

are thought to lack coherence and integration within Kings. In order to assess the

question of coherence, chapter 2 is devoted to an examination of the topic of

coherence and the development of a reading model that permits us to view the

narrative 'as a single piece of art' while not denying its diversity. Part II of the study

(chapters 3-4) establishes the broad and narrow literary contexts in which the stories

are interpreted. It does so by examining 2 Kgs 2.1-25, 3.1-27 and 8.16-29 in some

detail. Part III (chapters 5-8) contains the bulk of the exegetical work in exploring 2

Kings 4.1-8.15. The final chapter looks beyond the borders of the Elisha narrative to

Kings and the Former Prophets as we conclude our attempt to put Elisha in his place.
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Chapter 2

Textual Coherence and the Prophetic Portrait

Introduction: Assessing the Problem

It will come as no surprise to students of the Hebrew Bible that the frequency with

which the term 'coherence' is used in the field has increased over the past twenty

years.' Unfortunately, the increased frequency of the term has not helped to answer

the question, 'What is coherence?', since the meaning of the word is more often

implicitly understood rather than explicitly defined. This is not unusual since the

coherence or non-coherence of a text is, by most people, intuitively understood. For

example, I. Bellert seeks to provide a working definition of coherence 'which is

compatible with the intuitive understanding of these terms.'2 In similar fashion T. A.

van Dijk claims that 'we intuitively know that we do not produce, perceive and

interpret texts as an unstructured heap of sentences, nor even merely as a linearly

ordered sequence of sentences, but as one global, coherent structure.'3 This global

textual structure van Dijk calls a 'MACRO-STRUCTURE.'

We want to explore further the question of coherence since, as we have seen in the

previous chapter, it is often held that the Elisha narrative lacks coherence. In order to

do this we will examine the work of both textlinguistic and biblical scholars for

whom the concept of textual 'wholeness'4 is of some importance. Coherence,

according to F. Neubauer, 'is one of the central problems in linguistics and

1
A search of the word 'coherence' in either the title or the article summary in Old Testament

Abstracts yields the following number of occurrences for 5 year segments for the twenty year period
from 1978-1997: 17 (1978-1982); 28 (1983-1987); 47 (1988-1992); 55 (1993-1997).

21. Bellert, 'On a Condition of the Coherence ofTexts,' Semiotica 2 (1970) 335-63 (335).
3
T. A. van Dijk, Aspects ofText Grammars: A Study in Theoretical Linguistics and Poetics, Janua

linguarum, ser. mai. 63 (The Hague/Paris: Mouton, 1972), 5-6. He is followed here by R. Longacre,
Joseph: A Story ofDivine Providence - A text theoretical and textlinguistic analysis ofGenesis 37 and
39-48 (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1989), 42.

4
In keeping with the studies that deal with coherence I will use the terms 'wholeness',

'connectedness', and 'coherence' as synonyms.
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particularly in textlinguistics5 where the question is to define when a text is coherent

or when it is said to be non-coherent.'6 Recent works on textlinguistics point out the

relative newness of the field and particularly its application to biblical studies.7 In

view of previous treatments of the Elisha narratives, attention to these studies may

provide a way forward. However, they provide only one possible approach to

5 The field known as 'textlinguistics' in Europe is often known as 'discourse analysis' in the
United States. For a concise history of the field see R. -A. de Beaugrande and W. U. Dressier,
Introduction to Text Linguistics (London/New York, 1981), 14-30, or more recently R. -A. de
Beaugrande, 'Text Linguistics through the Years,' Text 10 (1990) 9-17.

6
F. Neubauer (ed.), Coherence in Natural Language Texts, Papers in Textlinguistics 38

(Hamburg: Helmut Buske, 1983), vii. It is clear from the literature that it is the textlinguists who
attempt to come to terms with this question. See I. Bellert, 'On a Condition of the Coherence of
Texts,' Semiotica 2 (1970) 335-363; M. Langleben, 'On Verification of Text Coherency,' Slavica
Hierosolymitana 2 (1978) 155-68; T. Reinhart, 'Conditions of Text Coherence,' Poetics Today 1.4
(1980) 161-180; M. Charolles, 'Coherence as a Principle in the Interpretation of Discourse,' Text 3.1
(1983) 71-97; R. Giora, 'Segmentation and Segment Cohesion: On the Thematic Organization of the
Text,' Text 3.2 (1983) 155-181; J. Hobbs, 'Why is Discourse Coherent,' in F. Neubauer (ed.),
Coherence in Natural Language Texts, 29-70; P. Werth, Focus, Coherence and Emphasis (London:
Croom Helm, 1984); R. Giora, 'Notes Towards a Theory of Text Coherence,' Poetics Today 6.4
(1985) 699-715. P. H. Fries, 'Language Features, Textual Coherence and Reading,' Word 37 (1986)
13-29. Especially helpful are the essay collections: E. Sozer (ed.), Text Connexity, Text Coherence,
Aspects, Methods, Results, Papers in Textlinguistics 49 (Hamburg: Helmut Buske, 1985) and M.
Conte, J. S. Petofi, and E. Sozer (eds.), Text and Discourse Connectedness: Proceedings of the
Conference on Connexity and Coherence LJrbino, July 16-21, 1984. Studies in Language Companion
Series 16 (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1989).

As applied to the Old Testament see F. I. Andersen, The Sentence in Biblical Hebrew, Janua
linguarem, ser. prac. 231 (The Hague: Mouton, 1974); R. Longacre, Joseph, 1989; M. Eskhult, Studies
in Verbal Aspect and Narrative Technique in Biblical Hebrew Prose, Studia Semitica Upsaliensia 12
(Uppsala: Universitatis Upsaliensis, 1990); A. Niccacci, The Syntax of the Verb in Classical Hebrew
Prose, trans. W. G. E Watson, JSOTSup 86 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990); W. R.
Bodine (ed.), Linguistics and Biblical Hebrew (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1992); Robert D. Bergen
(ed.), Biblical Hebrew and Discourse Linguistics (Dallas: Summer Institute of Linguistics, 1994); D.
A. Dawson, Text-Linguistics and Biblical Hebrew, JSOTSup 177 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1994); W. R. Bodine (ed.), Discourse Analysis of Biblical Literature: What it Is and What It
Offers (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1995). E. van Wolde, Narrative Syntax and the Hebrew Bible: Papers
of the Tilburg Conference 1996, BIS 29 (Leiden: Brill, 1997). For New Testament studies see J. T.
Reed, 'Discourse Analysis as New Testament Hermeneutic: A Retrospective and Prospective
Appraisal,' JETS 39 (1996) 223-240. Reed points out that in the application of textlinguistics to
biblical studies, NT scholars are somewhat behind their OT counterparts, however strides are being
made to close this gap (p.228). See for example, S. E. Porter.and D. A. Carson (eds.), Discourse
Analysis and Other Topics in Biblical Greek, JSNTSup 113 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1995). Three essays treat unity in Philippians from varying methodological perspectives but under the
rubric of a discourse analysis approach. See the early application by J. P. Louw, 'Discourse Analysis
and the Greek New Testament,' Technical Papers for the Bible Translator 24 (1973) 101-18.
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narrative study and one's methodological approach to the text is not inconsequential.8
The present study is not an application of textlinguistic principles to the study of the

Elisha narratives.9 Rather the goal of the present chapter is a better understanding of

coherence with an eye towards the development of a model by which to read the

Elisha narratives. In relying upon the prior work of scholars from the fields of

textlinguistics and biblical studies, we will attempt to determine if there are textual

features by which the presence or absence of coherence can be more objectively

evaluated. The need for such criteria is observed by S. Porter who comments: 'More

explicit criteria need to be developed so that various interpreters can discuss the

merits of a given analysis and find a common ground of appeal. The alternative is

that textual coherence will remain simply an imposed construct.'10

Coherence in the Study of the Hebrew Bible

Along with their linguistic colleagues, biblical scholars have approached the text

with a view to various kinds of unity. Coherence has been examined in the study of

narrative, more broadly conceived,11 in the study of individual books or pericopes,12

8
J. T. Walsh, 'Methods and Meaning: Multiple Studies in 1 Kings 21,' JBL 111 (1992) 192-211.

Walsh approaches the text of 1 Kgs 21 using three different methods and concludes 'that the choice of
a critical method is not a neutral act; it is one of the moves by which a reader contributes to the
production of meaning in a literary text' (p. 194). Thanks to D. Reimer for bringing this study to my
attention.

9
Attention to text-linguistic concerns is found in B. Doolan Heins, 'From Leprosy to Shalom and

back again: a discourse analysis of 2 Kings 5,' OPTAT 2 (1988) 20-33 and Maeijer, Second Elijah.
The latter is a published summary of the original dissertation.

10
S. E. Porter, 'Discourse Analysis and New Testament Studies: An Introductory Survey,' in

Porter and Carson (eds.), Discourse Analysis, 14-35 (34).
11

J. P. Rosenblatt and J. C. Sitterson, Jr., (eds.), "Not in Heaven": Coherence and Complexity in
Biblical Narrative (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991).

12
In chronological order: P. E. Satterthwaite, 'The Elisha Narratives and the Coherence of 2 Kings

2-8,' TybBul 49 (1998) 1-28; K. Berge, Reading Sources in a Text: Coherence and Literary Criticism
in the Call of Moses; Models-Methods-Micro-Analysis (St. Ottilien: EOS, 1997); P. R. House,
'Dramatic Coherence in Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah' in J. W. Watts and P. R. House (eds.),
Forming Prophetic Literature: Essays on Isaiah in Honor of John D. W. Watts, JSOTSup 235
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 195-208; J. Hunter, Faces of a Lamenting City: The
Development and Coherence of the Book of Lamentations, BEATAJ 39 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter
Lang, 1996); B. Becking, 'Divine Wrath and the Conceptual Coherence of the Book ofNahum,' SJOT
9 (1995) 277-96; H. Viviers, 'The Coherence of the ma^lot Psalms (Pss 120-134),' ZAW 106 (1994)
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and in the study of linguistics.13 In spite of this increase in studies on 'coherence', R.

C. Culley still wonders, 'how does one track coherence in biblical narrative?'14

Culley himself goes some way in providing an answer to this question by exploring

the manner in which coherence has been treated in several literary and biblical

studies. Among scholars who adopt a more literary perspective he summarises those

who read the text as a unity (Frye, Sternberg, Polzin), those who read the text as a

composite (Alter, Damrosch, Greenstein, Jobling), and those who believe the text is

problematic and requires the adoption of specific reading strategies (feminist,

deconstructionist, post-structuralist, and postmodernist readings).15 After reviewing

the works of N. Frye,16 M. Sternberg,17 and R. Polzin,18 Culley points to their

collective agreement that whatever the past history of the text, its 'present blend

275-89; W. Brueggemann, 'Narrative Coherence and Theological Intentionality in 1 Samuel 18,' CBQ
55 (1993) 225-43; R. B. Robinson, 'The Coherence of the Jericho Narrative,' in R. Bartelmus, T.
Kriiger, and H. Utzschneider (eds.), Konsequente Traditionsgeschichte: Festschrift fur Klaus Baltzer
zum 65. Geburistag, OBO 126 (Fribourg: Editions universitaires; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1993), 311-35; R. C. Culley, 'Psalm 3: Content, Context, and Coherence,' in W. Gross, H.
Irsigler, and T. Seidl (eds.), Text, Methode und Grammatik: Wolfgang Richter zum 65. Geburistag (St.
Ottilien: EOS, 1991), 29-39; V. P. Long, The Reign and Rejection ofKing Saul: A Case for Literary
and Theological Coherence, SBLDS 118 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989); S. D. Snyman, 'Cohesion in
the Book ofObadiah,' TAW 101 (1989) 59-71; D. G. Hagstrom, The Coherence ofthe Book ofMicah:
A Literary Analysis, SBLDS 89 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988); G. J. Wenham, 'The Coherence of the
Flood Narrative,' VT28 (1978) 336-48.

13
A. Niccacci, 'Finite Verb in the Second Position of the Sentence: Coherence of the Hebrew

Verbal System,' ZAW 108 (1996) 434-40; F. I. Andersen, 'Linguistic Coherence in Prophetic
Discourse,' in A. Beck, A. H. Bartelt, P. R. Raabe, and C. A. Franke, Fortunate the Eyes that See:
Essays in Honor ofDavid Noel Freedman in Celebration ofHis Seventieth Birthday (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1995), 137-56; There are related studies like D. Gropp, 'Progress and Cohesion in Biblical
Hebrew Narrative: The Function of ke-/be- + the Infinitive Construct,' in W. R. Bodine, (ed.),
Discourse Analysis of Biblical Literature: What it Is and What It Offers (Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1995), 183-212; A. Berlin, 'Lexical Cohesion and Biblical Interpretation,' HS 30 (1989) 29-40.

14
R. C. Culley, review of The Reign and Rejection of King Saul: A Case for Literary and

Theological Coherence, SBLDS 118 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989), by V. Philips Long, in CBQ 54
(1992) 117-18 (118).

15
R. C. Culley, Themes and Variations: A Study ofAction in Biblical Narrative, SBLSS (Atlanta:

Scholars Press, 1992), 25-36.
16
N. Frye, The Great Code: the Bible and Literature (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982),

87. It is Frye's idea of repeated narrative patterns that Culley finds so helpful (Themes, 26).
17
M. Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of

Reading, Indiana Studies in Biblical Literature (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985).
18

R. Polzin, Moses and the Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of the Deuteronomistic History, Part
One: Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges (New York: The Seabury Press, 1980).
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manifests a strong measure of coherence, and it is to this whole that primary attention

should be paid.'19 Culley himself, taking a cue from Polzin's idea of competing

textual points of view, prefers to consider 'both the coherence and the tensions'

contained in the text.20 The problem, as Culley sees it, is how to treat a composite

and traditional text which, at the same time, 'has substantial coherence'.21

Culley does not propose specific textual features by which coherence may be

discerned but explores the way that 'repeated action sequences' of narrative blocks

may 'produce a redundancy that may help create a sense of coherence' within

disparate material.22 His ideas of coherence may be likened to those of Alter who

observes that a coherent reading requires an awareness of conventions.2j It is

interesting to note the numerous Elisha narratives that Culley includes within this

treatment of unifying 'themes': 2 Kgs 2.1-18; 2 Kgs 4.42-44 (announcement

sequences); 2 Kgs 2.23-25 (punishment sequence); 2 Kgs 2.19-22; 2 Kgs 4.1-7, 18-

32, 38-41, 2 Kgs 6.1-7 (rescue sequences); 2 Kgs 5 (desire sequence). He then

examines ways in which these themes are varied in a number of stories. While the

varied patterns favour 'multiformity and openness' the repeated patterns 'encourage

a sense of coherence and closure.'24 'Syntagmatically' these sequences are bound

together and create forward narrative progress in the telling of Israel's story.

Occasionally long stretches of text are tied together as, for example, in the book

Joshua where early announcement that the land will be given eventually comes to

19
Culley, Themes, 29. In Polzin's case we may add 'at least initially'.

20
Culley, Themes, 29. Culley differs from Polzin in that the latter does not view these tensions as

arising from varying sources or traditions. Culley later argues that 'coherence' ought not to be strictly
associated with the literary approach nor 'tension' with the historical critical approach. Instead
coherence and tension are 'important characteristics of the biblical text and warrant attention in any
critical discussion' (pp.29, 36).

21
Culley, Themes, 30.

22
Culley, Themes, 52. The word 'redundancy' does not have a negative connotation here. Culley

identifies repetitive sequences such as punishment, rescue, achievement, reward, announcement, and
prohibition (p.56).

23
R. Alter, The Art ofBiblical Narrative (New York: BasicBooks, 1981), 47, 62. Elsewhere Alter

notes that motifs may provide 'formal coherence to a narrative' (p.95).
24
Culley, Themes, 170.
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fruition in Jos. 1 1.23.25 These narrative patterns also function 'paradigmatically' to

hold narrative together. Culley writes, 'The very repetition of the same sequences

(the iteration of the themes of rescue, punishment, achievement, and announcement,

for example) provides a redundancy that fosters a sense of the coherence of biblical

narrative.'26

D. G. Hagstrom, in his study of coherence in Micah, states that literature 'displays

coherence or unity when it is capable of being construed as a unit.'27 Of course the

immediate question is, 'When is literature capable of being construed as a unit?'

Hagstrom responds that we can view a piece of literary discourse as a unit 'when

there are features within the text that hold it together, that make it cohere, that

provide keys as to how it might be construed.'28 His method is inductive as he

analyses the language ofMicah 'to show how that coherence is expressed in terms of

concrete literary features' and 'to compile features constitutive of coherence and thus

to provide a description in terms drawn from the book itself.'29 Thus he differs from

Culley in his close attention to linguistic features. These features include inter- and

intra- sentential syntax, stylistic devices, rhetorical form, and commonality of

theme.30

Hagstrom has produced a careful exegetical study of Micah; however, his

treatment of coherence raises an uncomfortable question. He claims that a text is

coherent when it may be construed as a unit and may be construed as a unit when

there are textual features that make it cohere. However, given enough time, patience,

imagination and effort could we not end up saying that any text is capable of being

25
An example from Kings would be the cry against the altar in 1 Kgs 13.2 and its fulfilment in 2

Kgs 23.15-17.
26
Culley, Themes, 170.

27
Hagstrom, Coherence, 3.

28
Hagstrom, Coherence, 3.

29
Hagstrom, Coherence, 6-7.

30
Hagstrom, Coherence, 42-43, 127. Hagstrom also includes 'poetic devices.' However, nearly all

of his features could be subsumed under such a heading.
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construed as a unit?31 Porter's warning of an 'imposed construct' ('construed as') and

need for 'explicit criteria' ('features within the text') point to a difficulty that we will

need to keep before us. If external textual features were sufficient to label a text

coherent, we could merely compile a list of features and compare the list with the

Elisha narratives to see how' they match up. Such a list could be used to ask whether,

and to what extent, the narratives of 2 Kgs 2-8 manifested any of the presumed

features of literary wholeness.32 Likewise we could harvest presumed features of

coherence directly from the text of 2 Kgs 2-8 and then use those characteristics to

establish that the text is coherent.

Both Culley and Hagstrom are to be commended for their more explicit struggle

with the question of coherence.33 Culley's narrative patterns may be of some help in

gaining an impression of the prophet Elisha from like-minded stories, but less helpful

in assessing the overall function of those stories within Kings or their particular

linguistic characteristics. Hagstrom's study needs to take into consideration the

distinction between cohesion and coherence to which we will return. Many

explorations of the subject within biblical studies simply assume what was stated at

the outset of this chapter, namely, that the concept of textual coherence is intuitively

understood. Again this is not necessarily a fatal flaw. However, it does point to the

need for some reflection on the question of coherence since it does little good to

discuss the coherence or incoherence (historical, literary, theological, conceptual,

etc.) of biblical texts unless we first know what is meant in the use of the term. There

31
Reinhart, 'Conditions,' 162. See also M. Charolles, 'Text Connexity, Text Coherence and Text

Interpretation Processing,' in E. Sozer (ed.), Text Connexity, 1-15 (3) where he writes 'given a set of
consecutive sentences apparently unlinked, it is always possible to construct an ad hoc situation
wherein their enunciation becomes coherent.' Charolles provides several examples in which the 'ad
hoc situation' makes the recovery of coherence possible - at least at the sentence level. For example,
the sentence 'John thinks with a knife' (p.4), does not strike us as a particularly coherent sentence
until the context is provided and we learn that it is perfectly feasible as an answer to the question,
'With what instrument has the postman been murdered?' The creation of such 'ad hoc situations' may
be much less convincing for more complex discourses.

32
Likewise lack of such features could be used to show that the narratives are incoherent.

33
This could be said also for Berge, Reading Sources, 32-40.
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may be different kinds and expressions of coherence within biblical texts.34 We will

focus upon narrative (or textual) coherence.

Textlinguistics and Poetics: Tools for the Exploration of Coherence

The relationship and concerns of (text)linguistics and poetics are relevant to this

study since we are seeking help from both fields in our examination of the Elisha

narratives, particularly with respect to coherence. T. A. van Dijk argues for the

fundamental contact between linguistics and poetics at the level of philosophy of

science.35 He claims that the methods of inquiry in each of these approaches do not

differ significantly. Although the objects of their inquiry, namely language in the

case of linguistics and literature in the case of poetics, have differing properties there

is no distinction between their fundamental methodological procedures.36 Both are

concerned with the 'formulation of rules' and 'underlying regularities' although

those with which the linguist deals are much more stable.37

Beyond the basic methods which they share, there are also common descriptive

and explanatory techniques along with a common task. Altogether these shared

concerns place linguistics and poetics within the complex of social sciences.38 Van

Dijk concludes that linguistics is fundamental not only to poetics but for all social

34
Hagstrom, Coherence, 125; House, 'Dramatic Coherence,' 195.

35
van Dijk, Aspects. See especially chapter 5 'Linguistics and Poetics' for his theoretical

discussion. One of van Dijk's aims is the extension of linguistics into textual discussion in order to
provide 'a more adequate basis for a description of literary texts.' Linguistics has a role in literary
theory 'in so far as it helps to resolve the problems of poetics proper' (p.202). In his discussion of
textlinguistics M. Silva, God, Language and Scripture: Reading the Bible in the Light of General
Linguistics, FCI 4 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 119 n.24 has called van Dijk's work
'comprehensive and influential.' For a brief discussion of MACRO-STRUCTURE see de Beaugrande and
Dressier, Introduction, 26.

36
van Dijk, Aspects, 202. The 'epistemological objects' of language and literature are different

however, 'the description and explanation of these properties' share methodological pathways.
37
van Dijk, Aspects, 202-03.

38
van Dijk, Aspects, 203. While van Dijk rejects 'the traditional hermeneutic distinction between

the methods of the natural sciences and those of the social sciences' (202) he does not deny the
obvious fact that for many of the humanities there is no possibility for experimentation. 'Human
(inter-)action has an essentially irreversible and historical character and behaviour is only rarely
identical under similar situations' (203).
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sciences as well. Poetics finds its place either under the auspices of linguistic study

or perhaps alongside linguistics as a 'science of texts'.39 Their tasks and goals, if not

identical, are at least similar. Linguistics could serve as a model for poetics not only

on the basis of shared goals, but also because it is 'more advanced in descriptive and

theoretical techniques.'40 However, linguistics does much more than merely provide

a theory-producing model for literary scholarship. Rather, almost by definition,

linguistics provides a general foundation for poetics which is its own separate yet

dependent discipline.41

R. Jakobson notes that it is with poetics that we seek to answer the question,
' What makes a verbal message a work ofart?'42

Poetics deals primarily with problems of verbal structure, just as the analysis
of painting is concerned with pictorial structure. Since linguistics is the global
science of verbal structure, poetics may be regarded as an integral part of
linguistics.43

Thus both fields are concerned with the description and explanation of 'texts and

their structural properties': linguistics provides this description in a general way,

poetics for texts in particular.44 By 'poetics' van Dijk refers 'to the whole complex of

empirical and theoretical study of literary texts and literary communication, both

39
van Dijk, Aspects, 204.

40
van Dijk, Aspects, 205.

41
van Dijk, Aspects, 204-05.

4~
R. Jakobson, 'Linguistics and Poetics,' in T. A. Sebeok (ed.), Style in Language (New

York/London: The Technology Press of Massachusetts Institute of Technology and John Wiley &
Sons, 1960), 350-77 (350) (author's emphasis).

43
Jakobson, 'Linguistics and Poetics,' 350. Jakobson considers 'flagrant anachronisms' the

linguist unaware of the poetics of language and the literary scholar who ignores linguistics (377).
44

van Dijk, Aspects, 205 . He claims elsewhere, 'Although the empirical domains seem to be
identical at first sight, or at least intersecting, both disciplines study different aspects of texts and
textual communication' (208). Biblical scholar Adele Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation ofBiblical
Narrative, Bible and Literature Series 9 (Sheffield: The Almond Press, 1983), 55 describes the
relationship in a similar fashion: 'Herein lies the real task of narrative poetics: to extract from the
surface structure of the text (i.e., its linguistic structure) indicators of its poetic (or compositional)
structure.' Berlin (149 n.39) in citing the work ofB. Uspensky, The Poetics ofComposition (Berkeley:
University of California, 1973), 69, 71 also points out that a linguistic phenomenon such as narrative
tense may also have a role as a poetic phenomenon.
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synchronical and diachronical.'45 M. Sternberg claims that poetics 'is the systematic

working or study of literature as such.'46 For H. C. Brichto it is 'the isolation of

elements, features, and techniques employed by a creative author to bring a story to

life.'47 A. Berlin brings together the above definitions by providing a nice analogy:

Poetics, the science of literature, is not an interpretive effort - it does not aim to
elicit meaning from a text. Rather it aims to find the building blocks of literature
and the rules by which they are assembled. In order to explain poetics as a
discipline, a linguistic model is frequently offered: poetics is to literature as
linguistics is to language. That is, poetics describes the basic components of
literature and the rales governing their use. Poetics strives to write a grammar,
as it were, of literature....If literature is likened to a cake, then poetics gives us
the recipe and interpretation tells us how it tastes.48

Since cake eating is so much more enjoyable than recipe reading, we will attempt to

provide an interpretation of the Elisha narratives that does not neglect the building

blocks of the recipe.49
We now turn to take a brief look at textlinguistics since it is the text-linguists who

ask the question, 'What makes a text coherent?' J. Reed recognises that the

influences of such wide ranging subjects as anthropology, sociology, philosophy,

psychology and artificial intelligence make textlinguistics a multi-disciplinary field.

Still, he argues, it is possible to highlight four major tenets that 'characterize core

beliefs of modern discourse analysts as found in their writings.'50 First the

textlinguistic approach maintains the role of author, text, and audience in the

communicative event. It does not abandon the possibility of authorial intention but

neither does it deny the fact that hearers and readers have a strong desire to make

sense of what is being communicated to them. It is important to approach the Elisha

45
van Dijk, Aspects, 169.

46
M. Sternberg, Poetics, 2.

47
H. C. Brichto, Toward a Grammar of Biblical Poetics: Tales of the Prophets (New York:

Oxford University Press, 1992), vii.
48
Berlin, Poetics, 15.

49
Berlin treats such building blocks as 'characterisation' (description, inner life, speech and

actions) and 'point of view' (naming, inner life, use of mn, circumstantial clauses, direct discourse
and narration, alternative expressions).

50
Reed, 'Discourse Analysis,' 229.

48



narratives with a model that maintains the importance of author(s)/editor(s) and text

while not losing sight of the importance of the reader. Along with authors and

readers, the linguistic orientation of the approach ties it closely to the text. In

summarising this first major tenet we might ask what is the author(s) attempting to

communicate, how is the text shaped as an act of communication, and how does the

reader respond?51
Another feature of textlinguistics, and arguably its best known feature, is the

emphasis on the examination of linguistic levels beyond the sentence. Textlinguists

do not deny the need to investigate words and clauses. Rather emphasis is placed

upon a bottom/up and top/down approach that moves from morphology upwards

through sentences, paragraphs, and pericopes and finally to larger discourse concerns

and then reverses that process.52 The application to the question of genre is apparent

since it is necessary to allow the parts to influence the whole and for the whole to

inform the parts. Theoretically it may be best to identify genre before examining the

parts of a discourse; however, in practice one's initial genre decisions must be

reshaped and re-tested continuously.53
An eye to broader discourse concerns may assist in the investigation of the

individual pericope and how, if at all, these relate to one another in terms of a larger

narrative function. It is not merely individual stories taken separately which provide

meaning, but those stories in relationship to one another, even where they may

appear to have no direct connection.54 In summary we might ask how does the

51
Reed, 'Discourse Analysis,' 235.

52
Reed, 'Discourse Analysis, '232. This is simply an appropriate exegetical method.

53
Reed, 'Discourse Analysis,' 232. On the issue of genre as part of the 'hermeneutical circle' see

J. Barton, Reading the Old Testament: Method in Biblical Study, 2nd ed. (London: Darton, Longman &
Todd, 1996), 18; R. Detweiler, 'How to Read a Jaguar: A Response to Mary Gerhart,' Semeia 43
(1988) 45-51 (47). Brichto, Grammar, 27 claims that genre categorisation must follow exegesis: 'Only
when a consistent and satisfying exegesis of a given narrative has been achieved should we ask which,
if any, genre label is most apposite to our narrative.'

54
Culley, Themes and Variations, 10 makes a related point when he writes 'The message emerges

from what happens among stories rather than from the individual stories themselves.' Here he is
summarising the arguments of C. Levi-Strauss's essay 'The Structural Study of Myth' in Structural
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information stored in the individual stories bear upon other stories in the narrative

and what is the overall force of the total?

A third tenet of textlinguistics emphasises its social role and function; it

concentrates on language-as-use {parole). Discourse is viewed as a communicative

event rather than a set of propositions.55 Here we will attempt some explanation for

the function of the Elisha narratives in context. It may be appropriate to hypothesise

concerning the social factors that influenced the inclusion of the Elisha narratives

within Kings.

Finally, textlinguistics is concerned with evaluating discourse for the presence or

absence of coherence. The grammar and syntax, semantics and pragmatics that

comprise texts, in combination with a thematic element, enable readers/listeners to

recognise that a discourse is coherent.56 Reed points out that texts often fall

somewhere between two opposing poles. On the one hand are those that have a great

deal of unity and cohesiveness. Opposite this are those texts that are merely a

collection of words with little textuality. Most texts actually fall somewhere in

between these two poles.57

The Appearance of Coherence

According to the seminal work of de Beaugrande and Dressier, cohesion and

coherence are among the seven standards of textuality which determine the

effectiveness of narrative communication.58 These standards are classified as either

Anthropology, trans. C. Jacobson and B. G. Schoepf (Garden City, NY: Anchor, 1967). R. M. Fowler,
Let the Reader Understand: Reader-Response Criticism and the Gospel of Mark (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1991), 127-54 provides a good discussion of the way that the paratactic and episodic
organisation ofMark's gospel provides 'implicit commentary'.

55
Reed, 'Discourse Analysis,' 233.

56
Reed, 'Discourse Analysis,' 234.

57
Reed, 'Discourse Analysis,' 234.

58
R. -A. de Beaugrande and W. U. Dressier, Introduction to Text Linguistics, (London/New York,

1981), 3. A text is truly a text when it has met these seven standards. A challenge to this view is found
in Willie van Peer, 'The Concept of Cohesion: its Empirical Status in a Definition and Typology of
Texts,' in Conte, Petofi, and Sozer (eds.), Text and Discourse Connectedness, 291-308. Van Peer
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text-centred (cohesion and coherence) or user-centred (intentionality, acceptabililty;

informativity, situationality, intertextuality).59 It is the text-centred features which

concern us here. Cohesion deals with surface features of the text, the actual words

which we see or hear.60 These cohesive features bind sentences together in semantic

or grammatical relationships such that we may speak of lexical cohesion or

grammatical cohesion.61
Underneath the textual surface is a configuration of concepts and relations or a

'textual world.' Coherence has to do with the ways in which these components (i.e.,

the concepts and relations) are 'mutually accessible and relevant.''62 For example, if

while driving we encounter a sign which reads,

SLOW

CHILDREN

AT

PLAY

it is unlikely that we will take the word 'slow' as an adjective describing inactive

children rather than a warning about our motoring speed. Textual coherence demands

an interaction between what is presented in the text and what is known of the world.63

Strictly speaking, therefore, coherence is not a solely text based feature of textuality

since it is 'a matter of semantic and pragmatic relations in the text' and dependent

thinks it likely that all of these standards are problematic, but is primarily concerned to show that
cohesion is not a necessary precondition for the category text (292).

59
de Beaugrande and Dressier, Introduction, 4-12. Intentionality refers to the text producer's

concern to create a cohesive and coherent text that fulfils intentions such as the distribution of

knowledge or the attainment of a goal (p.7). On the other hand acceptability concerns the text
receiver's attitude that a cohesive and coherent text should have 'some use' for the receiver (p.7).
Informativity deals with whether occurrences in the text are known versus unknown or expected
versus unexpected (pp.8-9). According to situationality, a text must be relevant to its particular
context of occurrence (p.9). Finally, intertextuality, concerns ways in which the use of one text is
dependent 'upon knowledge of one or more previously encountered texts' (p. 10).

60
de Beaugrande and Dressier, Introduction, 3.

61
R. Sydserff and P. Weetman, 'A Texture Index for Evaluating Accounting Narratives,'

Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 12 (1999) 459-88 (462).
6*

de Beaugrande and Dressier, Introduction, 4.
63

de Beaugrande and Dressier, Introduction, 6.
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the hope that the exegesis which follows will be better informed. In order to do this

we will review a number of studies which examine the question of textual coherence.

Views of coherence may be summarised according to three positions. In the first,

a discourse is coherent if it expounds upon the same topic. Here topic is equated with

'the entity which the discourse is about.'70 The second view holds a discourse to be

coherent if the utterances of the discourse are believed to be part of some

overarching plan or goal of the discourse. To recognise coherence then, we need to

deduce the plan of the speaker or writer and consider how the parts fit into the whole.

Coherence as a reflection ofmemory comprises the third view. J. Hobbs writes, 'The

structure of discourse reflects somehow the structure of memory, either the pre¬

existing structure of the contents of memory, or the structure of the way we are

reminded of things by other things.'71 For ease of reference we may call these (1)

coherence as discourse topic, (2) coherence as global intention, and (3) coherence as

mental representation.

Coherence as discourse topic

R. Giora provides an example of a linguist who considers the idea of 'discourse

topic' to be crucial for the notion of text coherence. Most prior treatments of

coherence had considered the linear connectedness (cohesion) of sentences to be a

necessary but not sufficient condition for coherence.72 T. Reinhart, for example,

argues that for a text to be considered coherent it must meet three conditions: it must

be cohesive (connected), consistent, and relevant.73 The first of these (cohesion)

70
Hobbs, 'Why is Discourse Coherent?,' 36. While Hobbs does not hold this position we rely

upon his analysis.
71

Hobbs, 'Why is Discourse Coherent?,' 37. A similar three-fold categorisation of views is
summarised by H. A. Dry, 'Approaches to Coherence in Natural and Literary Narrative,' in E. Sozer
(ed.), Text Connexity, 484-99 (484).

7~
Giora, 'What's a Coherent Text?' in E. Sozer (ed.), Text Connexity, 16-35 (16).

73
Reinhart, 'Conditions,' 164. Another linguist who argues for cohesion as a necessary but not

sufficient aspect of coherence is I. Bellert, 'On a Condition,' 335-63.
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requires that 'each sentence is connected to a previous sentence in the text.'74 Most of
Reinhart's article focuses on the question of cohesion which is viewed in terms of

linear connections. The second condition, consistency, requires that sentences reflect

a non-contradictory view of the world, that is to say the sentences 'can be all true in

the same state of affairs.'75 Finally, the conditions for relevance are both semantic

and pragmatic; relevance concerns the relationships between sentences as well as the

relations of these sentences 'to an underlying discourse topic, or theme, as well as

their relations with the context of the utterance.'76 It is this notion of 'discourse topic'

which Giora, a student ofReinhart's, has developed.

Claiming that cohesion is neither a necessary nor sufficient condition7' for

coherence, Giora argues that cohesion 'ultimately has little to offer for the

investigation of text coherence.'78 Instead, in order for a text to be coherent it must be

organised according to a 'discourse topic' or 'organizing principle'.79 A text is

coherent then, if its segments are either 'interpretable as being about a DT' (discourse

topic) or 'signalled as a digression by a digression marker.'80 But what of a collection
74

Reinhart, 'Conditions,' 167. What this means practically is that sentences, in order to be
cohesive, must be either 'referentially linked' (e.g., anaphora) or 'linked by a semantic sentence
connector' which mark semantic relations like cause and effect, comparison, contrast, temporal
relations, etc. (p. 176).

75
Reinhart, 'Conditions,' 164. Reinhart provides an example of a sentence that does not meet the

consistency requirement which comes from an interview with a schizophrenic patient: "'I was living
at home. But my father is dead now...That's why you can say he's probably decided to smoke a pipe"
[the interviewer was smoking a pipe].' Reinhart, 'Conditions,' 164 citing T. Freeman, J. L. Cameron
and A. McGhie, Studies in Psychosis (New York: International Universities Press, 1966) [no page
number provided].

76
Reinhart, 'Conditions,' 164.

77
Giora, 'What's a Coherent Text?,' 16-17.

78
Giora, 'Notes Towards a Theory,' 714; id., 'What's a Coherent Text?,' 26. Giora provides

examples of non-cohesive texts which are coherent (i.e., not necessary, p. 18), and cohesive texts
which are not coherent (i.e., not sufficient, p. 16). An example of the latter is: 'Mira lives near Beth.
Beth has a moustache. She went on a trip yesterday. Yesterday was a rainy day.'

79
Giora, 'What's a Coherent Text?,' 16, 20. Giora has reduced Reinhart's 'relevance' requirement

to the notion of 'discourse topic' which, she admits, is not adequate. It remains an open question how
this discourse topic is to be derived. While recognising the shortcomings she still believes the
approach is heading in the right direction (p. 30 n.4).

8ft
Giora, 'What's a Coherent Text?,' 23; id., 'Notes Towards a Theory,' 707-08. What then is a

'connector marking the digression'? With minor changes we note Giora's example ('Notes,' 708) of a
digression marker. The inappropriate sequence - 'Erin is never home nowadays because she lives near
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of stories like 2 Kgs 2-8 which contains a variety of stories with discourse topics

appearing to have little relationship to one another. Here, Giora claims, there is still

the possibility ofwholeness:

That is, for various text segments with different discourse topics to meet the
relevance requirement, they must be related to an underlying hyper discourse
topic in terms of aboutness; they must be interpretable as being about a hyper
theme which the text/discourse as whole is actually about.81

J. Licht takes a similar approach in his brief treatment of coherence. Contents or a

recurrent motifmay provide interconnections. Stories which deal 'with some person

or theme' may be read as a narrative sequence but this does not remove the fact that

the stories remain separate both 'structurally and formally'.82 He continues: 'Such

sequences, bunches, chains, or cycles of stories are not carefully wrought as wholes

by the storytellers, but rather casually put together. We have the stories of Elijah, not

a story of his life.'83 We would agree that the stories are distinct and that we are not

dealing with a biography in the modern sense; however, we question whether

'casually put together' is an appropriate description for the Elijah and Elisha

collections.

Coherence as global intention

M. Charolles provides an example of a linguist who understands coherence in

terms of global intention. While the 'problem' of coherence is particularly acute for

the linguist, it may not be a linguistic problem only.84 The discernment of coherence

school. School, you know, is the centre of the kids' social life. Nathan has missed school a lot this
year. He never showed up at judo either' — is contrasted with a more coherent sequence due to
connectors marking a digression: 'Erin is never home nowadays because she lives near school.
School, you know, is the centre of the kids' social life. Oh, by the way, I forgot to tell you that Nathan
has missed school a lot this year. He never showed up at judo either.'

ol
Giora, 'Notes Towards a Theory,' 710.

82
J. Licht, Storytelling in the Bible, 2nd ed. (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1986), 123.

83
Licht, Storytelling, 123-24. If this is so of Elijah stories it may be asserted of the Elisha stories

as well.
84
Charolles, 'Coherence as a Principle,' 78.
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is required not only in matters of textual interpretation, biblical or otherwise, but is

more generally a feature of human communication and action.85 Whenever we see

another person performing an action or series of actions, we assume the action is

motivated by some intention or may be explained by some condition.86 For example,

seeing my neighbour place a string along the ground and then pile rocks up along the

string I suppose that she intends to build a wall. That is, I assume a certain

'intelligibility' to what I observe and intention to the series of actions I witness. I

hypothesise about a larger 'global project' in which the individual actions (i.e.,

placing rocks along a string) are part of a larger purpose (building a wall). Charolles

likens this recognition of the 'coherent whole' to the realisation of a 'global

intention'. In order to understand this series of actions coherently 'we merely need to

associate some global intention with it, that explains it as a unit,'87
Charolles proceeds to argue for an analogy between the observation of a person

building a wall and the comprehension of a discourse: 'Following a conversation,

listening to a talk, or reading a printed text is, in a way, similar to witnessing an

action.'88 Each case requires analysis and interpretation. However, discourse is

somewhat different. While actions are not usually performed in order to convey a

message, 'whoever speaks or writes is necessarily doing so because he intends to

signify, however indirectly, something to an audience'.89 Like the recognition that the

separate and individual actions of piling stone upon stone implies a larger goal of

85
Charolles, 'Coherence as a Principle,' 72; Sternberg, Poetics, 228.

86
Charolles, 'Coherence as a Principle,' 72.

87
Charolles, 'Coherence,' 72 (author's emphasis). Charolles' concludes that texts are not

inherently coherent or incoherent but rather all depends upon the receiver (p.95). This is an odd
conclusion in light of 'intention' or 'communication.' Elsewhere he claims that a producer (i.e.,
writer, speaker etc.) must give the receiver (i.e., reader) 'all the elements necessary to help him make
the correct calculations, and indeed to provide him with the maximum of data, so that he is required to
do as little as possible' (p.91). This raises several questions. First, why must a writer do this? Second,
how can all depend on the reader if so much is required of the writer?

88
Charolles, 'Coherence as a Principle,' 74.

89
Charolles, 'Coherence as a Principle,' 76. With respect to the non-message of actions one may

immediately think of counter examples. Perhaps the implicature of building the wall is to provide me
the not so subtle message that I am an intrusive neighbour (p.75).
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wall-building, the utterances of a discourse require the discernment of a 'global

intention' which explain what is being communicated.90 This notion of 'global

intention' is similar to van Dijk's 'macro-structure', that is, an overarching structure

which characterises discourse.91 In modern linguistic study the idea of a global

structure may be traced back to Z. S. Harris who was the first modern linguist to

view 'discourse' as an appropriate object of linguistic study. In Harris' view,

discourse analysis was a method by which to ascertain 'some global structure

characterizing the whole discourse (the linear material) or large sections of it.'92 The

discernment of a global construct - while to a some extent a mental process of the

reader - is not entirely arbitrary, being constrained by a host of contextual matters.

M. Sternberg agrees with this view, observing that hypothesis construction (or gap

filling as he calls it) 'is directed by aesthetic clues and conventions.'93
The relevance of the prior discussion to the present study is apparent, since in 2

Kings 2-8 we are faced with a series of tales (both short and long) which, like rocks

along a string, often have no clear connection. The establishment of a 'global

intention-as-hypothesis' may help us to interpret subsequent individual actions (or

narratives) as part of an overarching purpose, and in fact our presumed global

intention may help us to test the hypothesis. The ability to 'predict' future narratives

within a larger story (or perhaps it would be better to say the ability to account for

the presence of narratives within a larger story), based on an assumed global

intention, may help us to reject, adjust, or confirm our attempt at a coherent

reading.94 Such strategies are already at work in the field of biblical studies. Some

90
Charolles, 'Coherence as a Principle,' 77.

91
van Dijk, Aspects, 6.

92
Z. S. Harris, Discourse Analysis Reprints (The Hague: Mouton, 1963), 17 in van Dijk, Aspects,

26. The idea of 'global structure' is in van Dijk's opinion the most important aspect of Harris'
definition (p. 27).

93
Sternberg, Poetics, 228.

94
A classic study on hypothesis construction and the process of reading is M. Perry, 'Literary

Dynamics: How the Order of a Text Creates its Meanings,' Poetics Today 1 (1979) 35-61. See also
Giora, 'What's a Coherent Text?,' 30 n.3; Langleben, 'On Verification,' 155-68.
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interpreters have made general comments on the relationship between the

Moses/Joshua and Elijah/Elisha stories,95 while others have made the connection

between Joshua and Elisha more explicit.96 What if we assume that the portrayal of

Elisha as a 'second Joshua' in 2 Kgs 2, is the global intention which provides a key

for the remainder of the narratives (2 Kgs 3-8). It is just this strategy which is

adopted by P. Satterthwaite in his recent study of coherence in these stories.97 It may
be that the narrative 'parts' following 2 Kings 2 only make sense when read with this

global 'whole' in mind.

Then again maybe not. Recognising coherence in some overall intention is fine

provided both participants in the communicative act know that a plan is being

followed.98 The suggestion of a global intention which leads to a plausible

explanation of narrative function within a segment of 2 Kings is only the beginning.

Each explanation given can itself be subject to scrutiny. If we assume that a man is

moving stones because he wants to build a wall, we may still ask why he wants to

build a wall.99 Similarly, suggesting a global intention for the Elisha narratives will

itself be open to scrutiny on a number of fronts; even if a probable global intention is

established by means of the narratives and their immediate context, we may ask why

one particular image (e.g., Elisha as second Joshua) was selected over some other. Of

95
J. A. Montgomery and H. S. Gehman, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Books of

Kings, ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1951), 354; J. Robinson, The Second Book of Kings, CBC
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1976) 23-4; J. Gray, I & II Kings, 475; A. G. Auld, Kings, The
Daily Study Bible (Edinburgh: St. Andrews Press and Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1986)
153-54.

96
T. R. Hobbs, 2 Kings, 19; B. O. Long, 2 Kings, 31; P. R. House, Kings, NAC 8 (Broadman &

Holman, 1995), 257; I. Provan, Kings, 173. For a more detailed examination of the question see R.
Carroll, 'The Elijah-Elisha Sagas: Some Remarks on Prophetic Succession in Ancient Israel,' VT 19
(1969) 400-15; C. Schafer-Lichtenberger, '"Josua" und "Elischa" - eine biblische Argumentation zur

Begriindung der Autoritat und Legitimitat des Nachfolgers,' ZAW 101 (1989) 198-222.
97

See Satterthwaite, 'The Elisha Narratives and the Coherence of 2 Kings 2-8,' TynBul 49 (1998)
1-28. Satterthwaite argues that Elisha as 'second Joshua' is the 'key' to understanding 2 Kings 2-8.

98
Hobbs, 'Why is Discourse Coherent,' 37. Hobbs claims that this view of coherence is 'too

strong' since participants may have only a superficial understanding of one another's goals and yet
still move forward in conversation.

99
Charolles, 'Coherence,' 72-3.
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course in a composite text there is the even more troublesome question, 'whose

intention?' or 'which author?'. The provision of a coherent reading provides no

certainty that the author or redactor ever intended it as such.100

Coherence as mental representation

In what has been uncharacteristic for biblical studies, E. van Wolde addresses the

issue of coherence at a more theoretical level which emphasises the work of the

reader in the creation of coherence. That is to say, van Wolde does not simply intuit

her understanding of coherence or appeal only to elements of cohesion. She claims

that in building coherence the reader is guided by four elements: (1) 'textual cohesive

features'; (2) 'cultural and language habits'; (3) 'an inferring process' or what she

earlier had called 'the mental activity of representation'; and (4) 'an incorporation of

pre-existing knowledge.'101 It is cohesion that provides the primary element for

coherence building so that textually based features will guide the creation of a

'coherent mental representation' by the reader.102 While coherence is built from

cohesion, cohesion is built from 'foreground' material, i.e., the chain of wayyiqtol

verbs ('the main cohesion-building feature of a text')103 along with 'background'

material introduced by nominal and circumstantial clauses.104 Van Wolde also notes

that the narrator 'grounds' knowledge shared with the reader either by providing

anaphoric information which relates to the preceding text or by providing cataphoric

information which gives clues for the how the following narrative should be read.105

100
See the trenchant remarks of J. Barton, Reading, 54-55 with respect to literary coherence and

redactional intention.
101

E. van Wolde, 'The Creation of Coherence,' Semeia 81 (1998) 159-74 (172). See page 169
where 'mental representation' replaces the 'inferring process.' Sternberg, Poetics, 189 provides a
similar set of factors.

102
van Wolde, 'Creation ofCoherence,' 172.

103
van Wolde, 'Creation ofCoherence,' 170.

104
van Wolde, 'Creation of Coherence,' 169. The background material comprises such features as

those clauses which are marked by "IDK, x-qatal, x-yiqtol, or x-qotel.
105

van Wolde, 'Creation ofCoherence,' 170.
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With respect to this last point there are, within the Elisha narratives, many stories

commencing with the subject + qatal.m
The 'coherence building' aspect of cohesive features proposed by van Wolde

appears to run contrary to Giora, who claims that cohesion is derivative from, or a

by-product of, coherence. Instead cohesion, according to Giora, functions to 'help

mark and identify the DT.'107 However, it appears somewhat confusing of Giora to

claim that coherence is 'independent of cohesion' if cohesion actually helps to

identify a discourse topic which in turn is required for the discernment of coherence.

On the other hand, Bellert would agree with van Wolde that inference plays a part in

the development of coherence. We use both deductive reasoning and 'implicational

generalisations' derived inductively via our knowledge of the world 'in order to

obtain those conclusions that appear to be necessary for the interpretation of a

coherent text, that is to say, to obtain the missing connections not explicitly

expressed.'108
This highlights one of the chief questions concerning coherence: to what degree is

the reader responsible for the production of coherence and to what extent is it

dependent upon the author(s) or editor(s) of the text? To what extent is it text-based

and to what extent is it reader-based?109 And so we return to Porter's warning of

'imposed construct' and the need for 'objective criteria.' It is here that a majority of

biblical studies on 'coherence' fall short because they neglect the reader's part in the

creation of coherence.

106
2 Kgs 3.1; 4.1, 38, 42; 5.1; 6.8; 8.1; 9.1; 13.14. See the discussion of the northern prophetic

narratives in M. Eskhult, Studies in Verbal Aspect, 50-57. Eskhult proposes that the subject + qatal in
the clause initial position is an aspect of 'Hebrew narrative art' reflecting 'oral narrative technique'
(p.57).

Giora, 'What's a Coherent Text?,' 26. Recall DT = discourse topic.
108

Bellert, 'On a Condition,' 361. The filling in of the gap between what is expressed and what is
inferred has been addressed by Sternberg, Poetics, 186-229, 247-49.

109
Charolles, 'Coherence as a Principle,' 86. In the context of asking this question Charolles

argues that the distinction between cohesion and coherence is exaggerated since even cohesive
markers (like anaphora) must be rightly perceived (pp.86-87). He claims this is 'an embarrassing
question' because if cohesion is not an aspect of the data then all is relative to the interpreter (p.87).

60



Out of Time: Elisha - Composite and Whole

When handling narrative most readers will attempt to relate the order of textual

presentation to a temporal sequence of events.110 The order of the text is presumed to

reflect the temporal experience in the world.111 As van Wolde notes, 'Our modem

and western chronological arrangement is understood as universal and logical, thus

reflecting the reader's need to create causal relationships between previous elements

(cause) and later elements (effect).'112 However, texts may be organised by relations

other than causal or temporal. They may also be arranged as collections, problem and

solution, comparison, or description.113 Cassuto already noted that when viewed

according to the customs of 'European literatures,' the order and sequencing of the

Hebrew Bible may seem strange. What is odd to the Western reader may be a

perfectly natural arrangement in the ancient Near East since 'the conception of order

may vary among different peoples and in different periods'.114 In some cases, readers

seeking to build coherence from a chronological foundation will be disappointed by a

biblical text not arranged in such a fashion.

With respect to Elisha it is clear that from his entrance upon the narrative stage (1

Kgs 19.19-21) to his inauguration (2 Kgs 2) to his death (2 Kgs 13.14-22), the stories

move in a manner which is only broadly chronological. In one of the few attempts to

discern some rationale for the present order of the stories, Rofe argues that the

110
Perry, 'Literary Dynamics,' 38. The problem approached from the biblical author's point of

view is presented by S. Talmon, 'The Presentation of Synchroneity and Simultaneity in Biblical
Narrative,' Scripta Hierosolvmitana 28 (1978) 9-26. T. Goldfajn, Word Order and Time in Biblical
Narrative (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998) 38: 'There is a sense in which in the world of texts
there is no one single time. The overall structure of a text appears to allow for the possibility of there
being a plurality of distinct temporal levels or dimensions.'

111
van Wolde, 'Creation ofCoherence,' 167.

112
van Wolde, 'Creation ofCoherence,' 167.

113
B. J. F. Meyer and G. E. Rice, 'The Interaction of Reader Strategies and the Organisation of the

Text,' Text 2 (1982) 155-92 (156-57).
114

U. Cassuto, 'The Sequence and Arrangement of the Biblical Sections,' in Biblical and Oriental
Studies, vol. I, Bible, trans. I. Abrahams (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1973), 1-6 (1).
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construction of this vita is not chronological but 'mainly according to the typical

biblical manner of associative order, i.e., arrangement by external associations, such

as similarity of words or phrases.'115 Another model of coherence creation must be

adopted in order to build coherence with these narratives. A strictly chronological

perspective must be abandoned.116

Coherence has been viewed variously as the establishment of a discourse topic, a

global intention, or a mental representation. We are not interested in adjudicating

between them. These three aspects are not mutually exclusive since they emphasise

the various facets of coherence within a communicative event: message (discourse

topic), producer (global intention), and receiver (mental representation).117 We will

view coherence then as the establishment of a discourse topic (what the text is

'about') and an underlying global intention (how is the text functioning?) with which

a reader creates a mental representation.

So what of the call for more objective criteria by which to measure coherence?

Unfortunately, there is no set of objective criteria to which an appeal can be made.

As Hirsch has noted, there do not appear to be any absolute standards by which one

coherent reading may be judged against another. Narrative context plays a large role:

'It is necessary to establish that the context invoked is the most probable context.

Only then, in relation to an established context, can we judge that one reading is

115
Rofe, Prophetical Stories, 49. Rofe entitles this section 'The Arrangement of the Elisha

Narratives' and provides plausible set of relations between stories based on words and phrases. For the
most part these are merely lexical. For narrative construction in Kings see Long, 1 Kings, 19-25. For a
more general treatment on connections in biblical narrative see H. van Dyke Paranak, 'Transitional
Techniques in the Bible,' JBL 102 (1983) 525-548; id., 'Oral typesetting. Some uses of biblical
structure.' Biblica 62 (1981) 153-68.

116
A similar position is held by the conservative scholar E. J. Young, An Introduction to the Old

Testament (London: The Tyndale Press, 1960) who states that the miracles of 3.1-8.15 are arranged
'according to their nature rather than in a strictly chronological order' (p. 196).

11'
Perhaps Giora would have the most trouble with our making her 'discourse topic' a text-based

notion. However, it is justified in view of her admission that cohesion functions to mark and identify
the discourse topic and it is cohesion that is the most text based element ('What's a Coherent Text?,'
26).
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more coherent than another.'"8 However, coherence, or non-coherence for that

matter, is not merely a subjective or even individualistic phenomenon. The

expectations of interpreters, particularly interpreters within a given community, also

play a part and these expectations may converge to such an extent that it is valid to

speak of a community expectation."9 The same could be said of the producer(s) of a

text. The possibility that a text is composite need not prevent us from struggling to

make sense of it. The reader is an active participant in an attempt to weave various

points of view 'into a coherent picture'.120 Highlighting the role of the interpreter(s)

in the production of coherence is not the same as placing those same interpreter(s)

alongside the author(s) and/or redactor(s) of Kings in giving 'meaning' to the Elisha

narratives; it is authors who create texts (and meaning), and while readers may do a

lot to-and-with those texts, the reader is not co-author.121

It remains for us to adopt a model that will aid in the assessment of coherence in

the treatment of 2 Kgs 2-8. This model must enable the creation of unity in diversity,

reflecting the disparate quality of the stories while leaving open the possibility of a

unified image.122 Thus it must also enable the whole of 2 Kgs 2-8 to be set out before

us much like a painting. While it is undeniable that 'texts pass through time' and it is

likewise undeniable that a painting cannot distinguish between the 'story-time' and

118.
E. D. Hirsch, Jr., Validity in Interpretation (New Haven/ London: Yale University Press, 1967),

238. (author's emphasis).
119

K. Hatakeyama, J. S. Petofi, E. Sozer, 'Text, Connexity, Cohesion, Coherence,' in E. Sozer
(ed.), Text Connexity, 70.

120
Berlin, Poetics, 82; See also R. Polzin, Moses and the Deuteronomist, 17.

121
M. Langleben, 'A Long Way to the Full Interpretation,' in E. Sozer (ed.), Text Connexity, 106-

37 (108). See the excellent treatment of the hermeneutical issues in K. J. Vanhoozer, Is There a

Meaning in this Text?: The Bible, the Reader, and the Morality of Literary Knowledge (Leicester,
England: Apollos, 1998. This debate, of course, is ongoing. A discussion with respect to biblical
studies is found in P. Cotterell and M. Turner, Linguistics and Biblical Interpretation (London: SPCK,
1989), 37-76. Particularly noteworthy for our purposes is the section on the problem of an anonymous
author, 61-68.

122
The importance of such an attempt is apparent from Culley's comment: 'I have no simple

metaphor or analogy to offer that would indicate how one might picture a text that is traditional and
composite, in which both coherence and tension are important features' (Themes, 44).
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the 'discourse time' as a narrative can, it is also true that biblical narrative can be

likened to verbal representational art.'23

We believe that T. Collins has provided a useful artistic model in his redactional

study that may enable us to bring together diverse material into a single

representation. Collins explores the redaction of the Latter Prophets including the

northern prophetic narratives.124 He concludes that a composite literary image - a

'prophetic metaphor' - was created in Isaiah, the minor prophets, Ezekiel, Jeremiah,

and the Elijah/Elisha stories.125 In his treatment Collins relies upon the work of the

literary critic N. Frye according to whom the monarch represents for his or her

subjects the 'unity of their society in an individual form.'126 For Collins, the

prophetic metaphor ultimately replaced the 'bankrupt royal metaphor' once unifying

king and people: 'Thus the servant-prophet becomes a new model for the servant-

Israel, showing the people how they should respond to their renewed call after the

exile. The prophet is a living sign of what the ideal Israel should be.'127 However,

this prophetic metaphor arises out of diverse material and its 'disjointed character'

stems from the writer's technique:

They adopted a method of composition that had much in common with the
modem art form of collage, in which the juxtaposition of varied, even dissimilar
items is cultivated as a matter of style. From close range there appears to be
little organization or plan to the work. The unified vision only becomes
apparent when we step back and take a broader more impressionistic view.128

123
On the distinction between 'story-time' and 'discourse-time' see S. Chatman, 'What Novels

Can Do That Films Can't (and Vice Versa) in W. J. T. Mitchell, On Narrative (Chicago/London:
University of Chicago, 1981), 117-36 (118). 'Story-time' is the time actually covered by the narrative
while 'discourse-time' concerns the manner in which events are presented (flashback, flashforward
etc.). See also W. J. Martin, '"Dischronologized" Narrative in the Old Testament,' in IOSOT Congress
Volume, Rome 1968, VTSup 17 (Leiden: Brill, 1969) 179-86. Martin has a discussion of 'narrative
order' and 'chronological order' with respect to 1 Kgs 18.1-7. The idea of biblical narrative as

representational art is found in V. P. Long, The Art ofBiblical History, Foundations of Contemporary
Interpretation 5 (Zondervan: Grand Rapids, 1994), 63-68.
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T. Collins, The Mantle of Elijah: The Redaction Criticism of the Prophetical Books, The

Biblical Seminar 20 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993).
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Collins, Mantle, 180.
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Frye, The Great Code, 87.
127

Collins, Mantle, 180.
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Collins, Mantle, 29-30.
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T. L. Brodie claims that to date no one has done for the Elijah-Elisha narratives

what has been done for Judges, viz., 'rescue it from alleged fragmentation and show

the coherence of the present text.'129 While the present study has some affinities with

the attempt to 'show coherence' its goals are much more modest. Basically it is an

attempt to answer the question of narrative function: What are the Elisha narratives

'doing' in Kings? Of course a host of other questions must be addressed in our

exegetical treatment. We are not interested in building an image of the prophet from

a distance only. It will be important to provide a close reading of these texts before

stepping back to gain the bigger picture and therefore we want to rely on both

linguistics and poetics. It is clear from the earlier discussion that coherence is not

simply a textual feature waiting to be discovered. It is an image waiting to be

constructed. Neither is the 'fragmentation' of the Elisha stories merely alleged. It is

this very fragmentation which has thus far prevented more holistic readings. This is

where the model of collage may prove useful because in 2 Kgs 2-8 we have the

combining of fragmentary views of Elisha, each building up an image, a prophetic

metaphor. The prophet is variously portrayed from multiple perspectives: now

meeting the needs of widows; now challenging kings; now raising the dead or

healing lepers; now saving Israel from destruction. Within this collection of stories

kings are ill, dying, unnamed, and impotent, while the prophet is portrayed as the

'chariots and horsemen of Israel', meeting the needs of common people. It will be

interesting to see whether the idea of a 'royal-metaphor-replaced-by-prophetic-

metaphor' plays any part in these stories. The task will not be an easy one.

Alongside the expectation of consistent continuity, the reader expects a 'good
literary text' to resist and surprise him, to create difficulties and delays in
discovering its coherence, in recognizing the frames relevant to it. The reader,
then, 'pulls' the text towards a linking and organizing reading, but the text is
supposed to put up a struggle and display disconnections and non-sequiturs to

129 r

T. L. Brodie, The Crucial Bridge: The Elijah-Elisha Narrative as an Interpretive Synthesis of
Genesis-Kings and a Literaiy Model for the Gospels (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press,
2000), x.
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be overcome only by a special effort. Only in this manner does it avoid being
schematic, creating, instead, a sense of uniqueness.130

We may expect Elisha to put up a good fight, but in the end this is to be

welcomed.

130
Perry, 'Literary Dynamics,' 50 n. 10.
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Chapter 3

Establishing theNarrative Contexts (2 Kings 1-2)

Introduction

We observed in chapter one a range of scholarship (commentaries, Old Testament

introductions, monographs, articles) highlighting the variations of form and content

associated with the Elisha narratives and some of the difficulties involved in reading

them as a unified text. If we were to throw these stories into a hat, pull them out

randomly, and piece them together in the order in which we extracted them, would it

make a difference? Is the text randomly spliced together such that it really makes

little difference whether, for example, the story of the floating axe-head is placed in

its present position after the story ofNaaman, or before it? One of the assumptions of

this study is that it does make a difference: shifting 2 Kgs 6:1-7 as a unit would leave

us with the same pericope but a different textual organism.

As was stated in the previous chapter the quality of a supposed coherent reading is

closely linked with its context. In order for the reader to judge the interpretation set

forth here it will be necessary to establish the narrative environment in which these

stories are placed.1 It is also important to point out that there is likely more than one

coherent reading of the Elisha narratives. Any exploration of coherence in 2 Kings

must take into consideration the important themes within the narrative.2 By way of

background the prophet Elijah, after the dramatic contest on Mt. Carmel (1 Kgs

18.16-46), is told by Yhwh to anoint Hazael, Jehu, and Elisha. It is in these three that

we find figureheads for three important features, narrative threads if you will, that

wind their way through the northern prophetic narratives. Admittedly, such a

'
Hirsch Jr., Validity, 238.
There is confusion on the use of the terms 'motif and 'theme' (see Alter, Art of Biblical

Narrative, 96 n.6). He describes a 'theme' as 'an idea which is part of the value-system of the
narrative' (p.95) while 'motif describes a 'concrete image, sensory quality, action, or object'
recurring through a narrative. P. Satterthwaite, 'The Elisha Narratives and the Coherence of 2 Kings
2-8,' TynBul 49 (1998) 1-28 calls these 'narrative strands' (p.3). We rely, with some adjustments,
upon Satterthwaite's major contextual headings.

67



perspective is a simplification, but keeping these characters in mind may be helpful

as a way of grasping the narrative contexts.

The destruction of Ahab's line and the end of Baal worship

First, the Elisha stories are set within the context of a larger prophetic conflict

involving the house of Ahab and the Baal worship that Ahab is purported to have

established (1 Kgs 16.31-33). Yhwh's command to anoint Hazael, Jehu, and Elisha

is followed by the rather general statement that any who escape (oboan) Hazael's

sword will be put to death (rvir) by Jehu's and those escaping Jehu's sword will be

put to death by Elisha (1 Kgs 19.17). It is only in light of the events on Mt. Carmel

and Mt. Horeb that we associate Ahab, Jezebel, and the prophets of Baal with those

who will be 'put to death'. How are we to interpret the statement that the ones who

escape will be put to death by Elisha? Nowhere in the ensuing narratives does Elisha

wield a sword and put to death those fleeing the wrath of Hazael and Jehu. Does the

narrator wish us to assume that their pogroms were so complete, so devastatingly

thorough, that there was no need for narrative evidence of Elisha performing this

task?3

The general statement gains specificity later when we learn of the destruction of

the house of Ahab as well as the horrific end that Jezebel will face. This is foretold

by YHWH and precipitated by Ahab's seizing of property belonging to Naboth (1 Kgs

21.21-24). Ultimately the first of our narrative threads reaches its climax in the purge

of Jehu as the Omride dynasty (2 Kgs 9.21-26), Baal worship (2 Kgs 10.18-28), and

Jezebel (2 Kgs 9.30-37) are brought to a chilling end.4

3
It is common for scholars to hold that the call of Elisha (1 Kgs 19.19-21) was part of an original

'Elisha cycle'. See Robinson, Kings, 1:223; Long, 1 Kings 204; S. DeVries, 1 Kings, WBC 12 (Waco:
Word, 1985), 238-39.

4
Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 3.
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The above discussion merely serves to reinforce the view held by many that 2 Kgs

9 is part of the Dtr history, but that the bulk of the Elisha narratives have very little to

do with this first narrative thread. This position is supported by the fact that there are

only two other explicit statements concerning the destruction of Ahab's line or the

end of Baal worship and each of these occurs within 2 Kgs 3, another chapter viewed

as integrated into the Deuteronomist's history by some scholars. We are told in 2 Kgs

3.2 that Jehoram 'did evil in the eyes of Yhwh only not like his father and his

mother' and that he removed the bsnri rasp made by Ahab his father. The second

explicit reference is found at 3.13 where Elisha tells Jehoram to take his problems 'to

the prophets ofyour father and to the prophets of your mother.'5

This statement draws our attention to the various decisions made while reading

the story in order to make sense of Elisha's statement. We automatically assume the

referents are Ahab and Jezebel. Also in spite of Elijah's plea to 'let none of them

escape' (anp Ebp,-bx ebK, 1 Kgs 18.40a), we must assume that some of the prophets

of Baal did escape from the Kishon Valley, since Elisha in 3.13 tells Jehoram to take

his problems to these very prophets. We may also hold out the possibility that the

large contingent of prophets dining at Jezebel's table (1 Kgs 18.19) were not present

during the confrontation at Mt. Carmel. Finally, if all of the prophets of Baal were in

fact slaughtered in the Kishon Valley we may conjecture a revitalisation of their

ranks.

The war with Aram and the return of external foes

Another more explicit contextual theme, particularly in 2 Kgs 5-8, is the threat

from Aram.6 The involvement of Aram in the affairs of the northern and southern

5
Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives.' 3-4. However, we will argue below that there are subtle

references to Ahab in 2 Kgs 6:32-33.
6
Moore, God Saves, 128
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kingdoms is mentioned as early as the war between Baasha and Asa (1 Kgs 15.16-

22). At the end of 1 Kings it is the aimless7 arrow of an anonymous Aramean that

mortally wounds Ahab in a battle at Ramoth Gilead (22.34-38) and it is a weapon of

Aram that nearly spells the end of Ahab's son Joram (cnv) in a battle with Hazael (2

Kgs 8.28-29).8 Why does each of the battles at Ramoth Gilead stress the alliances

between Israel and Judah in their attempts to engage the Aramean foe? Why does

Judah join in these conflicts that appear to be a northern problem?9 These are

questions that we need to keep in mind as we proceed.

Elisha predicts the harm that Hazael will inflict upon the hx-^"1 "aa (2 Kgs 8.12)

and yet we are left wondering whether this destruction will fall to both northern and

southern kingdoms or to the North alone. Does bxis^ here refer collectively to 'all

Israel' or the northern kingdom only? Given the damage inflicted by Jehu on both

kingdoms in the chapters following Elisha's words to Hazael this is an apt question.

While widespread throughout Kings, the phrase hx-i^,",32 is conspicuous by its

absence from the Elisha narratives occurring only at 2 Kgs 8.12 and 13.5. Thus,

while the 'sons of the prophets' seem to be flourishing we hear little from the 'sons

of Israel'.10 Likewise the phrase bxnt^'hn while rather frequent in 1 Kings (23x) is

found in 2 Kings only within the frame of the northern prophetic narratives (3.6;

9.14; 10.21).11 The collapse of identities of northern and southern kingdom suggests

7
The anonymous warrior (1 Kgs 22.34//2 Chr 18.33) fires the arrow (ianb) 'in his simplicity''

according to Burney, Notes, 257 who points to the only other occurrence at 2 Sam. 15.11. 5/75:1070,
s.v. Dh suggests 'without definite aim'. R. Coggins, 'On Kings and Disguises,' JSOT 50 (1991) 55-62
rightly argues that 1 Kgs 22 highlights Yhwh's control over events and not luck or chance: 'Like the
witch of Endor, the Aramaean archers are merely the instruments through which the result is achieved
[i.e., Micaiah's prophesy], but nevertheless instruments of a will that cannot be thwarted by human
attempts at disguise' (58).

8
Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 4. In due course we will address the issue of the names of the

kings of Israel and Judah.
9Cf. 1 Kgs 22.3; 2 Kgs 8.28.
10
Within the northern prophetic narratives we find bx-)ir~"'32 elsewhere at 1 Kgs 18.20; 19.10, 14;

20.15,27, 29; 21.26.
11
It is interesting that the end of Baal worship in 2 Kgs 10 coincides with the end of bx-iB'fro in

the narrative of 2 Kgs.
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'that the expression may have nuances of a collective meaning'.12 The importance of

this discussion will become clear in our treatment of 2 Kgs 3. This raises the wider

question not simply of Israel's conflict with Aram, but the function of enemies in

Kings generally and the Elisha narratives particularly. For example, we read twice of

Moab's rebellion after the death of Ahab (2 Kgs 1.1; 3.5). The repetition of this

rebellion in the face ofAhaziah's apostasy provides 'an image of looming trouble'.13

Miracle stories, the loss of royal identity and the unified kingdoms

We must also consider the miracle tales which are primary constituents of the

narrative and which raise the greatest set of challenges to any attempt at a coherent

reading. This is so because the miracles themselves appear so trivial and because

they seem to have little relevance to their context. At one moment we find Elisha

among the political movers of the day only to commence a new story in which he is

feeding or healing common folk.14 It is such juxtapositions that create problems for a

coherent reading. By most accounts the miracle stories 'appear to be concerned much

more with authenticating the role of Elisha as a model Mosaic prophet who plays a

central role in the overthrow of the Omrides.'15

It may seem odd that miracle stories are found here in conjunction with the

anonymity of the king of Israel and the unifying of the kingdoms. It may seem even

12
J. Linville, Israel in the Book ofKings: the Past as a Project ofSocial Identity, JSOTSup 272

(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 184. The statement is made in the context of a discussion
of 2 Kgs 8.12.

13
R. L. Cohn, 2 Kings, BERIT OLAM: Studies in Hebrew Narrative and Poetry (Collegeville, Minn.:

The Liturgical Press, 2000), 3.
14
Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 5. Apart from the miraculous deeds of 2.19-25, most of the

wonder-working material is found within 4.1-8.15. C. Begg, 'Elisha's Great Deeds According to
Josephus,' Henoch 28 (1996) 69-110 remarks that this section 'constitutes a rather distinct section,
focused as it is on the memorable words and deeds of the prophet Elisha' (p.69). G. Von Rad, Old
Testament Theology, 2 vols., trans. D. M. G. Stalker (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1962, 1965) 2:27
states: 'Nowhere in the Old Testament are so many miracles crowded in to so small a space, and
nowhere is such open pleasure taken in the miraculous, or such sheer delight shown at the repeated
and astonishing proofs of the prophet's charisma.'

15
K. W. Whitelam, 'Elisha,' ABD 2:472.
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more odd that it is discussed as a contextual theme. As is well known, the anonymity

of the king of Israel is considered a distinctive feature of this group of stories.16 As

hinted at in the previous section the narrative provides explicit and not so explicit

clues that the northern and southern kingdoms are indistinguishable. It is in the

context of royal anonymity and confused identity that the miracle stories of Elisha

are placed and it is from within such a context that they must be interpreted.

Each of the three characters anointed in 1 Kgs 19.15-17 plays an important role in

the themes that form the background for the Elisha narratives: the destruction of

Ahab's house and Baal worship (Jehu); the Aramean threat (Hazael); and the miracle

stories and the loss of anonymity (Elisha). These contextual elements are bound

together in ways that are not immediately evident to the reader. There remain under

these contextual headings a host of related features which need to be explored

further. Among these are: political alliance; peace; healing; provision of food, water,

and other basics like flour and oil; and land granting/loss. Before turning to the

exegesis of the narratives we must set the immediate narrative context for chapters 2-

8.

2 Kings 1: A Fading King Prepares for a Rising Prophet

The following look at 2 Kgs 1 is an attempt to get at the larger issues of the

chapter rather than a full exegetical treatment. Ahab has died from wounds suffered

at Ramoth-Gilead and his son Ahaziah assumes the throne. He also walks in the ways

of his father and mother and in the ways of Jeroboam son of Nebat (1 Kgs 22.54).17

His actions incur Yhwh's wrath and so we are not too surprised to learn that he has

suffered an injury from which he may not recover (2 Kgs 1.2). In searching for an

16
McKenzie, Trouble, 95.

17
Cohn, 2 Kings, 3 notes that the narrator presents Ahaziah in 1 Kgs 22.54 as 'a classic apostate

following in the footsteps of his Baal-worshipping parents, Ahab and Jezebel.'
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answer to his question, 'Will I recover from this illness?'(nr ,l?np rrnx~DX, 2 Kgs

1.2bp) Ahaziah seeks not Yhwh but Baal-Zebub of Ekron, a fact which does not sit

well with Yhwh, who challenges Ahaziah with a question of his own. Three times,

and in the mouths of various characters, we hear an accusation couched in the form

of a question.

First, Elijah is instructed (by the angel ofYhwh) to greet Ahaziah's messengers:

|i-ipy -nbx nnr by?? ehnb opbn anx bx-ir? Dpbx-px -bapn
jg *

'Is it because there is no God at all in Israel that you are going to seek Baal-Zebub god of Ekron?' (2 Kgs
1.3b).

The implied accusation of this question is confirmed by the oracle ofjudgment
which follows:

ninn nio "3 naara ~nrrxb de? rrbsr-rcix ncsisn mm -iox_ri3 pbiT TV* "" T T * T V "! T * ~ T S ~ T I " T !

Therefore thus says Yhwh, 'From the bed upon which you have gone up you shall not come down for you
shall certainly die' (2 Kgs 1.4).

The text never describes the actual meeting between Elijah and the messengers of

Ahaziah. Instead the meeting is mediated through the report of the messengers to the

king. Like the king, the reader is not privy to the specifics of the meeting but only

hears from the messengers the vital question and the judgment which results. The

prophetic name is found in v.4 and revealed in v.8b both before and after the

intervening dialogue between Ahaziah and his messengers (w.5-8).19 When Ahaziah

wants to know why the search party has returned, they inform him of their meeting

with 'a man' and once again ask Yhwh's accusatory question followed by the

judgment oracle:

ji-ipsj mbx rrar bsna cn-ib nbt> nnx bx-ir? trnbx-px "bppn
'Is there no God at all in Israel that you"° are sending to seek Baal-Zebub god of Ekron?' (2 Kgs 1,6a|3).

18
See Williams §394 and GKC § 152y for the double negative which adds emphasis. Note that the

patah of the interrogative n reflects the mt ofw. 3, 6, 16. There are times when the short vowel is
kept in an open syllable (J-M § 102 /).

19
J. T Walsh, 'The Elijah Cycle: A Synchronic Approach' (Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan,

1982), 129.
20

Notice that with..the use of the singular personal pronoun (cf. 1.3b) the messengers have
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Finally, Elijah himself confronts Ahaziah with the message from Yhwh with a

slightly different emphasis. In the earlier instances Ahaziah is asked a subtle and

accusatory question which examines his present motivation for seeking Baal-Zebub.

The final instance reverses the emphasis bringing to the fore the reality of Ahaziah's

past actions (nnber-ie?K |ir) and YHWH's anger with him is nearly palpable in the

difficult syntax.

pipy mar binp Kn-ib D,?Klpo ringer-]?:
i"Q"|3 en-;1? □,nbx-pK 'bppn

'Because you have sent messengers to seek Baal-Zebub god of Ekron...
Is it because there is no God at all in Israel to seek by his word? (2 Kgs 1.16).

Standing upon the entryway into the Elisha narrative, the tri-fold presentation of

this question delivers a constant reminder that there is a wounded king of Israel who

seeks Baal-Zebub for answers rather than Yhwh through his prophet. The death of

Ahaziah follows as surely as YHWH has spoken through Elijah. The pattern of the

deathly ill king seeking to ascertain whether or not he will survive is unique to

Kings.21 In fact, this 'type-scene' is found in Kings in association with each major

prophet.22 It is not that this particular monarch is unwell. Ahaziah is merely

indicative of an institution which has fallen from some height, a fact with which we

are immediately presented.23 Because Ahaziah has no son, Jehoram follows him to

the throne in the second year of the Judahite king Jehoram son of Jehoshaphat (1.17).

It is important to keep in mind the narrative presentation of two Jehorams ruling in

their respective kingdoms at the same time.

distanced themselves from the king.
21

R. L. Cohn, 'Convention and Creativity in the Book of Kings: the Case of the Dying Monarch,'
CBQ 47 (1985) 603-616. Cohn notes that the Chronicler does not use the pattern (p.604).

22
Cohn, 2 Kings, 4: Ahijah 1 Kgs 14.1-18; Elijah 2 Kgs 1.1-18; Elisha 2 Kgs 8.7-15; Isaiah 2 Kgs

20.1-11.

Walsh, 'Elijah Cycle,' 134-35 notes the importance of the 'high and low' motif for the story as
indicated by the verbs TP (12x) nb:? (8x) Dip (2x) as well as irrbi?2 (v.2);"inn Bk-rbu (v.9b); bfr)
(v.2); T3"]3"b» Jn3"l (v. 13). Twice the king is told by Elijah that he will not 'come down' from his
bed and twice the king commands Elijah to 'come down' (p. 136).
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The story of Ahaziah, followed by a confusing and some would say confused

regnal formula, is told just prior to the narrative which relates the replacement of

Elijah with Elisha.24 Why? What is the relationship of chapter one to the prior stories

and those that will follow? For the present we may highlight several important

points. First, as with his father before him, and his brother who will follow him,

Ahaziah is something of a weakling. In a discussion of 2 Kings 5 Cohn rightly

observes: 'As elsewhere in the Elijah-Elisha cycle, the king of Israel is depicted to be

ineffectual, powerless, the tool of his wife (1 Kings xxi), his allies (1 Kings xxii) or

the prophet (2 Kings i). In fact, the king now fades from the scene and the prophet

assumes control.'25 As we will see this statement is true not only for the particulars of

2 Kings 5, but for the Elisha narratives more generally: the king is portrayed as

ineffective and the prophet Elisha takes upon himself the prerogatives and duties

properly ascribed to a king.

Secondly, Elijah is portrayed as a prophet in control of the events in 2 Kgs 1; and

if we are not convinced by the display of pyrotechnics on Mt. Carmel, then perhaps

the second display of nvibtrttfK will convince us that he is irnbirebx (1 Kgs 1.12b).

Although Elijah refuses to obey the king's order that he come down (rrn, 1,9b; 1 lb),

the fire is not so reticent (~nrn, 1.10b; 12b) and like the earlier sacrifice in the water-

filled trench, it consumes (bzx cf. 1 Kgs 18.38a; 2 Kgs 1.10.b, 12b) its object. The

unhealthy king, who should have known where to find the word of Yhwh and

instead seeks Baal-Zebub, is contrasted with the genuine leader of Israel: a prophet

pre-eminently in control of the situation.26

C. Conxoy has recently made a strong case for the integration of 1 Kgs 16.34

within its present literary context. This verse establishes a narrative analogy between

24
Eissfeldt, Introduction, 294 observed that the story relating Elisha's succession of Elijah is

placed after Ahaziah's death but before Jehoram's introduction in 3.1-3. See the discussion in A. R.
Green, 'Regnal Formulas in the Hebrew and Greek Texts of the Books of Kings,' JNES 42 (1983)
167-80.

"5
R. L. Cohn, 'Form and Perspective in 2 Kings V,' FT33 (1983) 171-184 (176).

26
Cohn, 'Convention,' 609.
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Hiel of Bethel, who lost his eldest and youngest sons in the rebuilding of Jericho, and

Ahab who erected an altar for Baal in the temple of Baal which he had built in

Samaria (1 Kgs 16.32-33).27 The evidence adduced by Conroy involves a series of

'thematic and lexical contacts' centred on the respective building projects along with

the fact that these building projects were contrary to the will of YHWH.28
The particular relationship between 1 Kgs 16.34 and 2 Kgs 2.19-25 will be

addressed below. Important for the present discussion of 2 Kgs 1.17 is the

observation that Hiel and Ahab each loses two sons to untimely deaths.29 In each case

the loss is a fulfilment of the word of Yhwh. Hiel's loss hearkens back to the curse

found in Jos 6.26. According to 1 Kgs 16.34 this loss occurs t? "en nrr -an?

prpwTirr. Similarly the death of each of Ahab's sons (Ahaziah at 1 Kgs 1.17;

Jehoram at 2 Kgs 9.26) occurs as a fulfilment of YHWH's word.30 Neither of these

kings receives the usual burial notice given even those kings of Israel who die under

sordid circumstances.31 Both the prophets Elisha and Elijah are, each in his own way,

implicated in the downfall ofAhab's doomed sons.

Indeed the death of both kings is associated in some way with these two
prophets: Elijah uttered an oracle against Ahaziah in 2 Kgs 1, and Elisha is
presented as having instigated and legitimated Jehu's coup d'etat in the course
of which Jehoram was killed in 2 Kgs 9.32

27
C. Conroy, 'Hiel between Ahab and Elijah-Elisha: 1 Kgs 16,34 in Its Immediate Literary

Context,' Biblica 77 (1996) 210-18.
28

Conroy, 'Hiel,' 212-13. Conroy notes that each figure is subject of the 7113 along with three
other verbs from the semantic field of 'construction'.

29
Conroy, 'Hiel,' 214.

30
Conroy, 'Hiel,' 215.

31
Conroy, 'Hiel,' 214 n.ll. Here Conroy follows the detailed study of B. Halpern and D. S.

Vanderfooft, 'The Editions of Kings in the 7th-6th Centuries B.C.E.,' HUCA 62 (1991) 179-244 (190-
194).

37"
Conroy, 'Hiel,' 215-16. We may be able to make this contextual argument for 1 Kgs 1 not only

for the father Ahab, but for the mother Jezebel as well. First, we may compare and contrast the two
women from Sidon: the widow of Zarephath and Jezebel. Each is involved with feeding prophets.
Unlike the widow, Jezebel does not acknowledge that Elijah is a 'man of God', but instead wishes to
kill him. Also like the widow, Jezebel has a son who becomes ill in association with the 'upper room'.
The prophet raises the widow's son from his bed, but proclaims the death of Jezebel's son, 'by the
word of Yhwh.' See J. Siebert-Hommes, 'The Widow of Zarephath and the Great Woman of
Shunem: A Comparative Analysis of Two Stories,' in B. Becking and M. Dijkstra (eds.), On Reading
Prophetic Texts: Gender-Specific & Related Studies in Memory ofFokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes, BIS
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Much more must be said concerning the identity of kings and the place of Elisha.

We will argue below that the confusion surrounding the names of the kings of Israel

and Judah is a purposeful narrative technique, making light of Israel's kings and

implicating the kings of Judah in the crimes of the northern kingdom. The prophet

Elisha will, in the narratives that follow (chapters 4-8), take upon himself the

responsibilities normally incumbent upon the king.

2 Kings 2: A New Leader in Israel

At the end of 2 Kings 1, Ahaziah is succeeded by Jehoram, an individual about

which we are told virtually nothing. One of the important features of 2 Kgs 1 was the

fact that a king of Israel sought knowledge not from Yhwh through his prophet

Elijah, but through Baal-Zebub the god of Ekron. Elijah was formerly told of 7000

who had not bowed the knee to Baal, but who and where are these individuals?

Ahab, Jezebel, and their son Ahaziah, as those who have sought Baal, have not

thought too highly of this Tishbite 'with a garment of hair and with a leather belt

around his waist' (2 Kgs 1.8).33 Are we to assume that those described in 1 Kgs 19.18

as the ones whom Yhwh will spare (tnxtfn), the ones who have not kneeled

(imzrxb) before Baal nor kissed him (pe?n6), will think any more positively of
yhwh's leaders?

2 Kings 2.1-6: Persistent prophets

The answer to this question is given in 2 Kings 2.34 Elisha is introduced as the new

leader of the sons of the prophets, a group associated almost exclusively with him in

18 (Brill: Leiden/New York/Koln, 1996), 231-50 (231). Siebert-Hommes relies upon K. A. D. Smelik,
'The Literary Function of 1 Kgs 17, 8-24,' in C. Brekelmans and J. Lust (eds.), Pentateuchal and
Deuteronomistic Studies (Leuven: Peeters, 1990), 239-243

3'
Recall that the messengers seeking 313T bB3 (2 Kgs 1.6) actually find "itfi? b»3 (2 Kgs 1.8).

34
This story has attracted a great deal of attention because the involvement of both Elijah and

Elisha. There is debate about whether the story was originally part of the Elijah or Elisha cycle. Y.
Zakovitch, "And You Shall Tell Your Son..." The Concept of the Exodus in the Bible (Jerusalem:
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the Hebrew Bible. In chapter 2 we meet for the first time, as a group, those who are

called ~",j3.35 Repeated features, particularly the vertical motif present in the

verbs tt and nbv, the presence of 'fifty' in both stories as well as the repeated

mention of Moab's rebellion (2 Kgs 1.1; 3.5) surrounding the two chapters,

encourage us to compare and contrast a monarchy that dismisses the prophetic word

and concomitantly seeks other gods, with a group that, at least on the surface,

appears to hold the prophetic word and Yhwh in high regard.36
This is exemplified first in the person of Elisha son of Shaphat from Abel

Meholah. The narrative commences with the nearly title-like designation that the

events occurred when Yhwh was about to take Elijah up to heaven in a storm

(tripsin rnros imbx-nx rnrr nibiro -iti, v. I).37 This is the first instance of yd within 2

Kings, a form which functions 'to introduce a new element into the main narrative

thread so that that element becomes an integral and important part of the account.'38
We observed in the previous chapter a series of three-fold repetitions which, we

argued, highlighted an important feature within the narrative. As Elijah interacts

Magnes Press, 1991), 73, claims that the chapter is 'dedicated to the figure of Elisha.' See pages 73-
79, where Zakovitch makes comparisons between the Elisha narratives and stories associated with
Moses. M. A. O'Brien, 'The Portrayal of Prophets in 2 Kings 2,' AusBr 46 (1998) 1-16 asserts that
'there has been no study of this chapter in its own right as an example of OT narrative art' (p.l).
However he neglects the studies of J. R. Lundbom, 'Elijah's Chariot Ride,' JJS 24 (1973) 39-50 and
T. R. Hobbs, '2 Kings 1 and 2: Their Unity and Purpose,' SR 13 (1984) 327-34.

35
We find the D^mn-in mentioned at 1 Kgs 20.35; 2 Kgs 2.3, 5, 7, 15; 4.1, 38; 5.22; 6.1; 9.1.

The first instance (1 Kgs 20.35) concerns one of the sons of the prophets but not the group as a whole.
In several other verses there are mtcarrbp (1 Kgs 19.1; 22.10//2 Chr 18.9; 1 Kgs 22.12//2 Chr 18.11).

36
For TP (2 Kgs 1.4, 6, 9, 10[2x], 11, 12[2x], 14, 15[2x], 16; 2 Kgs 2.2); ribs (2 Kgs 1.3,4, 6[2x],

7, 9, 13, 16; 2 Kgs 2.1, 11, 23[4x]); trtfnn (2 Kgs 1.9[2x], 10[3x], ll[2x], 12[2x], 13[4x], 14[2x]; 2
Kgs 2.7, 16, 17); vbsn nbsj (2 Kgs 2.13aP). Lundbom, 'Chariot Ride,' 46 also adds 'fire' to the
motifs of 'up and down' and the '50 men.'

37
Gropp, 'Progress and Cohesion,' 183-212. Gropp, noting also Gen 19.29, claims that this is a

'striking phenomenon' in which a clause or clause-sequence provides an abstract for the whole
narrative (p.201). That the author makes no effort to maintain the suspense of this event, is, for Rofe,
one of the reasons to view Elisha's fate as more important than Elijah's (Prophetical Stories, 44).

38
A. Niccacci, Syntax, 48. M. Eskhult, Studies, 30 states: 'The use of introductory wayhi 'and it

came about' is an often employed device in classical Hebrew narration to prevent another clause
constituent than the verb from occupying initial position. In this way a two-clause sentence arises:
wayhi + adverbial element, followed by a connective clause introduced by wayyiqtol.' This is the
pattern observed in the opening verse of 2 Kgs 2.
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three times with captains of Ahaziah, each with his fifty men (w. 9, 11, 13), so also

in chapter 2 Elijah interacts three times with his future replacement Elisha. The

narrative charts the progress of the prophetic duo as they travel from Gilgal to

Bethel, Bethel to Jericho, and Jericho to the Jordan. Each time Elijah's command

(he w. 2, 4, 6) is met with firm resistance from Elisha by way of an oath:

'By the life ofYhwh and by the life of your soul I will not forsake you' (w.2.a(3, 4aP, 6aP).

The previous chapter portrayed Ahaziah as a king who did not seek the prophetic

word of Elijah, but here Elisha refuses to let his master go, to the point of swearing

on oath. The inseparable nature of the relationship is highlighted in the last of the

repetitive interactions between Elijah and Elisha where we told Dirjtf oby (2.6b).

This is noteworthy first because from the start of the narrative the removal of Elijah

from Elisha has been the issue. Second, will be a key word in the narrative.40

However, Elijah is not the only one to be persistently hounded; so is his

understudy. After each of the two first incidents between Elijah and Elisha, the sons

of the prophets from nearby the various locales (Bethel, Jericho) come out to meet

Elisha with the question:

rpo bya -"frtrnx np'b rnrr ovn -s ntrrrt
'Do you know that today Yhwh is taking your master from over your head?' (w.3.aP, 5aP).

Each time the prophet Elisha responds:
ic?nn Titf-r

'I know it also. Be quiet' (w.3b, 5b).

39
On the oath formula see M. Greenberg, 'The Hebrew Oath Particle HAY/HE,' JBL 76 (1957) 34-

39. Greenberg has noted that "n appears before the Tetragram while Ti is found before words not
representing the deity (p.35). The Targums distinguish between these two particles (Greenberg, 36).
This is maintained at 2 Kgs 2.2 ("pa "m T Sin D"p), while the LXX renders both particles with tf|.
Greenberg concludes that the particle is the noun, 'life' in the construct and argues that the participial
rendering 'as truly as X lives' is not valid (p.39).

40
Maeijer, Second Elijah, 14-15.
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There is a persistence in both Elisha's unwillingness to leave his master, and the sons

of the prophets as they twice question Elisha. In both Elisha's pursuit of Elijah, and

the pursuit of Elisha by the sons of the prophets, subordinates respond to prophetic

presence in a manner markedly different from Ahaziah's disregard for Yhwh's

prophets.

2 Kings 2.7-14: Crossing the Tordan

The narrative slows down as the stage is set for Yhwh to remove Elijah. In

previous instances, the introduction of the sons of the prophets occurs via the more

usual narrative structure wayyiqtol + subject. In the first instance at Bethel the sons

of the prophets 'went forth' (WSP, v.3) to meet Elisha, while in the second incident at

Jericho they 'drew near' (lMsl,v,5). In the final incident there is no mention of Elisha

speaking to the sons of the prophets at all and the group of fifty is highlighted from

the standpoint of syntax. The sentence is constructed with the waw + subject + qatal

+ wayyiqtol (npjn obn crx'oan \dd tfrx crapm, v.7). These fifty prophetic sons are left

observing at some unspecified distance near the Jordan and the initial clause in v.7 is

related by way of background information to which the narrative will return in v. 15

where a new section begins.41 At the end of v.7 we are once again informed of the

inseparable prophets (HT.~""bs? npr orneh).
In 2 Kgs 1.13-14 it was the third captain and his men who responded

appropriately to Elijah. Besides syntax, are there any other indicators in the narrative

that it is this final group of prophetic sons that also responds rightly to the prophet

Elisha? Before this question can be answered the climax of this section must be

examined. Here Elijah is taken up and Elisha assumes the mantle of leadership.

41
Note also the qatal followed by the wayyiqtol in verse 7 in order to indicate a pluperfect

relationship. See S. R. Driver, A Treatise on the Use of the Tenses in Hebrew and Some Other
Syntactical Questions with a new introduction by W. R. Garr. The Biblical Resources Series (Grand
Rapids/Cambridge: Eerdmans and Livonia, Mich.: Dove Booksellers, 1998), §2.16(9). Among a
number of his examples Gen 2.2; 31.34 are similar to the present verse in that the wayyiqtol follows
the qatal.
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Fortunately, the narrator is kind enough to take us along on the other-worldly journey
- there and back again - from one side of the Jordan to the other rather than leaving

us to observe from a distance with the sons of the prophets.

The narrative action increases with the series of five wayyiqtol verbs in v.8. Elijah

takes (npn) his cloak rolls it up (nbn)42 and strikes (ron) the waters such that:

nrnn? orcaw natm nam nan isirn
.. .they divided this way and that way and the two of them crossed over on dry ground (2 Kgs 2.8)

This verse is important for a number of reasons. First, although the prophets still

cross over together (nrr?#), the looming sense of 'separation' is made more explicit

by the division (nsn) of the waters. Second, this verb sequence will be repeated in the

upcoming verses.

At the invitation of Elijah, Elisha asks for 'a double share' of his master's spirit

(v.9). Elisha's request should not be too surprising given the recurrence of the

keyword again (□,acr,s).43 In this request, many commentators see a reflection of

Deut 21.17 and Elisha's desire to have the inheritance due the firstborn son. This

seems a reasonable interpretation in light of the limited usage of the phrase within

the Hebrew Bible.44 However, Elisha may also recognise that if he cannot maintain

physical contact with his master, perhaps he can share in his spiritual power. In any

event, Elijah makes Elisha aware of the difficulty of his request and provides him

with a condition, the fulfilment of which will reveal to him that his desire has been

granted. It is only if Elisha 'sees' Elijah being taken that he will know that he has the

spirit ofElijah.

The narrator does not keep us in suspense long as we near the climax of the story.

The chariot of fire and horses of fire 'divided between them' ]"2 i~i~isn, 1 lap)

as Elijah is removed literally from 'over Elisha's head'. The formal features of the

42 ab; occurs only here in biblical Hebrew. Other occurrences of the root at Ezek 27.24; Ps 139.16.
4"
Maeijer, Second Elijah, 16.

44
cnET'D occurs also at Dt 17.6; 19.15; 21.17; Note again the connection with Zech 13.8.
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language bring us to the very point of Elisha's perception and we are allowed with

him to 'behold' (nam, v.l la) the action. The vision is drawn out in v. 12 with several

participial forms heightening the sense of action and emotion as Elisha 'is seeing

(n*n) and crying out (pjJSD)' at the departure of his mentor.

Elisha's cry, 'My father! my father! The chariotry and horsemen of Israel' (v.12),

has proved a difficult interpretative question.45 It will be necessary to come to some

conclusion, however tentative, regarding this phrase as we move through the

narratives since the statement may play some role in the discernment of coherence.

We later encounter the theme of horses and chariots of fire (6.13-17) in a story of

'seeing' (6.18) and military threat, and the exact phrase vchdi binc^ nrn nx ^x once

more in 2 Kgs 13.14.46 Thus, the phrase brackets the Elisha narratives fore and aft

with a thematic treatment more centrally located within chapter 6.

This cry should not be separated from Elisha's actions or the question which

follows. At first Elisha 'sees', but then 'sees Elijah no longer' (v. 12a(3). Signifying

the pain of that severed relationship, he tears his own clothes into two pieces

(□"snp □"pb Dinpri) and only afterwards takes up the fallen mantle, all that remains of
his master.

The prior actions of Elijah (v.8) are now repeated by Elisha in w. 13-14 albeit

with increased narrative complexity. The sub-section is framed by occurrences of

nxi: just as Elisha 'sees' Elijah (v,12a) and then takes up the symbol of his master,

45
For a detailed discussion see M. A. Beek, 'The Meaning of the Expression "The Chariots and

the Horsemen of Israel" (II Kings ii 12),' OTS 17 (1972) 1-10.
46
Beek holds that every prophet has a right to the title •PKhsi bxip1; 251 even if the prophet is not

involved in the warfare of Israel ('Meaning,' 4). It seems odd that he should make this claim for every
prophet irrespective of the prophet's connection to warfare, particularly since he argues that the
phrase should be understood within a warfare context (p. 5). Gunkel, on the other hand, applies the
title only to Elisha ['Elisha - the Successor of Elijah (2 Kings ii. 1 -18),' ExpTim 41 (1929-30) 182-86
(185)]. Elisha's narrative influence seems best served by the description of M. Tsevat: 'In the ninth
century, when chariotry had become a prominent weapon in Israel, one so designated a man in whom
one trusted for help and delivery' fr/'c] [M. Tsevat, 'YHWH SEBA'OT' in The Meaning of the Book of
Job and Other Biblical Studies: Essays on the Literature and Religion of the Hebrew Bible (New
York: Ktav Publishing House/Dallas: Institute for Jewish Studies, 1980), 126].
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so the sons of the prophets 'see' Elisha OnxT], v. 15a) and recognise that 'the spirit of

Elijah has rested upon Elisha' (v,15a[3). Verses 13-14 manifest an interleaving quality

in which narrative movement repeats information just given while highlighting

central items.

A And Elisha sees...(v. 12)

B And he took up (DTI) the robe ofElijah which had fallen from him
C And he returned (SET)) and he stood ("tblF]) by the edge of the Jordan

B' And he took (nj?"l) the robe of Elijah which had fallen from him

D And he struck the waters (n?"j)
E And he said, 'Where is Yhwh God ofElijah now?'47

D' And he struck the waters ("3*1)

F And they divided (13IT1) this way and that
G And Elisha crossed over (13IH)

A' And the sons of the prophets saw him... (v. 15)

Several things may be noted here. First, the verbs are repeated in the order found in

v.8 with the exception that Elisha does not roll (dSi) the robe as Elijah had done.

Second, the repetitive clauses surround and emphasise the fact that Elisha now acts

alone as he stands by the Jordan, as well as the question he asks regarding Yhwh's

presence. The narrator does not want us to think that Elisha struck the waters twice

any more than he wants us to believe that Elisha picked the robe up twice.48
It is Elisha's question, xirr^x irrbx *nbx rnn* rrx (2.14), that is of primary concern.

The question itself is often by-passed in the commentaries and it may be that it is

answered 'implicitly' by the parting of the waters.49 However, it is worth keeping in

47
See Burney, Notes, 266 for a justification of this rendering.

48
The repetition B / B' and D / D' are examples of 'resumptive repetition'. The latter pair is

observed in W. Th. van Peursen, 'The Verbal System in the Hebrew Text of Ben Sira' (Ph.D. diss.,
University of Leiden, 1999), 133. While the verb is often the repeated element, other parts of the
clause may be as well (p. 133 n.62). Van Peursen (p. 133 n.64) follows the treatment of this verse by
E. Konig, Stilistik, Rhetorik, Poetik in Bezug auf die biblische Literatur (Leipzig: Weicher, 1900),
130. Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 354 claim that the repetition should be kept for emphasis. Note
that Rahlfs follows a majority of Greek mss which have Kcd oi) Stsairi from the verb Suatripi to set
apart, to separate, LS, 201. This is not found in lxxa or lxxb, a fact which Montgomery and Gehman,
Kings, 356 find remarkable. An exploration of the redactional history of what we have labelled lines C
and E may provide a fruitful line of inquiry for future study.

49 *
J. K. Mead, "'Elisha Will Kill"? The Deuteronomistic Rhetoric of Life and Death in the
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mind since it is answered, not only in the remainder of chapter 2, but also in the

Elisha narratives that follow. What exactly is the nature of this question? Is it a cry of

despair or one of faith? If another instance of the question in the Hebrew Bible is any

help, it appears that Elisha is asking a question that should be asked. In Jer 2, YHWH

decries the fact that neither the fathers who went after 'worthless things' (bunn, v.5),

nor priests (v.8), nor prophets (who prophesy by Baal) asked the question, 'Where is

Yhwh?' (rnrr mx, v.6). Ahaziah, the wounded king of the previous chapter does not

ask, 'Where is Yhwh?', but rather 'Where is Baal-Zebub?' Elisha is contrasted with

a monarch and is shown to be the genuine power in Israel rather than the kings of the

Omride dynasty which teeters on the brink of destruction. What are we to make of

this contrast between prophet and king?

The issue of leadership raises implications for Elisha as a second Joshua and the

nature of the succession of these figures. As noted previously, a number of scholars

see within this chapter various narrative connections between the pairs Elijah/Elisha

and Moses/Joshua.50 It is not necessary to recount all of the literary connections of

Elijah with Moses, rather we wish to examine whether there is any evidence of the

concept of 'royal succession' underlying their portrayal.51 J. R. Porter has argued that

Moses and Joshua 'are depicted as prototypes of the Israelite King' in the transfer of

office from the former to the latter.52 While the 'closest parallel' is to be found in

David's speech to Solomon in 1 Kgs 2.Iff. (p.117), Porter notes a number of

pertinent connections which suggest that 'the undoubted similarities between the two

Theology of the Elisha Narratives,' (Ph.D. diss., Princeton Theological Seminary, 1999), 105.
50

R. P. Carroll, 'The Elijah-Elisha Sagas: Some Remarks on Prophetic Succession in Ancient
Israel,' VT 19 (1969) 400-415; Collins, Mantle, 133-35, 137-38; Zakovitch, "And You Shall Tell", 74.

51
For a listing of similarities between Moses and Elijah see M. White, The Elijah Legends and

Jehu's Coup, BJS 311 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 4-5; Walsh, 'Elijah Cycle,' 75-76. Elowever,
note the firm contrary statement of B. Childs, 'On Reading the Elijah Narratives,' Int 34 (1980) 128-
37 (135): 'Elijah is no new Moses!'

52
J. R. Porter, 'The Succession of Joshua,' in J. I. Durham and J. R. Porter (eds.), Proclamation

and Presence: Old Testament Essays in Honour ofGwynne Henton Davis (London: SCM Press, 1970)
102-32 (121).
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groups Moses-Joshua and Elijah-Elisha reflect a common royal pattern.'53 This

requires further consideration.

First, the term rnttflp or the root 'is most frequently used of servants in the royal

administration.'54 The term is used of Joshua's service to Moses (Exod 24.13; 33.11;

Num 11.28; Josh 1.1) and of Elisha's ministering to Elijah (1 Kgs 19.21) at their first

meeting. The word is also used of Elisha's servant (2 Kgs 4.43; 6.15).55 Second, the

example of prophetic succession as developed in 2 Kings 2, is sui generis within the

corpus of the Old Testament.56 Gray notes that the command to anoint the kingly

figures of Jehu and Hazael is understandable but the anointing of Elisha as a

prophetic successor is 'extraordinary.'57 According to Porter, anointing was confined

to the installation of kings before the exile so that even if Elisha's anointing is

figurative we must 'give full weight to the background whence it is derived.'58 Third,
the prophetic robe (mix) taken up by Elisha in 2 Kgs 2.13 is the same robe which

was thrown to him not long after Yhwh's command to anoint him (1 Kgs 19.16b,

19b).59 C. J. Collins rightly wonders why we do not find a more common word for

'robe' used here (e.g., nboto, b-yip) and that 'perhaps the mantle referred to is a

magnificent or impressive one.'60 Montgomery and Gehman, pointing to Jonah 3.6,

claim that the word 'generally means a robe of state'.61 If, in fact, a prophet is being

placed in the garments of a king, literally, and within the broader narrative portrayal,

53
Porter, 'Succession,' 121 n.62.

54
Porter, 'Succession,' 120, n.62.

55
Porter, 'Succession,' 120 n.62.

56
Carroll, 'Elijah-Elisha Sagas,' 403.

57
Gray, Kings, 411.

CO

Porter, 'Succession,' 120 n.62.
59
The wordmix occurs 12x in the MT: Gen 25.25, Jos 7.21, 24; 1 Kgs 19.13, 19; 2 Kgs 2.8, 13,

14; Ezek 17.8; Jonah 3.6; Zech 11.3, 13.4. Note particularly the conceptual connections ofZech 13.4-
5 with several of the Elisha narratives: 'And it shall be on that day, every prophet shall be ashamed of
his vision when he prophesies [cf. 2 Kgs 8.11]; and they will not put on a hairy mantle ("ira ninx) in
order to deceive, but he will say, I am no prophet, I am a man who works the ground...' [cf. 1 Kgs
19.19-21],

60
C. John Collins, 'ns', NIDOTTE 1:275-77 (276).

61
Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 316.
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then perhaps the word choice is understandable.62 Elisha destroys his own garment

and strikes the waters with this robe. Having left his 'Moses' on the far side of the

Jordan, he re-enters the promised land as a second Joshua. Zakovitch observes,

'Elijah crosses the Jordan on dry land, returning to the site of Moses' death, and

Elisha repeats his master's miracle, crossing the Jordan to Canaan, like Joshua,

where he begins his mission.'63

2 Kings 2.15-18: The new leader meets his followers

In v.15 the story returns to the fifty sons of the prophets who had previously

watched from a distance. Their sighting of Elisha occurs almost immediately after his

question, 'Where is Yhwh now?' Does Elisha's presence bear any relation to the

presence/absence of YHWH? Does Elisha's 'succession' have anything to do with the

presence/absence of a monarch? The sons of the prophets now come before Elisha

and 'bow down before him to the ground' (nsqx v. 15b). Within Kings, and

indeed broadly throughout the OT, this verb (mn) is used in two senses; first, of those

who bow before a human superior in submission or respect. This use within Kings is

clustered exclusively within 1 Kgs 1 and 2 (cf. 1 Kgs 1.16, 23, 31, 53; 2.19). After

these chapters it is used in the second sense of 'bowing down in worship', either to

other gods (1 Kgs 9.6, 9; 11.33; 16.31; 22.54; 2 Kgs 16.16), to Yhwh (2 Kgs 17.35,

36), or towards Jerusalem as the sole place of worship (2 Kgs 18.22). The verb

within Kings is never used of one human being bowing before another after the first

2 chapters of 1 Kings, and even within the limited context of these first two chapters

it is only those associated with the royal family of David who are the objects of such

respect (before David, 1.16, 23; before Solomon, 1.53; before Bathsheba, 2.19).

Thus, within the corpus of Kings, Elisha is the exception. He is shown a level of

6"
Porter also claims that the ascension of Elijah likely has a royal background ('Succession,' 120

n.62). For another royal connection note that Saul is also in the field with oxen and sacrifices them
(DeVries, 1 Kings, 239).

63
Zakovitch, "And You Shall Tell", 74.
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respect given only to royalty, gods, or Yhwh. Individuals 'bow down to the earth' in

Kings only toward David (1 Kgs 1.23) and Elisha (2 Kgs 2.15; 4.37). Certainly

within the OT he is the only prophet afforded such treatment. It is interesting that

both 1 and 2 Kings begin with the death of a monarch and then a story of succession.

The sons of the prophets clearly recognise that Elijah's prophetic spirit now rests

upon Elisha. We have also noted the great respect given him following this insight (2

Kgs 2.15b). I am not suggesting at this point that Elisha is being portrayed as a

replacement for the king of Israel. However, it is worth noting that the reminder of

Ahab's death and Moab's rebellion in 2 Kgs 1.1, begins a chapter in which we find

Ahaziah, the king of Israel, wounded and sick, ineffective, seeking other gods and

having no son to follow him. That same notice is repeated in 2 Kgs 3.5 following

Elisha's succession of Elijah, taking up a robe often associated with royalty and

given royal treatment by the sons of the prophets. With Elisha's portrayal as a second

Joshua it is possible that these narratives foreshadow the end of kingship, both of

Israel and Judah as Elisha initiates a new conquest that will, like the first, fall short of

complete realisation. Satterthwaite asks:

Is Elisha, the second Joshua, initiating a second 'conquest' of the land in which
the people's hearts are won back to YHWH, and the quasi-Canaanite worship of
the North purged, completing the process begun by Elijah on Mt. Carmel (1 Ki.
18)? The natural implication of the Moses-Joshua 'typology' is that Elisha
(Joshua) completes the conquest which Elijah (Moses) has not lived to see. Are
the 'sons of the prophets', who feature prominently in ch. 2, to form the nucleus
of a restored Israel?64

The 'spirit' with which Joshua was filled as well as the obedience of the sons of

Israel is highlighted at the crucial point ofMoses' passing (Deut 34.9). If the sons of

the prophets are the 'nucleus of a restored Israel' they are not a very obedient nucleus

being more like unruly children; although they recognise the spirit of Elijah resting

upon Elisha, they ignore his command, 'You shall not send' (inbt^n x'b, v. 16b), and

pester him until he allows them to search for the missing Elijah. His response at their

64
Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 8-9.
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failure, 'Did I not say to you, "You shall not go?'", is not far from the exasperated

cry of a parent, 'Why did you not listen to me?'

2 Kings 2.19-25: Where is Yhwh God of Elijah?

The body of Elijah, like that of Moses before him, is never found. The two short

stories which follow Elijah's ascension and the search for his remains are well

integrated within the immediate context of chapter two.65 This is evidenced by the

prominence of the place names Bethel (w. 2, 2, 3, 23) and Jericho (4, 4, 5, 15, 18)

and the role geography plays in the narrative structure.

Elijah and Elisha at Bethel (w. 2-3)
Elijah and Elisha at Jericho (w. 4-5)

Elijah and Elisha at the Jordan (v. 6)
Both cross the Jordan, Elijah ascends, Elisha becomes successor (w. 8-12)

Elisha crosses over the Jordan (w. 13-14)
Elisha at Jericho (w. 15-22)

Elisha on the way to Bethel (w. 23-24)66

The stories from w. 19-25 are programmatic, acting as a kind of summation for the

kinds of activities associated with Elisha in the ensuing tales and an answer to the

question, 'Where is Yhwh?' which preceded. What follows below is a brief

summary of the narratives followed by a discussion of their literary function. We will

attempt to provide an interpretation that goes beyond the elevation of the holy man as

an explanation for these stories.67

Elisha, like Joshua before him turns his attention to Jericho soon after crossing the

Jordan (Josh 6 // 2 Kgs 2.18). He learns from the men of the city (v. 19b) that the

water is unwholesome (trjn crsn) and the land is causing miscarriages (nbsaiD). After

requesting a new bowl containing salt (nbc Dtp lirfri ncno rrrtbs "^np, v.20), Elisha

65
D. R. Davis, 'The Kingdom of God in Transition: Interpreting 2 Kings 2,' WTJ 46 (1984) 384-

95.
66

Taken with minor revision from Conroy, 'Hiel,' 215 who also points out the frequency with
which these place names occur. The complex geographical movements imply both a testing of Elisha
and a retracing of Israel's earliest steps in Josh 5-8 (Auld, Kings, 154).

67
See for example, Rofe, Prophetical Stories, 15; Zakovitch, "And You Shall Tell", 75
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ventures to the source of the spring (cron v.21) and casts the salt there

(nbp Dt^bwT, v.21). What follows is the fourth instance of a messenger formula in 2

Kings:

nbspipi nip "lit; n^p rrrr'xb nbxn □,p17 tin?-) mm -ipNrrb -iptbi
-ipp -ran? ircbbx ip-p n*n Dim -w nmn ismi

68 T T
And he said, 'Thus says Yhwh, "I heal these waters. Neither death nor miscarriage shall come from there
again.'" And the waters remain healed69 until this day according to the word which Elisha had spoken (2 Kgs
2.21 b-22).

In this first story a special connection is forged between this prophet's words and

actions and Yhwh's words and actions. It is Yhwh's 'Thus says' which is done

'according to the word of Elisha'. Several other times within the northern prophetic

narratives one human being acts 'according to the word of the prophet (1 Kgs 17.15;

2 Kgs 5.14; 2Kgs 8.2), but in all other instances it is mm "ipnp.70 This need not be

such a 'disquieting component of the story' if Elisha is a representative of Yhwh.71

Yhwh, through the prophet, brings life from what once caused death.72 This is not

the last time that Elisha performs such a feat (2 Kgs 4.38-41) nor the last time that

the prophet's life-giving and life-taking powers are paramount (2 Kgs 5). Following

the healing of the waters and land is a story in which the prophet's words do not

bring life but retribution and death.

68
This may be a 'performative perfect' in which the declaration itself brings about the change, as

for example, in the statement 'I now pronounce you husband and wife.' However, such perfects are
often associated with verbs of speaking and usually within a ceremonial setting (M. Rogland, private
communication).

69
Literally, 'and the waters were weakened'. On the difficulty of the pointing TiNSl vs. the

expected Trs-! see D. Sperber, 'Weak Waters,' Z41T82 (1970) 114-16. Also, 'And they were healed,'
(v. 22) should read WSmi and would therefore be derived from ns-). Sperber suggests that the
confusion points at two elements in the miracle, namely the removal of harmful effects from the water
as well as its desalination (p.l 16).

70
1 Kgs 12.24; 13.26; 14.18; 15.29; 16.12, 34; 17.5, 16; 22.13, 38; 2 Kgs 1.17; 2.22; 4.44; 6.18;

7.16; 9.26; 10.17; 14.25; 23.16; 24.2. See also 1 Sam 4.1.
71

Bergen claims that 'according to the word of Elisha' makes the reader suspicious (Bergen,
Elisha, 67). What is confusing is that elsewhere Bergen claims that the role ofYhwh is taken over by
Elisha (p. 144). If that is so, it is difficult to understand why the equation 'according to the word of
Yhwh' = 'according to the word of Elisha' should be so problematic.

72
The story may be compared with Moses' healing of the waters of Marah (Exod 15.22-26). See

Zakovitch, "And You Shall Tell", 75 for a discussion.
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The narrative begins with Elisha on his way up (bun) to Bethel in v.23. During his

travels ("~- nbi: Kirn) he is confronted by nnap D,n?) ('little boys')73 who come out

(ikv) from the city to mock him (iznobpiri)74 with the taunt rnp nbu nnp nbu.75 The

prophet's response and its results are portrayed with a series ofwayyiqtol verbs:

And he turned around mrjK |?n
and saw them dkt1
and cursed them in the name ofYhwh -p-p q.y-,
and two female bears came out from the wood „ ' ,27, " ' he

76 num id d'un dtio rnttsni
and mauled forty-two of the children (2 Kgs 2.24). ^

Elisha's curse must not be interpreted apart from the story of blessing which has

preceded it, nor indeed from the wider literary context in which it is placed. The first

story (w. 19-22) interacts with and informs the second (w.23-25). In the case of

Jericho's waters the prophet has acted to heal that which was causing miscarriage or

bereavement. The piel of botu is used almost exclusively of the bereavement

associated with the loss of children.77 Numerous passages within the OT are

73
One can certainly sympathise with the attempts of various interpreters and translations to

transform these children into older 'hooligans'. It is more likely however, that the phrase D^tpp 0"~)U3
refers to 'little boys' (See BDB: 655 s.v. ~i»3). Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 9 n.21 observes that
the only other examples of jBp ~]»3 in Kings (1 Kgs 3.7, 2 Kgs 5.14) 'seem to have a young child in
mind.' We thus agree with Mead, 'Elisha Will Kill?,' 112 n.45 where he claims that 'they were old
enough to know what they were doing, but not necessarily as culpable as mature adults' (p.l 12 n.45).
See also Davis, 'Kingdom of God,' 392-93.

74

obp is found only here and Ez 16.31; 22.5; Hab 1.10.
75
Elisha's baldness is a source of contradictory statements among commentators being viewed as

either natural baldness (Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 38) or a sign of dedication 'to the service of
God' (Gray, Kings, 480). While it may not be possible to confirm the matter with any certainty, it is
interesting that the entries for mp and its cognates in BDB: 901 associate baldness with mourning for
the dead. This would fit well with Elisha's earlier distress over the removal of his master. At least one

commentator suggests: 'Elisha no doubt performed this cutting [of his hair] in mourning for Elijah'
(W. E. Barnes, The Two Books ofthe Kings, CBSC (Cambridge: University Press, 1908), 190).

76
The interplay between these two stories makes less likely the suggestion of Brichto, Towards a

Grammar, 197-98 that the two bears merely 'break up' or 'scatter' the boys. The other occurrences of
the piel of Up2 in Kings (2 Kgs 8.12; 15.16) are associated with the 'ripping open' of pregnant
women. See Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 9 n.21.

77
The verb is attested in the qal Gen 27.45; 43.14 (2x); 1 Sam 15.33; piel Gen 31.38; 42.36; Exod

23.26; Lev 26.22; Deut 32.25; 1 Sam 15.33; 2 Kgs 2.19, 21; Jer 15.7; Ezek5.17; 14.15; 36.12, 13, 14;
Hos 9.12; Mai 3.11; Job 21.10; Lam 1.20; hifil Jer 50.9; Hos 9.14. Jer 50.9 is usually emended (see
BDB: 968, s.v. bo©).
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particularly relevant to the interpretation of the present stories. One example is found

in Exodus 23.25-26.

-z-pf: nbrro Tncm -pnp-r.x pzL..
...-p-xz nbzpe mnn *6

. .and He will bless your bread and your water and I will take away sickness from your midst.
There will not be miscarrying and barrenness in your land' (Exod 23.25-26).

The analogies of these verses with the 2 Kings narratives are apparent as in each case

Yhwh promises to remove nbzipp from the land. Of course yhwh/Elisha have just

healed the water so that it is not only the removal of miscarrying; both Exod 23.25

and the later Elisha narratives (at several points) focus on the provision of the staples

of life such as bread and water. This will be explored in due course.

Of course the promise of Yahwistic blessing (removal of sickness and

bereavement) represented in 2 Kgs 2.19-22 and reflected in Ex 23.25 is not a blanket

promise to all in Israel. Already, 2 Kgs 1 has highlighted the persistent sickness and

death of Israel's head of state. The 'men of the city' of Jericho who experience the

healing of their water and (by implication) their land stand in marked contrast to the

families in Bethel who experience only the reality of bereavement in the loss of their

sons.

In several other texts the failure of Israel to obey the commandments of Yhwh

results in judgment as Yhwh sends wild beasts and the associated bze? that results

from such attacks:

...aznx nbztpi rn&n mrrnx nzz mnbtpm
. . . t . .

78 • t • . t ...
'And I will send among you wild beasts and they shall make you childless...' (Lev 26.22).

...zbztth run mm zz~i □z,bi7 TinbEh
t t t- : t t • : - • :

'And I will send famine and wild beasts against you and they shall make you childless...' (Ez 5.17).
...nnbzeh pxz tzzk np mrmb

'If I were to cause a wild beast to pass through the land so that it [beast] made it [land] childless...' (Ez
14.15).

78 • i
The piel 3fs pp is treating the plural rnp rvn in collective fashion. The RSV translates with a

relative clause 'which shall rob you of your children' while the NIV treats the verb as a plural 'they
will rob you of your children.' Davis comes independently to a similar conclusion for Lev 26.22. He
sees the story of 2 Kgs 2.23-25 as an illustration of the levitical warnings ('Kingdom ofGod,' 393).
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One final passage from Hosea, a book focusing squarely on the apostasy of Ephraim,

particularly as it relates to Baal worship, concentrates many of these lexemes. Here

Yhwh is portrayed both as a bear who, bereft of her young, goes on the attack and as

a ravenous lioness:

□ypnn rnfcn rrn x'zbz de> sbpx: nab nino inpw b-.rj 312 atfasx
'I will meet them like a bear robbed of her cubs,
and will tear open the enclosure of their heart,
and will devour there like a lioness;

79
a wild beast shall tear them apart' (Hos 13.8).

Elisha is given a YHWH-like status in bringing about both life and death, both

blessing and destruction. In succinct narrative form 2 Kgs 2.19-22 presents a hope of

promised blessing in the 'renewed Jericho', while 2 Kgs 2.23-25 is a harbinger of

impending judgment for those who come out of Bethel. When the broader canvas is

viewed, the narratives do more than 'attest merely to the supernatural power of the

Man of God who performs them.'80
As strange and as difficult as 2 Kgs 2.23-25 is to modern sensibilities, the

perdition of the children should not be viewed as a case of prophetic petulance.

Rather, both stories are well suited to their literary context, contrasting a group of

people who seek the prophet for healing (unlike Ahaziah), with the offspring of

Bethel who mock him.

In these episodes the writer is providing a clue about the end of his larger story,
still to come but known already to his audience. The city of Jerusalem will not
be saved, and its 'children' will be destroyed by enemies, because of their
failure to take prophets seriously. These two stories, which must be taken
together, are part of the web of cross-references which we need to keep in view
in order to appreciate both the artificial nature of the stories about prophets and
the seriousness of their intent.81

In the first story death and bereavement are done away with in an act of healing,

while in the second these very elements come upon the people of Bethel with

79
For this imagery see also 2 Sam 17.8; Prov 17.12.

80
Rofe, Prophetical Stories, 14. Collins, Mantle, 139 notes the feature of blessing (life) and

cursing (death) which follow Elisha's reception as 'my lord' and 'baldy' respectively.
81
Collins, Mantle, 139.
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dramatic force. Rofe rightly notes that the categories are not 'good and evil' but

'sacred and profane': 'A Man of God is a holy figure (2 Kgs 4:9) and as such must

be treated with veneration, just as one behaves towards the Divine and the objects

associated with the Divine.'82

One may even argue that given the theological perspective of Kings with respect

to Baal worship, the removal of the offspring of Baal worshipers in the second story,

like the healing of the spring at its source in the first story, may have been viewed

palliatively. Satterthwaite comments that 'the death or capture of children is one of

the most devastating forms which judgment can take in the Bible, cutting off the

future hope of a people.'83 The mauling of 'forty-two' may also lend support to this

interpretation since the number is frequently associated with death and destruction in

the Hebrew Bible and NT.84 Judgment upon the 'sons of Bethel' would not be

unexpected given the highly negative connotations associated with Bethel from lKgs

82~
Rofe, Prophetical Stories, 16. He makes a comparison with the treatment given to the sons of

Aaron (Lev 10.1-3) and Uzzah (2 Sam 6.6-8).
83
Satterthwaite, 'ElishaNarratives,' 9.

84
E.g., 2 Kgs 10.12-14. See the appendix 'The Answer to the Meaning of Life, the Universe and

the Elohistic Psalter,' in L. Yoffe, 'Semantic and Stylistic Differences between Yahweh and Elohim in
the Hebrew Bible' (Ph.D. diss., University of Edinburgh, 1998), 264-78 (268, 275-76). This appendix
is forthcoming as an article in JSOT.
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12 to 2 Kgs 23.85 The curse declared by the first Joshua (Josh 6.26) comes upon Hiel

of Bethel (1 Kgs 16.34) who loses his two sons in the rebuilding of Jericho. Elisha,

the second Joshua, heals the waters and land of Jericho but then utters his own

curse.86

85
Conroy, 'Hiel,' 216. The place name is clustered in four distinct places in the books of

Kings. (1) In 1 Kgs 12 Bethel, along with Dan, is one of the sites housing Jeroboam's golden calves;
(2) at 1 Kgs 13 the man of God from Judah prophecies against the altar at Bethel; (3) in 2 Kgs 2 the
passage under discussion; (4) and in 2 Kgs 23 where Josiah fulfils the prophecy made in 1 Kgs 13
regarding the altar at Bethel. It is interesting to note that apart from the mention in 1 Kgs 16.34
("bxn !T3) - at the 'doorway' to the Elijah/Ahab narratives, Bethel is not mentioned again until 2 Kgs
2.2.

86
Elisha's curse ('fhp) and Joshua's curse (TIN) are synonymous yet 'the thematic contact

remains' according to Conroy, 'Hiel,' 216.
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Chapter 4

Collapsing Kingdoms and Identity Loss (2 Kings 3)

2 Kings 3.1-3: Ahab and Jezebel lead to Moab

In the previous chapter it was argued that the portrayal of Elisha has elements

both royal and divine. If the narrative presence of the prophet is elevated, we might

expect the narrative presence of the king to be diminished. Several features of 2 Kgs

3 illustrate this. The concept of a confusion of identity, when considered in the light

of our previous discussion, suffuses the present story. Although the narrator had

earlier mentioned Jehoram as one who followed Ahaziah to the throne (1.17), we

were given no specifics about him at that time. However, 2 Kgs 3 commences with

new information: Jehoram a 'son of Ahab' is now on the throne (v.l). The

connection with Ahab and Jezebel is made even more explicit in 2 Kgs 3.2 where we

learn that Jehoram is their son who, while not as evil in Yhwh's eyes, still clung to

the sins of Jeroboam. His removal of the btnn rose which his father had built (v.2b)

recalls the rntp of 1 Kgs 16.32. This is especially poignant given the connection of

Ahab with Hiel of Bethel, the return of Ahab and Jezebel to the narration, and the

second reminder of the revolt of Moab as the narrative begins a more detailed

treatment of the second son of Ahab.1 These reminders function as an inclusio either

side of Ahaziah's apostasy on the one hand and Elisha's succession to Elijah on the

other.2 The first instance (2 Kgs 1.1) is followed by the account of Ahaziah's demise.

After the second instance (2 Kgs 3.5) Jehoram will become an anonymous figure, a

1
O. Thenius, Die Biicher der Konige, 2nd ed. Kurzgefasstes exegetisches Handbuch zum Alten

Testament (Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1873), 278. Burney, Notes, 268. Relying upon Conroy's work, we have
previously noted the relationship between Ahab and Hiel of Bethel. Ahab has already lost one son.

Cogan and Tadmor (II Kings, 43) claim that Jehoram's 'partial rooting out of foreign influence'
softened the Dtr's editorial criticism. It may be better to say that the criticism took on implicit rather
than explicit mode of expression. Even so, we will fmd Elisha reserving some harsh words for
Jehoram.

Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 11 makes the point that such revolts are frequently viewed as

judgments in Kings (1 Kgs 11.14-25). From the point of syntax, 3.5 may be viewed as a 'resumptive'
use of the infinitive construct in order to achieve cohesion. Here it 'echoes' 2 Kgs 1.1. See Gropp,
'Progress and Cohesion,' 200.
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narrative non-entity, and Jehoshaphat, as a character, is also heard from no more.

How does 2 Kgs 3 develop this?

2 Kings 3.4-8: Jehoshaphat's statement of identity

The story in chapter 3 has a number of connections with the battle in which Ahab

is killed in 1 Kgs 22. In each instance a king of Israel (Ahab/Jehoram) seeks the help

of Jehoshaphat, a king of Judah, in response to the crisis of a foreign threat. Ahab's

question in 1 Kgs 22.4,

lyb? np-; npnbpb tik tjbnn
'...will you go with me to wage war at Ramoth Gilead?'

is nearly identical to Jehoram's question in 2 Kgs 3.7,
npnbpb 3xip-bi< -nx pbrin

'Will you go with me to Moab to wage war?'

and in each case Jehoshaphat's response is exactly the same:

~'z'zz "piop -py3 -pyp ?jiB3 pins
'I am as you are, my people as your people, my horses as your horses' (1 Kgs 22.4b; 2 Kgs 3.7b).

Jehoshaphat could hardly have said anything to confirm more explicitly the

intermingling and identification of northern with southern kings, people, and

resources. The grammatical construction of the sentence urges such a conclusion.

With 3...3 (or 31...3 Josh 14.11; ISm 30.24; Ez 18.4; Dn 11.29), it is not exactly
being said that the first thing is like the second nor (Josh 14.11; Jdg 8.18; 1 Sm
30.24; Is 24.2) that the second thing is like the first, but rather that the first thing
is like the second and the second is like the first (so the sequence of the
members is immaterial and there is the possibility of using 1). In other words,
the two terms are declared identical in some regard.3

3
J-M §174i. DeVries notes that the difficulty of the syntax arises when 3 precedes a noun or

verbal noun and is followed asyndetically by a second 3 in a similar linguistic environment. This has
the effect of 'equating the two while maintaining the comparison-subject relationship' (S. DeVries,
'The Three Comparisons in 1 Kings XXII 4b and its Parallel and 2 Kings III 7b,' VT 39 (1989) 283-
306 (284).
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Indeed, in those narratives in which we find Jehoshaphat interacting with Ahab and

Jehoram, he makes himself and his army fully available to the kings of Israel. It is no

mere throwaway sentence when, after numerous positive comments on the reign of

Jehoshaphat (1 Kgs 22.41-43), the narrator tells us that he 'made peace with the king

of Israel' (1 Kgs 22.45).

Another connection between these stories, and one that contrasts sharply with

Ahaziah in chapter one, is Jehoshaphat's desire to seek a prophet of Yhwh, the very

thing that Ahaziah did not do. In each case (1 Kgs 22; 2 Kgs 1; 2 Kgs 3) a king of the

Omride dynasty ignores Yhwh's word. Note again the nearly identical nature of

Jehoshaphat's questions:

inixra nen-m -lisi mm1? ioru na ran
4 . T ' ' ' T T

'Is there not here still a prophet ofYhwh that we may inquire from him?' (1 Kgs 22.7).

iniKrc mm-™ rranmi mm1? ira ns rxn
t t v t ; : •: t - • t i - -

'Is there not here a prophet ofYhwh that we may inquire ofYhwh from him?' (2 Kgs 3.11).

What does any of this have to do with the loss of Jehoram's narrative identity?

First, from just before Jehoshaphat's statement of equality in 3.7 until 2 Kgs 8.16,

Jehoram is not mentioned by name again, but throughout is identified only by the

anonymous title 'king of Israel'.5 Thus, 2 Kgs 3.6 is the last time that Jehoram is

mentioned by name and from this point forward the narrative treats him as an

anonymous figure. In the designation used in 3.6, 'the king' comes before the

personal name (PN). This formulation, D"lilT is unique for a king of Israel.6 The

Hebrew Bible has five other examples in which the phrase is reversed from that

found in 2 Kgs 3.6 and 'the king' (^an) follows the personal name rather than

4
The cohortative is used here expressing purpose (J-M § 116a).

5
De Vries, 'Three Comparisons,' asserts that the proper name is 'an obvious gloss' and 'of

dubious originality' since elsewhere in the passage the designation 'king of Israel' is used. However,
he cites no versional support for his assertion.

6
E. J. Revell, The Designation of the Individual. Expressive Usage in Biblical Narrative (Kampen,

The Netherlands: Kok Pharos, 1996), 139. The title occurs hundreds of times but as a title for a king
of Israel only here. See also 2 Kgs 11.2 where □"ii,'"T[ban"n2 is used to describe Jehosheba.
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preceding it.7 In discussing this latter group Revell tentatively suggests that several

of the occurrences of 'PN the king' may portray a king engaged in unexpected or

'unkingly' behaviour.8 For example, in 1 Sam 18.6 'Saul the king' is clearly being

put down by the singing he hears after David's defeat of Goliath. Revell states,

The form of this designation can be variously interpreted, but the suggestion
that it is one of the means used by the narrator to suggest Saul's unworthiness is
not unlikely. There is no way of showing that the placing of the title in these
five cases does represent the narrator's intention, but it is by no means
impossible that it should.9

Of course in 2 Kgs 3.6 Jehoram's name comes after the title and not before.

Revell notes that even this form ('the King PN') 'is occasionally used where the

action might seem quite as unkingly' as in the five cases of 'PN the king'.10 Clearly

the mustering of troops for battle is kingly behaviour. However, at 2 Kgs 3.6, the

final time we read Jehoram's name within 2 Kgs 2.1-8.15, it is attested in a form

employed elsewhere only of kings of Judah and it is placed right before

Jehoshaphat's statement of unity with Israel. Whether the form 'the king Jehoram' in

3.6 is intended to reflect the intermingling of the kingdoms cannot be argued with

certainty. Given the notice that Jehoram mustered 'all Israel' (v.6b), the possibility

must remain open.11

While the anonymity of the king of Israel is often pointed out in relation to the

Elisha narratives, this Toss of information' is also evident in the treatment ofAhab at

1 Kings 22, in the very context where the other 'I am as you are, my people as your

people...' statement of Jehoshaphat occurs. From the opening of 1 Kgs 22.1 until the

7
Revell, Designation, 368. These occur at 1 Sam 18.6 ('Saul the king'); 2 Sam 13.39 ('David the

king'); 1 Kgs 2.17 (Adonijah requests Bathsheba to speak to 'Solomon the king'). The final two
examples surprisingly occur at 2 Kgs 8.29 and 9.15. We will treat these in due course.

8
Revell, Designation, 368.
Revell, Designation, 368.

10
Revell, Designation, 368. The example provided is 2 Sam 3.31 where David mourns the death

of Abner.
11

Bergen, 'Prophetic Alternative,' 134 grants to the author(s) some semblance of intelligence
concerning the confusion over the names of kings.
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death of Ahab in 22.39, his name is used only once and that by YHWH himself at the

very centre of the narrative (22.20).12

In the interpretation of the Elisha narratives generally, the use of the anonymous

'king of Israel' is viewed as evidence of the secondary nature of these stories.

McKenzie writes: 'As with the Elisha stories in 2 Kings, the king of Israel in 1 Kings

20 and 22:1-38 was originally nameless. The concern of the stories originally was

with prophets and prophecy. The names of the kings were relatively unimportant.'13
While the names of the kings may have been relatively unimportant, what of the

anonymity of the king? Is this just as unimportant? Is there a purposeful use of

anonymity? There are instances of the use of 'king of Israel' in a derogatory fashion.

In 2 Sam 6.20 David returns home to meet the harsh comment of his wife:

rnaij ninrpx Dtrr nbw ntfg bxner -be □i,n nsarno
'How honoured today is the king of Israel, who exposed himself today before the eyes of his servants' slave
girls...' (2 Sam 6.20).

Elere the more usual designation 'king David' is replaced by the more impersonal

'king of Israel'; the king is mocked by the use of his political title.14 Similar

examples are found at 1 Sam 26.20 and 24.14 where David complains of Saul that

'the king of Israel' has come out to search for a flea.15 It is at least possible that a

similar function may also span the larger narrative range of 2 Kgs 4-8. If the Elisha

narratives criticise kings or the institution of kingship to any significant degree, then

we would expect the name or identity of the object of ridicule to remain concealed.

This is in fact one of the characteristics ofpolitical satire.16

12
This latter point was brought to my attention by A. G. Auld.

13
McKenzie, Trouble, 90.

14
C. L. Miller, The Representation ofSpeech in Biblical Hebrew Narrative: A Linguistic Analysis,

HSM 55 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996), 274. Revell, Designations, 17.
15
Revell, Designations, 18. These two verses set up a contrast between the 'king of Israel' and his

behaviour.
16

See Ze'ev Weisman, Political Satire in the Bible, SBLSS 32 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 8.
Weisman writes : 'In many cases the satirist does not reveal the name or identity of the object of
criticism, but makes use of nicknames, metaphors, allegory and even parody that allude to that object.
The use of camouflage is applied either out of personal precaution or as an artistic technique.'
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However, it is not only anonymity that we are concerned about. Although it is true

that in 1 Kgs 20 Ahab is more frequently identified by the title 'king of Israel' than

by any other,17 there is also language in this chapter which brings to mind

Jehoshaphat's statement of unity. When Ahab sets Ben-hadad free (1 Kgs 20.34),

rather than dealing with him according to Yhwh's command in Deut 24.7, one of the

sons of the prophets confronts Ahab with a judgment saying:

iray nnn nnn nrrrn
'And it shall be your life instead of his life and your people instead of his people' (1 Kgs 20.42).

Jehoshaphat's statement of 2 Kgs 3.7b envisions Judah and Israel as one people

while the statement above encourages a sense of 'exchange' between Ahab and his

people and Ben-hadad and his people. D. P. O'Brien argues that these two themes are

played out in the Elisha narratives: the rejection of Ahab and the elevation of Aram.

The curse formula of 1 Kgs 20.42 hints at the ultimate rejection of Ahab and the

dramatic protection of Aram by Yhwh: 'Aram becomes a punitive instrument in the

hands ofYahweh against Israel and is the cause ofmuch of the latter's distress.'18

This confusion of royal identity is an explicit concern in 1 Kgs 22.29-32. The king

of Israel and Jehoshaphat go up to Ramoth-Gilead to wage war with the king of

Aram. As Saul had previously (1 Sam 28.8), so now Ahab disguises himself while

Jehoshaphat wears his own robes.19 When the Aramean army sees Jehoshaphat,

however, they mistake him for Ahab:

xin btqBr-tjbn -x nipx nsrn castfin^n# rrnn nto nix"]? -nn

17
He is called 'Ahab' (1 Kgs 20.14);'Ahab, king of Israel' (1 Kgs 20.2, 13); king of Israel (1 Kgs

20.4, 7, 11, 21, 22, 28, 31, 32, 40, 41, 43).
18
D. P. O'Brien, '"Is this the time to accept...?" (2 Kings V 26B): Simply moralizing (LXX) or an

ominous foreboding ofYahweh's rejection of Israel (MT)?,' 448-57 (455). This thesis is argued in
more detail by C.-J. Axskjold, Aram as the Enemy Friend: the Ideological Role of Aram in the
Composition of Genesis - 2 Kings, ConBOT 45 (Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell, 1998), 145. He
claims that the Arameans are the instruments of Yhwh and, in close collaboration with Elisha, bring
judgment upon Israel and its kings 'because of their repeated law-breaking and cultic wrongdoing.'

19
See R. Coggins, 'On Kings and Disguises,' JSOT 50 (1991) 55-62. This is reproduced in J.

Cheryl Exum (ed.), The Historical Books: A Sheffield Reader, The Biblical Seminar 40 (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 249-255.
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And it came about when the commanders of the chariots saw Jehoshaphat they said, 'Surely he is the king of
Israel' (1 Kgs 22.32).

Before proceeding further it may be helpful to summarise the argument to this

point. We began by noting the rebellion of Moab mentioned at 1.1 and its implied

judgment against Ahab's house. Ahaziah dies in 2 Kgs 1 and we learn of 'the

extraordinary coincidence' of the two Jorams (1 Kgs 1.17).20 Elisha follows Elijah in

2 Kgs 2, while Moab's rebellion is reiterated in 2 Kgs 3.5. In Jehoshaphat's

statement of equality (3.7b), he does more than simply highlight the similarities of

the kingdoms or to make himself available to the king of Israel; the kingdoms are not

somewhat alike - they are identical. Looking at related passages in 1 Kings 20 and

22, we noted the connection between the presence of anonymity and identity

exchange. In accordance with the analogy to Hiel's sons in 1 Kgs 16.34, both sons of

Ahab face an untimely death. Although it is presumably Jehoram who is the king

within chapters 4-8, he is never again mentioned by name from 3.6-8.15.

It is possible that these stories (1 Kgs 22; 2 Kgs 3) share a common earlier source

and likely that they are dependent upon one another.21 McKenzie holds that the

names of the kings were not very important and that prophets and prophecy were the

main issue. Of course this begs the question as to why the names of kings were

unimportant. The fact remains that we have a rather significant swathe of text from 2

Kgs 4-8 wherein the king of Israel remains unnamed. According to the narrative

context the king is Jehoram and his name could have been added as was Ahab's in 1

Kgs 22.20.22 Nevertheless, prophets and prophecy do not act in a narrative vacuum; it

is prophets and prophecy in relationship to the monarchy that is the primary concern.

20
J. Strange, 'Joram, King of Israel and Judah,' FT 25 (1975) 191-201 (192, 195).

21
On their complex development and relationship see S. J. DeVries, 'Three Comparisons,' 298-

99. Arguing against the prevailing view DeVries holds 2 Kgs 3 to be tradition-historically dependent
upon 1 Kgs 22 rather than vice versa. Judahite authorship is often claimed due to the fact that Elisha
speaks harshly to Jehoram. DeVries instead holds a northern-Israelite provenance for both narratives
composed by Jehuite prophets though perhaps one hundred years separate the compositions. See also
id., Prophet Against Prophet: The Role of the Micaiah Narrative (1 Kings 22) in the Development of
Early Prophetic Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978).

22
So McKenzie, Trouble, 90.
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The anonymity of kings is important and it is this anonymity which paves the way

for the elevation of the prophet Elisha. Hence our earlier grouping of miracle stories,

royal anonymity, and the collapsing of the kingdoms as a thematic element in the

Elisha stories. A by-product of this portrayal in the central portion of the book of

Kings is the growing rapprochement between Israel and Judah, and the inability of

the reader to distinguish clearly between the two.

2 Kings 3.9-25: Pay no attention to the man with the crown

In further supporting this position several other narrative features may be

expounded. The meeting between Elisha and Jehoram occurs in chapter 3.11-19 in

response to the second crisis of the narrative, the lack of water.23 Jehoram posits less

than noble intent to YHWH, expecting only the worst with his complaint in v. 10:

'Alas! For Yhwh has called24 to these three kings to give them into the hand of

Moab' (usiB-Ta). The king attributes this negative turn of events to YHWH not once,

but twice (w.10, 13b). For him, the lack of water is evidence that they are being

given into the hand of Moab and that by Yhwh! Notice that the king never says

explicitly why he believes Yhwh is handing them over to Moab. It is established by

the implicit link the reader makes between lack of water and a presumed military

outcome. This narrative movement from water to conflict with Moab is thrice

repeated within the narrative. Besides the narrative and kingly comments ofw. 9-10,

Elisha's oracle moves from the promise ofwater (w.16-17) to the promise of victory

(w. 18-20), and the oracular fulfilment moves from water (now appearing as blood,

v.20) to victory over Moab (w.21-25). The connection between water and hands is

foreshadowed as the servant of the king recalls that a prophet of Yhwh is available

(v. lib).25

23
Hobbs, 2 Kings, 34 notes the two crises of the narrative.

"4
The phrase rnrr is found only in the Elisha narratives (2 Kgs 3.10, 13; 8.1), however, see

Deut 15.2 for a similar statement.
25
Note that at least in 1 Kgs 22.8 the king knows of a prophet of Yhwh and that this is also the
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ih'bx mb? qiq bskt|3 webbx ns
'Here is Elisha son of Shaphat who poured water upon the hands of Elijah' (2 Kgs 3.1 lb(3).

Overall the king fails to do the one thing which he was called upon to do in a time of

military crises, viz., trust Yhwh for protection.26
With his rhetorical question (■^b],b~nn, v. 13) the prophet asks, 'Why are you

coming to consult me?' This is confirmed by Elisha's command that Jehoram should,

like his brother before him, go to 'the prophets of your father and the prophets of

your mother' (v. 13; cf., 1 Kgs 22.52). In view of the themes of chapter 1, the

prophet's statement is best viewed as a subtle reversal of Yhwh's question through

Elijah (2 Kgs 1.3, 6, 16). In Elisha's mouth it becomes, 'Are there no prophets of

Baal, that you come to consult a prophet ofYhwh?' (cf. km 2 Kgs 1.2b; 3.11a).27

Important for our argument is the next utterance of Elisha, a syntactically complex

statement whose protasis addresses an unreal condition.28 After the oath formula 'By

the life ofYhwh hosts before whom I stand,'29 the prophet claims:

-x-N'cx: -"bx epsx-dx Kb-: 'tx n-nnypbn BSKiirv "e -bib
'If not for the presence of Jehoshaphat king of Judah, I would neither show regard to you, nor see you' (2 Kgs
3.14).

This statement is important because it functions at two levels. First in the mouth

of the character Elisha it provides prophetic evaluation of both Jehoram and

Jehoshaphat. Were Jehoshaphat not present, Jehoram would be non-existent, even

invisible to Elisha. This is an unreal condition; Jehoshaphat is in fact present. The

statement also functions at a broader narrative level. The narrative meaning is

issue in 2 Kgs 5.8 when the king Israel returns to the narrative after his absence in chapter 4.
26

So G. E. Gerbrandt, Kingship According to the Deuteronomistic History, SBLDS 87 (Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1986), 190.

~7
The verb Kill occurs within Kings at 1 Kgs 14.5 (of Ahijah); 22.5, 7, 8 (ofMicaiah); 2 Kgs 1.2,

3, 6, 16 (of Elijah); 3.11; 8.8 (of Elisha); 22.13, 18 (ofHuldah).
28
Williams, §516; J-M § 167k. According to J-M the use of'bib with the participle (xBi) or other

nominal clauses is rare.
29 i

Here the qatal of IDE is treated as a stative verb. The phrase risb TnQE is found only in the
mouth of Elijah (1 Kgs 17.1; 18.15 and Elisha 3.14; 5.15).
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separate from the utterance itself.30 Elisha's statement 'constitutes an event' at both

the level of direct discourse and narrative.31 Not 'seeing' Jehoram is exactly what

occurs at the narrative level since with the designation, 'king of Israel,' he becomes

anonymous throughout chapters 4.1-8.15. Not only would Jehoram be invisible to

Elisha were Jehoshaphat not present, he will be invisible to us once the story informs

us that 'they returned to the land' (v.27). In fact, Jehoram's name is not used after

Jehoshaphat's statement of identity in 3.7b. Yet within the larger narrative section, in

which the king of Israel is effectively side-lined, both prophet and deity are known

by fuller, and yet for Kings, rarer titular descriptions srebbx and nitos mrr

respectively.32
The narrative itself points to the fulfilment of Elisha's oracle. There is both a

distinction and a co-operation to be made between the actions ofYhwh (v. 18a)33 and

the actions of the kings. The first part of v. 18, mm nxt bj?]i, is appositional,

referring back to the recently completed statement and the ease with which Yhwh

will create pools, while the second part, nam? 3KiD~nis; ]rm, becomes a reality only as

the kings fulfil the commands of v. 19. The validity of this distinction is apparent

even in the 'ease' with which YHWH's part is immediately reported:

jO'iarrm* jnxn xbarn Dims --i-fp trxn Di»~nam nman nibip "mi

30
There is an evident tension between Elisha's seemingly positive evaluation of Jehoshaphat and

the overall narrative emphasis which portrays negatively the co-operation of Judean kings with the
Omrides. C. T. Begg argues that Elisha's acceptance of this co-operation was recognised by the
Chronicler and was the reason for his exclusion of Elisha ('The Chronicler's non-mention of Elisha,'
BN45 (1988) 7-11.

31
H. C. White, Narration and Discourse in the Book of Genesis (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1991), 6. White argues in chapter 1 for the validity of this distinction. He states: 'A
distinction has to be made at the outset between the act of narrating as evidenced in the narrative
framework, and the utterance internal to the narrative' (p.9). Berlin, Poetics, 105 calls this 'the more

sophisticated technique of embedded evaluation.'
32

BS2T]3 rcfrx is found at 1 Kgs 19.16, 19; 2 Kgs 3.11; 6.31 while nitOS mrr is found in Kings
only at 1 Kgs 18.15 and 2 Kgs 3.14.

33
Following Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 45 which attributes the action to Yhwh and makes the

wadi the subject of the infinitive absolute. A similar use of the infinitive absolute is found at 4.43. The
form is taken as an imperative by J-M §123u and rather confusingly by WOC as both an imperative
§35.5. la (Make this valley full of ditches...) and elsewhere (§7.4.1) as a finite verb (/ will make this
wadi...). However see 5.10 where the infinitive absolute has an imperatival sense.
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And it came about in the morning when the grain offering was offered up and behold water coming from the
way of Edom. And the land became filled with the water (2 Kgs 3.20).

What follows on is a reversal of the king of Israel's complaint: Yhwh has called the

three kings together and rather than a lack of water leading to the kings being given

into Moab's hand, Yhwh will actually use water not only to provide drink, but also

to give Moab into their hand, provided they follow through with Elisha's commands.

This they actually do as the four objects of that prior command (cities, trees, springs,

land, v.19) become the four objects of Israel's actions (cities, land, springs, trees,

w.24-25). One is tempted to charge them with negligence in their leaving of Kir

Hareseth (v.25b). However, even this city is not left unharmed since the narrative

continues: 'the slingers surrounded and struck it' (v.25b). All the evidence in the text

suggests that Elisha's commands were fulfilled.

So why then did the besieging army withdraw?34 No explicit answer is given to

this perplexing question. Moab is literally placed within Israel's grasp. Clearly the

king of Moab is in a situation so hopeless and so desperate that he sacrifices his son

upon the wall (v.27aa). Yet Israel's withdrawal is described as a rather mundane

affair (fwb acm rbsis wo*!, v.27b), completely void of the kind of panicked flight

previously characteristic of Moab (v.24). This description of Israel's orderly

withdrawal is problematic whether the btqfcwby is divine or human. Put

another way, the 'great wrath' seems incompatible with the description of the

withdrawal.35 It is here that the leadership of Israel, particularly the king of Israel as

the instigator of the coalition, is given a negative portrayal placing him in something

of a dilemma. If he was responsible for issuing the order to withdraw we may ask

34
J. B. Burns, 'Why did the Besieging Army Withdraw?,' ZAW 102 (1990) 187-94.

35
Unless perhaps the wrath is Israel's. Given the fact that '[t]his clause is one of the most

perplexing items in Scripture' (Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 47), a satisfactory treatment will require
a full length essay in itself. For the present, we note that the source of the may be either
divine (Chemosh or Yhwh) or human (Edomite, Moabite, or Israelite). The answer at which one
arrives must take into consideration the exegetical and literary issues of the entire narrative as well as
the linguistic questions surrounding the bnp]Sj?. Yhwh is the subject of everywhere in the
-Hebrew Bible except at Hos 10.7; Qoh 5.16; and Esth 1.18. The particular phrase is found at
Deut 29.27; 2 Kgs 3.27; Jer 21.5; 32.37; Zech 1.15; 7.12.
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how it is possible that having come so close to obtaining his military objective he

turns back at just that moment when the attack should have been pressed.36 If he was

not responsible for issuing the order than who was? To whom has he abdicated his

authority? Either way, as a force within the narrative, the kings (Israelite, Judahite or

Edomite for that matter) are non-existent after the king of Israel's indictment of

Yhwh in v.15.

2 Kings 8.16-29: Further evidence of identity breakdown

Further support for the wider argument is found in chapter 8 within the regnal

formula of Jehoram son of Jehoshaphat. As noted previously, one does not encounter

the names of the kings of Israel nor Judah from 2 Kgs 3.14 onward, but in chapter

8.16-29 there is an eruption of names and an explicit attempt by the narrator to grey

the edges between north and south. Beside the confusion surrounding the names

themselves, Joram (onr, v. 16a) and Jehoram (nmrr, v. 16b), the explicit narrator tells

us that Jehoram (here the Judahite king), 'walked in the way of the king of Israel as

the house of Ahab had done' (v. 18a).37 This is the first Judahite king to be compared

unfavourably with Ahab's house. The marriage of Jehoram to a daughter of Ahab is

pointed to as the cause of this downfall ("E^b i^-nrm nxmrna ,3, v. 18b).

The confusion of names, the ties with Ahab's family, and the religious practices

of Ahab's house do not end with Jehoram of Judah but continue with Ahaziah who

follows his father to the throne (v.25). The narrator provides several other lineal

details that serve notice to the blending of north and south. Ahaziah of Judah had a

mother named Athaliah who was a daughter (granddaughter?) of Omri (npjrrG,

v.26b). This king also 'walked in the way of the house of Ahab' and 'did evil in the

eyes of Yhwh like the house of Ahab' since, he too was a son-in-law (inn, v.27) of

36
It is important to keep in mind, as Burns does, that the whole point of the expedition was to

stifle Moab's rebellion ('Besieging Army,' 188).
37

Berlin, calls this kind of narration 'external' as compared with the nuanced 'embedded'
narration. External narration is common in the book ofKings (Poetics, 105).
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Ahab. Thus, these narrative segments treating the kings of the north and south sit

either side of the Elisha narratives of chapter 4-8 with royal names that mirror one

another:

Ahaziah (Israel, 2 Kgs 1) Jehoram (Israel, 2 Kgs 3)

Elisha (chaps. 4-8)

Jehoram (Judah, 2 Kgs 8) Ahaziah (Judah, 2 Kgs 8)

The murder ofJehoram of Israel and Ahaziah of Judah (2 Kgs 9)

Before turning from the theme of royal identity and the narrative-merging of

kingdoms to the stories within chapters 4-8, where the king of Israel is anonymous

and the prophet's actions pre-eminent, there is one last piece of evidence to examine.

The text upon which our present discussion is based (8.16-29) stands on the brink of

Elisha's return to the stage and the anointing of Jehu. The destruction of the house of

Ahab and the near extinction of David's line lurk on the horizon: Jehu will kill both

Jehoram (9.24) and Ahaziah (9.27). Just prior to this the narrator makes sure we

understand how close to one another Jehoram and Ahaziah really are. Notice, for

example, how w. 27 and 28 reflect each other:

He [Ahaziah] walked in the way of the house of Ahab... (8.27) 2XnX J"P3 TJT7.3
He [Ahaziah] went with Joram son ofAhab... (8.28) 2XnX"]3 DnV~nX

The placing of these statements back to back serves to emphasise the unity of the

kings of Israel and Judah. Along with this the narrator provides one last summary of

names and places that serve to bring to mind a whole host of previously related

events within the northern prophetic narratives. M. Garsiel in several recent works

explores what he calls Midrashic Name Derivations.38 While he provides numerous

38
M. Garsiel, 'Midrashic Name Derivations in Elijah and Elisha's Stories' [s/c], in B. Z. Lurieh

(ed.), Gevariyahu Jubilee Volume (Jerusalem, 1989), 149-155 [Hebrew]; id., Midrashic Name
Derviations in the Bible [Hebrew] (Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University, 1987); id., Biblical Names: A
Literary Study of Midrashic Derivations and Puns, trans. Phyllis Hackett (Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan
University, 1991); id., 'Puns upon Names as a Literary Device in 1 Kings 1-2,' Biblica 72 (1991) 379-
386.
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examples related to the Elisha narratives, one in particular bears directly on our

question. In a discussion of place names and their links with sound or sense, Garsiel

cites 8.28-29 as a passage which he claims 'stands out strikingly.'39

□~iK~-;bp bRnrrrDS ncnbab □Rntrp cnr-nx pb-i
DTrnx s$nR ■m nubi ntna

D"oorrp btunra xainnb -[ban cnr nan
□IK -]bo bxnTrrnK lonbra nana crios tro1* na?K

□xnx p DTTrnx mtab tv mur qbo p-nrfp mron
And he went with Joram (ywrm) the son of Ahab to war with Hazael king of Aram firm) at

Ramoth (b-rmwp-Gilead; and the Arameans (*rmym) wounded Joram (ywrm). And King
Joram (ywrm) returned to be healed in Jezreel of the wounds which the Arameans (:Ymym) had
given him in Ramah (b-rmh), when he fought against Hazael king of Aram firm). And Ahaziah

40
son of Jehoram (yhwrm) king of Judah went down to see Joram (ywrm) son of Ahab...

Like a dam unable to hold back the surge any longer, this passage overflows with

Joram's name. The narrator could have used the more generic 'king of Israel', but

instead calls him by name four times in the span of two verses. The collection of

references to war with Hazael king of Aram at Ramoth-Gilead, the notice of Joram's

injury, his return to Jezreel to recover from wounds and his accompaniment by a king

of Judah, bring to mind numerous allusions: Elisha's prediction of Hazel's actions;

Ahab's wounding by Arameans at Ramoth Gilead; Ahaziah's injury in chapter 1; the

ill Ben-Hadad in chapter 8; and the military alliances with Jehoshaphat both in 1 Kgs

22 and 2 Kgs 3. It is also in 8.29 (and its repetition in 9.15) that the phrase "^blpn D-fr

occurs. Recall that here we have, in short compass, two of only five instances where

'PN the king' occurs within in the Hebrew Bible. It is therefore rather striking that

the form 'the king PN' occurs several hundred times, but we find only aprr ijban

designating a king of Israel (3.6) just before the point in which he becomes merely

the 'king of Israel'. It is also curious that when we finally read his name after

extended narrative anonymity, it comes like the breaking of a dam in the rare

TO

Garsiel, Biblical Names, 229.
40

Garsiel, Biblical Names, 229. I have underlined those Hebrew words which are in boldface in
Garsiel's text.
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syntagm □"fr (8.29). Here it is used to emphasise Jehoram's return to Jezreel to

recover from his injuries.

Admittedly the evidence adduced is somewhat selective and far from conclusive.

We are merely attempting to ascertain some relationship between 2 Kings 4-8 and

the chapters which surround it. If the interpretation above is at least plausible we may

have in weak kings, political alliances and the loss of royal identity the 'glasses'

through which to view the narratives of 4.1-8.15 in which Elisha plays a large part.

Not surprisingly, the king disappears altogether from 2 Kgs 4, a chapter in which

arguably, Elisha most mimics both king and deity.
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Chapter 5

The Feeding and Healing Prophet: Kingly and Divine Re-Presentation
in 2 Kings 4 and 5

2 Kings 4: Signs of blessing among faithful Israel

Thus far we have examined the broader and immediate contexts within which the

stories of chapters 4-8 have been placed. Ahaziah, Ahab's immediate successor, is

dead and Jehoram, whom we discover in chapter 3 is Ahaziah's brother, has been

significantly slighted in his meeting with Elisha. Having told us of Elisha's disregard

for the person of Jehoram, the narrator of chapter 4 proceeds to ignore the king

completely. Why is this so?

It has been noted above that the miracle stories provide a conundrum for the

problem of literary coherence both because they are ill-suited to their context and

because the miracles themselves appear so pointless. This is perfectly understandable

given a view that the stories are late additions or perhaps lifted from a prior prophetic

source.1 Long notes the difficulty of discerning the intention of DtrH's use of the

stories in 2 Kgs 4 which 'accent' Elisha within the reign of Jehoram. He suggests

that perhaps, despite an apostate monarch and people, the DtrH wanted to emphasise

the availability of God's power in and through the successor of Elijah, i.e., since

there is still a prophet in Israel there is still a God in Israel as well.2 This is in fact not

far from the emphasis of 2 Kgs 5 and so it is appropriate to treat the two chapters

together. However, the question of their literary function in the midst of Kings

remains. Given our prior discussion about context, is it possible to read the narratives

of 4-8 as an implicit indictment on the monarchy and its failed leadership and the

elevation of a prophetic figure to new heights?

1
Gray, Kings, 491 notes that in this section Elisha is not quite so associated with the prophetic

guild. This along with linguistic elements (e.g., increased Aramaisms) and Elisha's status, 'have
suggested a different source from the anecdotes of Elisha and the sons of the prophets'. The
qualification of this view, hinted at by Gray, must be strengthened given the connections of the sons
of the prophets in 4.1-7 and 4.38-41.

2
Long, 2 Kings, 65.
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Several themes stand out within the narratives of 2 Kings 4. Overall the chapter

contains several healing stories that are framed on either side by stories of abundant

provision:

2 Kgs 4.1-7: Elisha provides abundance of oil for sons of the prophets widow
2 Kgs 4.8-37: Elisha heals both the Shunammite and her son
2 Kgs 4.38-41: Elisha heals the poisoned stew for sons of the prophets
2 Kgs 4.42-44: Elisha provides abundance of bread for the people3

Scholars have long noted the differing groups of people with whom Elisha associates

himself. Indeed it is the prophet's changing interactions with these varying groups

that contributes to the view that the chapters have little relationship with one

another.4 P. Buis notes the difficulty of establishing a 'principle of composition' for

the narratives. He still makes the attempt to discern an order in the present

arrangement of stories, claiming that they must be grouped according to typology.5
He proceeds to categorise them as A) Elisha the benefactor - stories in which the

prophet uses his miraculous powers in service to others: 2.19-22; 4.1-7; 4.38-44; 6.1-

7; 8.1-2; 13.20-21; B) Elisha and his servant: 4.8-37; 5.1-27; 6.8-23; C) Elisha in the

political sphere - here Elisha as the successor of Elijah, instigates revolutions: 2 Kgs

8.7-15; 9.Iff; D) Elisha in warfare: 3.4-27; 6.24-7.20; 13.14-19; E) Biographical

notices: 2.23-25; 8.3-6; 13.20.6 Buis then notes the following arrangement for the

stories from chapters 2-8:7

A(4.1-7) B(4.8-37) A(4.38-44) B(5.1-27) A(6.I-7) B(6.8-23)
D(3.4-27) D(6.24-7.20)

AE(2.19-22X2.23-25) AE(8.1,2)(8.3-6)

3
However see N. Levine, 'Twice as Much ofYour Spirit: Pattern, Parallel, and Paronomasia in the

Miracles of Elijah and Elisha,' JSOT 85 (1999) 25-46 (29) who claims that the four key elements of
these stories, viz., food (w. 1-7), death (w.8-37), food and death (w.38-41), and food (42-44) are the
elements also found in the Elijah stories only 'more interwoven.'

4
Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 59 claim that the stories in chapter four are held together by

Elisha's wonder-working acts on behalf of his admirers.
5
P. Buis, Le Livre des Rois (Paris: Librairie LeCoffre, 1997), 187.

6
Buis, Rois, 187.
Buis actually creates a chart for chapters 2-13 inclusive. We have 'magnified' his treatment of

chapters 2-8 since they are our chief concern and added the related texts.
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This is a fine attempt to create an overall compositional structure for chapters 2-8

and perhaps the best we have seen. Still, there is usually some artificiality about such

structures and the attempt by Buis is no different.8

While appreciating the usefulness of the above diagram, we would like to be a

little more general. Stories in which Elisha moves amidst the common folk are

distinguished from those in which he is involved in the great political events of the

day. This contrast is exemplified in the narrative shift from the great political events

of chapter 3, to the prophet among the common folk in chapter 4. This is not the only

place where such a shift occurs. Stretching back to 2 Kgs 1, the narrative moves

broadly from prophetic interaction with royal and political situations or figures to

interaction with non-royal figures.9

Text Roval/Political Figure(s) Non-Roval Figure(s)
1.1-18 Ahaziah
2.1-25 Elijah / sons of prophets, et. al.
3.1-27 Jehoram / Jehoshaphat
4.1-44 Sons of the prophets, et.al.
5.1-27 Naaman / king of Israel
6.1-7 Sons of the prophets

6.8-7.20 King of Israel / Arameans

8.1-6 King of Israel Shunammite / Gehazi

Elisha interacts in pendulum fashion with these two groups until their ultimate

convergence in 8.1-6, a story in which the prophet himself is not actually present

within the narrative and yet the king of Israel is very interested in hearing from

Gehazi about 'all the great things Elisha has done' (8.4b).

In the treatment that follows we will deal first with the shorter stories, the so-

called prophetic legenda of 4.1-7, 38-41 and 42-44, before turning to the longer tale

8
For example we could question the decision to split chapter 8.1-6 into two parts in order to make

in fit the scheme. Here 8.1-2 is classed as 'Elisha the benefactor' (A) while 8.3-6 is classed as a

'biographical notice' (E). This is particularly questionable since both the Shunammite and Gehazi are
present in 8.1-6 and have previously been categorised as stories of'Elisha and his servant' (C).

The adverb 'broadly' is used since the presence of one group does not necessarily exclude that of
the other. For example, Elisha interacts with the political figures like the king of Israel and Naaman in
2 Kgs 5 but also with Gehazi. This is so also for 2 Kgs 6.8-23 where the 'servant of the man of God'
is involved. Our more general treatment is no less artificial than Buis' more specific structure.
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of the Shunammite in w.8-37. Within the shorter narratives Elisha provides an

abundance of materials basic to life. Along with the earlier provision of abundant

water (3.16-17) the narratives in chapter 4 present oil that continues, provided there

is ajar available in which to collect it (4.1-7); and bread enough to feed one hundred

such that some remains after everyone has been fed (4.42-44). All five instances of

mm nox rb uttered by Elisha within chapters 2-8 are concerned with either the

provision of abundant water (3.16,17), bread (4.43), or grains (7.1). The fifth

instance occurs at 2.21 and will be considered below.

Only once, in response to the famine in the land (]HX3 3unm, v.38), does the

narrator explicitly portray Elisha himself providing food or drink for the sons of the

prophets (4.38-41). In this instance the prophet commands his servant to prepare a

meal:

□"team pnb ~pt] bra nbi-ran Ton nss? i-iuab loin
And he said to his servant, 'Set on the large pot and boil stew for the sons of the prophets' (2 Kgs 4.38b).

In v.40 the stew is 'poured out' Ops']) only to have those eating 'cry out' Opus),
'Death in the pot, O man of God!' (QVibxn ra msonio), due to some questionable

ingredients introduced by one of their company.10 The importance of the verb pus for
the narratives and the royal portrayal of Elisha will be dealt with in our treatment of

the siege of Samaria below (2 Kgs 6.24-7.20). Of interest presently are several

lexical connections, one with an earlier narrative and one with a story that follows

(4.42-44).

In an earlier tale (2 Kgs 2.19-22) Elisha commanded the men of the city to bring

(inp, 2.20) him a new bowl containing salt, which ingredient the prophet proceeds to

cast (pbtpn) into the spring. The occurrence of the phrase mm ion nh is found in 2.21

and is followed by Yhwh's promise:

nbara nip mu cbp mm~xb nbxn abb rnxsn...
I heal these waters: neither death nor miscarriage shall come from there again. (2 Kgs 2.21b).

10
nitps (v.39) is hapax legomenon. Cogan and Tadmor, IIKings, 58 here translate 'bitter apples'.
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Similarly, in 4.38-41 the prophet requests flour (nnpnnpi, v.41a) which he then casts

into the pot (Tsn~bx v.4lb). The results are the same as in each instance as

death (nip) is robbed of its supposed prey." In view of the similarities, the story of

the blighted stew, like the story of the water in 2.19-22, may be viewed as a story of

healing. As Elisha heals the waters near Jericho so he also heals the stew. If these are

to be read as healing stories then we find, in both, stories which merge the features of

healing and the provision of food (water, soup) into brief compass.

The theme of feeding the sons of the prophets continues in the story that follows

in 4.42-44. Again the recipients of the prophetic favour are most likely the sons of

the prophets as well, even though the phrase is not explicitly used.12 At the end of the

earlier story the prophet casts flour into the pot and follows with the command 'pour

out for the people so that they may eat (ibpxh ps, v.41b). The stew ordered earlier

for the 'sons of the prophets' (4.38b) is eventually poured out 'for the people'.

Similarly, in the story that follows, Elisha twice commands the man from Baal

Shalishah (njpbtp bsnp, v.42) to 'give to the people so that they may eat' (ibpiq avb ]Fi,

w. 42b, 43b).13 The narratives encourage the association of'the people' in 42b, 43b

with the sons of the prophets. Overall, the stories build upon and interact with one

another such that they provide all that is needed for the making of bread: a new bowl

with salt (2.20), clean water (2.21b), oil (4.6), flour (4.41), and eventually enough

bread such that the people may eat and have some left over (4.43).14

11
Nelson, Kings, 175 sees both the salt of 2.21 and the flour of 4.41 as a symbol of life. Hobbs, 2

Kings, 53 asserts that 'death in the pot' cannot be taken literally but is a reaction to the heinous
mixture they have just tasted. However, Cogan and Tadmor, envisioning the same gourd as Hobbs,
claims that it 'has been known to be fatal' (IIKings, 58).

12
Provan, Kings, 188.

13
The form fetci is the so-called weyiqtol or simple waw plus imperfect. For its use in a purpose

clause see F. T. Kelly, 'The Imperfect with Simple Waw in Hebrew,' JBL 39 (1920) 1-23 (11).
14

L. Bronner, The Stories of Elijah and Elisha as Polemics against Baal Worship, Pretoria
Oriental Series 6 (Leiden: Brill, 1968), 83-84 argues that miracles of grain and oil performed by Elijah
and Elisha contrast the power ofYhwh to provide with the power of Baal to provide.
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But what has Elisha's distribution of cereal to do with the concept of kingship?

We would argue that in these minor stories the prophet's actions again hint at the

assumption of the royal task of the provision of food. In several instances in the

Hebrew Bible we find kings, or those granted the authority of kings, providing bread

or grains for the people. For example, both David (2 Sam 6.19//1 Chr 16.3) and

Joseph (Gen chapters 41, 47) provide for people in this manner.15 In Elisha's case,

the provision moves beyond merely mimicking royal actions to actually critiquing

them. Discussing Elisha's penchant for providing grains in 2 Kgs 4, Grottanelli

observes: 'The prophets are guarantors of abundance (II Kings 4) and defenders of

property (II Kings 8), while kings threaten property (1 Kings 21) and are incapable of

guaranteeing abundance (II Kings 6:25-27).'16 It is difficult to read Elisha's actions

here in a negative light since the prophetic provision of grain contrasts with Omride

kings who either do not or cannot provide foodstuffs, or worse, actually remove

property from their subjects (as with Naboth's vineyard).17
This line of inquiry raises an interesting question with respect to the final story in

chapter 4: Why does the man from Baal-Shalishah bring D,i!G3 nnh to Elisha? The

phrase presents difficulties for Bergen who wishes to see in the Elisha stories a

critique of prophetism.18 It is also interesting to explore the attempts of commentators

15
See chapter 2, 'Religious Ideals and the Distribution of Cereal Grains in the Hebrew Bible,' in

C. Grottanelli, Kings and Prophets: Monarchic Power, Inspired Leadership and Sacred Text in
Biblical Narrative (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 31-45. This is not to say that
the purpose of the provision of grain or bread is the same in all cases. Grottanelli notes that in David's
case the ideological emphasis is not on the distribution of food to the hungry but on a festival tied to
the return of the ark (p. 32). Likewise, he believes that Joseph is not necessarily interested in saving
lives but on gaining 'total domination and total ownership over the land and the people' for the sake of
the palace which he serves (p.34). Grottanelli also treats the provision of grain by Boaz in Ruth 2, 4 as
well as Hezekiah in 2 Chr 31.4-10.

16
Grottanelli, Kings and Prophets, 38.

17
Grottanelli notes that in the fight against greedy monarchs or oppressors the biblical narrative

offers as heroes those who are not kings. Often these non-monarchic figures are prophetic. For
example, Deborah fights enemy kings and Elijah and Elisha 'offer their Israelite followers a
miraculous distribution of cereal food' (p.6).

18
Bergen, Elisha, 108 states that in this story 'all the right elements are in the right places.'
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to deal with this oddity. Most seem puzzled by it.19 There are those, however, who

note the extraordinary nature of this act and make attempts to explain it. Auld, for

example, rightly observes: 'It is striking that he [Elisha] should have received such a

dedication at all; for first fruits belonged to God, and were presented more

immediately to his priests.'20 In the earlier story of the Shunammite, Elisha is

likewise spoken of in ways reserved for 'cult personnel'.21 Wiseman also notices this

feature and questions whether Elisha's acceptance and sharing of the gift 'may

indicate recognition of him as the Lord's representative.'22 Going even further,

Bergen raises the possibility that since the first fruits should have been presented to

Yhwh perhaps 'this is another indication that Elisha is taking the place of Yhwh in

the narrative?'23 This is getting close to the heart of the matter, but the question

remains as to why this representative of Yhwh received such a gift when others did

not? We will leave this question open for the moment.

The presence of the theme of healing is found not only in the healing ofwater that

occurs in chapter 2, but also in the healing of the Shunammite and her son in chapter

4.8-37. The son's healing in w.32-35 is a very apparent aspect of healing within the

19
Of those commentators who actually address the question of the first fruits: Barnes, Kings, 203

cites Exod 23.19; 34.26 and states, 'Such an offering was an appropriate one to make to a prophet' but
provides no reason why this is so; Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 370 claim 'not here a ritual
term'; Robinson, Kings, 2:48-49 observes that if they are ritual offering of first fruits the man has
brought them to the sanctuary where they are offered to Elisha as prophet-leader; Jones, Kings, 2:411
claims it likely refers to the first fruits offered to God which are either 'appropriated' by Elisha 'to
prepare a sacramental meal' or brought to both prophets and priests; Hobbs, 2 Kings, 53 only observes
the timing of the food with respect to the famine of the previously established context (v.38); Nelson,
Kings, 175 believes it to be 'in the nature of a religious offering'.

20
Auld, Kings, 163.

21
In speaking to her husband of Elisha she says, Kin 2?i~lj3 DYlbK EPK "O ,nsn,T X3TJ3n (v.9a) about

which Cogan and Tadmor observe that this is the only case where a prophet is spoken of as 'holy'.
The term elsewhere is applied to cult personnel, Nazarites, or Israel as a 'kingdom of priests' {II
Kings, 56).

22
D. J. Wiseman, I and 2 Kings. TynOTC (Leicester: IVP, 1993), 205-06.

23 "
Bergen, Elisha, 110. While admitting that this story clarifies the 'connection' between YHWH

and Elisha, Bergen ultimately questions this connection because he questions the appropriateness of
bringing firstfruits to the prophet.
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story as the prophet stretches out on the body of the child in an act of identification

that results in the boy's revivification:

rsD~bs vsm rrjrbs? vrin rs~b? rs Den
And he went up and lay upon the child and placed his mouth upon his mouth, and his eyes upon his

24
eyes and his palms upon his palms ... (2 Kgs 4.34).

What is not so apparent is that the giving of the son is itself an act of healing on

the part of the prophet. R. Neff in his examination of Gen 17-18 has pointed to some

of the formal elements contained in healing stories. The narrative may portray the

healing 'through a miracle-working word, a gesture or the laying on of hands,

through the power of a name, or a prescribed act.'25 Both Abraham (Gen 17.17) and

Sarah (Gen 18.12) laugh, while the incredulity of the Shunammite is revealed in her

plea to Elisha that he not lie to her ("?]nnst?3 3pn~bx, 2 Kgs 4.16b).26 As with Sarah

and Abraham, in the Shunammite we observe disbelief in the face of divine promise.

Neff comments: 'Derision directed to the one who proclaims healing is often a

formal element in miracle narratives since the improbability of cure is cause for

disbelief.'27

Features of several of these stories highlight other themes connecting them with

chapter two and emphasise the appropriate response of faithful Israel to the prophet

of Yhwh.28 The questions Elisha puts directly to the widow or indirectly to the

Shunammite through Gehazi, are reflective of the query (command?) put to him by

Elijah:

24
Reading the Qere.

25
R. W. Neff, 'Saga,' in G. W. Coats, Saga, Legend, Tale, Novella, Fable: Narrative Forms in

Old Testament Literature, JSOTSup 35 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1985), 17-32 (27).
26
Another possible link between the two stories is the rare irn n»3 an idiom found only at Gen

18.10, 14 and 2 Kgs 4.16, 17 (Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 57). R. Alter also holds that the
Shunammite story 'alludes, with some limited citation of phrases, to Sarah's annunciation' 'How
Convention Helps Us Read: The Case of the Bible's Annunciation Type-Scene,' Prooftexts 3 (1983)
115-30 (129).

27
Neff, 'Saga,' 28.

28
The phrase 'faithful Israel' is used by Satterthwaite to contrast those faithful to Elisha and

Yhwh (e.g., 'sons of the prophets' and the Shunammite woman) with the wider Israel of the Northern
Kingdom especially as represented by king Jehoram ('Elisha Narratives,' 8).
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TJOTD npbK anas ^"ncwx no bxs
'Ask what I may do for you before I am taken from you' (Elijah to Elisha, 2 Kgs 2.9).

-V'npyx no rf-bx n-bx nnxn
And Elisha said to her, 'What shall I do for you?' (Elisha to widow, 2 Kgs 4.2).

tjb nifryb np nxtn nnnnn~b3~nx irbw nnnn nan irbx xrnpx lb npta
And he said to him, 'Please say to her, "Look at all this great worry you have shown for us. What is to be
done for you?"' (Elisha to Gehazi, 2 Kgs 4.13).

Not only are the questions similar, but the response of the Shunammite at several

points in the story mirrors the actions of previous characters. Her language duplicates

the previous response of Elisha to Elijah's departure. The former claimed that he

would allow no obstacle to come between him and his master, a sentiment echoed by

the Shunammite. This connects the two responses, such that we should read the one

in the light of the other. Elijah provides for Elisha as Elisha provides for the sons of

the prophets: the reaction of the Shunammite exemplifies the appropriate response to

the man of God:

-prwrcx rv,rr-n

'By the life of Yhwh and by the life of your soul, I will not forsake you' (Elisha to Elijah, 2.2aP, 4aP, 6ap).

■jarwrnx l®ar,ni rnnpn naan ox npxfn
And the mother of the child said, 'By the life of Yhwh and by the life of your soul, I will not forsake you'
(Shunammite to Elisha, 4.30).

The actions of the Shunammite toward Elisha are also similar to the actions of the

sons of the prophets when they realise that Elisha is endowed with his mentor's

spirit. Thus her words are reflective of those of Elisha, yet her deeds mirror the sons

of the prophets. Although they had bowed to the ground before Elisha

(nsnx ib_nnntfn, 2.15b), the Shunammite, herself an nbina new (4.8), exhibits at least

an equal reverence for the prophet and may actually encourage us to see in her

behaviour a response of even deeper reverence for the prophet because we are told

that she 'fell upon his feet and bowed to the ground' (nanx innttini vbrrbu bsrn,

4.37). As was argued previously, Elisha is the only non-royal figure in Kings to be

afforded such treatment and the only prophet in the Hebrew Bible to be shown such
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reverence. Why? Are we being asked to see in this prophet one who is more than just

a prophet? A positive answer to this question will be argued in the next section.

Narrative features within chapter 5 encourage a view of Elisha which sees him as

something more than a prophet.

2 Kings 5: A critique of kings, a YHWH-like prophet and role reversal

From the interaction of Elisha with non-royal / non-political figures in chapter 4,

the narrative returns in chapter 5 to a portrayal of the prophet among political and

military leaders, and does so with great style.29 Cohn suggests a three-fold structure

focusing upon the central characters (Elisha w.1-14; Naaman w.15-19; Gehazi

w.20-27). Likewise Long's triptych consists of the background to the problem (w.l-

2), the resolution of the problem (w.3-14) and the 'aftermath of cure' (w. 15-27).30
As with several of the previous stories, so in 2 Kgs 5.1 the narrative syntactically

reveals its new subject matter by commencing with a waw + subject

(cntrT|bQ Kas-ifc ]!????)) followed by a qatal (rrn). In keeping with the often

understated quality of Hebrew narrative technique the author provides a quantity of

information - sometimes shocking - by way of background detail that will play an

important role in the story to follow.

For example, we learn in the opening verse that besides being the commander of

the army of the king of Aram, Naaman was considered a 'great man' (bins and

held in high regard (ens xra)31 by his king. This is due to the surprising fact that

through the warrior Naaman, YHWH had given 'victory in battle' to Aram

(snxb nwn rnnyjru ianf).32 This is a startling piece of information and a reminder of

29
This chapter is given extensive treatment in N. C. Baumgart, Gott, Prophet und Israel: Eine

synchrone und diachrone Auslegung der Naamanerzahlung und ihrer Gehasiepisode (2 Kon 5),
Erfurter theologische Studien 68 (Leipzig: Benno, 1994).

30
Cohn, 2 Kings, 35; Long, 2 Kings, 66-67.

31
For the occurrence of CTtS NOT elsewhere see Is 3.3; 9.14; Job 22. J-M § 121 o translates the

clause, 'whose face is (well) received = for whom one has respect' and asserts that the noun following
the passive participle is the logical subject. See also above at 2 Kgs 3.14.

32
D. P. O'Brien, '"Is this the Time to Accept...?" (2 Kings V 26B): Simply Moralizing (LXX) or
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the contextual importance of the military threat from Aram to the Elisha narratives.

In fact the greater portion of the remainder of the stories from 5.1-8.15 will be

dedicated completely to this theme in one form or another, broken only by the shorter

stories of 6.1-7 and 8.1-6. Before proceeding it may be valuable to pause and

consider how this relates to our earlier discussion.

Previously we observed how Jehoshaphat is depicted as a king who identified

himself and his people first with Ahab and then later with Ahab's son Jehoram. In

that context we also briefly discussed 1 Kgs 20, another chapter in which Ahab is

frequently labelled with the generic 'king of Israel'. In 1 Kgs 20 the prophetic oracle

against Ahab is given (interestingly enough, from an anonymous prophet in disguise)

because Ahab had allowed Ben-Hadad to live even though Yhwh had placed this

king of Aram under his ban (,p-]n-K;,K, 20.42b). The oracle, 'And it shall be your life

on behalf of his life and your people on behalf of his people' (1 Kgs 20.42),

foreshadows a dramatic reversal of fortune implying a swapping of the people of

Israel for the people of Aram. In view of the startling fact that his commander has

been given victory over Israel, Ben-Hadad, once on the herem list, now in 2 Kgs 5

appears to have found favour with Yhwh.33 It is not so easy to extricate Judah from

this change of fortune given the narrator's earlier attempts to merge the two

kingdoms. This raises the question of whether the elevation of Aram at the expense

of Israel may also foreshadow the ultimate rejection of Judah.

While the victory in battle given through Naaman is an important and surprising

piece of information, the narrator saves for the end of v.l an even more shocking

an Ominous Foreboding of Yahweh's Rejection of Israel (MT)?,' VT 46 (1996) 448-57. O'Brien (455
n.22) holds that nsntfn plus ]ra should be translated with the stronger and more contextually accurate
'victory in battle' as opposed to a more general term like 'deliverance'. The evidence of other
passages within the former prophets where a similar construction occurs supports this view. In each
case Yhwh is the subject of either ]ru (Judg 15.18; 2 Kgs 5.1) or hot (1 Sam 11.13; 19.5; 2 Sam
23.10,12) and the context is victory in battle. In keeping with our concern for coherence in these
narratives it is worth noting O'Brien's observation that the question 'victory against whom?' is an

appropriate one to ask since the narrative does not state it explicitly.
33
O'Brien, "is this the Time?,"' 455.
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fact, and one that bears largely upon the story to follow: Naaman is 'a mighty man, a

leper' (inxo 'rn Yha).34 Verse two immediately contrasts his strength, position, and

knowledge with that of a small girl (nacap rnxa) from the land of Israel whom the

'raiding bands' (D""ina)35 from Aram had taken captive (at?"!). When viewed together

it is rather bizarre that the mighty man and all the machinations of Aram's 'raiding

bands' can only seize a young child. Although merely a servant-girl, she tells her

mistress that if only36 Naaman were 'before the prophet who is in Samaria'

(phpb'p -ltfx "asb, v.3) his leprosy would be removed.

In concluding the treatment of 2 Kgs 4 it was claimed that in 2 Kgs 5 Elisha is

portrayed as something more than a prophet. This is observed primarily in the

rhetorical questions expressed by the king of Israel and Elisha near the beginning and

end of the narrative. With these questions the narrator provides us with implicit

commentary regarding his view of the king and the prophet. Without saying so

explicitly, he elevates the position of the prophet and in keeping with the overall

thrust of the Elisha narratives, he indicts the king and indeed the concept of kingship

within Israel.

34
We translate snip with the substantive 'leper.' As is well known the Hebrew runs is not

equivalent to today's leprosy (Hansen's disease) but covers a multitude of skin diseases.
35
These 'bands' or 'troops' are found at 1 Kgs 11.24; 2 Kgs 5.2; 6.23; 13.20, 21; 24.2 (4x) and are

often sent by YHWH in response to royal unfaithfulness. The first instance in 11.24 finds its immediate
context in the raising up ofRezon as an adversary (1(327, v.25) given in response to Solomon's apostasy
(1 Kgs 11.9-13). This information follows upon the introduction of Hadad the Edomite who is
presented as the first of Solomon's adversary's also raised up by YHWH (1 Kgs 11.14-22). The final
instances in are found in 2 Kgs 24.2 and describe the sending of raiders from Babylon, Aram, Moab,
and Ammon during Jehoiakim's reign. These were sent by YHWH 'against Judah to destroy it'
(impxnb rnirrp, 24.2aP). Ultimately the cause of this action is traced back to the sins of Manasseh
(24.3-4). We will take up the significance of these enemies in our concluding chapter.

36
The interjection Oh! if ('brrx) occurs only in 2 Kgs 5.3 and Ps 119.5. See J. C. L. Gibson,

Davidson's Introductory Hebrew Grammar Syntax, 4th ed. (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1994) § 155b
Rem 2.
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2 Kings 5.4-19: The divine and royal prophet

Having gained permission from his lord to seek healing in Israel (v.5), Naaman is

given a letter from the king ofAram to deliver to the king of Israel asking the king of

Israel to remove Naaman's leprosy (iFiPbbp irspto, v.6b(3). Why does Naaman seek

an audience with the king of Israel when he is told that healing comes from the

prophet in Samaria? One could argue that as a high foreign official he simply follows

routine diplomatic procedure. Perhaps there is some hint that he was not detailed

enough in reporting to the king of Aram the words of the child

(rrwan rnpn nxfbi nxts, v.4). Regardless of Naaman's report to his own king, it is

clear that the king of Israel sees more than just a visit from a foreign diplomat. He

envisions sinister motives behind this visit as he had posited sinister motives to

YHWH the last time we heard him speak (2 Kgs 3.13b):

•fr xin rpxr.p-p wp xppT~x '? in?nsn ebx qcxb "bx nbip rip? rfroob rrpnb px crnbxn
'Am I God to cause death and to make alive that this one sends to me to remove leprosy from a man? For
surely you must know and see that he himself seeks a quarrel with me' (2 Kgs 5.7).

By means of the king's reading (x~ipb) of the communique and the rending (ipjp)
of his clothes, the narrator emphasises the 'impotence of royal authority.'37 The

phrase nrnnbi rrpn1? occurs only here in the OT, although there are other instances

(Deut 32.29; 1 Sam 2.6) where nib and rrn are used together of Yhwh's power over

life and death.38 The narrative immediately contrasts the actions of the prophet with

those of the king.

this p-p" -isbrrnx btnppbp taps -rn
And it came about when the king of Israel read the letter, he rent his clothes...(2 Kgs 5.7a)

vnirnx bxnpp1?!? Pip"'? □pbxpPx pbPx pbeb pn
And it came, about when Elisha the man of God heard that the king of Israel had rent his clothes...(2 Kgs 5.8a)

37
Cohn, 2 Kings, 37. Cohn nicely points out the Massoretic pisqaJ and the blank space signalling

the cessation of narrative motion (cf. v. 14).
38
The prose of 2 Kgs 5.7 uses two hiftl infinitive constructs. In Deut 32.39 the verbs are twoyiqtol

forms mnx] rrnx (hifil followed by piel) and the 1 Sam 2.6 passage a hifil ptc (rrap) followed by a

piel ptc (nTip). These latter two passages are poetic. The significance of the piel / hifil distinction will
be addressed in our treatment of 2 Kgs 8.1-6.
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Whereas the king bemoans the fact that Ben-hadad sends (nbtt?) Naaman to him to be

healed, Elisha now 'sends' (nbcn) to the king of Israel requesting that Naaman come

to him. It appears that Naaman, his wife, and the reader all know in theory what the

narrator wants them to know in practice, namely that there is a prophet in Israel who

can heal, a fact which the king of Israel ought to know if Elisha's words to him are

any indication.

JC33 & ,3 irn Krxrr ?j-h» njnp nipb
Why have you rent your clothes? Let him come to me so that he will know that there is a prophet in Israel. (2
Kgs 5.8b)

What are some of the implications of Elisha's offer and what does the question

and offer say about both prophet and king? First, with these utterances Elisha

couches his accusation in the form of a question.39 As with earlier interactions

between king and prophet in 2 Kgs 1, paraphrasing Elisha's question - 'Is there no

prophet in Israel that you need to tear your garments?' - may not be too far off of the

mark; often the violated norm is not stated explicitly. Rosenblum states: 'It seems

reasonable that at least in the public domain people rarely level their criticism

straightforwardly'.40 Elisha clearly expects more of the king of Israel than the king

provides and in so doing the prophet points out the king's failure. Rosenblum reaches

the conclusion

that questions which ask about futures and make recommendations, and
questions which simultaneously ask for opinions and discredit those opinions
are reasonably construed as accusatory. Accusations may be accomplished by
an attribution of power joined to a recommendation, or by an attribution of
expertise coupled with description which specifically denies the possibility of
expertise.41

39
See Karen E. Rosenblum, 'When is a Question an Accusation?,' Semiotica 65 (1987) 143-56.

40
Rosenblum, 'Question,' 144. Rosenblum analyses the transcripts of press conferences from

1973-74 and the questions put to U. S. President Richard Nixon during the Watergate scandal.
41
Rosenblum, 'Question,' 153.
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Elisha's recommendation following upon his question denies the king of Israel's

power to effect the change Naaman seeks. Stated differently, Elisha addresses his

question to one who should have known better.

Second, within the narrative the king of Israel's own question, 'Am I God to cause

death and to make alive...?', is met by the prophet's response 'let him come to me'.

While it is unlikely that a narrator would have a prophet of Yhwh give a positive

answer to the question 'Am I a God?', the request that Naaman be sent to the prophet

suggests that Elisha can back up his words with actions and so the king is instructed

to send the problem case to the prophet. The latter clearly equates 'healing' with

'making alive' and reveals his presupposition that the one who heals manifests divine

qualities.42 Is Elisha being portrayed here as some kind of god, or at least a prophet

who has taken over the royal task of healing often associated with kings? Elisha

himself refuses to speak directly to Naaman but instead communicates through a

messenger. Cohn holds that some aspects of the portrayal ofElisha are royal:

Elisha displays courtly behavior by first summoning Naaman and then
communicating with him thorough an intermediary...The author implicitly
contrasts the impotent king with the confident prophet who, unlike the king,
actually exercises royal authority.43

Grotatanelli observes that that the king in Mediterranean and Near Eastern

societies was 'both during his life and after his death, a "healer" and a "savior"'',44

Likewise, in Israel, the role of the king 'ultimately coincided with the ancient Near

Eastern pattern' although this was given a somewhat different expression.45 In this

respect, if Elisha is being given a royal portrayal, it is not surprising that even in his

4"
TDOT4:337 in a discussion of 2 Kgs 5.7.

43
Cohn, 'Form and Perspective,' 176-77.

44
C. Grottanelli, 'Healers and Saviors of the Eastern Mediterranean in Preclassical Times,' in

Kings and Prophets, 127-145 (127). Grottanelli is quick to note that both the 'saving' and 'sacred'
quality of Near Eastern royal ideology is a hotly debated subject (127). The essay is a reproduction
with some corrections, of Grottanelli's earlier article of the same title in U. Bianchi and M. J.
Vermaseren (eds.), La Soteriologia dei culti orientali nell'Impero Romano (Brill: Leiden, 1982), 649-
670, .The citations are from the revised article in Kings and Prophets unless indicated otherwise.

So G. E. Gerbrandt, Kingship, 190. This 'different expression' was as 'covenant administrator'.
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death he is able to heal (2 Kgs 13.21). Hosea 5.13-6.2 also lends some support to the

idea that kings were sought for healing. In Hos 5.13 both Ephraim with his illness

(rbn) and Judah with his wounds (into) sent (nbttn) to the king of Assyria for help,

-lire d?d nab xsnb *6 torn
'. ..but he is not able to heal you nor shall a wound depart from you' (Hos 5.13).

In Hosea 6.1-2 Yhwh does not bring about death as in Deut 32.29, but he is

responsible as the one who has 'torn to pieces' Hos 6.1) but will heal, who has

'struck' (rp_) but will bind up and 'make us alive' (irrr, 6.2). The healing of Naaman

and the cursing of Gehazi exemplify the bringing of life and death by Elisha. We

have already discussed a number of instances where the he performs similar 'Yhwh-

like' acts whether healing (2.19-22), bringing about life (4.8-37), or death (2.23-25).

Certainly he does not appear to act apart from yhwh; prophets are commonly

viewed as Yhwh's representatives. However, in Elisha's case does the identification

with Yhwh run deeper?

To answer this question it is important to examine the other side of the equation

consisting in the ineffectiveness of the king of Israel. Jehoram's brother Ahaziah

sought Baal-zebub for healing (2 Kgs 1) and now the king of Aram seeks healing for

his servant Naaman from Jehoram. The royal figures in each case (Ahaziah; Ben-

hadad on behalf ofNaaman) seek healing from an inappropriate source (Baal-zebub;

Jehoram). However, this should not be taken as an indictment of Ben-Hadad; this

foreign king's actions may be painted in a more positive light. 2 Kgs 5 repeats a

theme previously encountered in 2 Kgs 1 and repeated in 2 Kgs 8.7-15: foreign kings

seek Yhwh's representative for healing while the kings of Israel are unable to

recognise that help is close at hand.46 In 2 Kgs 8.7-15 Ben-Hadad appears to have

learned his lesson since he does not seek the king of Israel for healing but Yhwh

through his prophet.

46
Hobbs, 2 Kings, 69. Hobbs notes the theme of the search for healing in a foreign country also

present in 2 Kgs 1 and 8.
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Instead it is Elisha who fulfils the healing role reserved for the king and takes his

place as an apposite representative of YHWH. To a certain extent it is irrelevant

whether healing was actually an aspect of the royal persona in Israel. It is apparent

that at least the king of Aram supposed that it was; Naaman arrives bearing a letter

requesting the king of Israel to cure him and the king of Israel's reaction shows that

he understood the request as such.47 If this is so then perhaps the king of Israel is

being viewed as somewhat akin to the ineffective Baal-zebul of 2 Kings 1.

This role reversal at the human level reflects, at the divine level, a polemical

concern common to the northern prophetic narratives: Yhwh 'usurps from some

other ancient Near Eastern deity his [the deity's] primary attribute' as exemplified

for example in Elijah's contest with the prophets of Baal (1 Kgs 18)48 S. Ackerman

observes that the Baal in 1 Kgs 18 is frequently identified as Baal Haddu49 noting

that 'Yahweh strips from Bacal Haddu his primary attribute, his ability to withhold or

bring the rains.'50 The behaviour of YHWH in 2 Kgs 5 is mimicked by his

representative in the sense that as Yhwh usurps the primary attribute of another deity

in 1 Kgs 18, so the prophet Elisha usurps a supposed task of the royal figure

(healing).

Admittedly Baal Haddu was not exalted as a god of skin diseases as is, for

example, Sin the moon god of the Old Babylonian period.51 This, however, may help

us pursue the analogy a bit further. The idea of 'duelling deities', so clearly present

47
K. A. D. Smelik, 'De Betekenis van 2 Koningen 5. Een 'Amsterdamse' benadering,' GTT 88

(1988) 98-115 (105) asserts that the king of Aram does not fully comprehend the situation as
evidenced by the fact that he thinks the king of Israel should heal Naaman and not Elisha ('De koning
van Israel en niet de profeet dient volgens hem Naaman te genezen.'

48
S. Ackerman, 'The Prayer of Nabonidus, Elijah on Mount Carmel, and the Development of

Monotheism in Israel,' in W. G. Dever and J. E. Wright (eds.), The Echoes ofMany Texts: Reflections
on Jewish and Christian Traditions: Essays in Honor ofLou H. Silberman (Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1997), 51-65 (61). In discussing 1 Kgs 18, Grottanelli 'Healers,' makes a distinction between context,
a clash between the 'foreign' god Baal and the god Yhwh, and form, a contest between prophets of
Baal and the solitary Elijah ('Healers, 127).

4Q

Ackerman, 'The Prayer,' 62.
50
Ackerman, 'The Prayer,' 63.

51
See Ackerman 'The Prayer,' 58-59 for evidence that Sin was viewed as a god of skin diseases.
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in 1 Kgs 18, may not be far off from 2 Kgs 5 since Hadad was known as Rimmon (or

Ramman) to the Arameans of Syria.S2 The argument here is not that Rimmon

controlled skin diseases or that Yhwh in 2 Kgs 5 has usurped those specific

attributes ofRimmon. However, it is clear from chapter 1 that Baal was sought in the

context of illness. The confrontation (Yhwh verses the foreign god) already hinted at

in Elisha's exchange with the king is further expanded by Naaman himself when in

his nearly childish rage53 he complains that the waters of his own land have cleansing

abilities superior to those of the Jordan (5.11).

The story continues to portray the divine qualities of Elisha in Naaman's post-

healing commentary (v. 15). The healing of Naaman was to have the purpose of

showing the military man that there was a prophet in Israel, but instead Naaman is

led to even greater epistemological understanding. Recalling the little girl (naoj? rnw,

v.2) who knew that there was a prophet in Samaria, Naaman's skin now like

becomes like that of a little boy (|bp 1W, v. 14). The external change in his flesh

(i-|&3 ran, v,14b) reflects the inward change of his attitude such that he turned to the

man of God (□,nbxn Bftrbx 32P1, v. 15a) with his exclamation:

bxnfcpirnx "3 pxrrbra crnbx px -a -run; xrnan
'Behold! 1 know that there is no God in all the earth except in Israel!' (2 Kgs 5.15a|3)

Naaman, a foreign military man who in the past oppressed Israel and who was up to

this point in the story a leper, now knowing the presence of both prophet and God in

Israel, stands in sharp contrast to the unknowing and unnamed king of Israel.54

5"
W. Maier III, 'Hadadrimmon,' ABD 3:13; J. C. Greenfield, 'The Aramean God Ramman/Rimmon,'

IEJ26 (1976) 195-98.
53

The portrayal of Naaman as a man out of control is clear from several features of 5.11-12. The
verse begins by mentioning Naaman's wrath (fiSjp], cf. 3.27) when Elisha suggests that he merely
wash in the Jordan to be healed. The narrative proceeds to paint a picture of a man whose unfulfilled
hope of healing is unravelling before his very eyes. His perception of the prophet's certain presence

(Nis* 'bx THOK nan) is closely followed by a series of weqatal forms emphasising Naaman's
presumption ofwhat Elisha will do (cy,3rn...taf3i nasi) with its results (snisan 10X1). The sections ends
as it began when, after his rhetorical question in verse 12, Naaman leaves in a rage (nans).

54
Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 18. Naaman was sent to Elisha to learn of the prophetic

presence in Israel. In the end he learns that there is no God except in Israel, a fact with which the
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Like the persistence of the sons of the prophets before him (cf 2.17, irrnssn),

Naaman now presses upon Elisha (i3—llSEn, v.5.16) remuneration for his healing

although the prophet flatly refuses to accept the gift.55 Why does the prophet refuse

this gratuity and what role does his denial play in the story? It is clear from other

narratives that prophets were not averse to accepting goods for services rendered.

Saul, for example, takes along silver as payment for the seer Samuel (1 Sam 9.7-8)

and Jeroboam's wife takes bread, cakes and honey as payment to the prophet Ahijah

(1 Kgs 14.3-4). Even Elisha does not refuse gifts on principle. There is no reason to

believe, for example, that he refused the gifts brought from Ben-hadad by Hazael.56

2 Kings 5.20-27: A critique of kings

So why does Elisha refuse Naaman's gift? The answer to this question is

integrally bound to Elisha's interrogation of Gehazi in 5.25-27. The contact between

Elisha and Naaman ends with the prophet's nibEib t]b (v. 19a) but his accusations

clothed in rhetorical garb, do not. Gehazi replies to Elisha's terse question, 'Where

have you come from Gehazi?' (v.25a(3), with the statement, 'Your servant has not

been anywhere in particular' (rnxi n?x, v.25b). Elisha is well-informed of Gehazi's

recent interaction with Naaman and yet nothing in the text necessitates any sort of

supernatural prophetic vision here. Given Elisha's familiarity with Gehazi, it is not

surprising that he understands Gehazi better than Gehazi presently realises.57

narrative commences (5.1). J. Siebert-Hommes, 'The Widow of Zarephath,' 249 sees a contrast
between Elijah who emphasises the God in Israel and Elisha who 'does his utmost to let it be known
that there is a prophet in Israel (2 Kgs 5:8).' Because we agree with Smelik's assessment that the
figures of prophet and Yhwh coincide in this narrative ('Betekenis,' 106) there is no reason why the
two concepts (prophet in Israel / God in Israel) must be viewed as adversaries.

55
The verb "ISS and the gift nrn? are also found in the exchange between Jacob and Esau at Gen

33.11.
56
The examples here are found in O'Brien, "'Is this the Time...?,"' 448 n.l.

57
Some suggest that this is 'second sight' given by God (e.g., Robinson, Kings, 2:56). However,

we agree with Fretheim's assessment that Elisha sees through the lie via 'God given insight into his
servant, not extrasensory perception' (First and Second Kings, 154). Note how the Targum fills the
gap: "b mnnx rmna rrn2 ('In a spirit of prophecy it was revealed to me'). See D. J. Harrington and A.
J. Saldarini, Targum Jonathan of the Former Prophets. Introduction, Translation and Notes, The
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...fjninpb in3?~ji3 byo ebKr^sn "itfto T|bn ,?'r»6 rbx -imn
And he said to him, 'Did my thoughts not go along when a certain man turned back from upon his chariot to
meet you?...' (2 Kgs 5.25a)

It will be argued that the final question from the prophet is not addressed to

Gehazi alone. It is also an intrusive comment by the narrator which functions at a

variety of levels within the story. Elisha queries:

rrins^h trirun ~\^y\ jxsi crp-pt nrrrn crmp nnpbi ^psn-nx nnpb nan...
'Is it a time to take the silver and to take clothes, and olive-groves and vineyards, and sheep and cattle, and
menservants and maidservants?' (2 Kgs 5.25b)

This rather odd question is even more strange when we consider the lack of

indications within the text that Gehazi took more than just silver and clothes.59 Why

does Elisha append the six items that follow?

Examining the pairs of items which Elisha lists may enable us to set forth at least

one possible answer. The first two items on the list (silver and clothes) are simple

enough in that they are the ones Gehazi himself asked for (v.22b), and received

(v.23) from Naaman. Regarding olive-groves and vineyards, O'Brien rightly

observes that together within the OT they function as a metonymy and signify 'a safe

and prosperous life in the promised land.'60 There are several passages in which the

words are found in close proximity and which serve to represent the blessings of a

land given by Yhwh as part of spoils from war (Deut 6.11; Josh 24.13; Neh 9.25).61

Aramaic Bible 10 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1987), 274.
58
The importance of the motif of gifts and the verbs jra (w. 1,17, 22, 23) and especially npb

[w.5, 15, 16 (2x), 20 (2x), 23, 24, 26 (2x)] are noted by Smelik, 'Betekenis,' 113. In the case of the
former verb we may note its importance in the immediately preceding tale (4.42, 43, 44) as well.

59
In the LXX Gehazi uses the silver to purchase (Xfipyn ccbtco) Elisha's list of items (Bumey,

Notes, 283-84). See also the similar treatment by the Targum.
60
O'Brien, "'Is this the Time...?,"' 455-56. O'Brien's claim that these words are 'often together'

is accurate although perhaps not stated as judiciously as it might have been given the number of times
they are found apart. The exact phrase DTVTI is found only at 2 Kgs 5.26. More typically DID is
found first followed (of course not necessarily immediately) by rVT. It is found in the Pentateuch (Exod
23.11; Deut 6.11), Former Prophets (Josh 24.13; Judg 15.5; 1 Sam 8.14; 2 Kgs 5.26; 2 Kgs 18.32),
Latter Prophets (Amos 4.9), and Writings (Neh 5.11; 9.25). Thanks to D. Reimer for also pointing out
Hab 3.17 with its slight semantic shift.

61
Several other passages use Die and n" in similar fashion but with a different emphasis. In 2 Kgs

18.31-32 the king of Assyria promises Deuteronomy-like blessings if Judah submits to him. In Amos
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The next phrase -]j3:n ]xs, should be viewed as 'synecdoche representing wealth in

terms of agricultural produce but particularly as blessing through the covenant with

Abraham.'62 While the use of the phrase in terms of agricultural wealth or

possessions is predominant,63 it is only at Gen 24.35 that YHWH's blessing of

Abraham is made explicit in the context of wealth. It may be argued that the gifts

Abraham receives (Gen 12.16; 20.14) are merely evidence of his becoming a great

nation (Gen 12.2), but this is making explicit what the text merely implies.64 In other

instances the phrase is used as part of a treaty creation (Gen 21.27), plunder,65
sacrifice and/or sacrificial meal.66

The final phrase, ninstPl approximately nineteen times in the OT67 and is

associated most often with gifts (Gen 12.16; 20.14), YHWH's blessing of Abraham

(Gen 24.35), or making / being made slaves (Deut 28.68; Isa 14.2; Jer 34.11, 16; Esth

7.4; 2 Chr 28.10). O'Brien comments: 'Thus, menservants and maidservants were

normally acquired as the plunder of victorious battles or were obtained outside Israel

either through purchases or as gifts.'68 Given the fact that each pair evidences an

4.9, the gifts of the land once given by Yhwh are destroyed; vineyards by blight (]iS"TO) and
withering (pp*v), and olive trees by locusts.

62
O'Brien, "'Is this the Time...?,'" 456. O'Brien's claim that 'sheep and cattle occur 77 times in

the OT' likely represents passages where the two words are found in close proximity. The syntagm
]K2!. occurs 42 times and another 21 times in the reverse order (A. Even-Shoshan, A New

Concordance of the Old Testament Using the Hebrew andAramaic Text with an Introduction by J. H.
Sailhamer, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997), 971, col. 1). The latter order is found especially in
Deuteronomy in the context of sacrifice and eating. In the citations that follow in the footnotes I have
set in bold print those verses in which follows ~lj33. The passages cited below do not comprise an
exhaustive list.

63
Gen 32.8; 33.13; 45.10; 46.32; 47.1; 50.8; Ex 9.3; 10.9, 24; 12.32, 38; 34.3; 2 Sam 12.2,4.

64
I do not want to slight such an interpretative methodology provided the interpreter recognises

his or her modus operandi. Of course much of the present study is itself based on making explicit
what is textually covert. Genesis also contains examples of Yhwh'S blessing upon Isaac (Gen 26.12-
14) and upon Jacob (Gen 30.43; 48.3). Other uses of 'sheep and cattle' in the context of yhwh's
blessing are found in Deut 8.13; 2 Chr 32.29.

55
Gen 34.28; 1 Sam 14.32 ; 15.9, 15, 21; 27.9; 30.20

66
Ex 20.24; Lev 1.2; 27.32; Num 11.22; 22.40; 31.28; Deut 12.6, 17, 21; 14.23, 26; 15.9; 16.2; 1

Kgs 1.9; 8.5; 2 Chr 5.6; 18.2
67
Even-Shoshan, 1198, col. 3.

68
O'Brien, '"Is this the Time...?,"' 456. In several of these instances (Jer 34.11, 16; 2 Chr 28.10 it

is Hebrews enslaving fellow Hebrews contra Lev 25.39. The phrase occurs in the reverse order at Gen
30.43.
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association with plunder, perhaps Elisha is saying that it is not now time to plunder

the Arameans, but that there will come a time when it is appropriate. In this way the

'release' of Naaman portends the release of the Arameans in the next story in which

we find them (6.8-23).69 This is certainly a possible explanation for the appended

items, but we would like to suggest another.

The narrative function of Elisha's rhetorical question may be approached from

two distinct but somewhat related directions which comport well with our

interpretation of the passage thus far. We may perceive Elisha's question as a

condemnation ofGehazi. Earlier we argued for the role reversal of prophet and king;

in the curse placed upon Gehazi, role reversal is again prominent as the former

follower of Elisha is burdened with Naaman's leprosy 'forever' and Naaman is given

some of Israel's land.70

The rhetorical question, while directed to Gehazi, may also be read as an intrusive

comment by the narrator which spotlights several wider narrative concerns. If the

overall interpretation of the narratives to this point is plausible, and the narrator has

previously rolled Judah and Israel in the same narrative blanket, then perhaps

Elisha's rhetorical question provides further evidence for the condemnation of kings,

both northern and southern. There is no indication that Gehazi ever took any of the

other items on the formulaic list71 and yet when we raise our eyes to the wider scope

of Kings we remember that it was Ahab's seizure of a vineyard that brought about

Yhwh's greatest displeasure.

The taking ofNaboth's vineyard was the chief event that led to Yhwh's oracle of

destruction (1 Kgs 21.21-22) against Ahab's house, a prophecy that awaits fulfilment

69
A similar point is made by Moore, God Saves, 83.

,0
On this latter point see O'Brien, "'Is this the Time...?,"' 457. Smelik, 'Betekenis,' 113-14

argues that the author has a propensity to such role reversals and contrasts within the story. Among the
numerous examples mentioned are: Yhwh v. Rimmon; Israel's king and God v. Israel's king and
prophet; Elisha's message v. Naaman's expectations; Jordan river v. rivers of Damascus;
comprehending servants v. uncomprehending masters; 'great man' v. Tittle boy.

71
See below for a justification of the term 'formulaic.'
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within the story. This begs the further question of whether there is any other passage

in the OT which combines a list of items similar to 2 Kgs 5.26b and anti-kingly

sentiment? A passage that immediately comes to mind is found in 1 Sam 8.10-22

where Samuel warns Israel of the dangers inherent in their request for a king.

He will take...(v. 13a)
...and the best of your vineyards and olive groves
he will take and give to his servants, (v. 14)

And your menservants
And your maidservants
and the best of your choice young men
and your asses
He will take and make them do his work. (v. 16)
A tenth of your flocks and you yourselves shall
become his servants (v. 17)

Cohn comments that this list includes 'the possessions which a despotic king can be

expected to take from the people.'72 Clearly the 1 Samuel passage cited above sets

forth only a small portion of the total anti-monarchical sentiment observed in the

longer segment encompassing 1 Sam 8.10-22, and yet w.14-17 contain five of the

six items listed by Elisha and in fact all six if we accept the more likely LXX

rendering xd povicokvx biftov (CDnpa) in the place of the MT's Dsmra.73 The rhetorical

question, in the perspective of a wider narrative context, raises the possibility of a

condemnation of kingship. The prophet clearly disapproves of the taking of such

items, as he had strongly rejected Naaman's earlier plea to accept a gift. Instead,

Elisha gives rather than takes, reflecting a YHWH-like dispersion of the deuteronomic

blessings of the land which Israel should have obtained. It is to this latter point that

we now briefly turn.

-njT
n^itsn nrrrvn nrnp-p-nKi...

vqarb ]ra np1:

□3,"orniu
□D-ninDpmxi

□■aicsn DDnircrnxi

DpnionTixi
iFcxbab ntoi njj)

□■nag1? ib~rnn onto nosr agjNs

72
Cohn, 'Form and Perspective,' 182; O'Brien, '"Is this the Time...?,"' 456 agrees with Cohn's

assessment that the list represents a 'tithing list for a despotic ruler from the blessings of the land' but
does not agree that the parallel portrays Gehazi acting like a despotic ruler. Cohn merely states,
however, that Gehazi's actions are associated 'with the worse excesses of royal corruption' (p. 182).

73
S. R. Driver, Notes on the Hebrew Text of the Books of Samuel (Oxford: Clarendon Press,

1890), 53. D. Stuart, Old Testament Exegesis: A Primer for Students and Pastors, 2nd ed.
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1984), 48-49.
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The Blessings of the land: deuteronomic themes in the Elisha narratives

Frequently in treatments of the Elisha narratives, stories are dealt with in isolation.

This limits the interpreter's ability to gain any sense of interrelationship between

stories. Cohn for example, in analyzing chapter five as an independent story, claims

that its length and complexity separates it from the shorter tales that immediately

precede (4.38-41, 42-44) and follow (6.1-7).741 am not arguing that such an analysis

is without merit but merely attempting to observe narrative features and connections

that will help us to discern coherent features of Elisha and the stories in which he is

found.

O'Brien argues that Elisha's rhetorical question, 'Is this the time to receive

Yhwh's blessing?,' clearly requires a negative response. In his opinion the rhetorical

question highlights to both Gehazi and the exilic reader that the conversion of this

Gentile is not illustrative of yhwh's favour upon Israel but instead his displeasure.

Naaman's conversion to Yahwism 'is intended as a deliberate foil to the general

faithlessness of the Israelites and their kings in that age.'75 Keeping only chapter 5

before one's eyes such a conclusion is possible; on the other hand, observation of the

wider narrative horizon actually reveals the receiving of items that bring to mind the

deuteronomic blessings.

Both Cohn and O'Brien sense something of a 'critique of kings' in 2 Kgs 5. The

present interpretation goes slightly further in claiming that this critique, revealed

more openly within chapter five, is implicit in the continual promise of blessing to

the remnant which we have observed at various points in Elisha's concern for the

people. This provides for a more wide-ranging function to the shorter stories. The

answer to Elisha's rhetorical question may in fact be 'No, now is not the time...', but

it is an answer begging refinement; and that refinement exists in the form of a variety

of stories in which Elisha, contrary to the tendencies of despotic kings, gives

74
Cohn, 'Form and Perspective,' 171.

75
O'Brien, 'Is this the Time...?,' 457.
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deuteronomic blessings to 'faithful Israel', namely to those who have not bowed to

Baal (1 Kgs 19.18). In this regard Elisha's rhetorical question is an indictment of

faithlessness in Israel but not without qualification: Yhwh earlier promised the

preservation of a remnant and it is to this remnant that the blessings of the land will

come. This requires further elaboration.

Perhaps the most unique and unexamined feature of the Elisha narratives concerns

the prophet's consistent provision of the basic staples of life. This is true particularly,

although not exclusively, for the shorter stories, the so-called prophetic legends. The

reigning conception is that these narratives were preserved merely as a way to

emphasise the miraculous and thereby exalt the holy man of God. Rofe asserts:

'Elisha's miracles are minor deliverances, small acts of salvation, in both scope and

effect. They attest merely to the supernatural power of the Man of God who performs

them.'76 However, given that Elisha's appended list represents 'the blessings of the

land, including security and prosperity, as a significant component of Yahweh's

covenant with Israel'77 we here argue that the placement of these stories within Kings

provides an implicit critique of kingship on the one hand, while leaving open the

possibility of hope entailed in the blessing of the land on the other. Below are listed

the narratives in 2 Kings 2-8 comprising ideas of abundance along with those that

reflect some of the concerns observed in Deuteronomy 6-8:

1) 2 Kgs 2: Water and Land healed (nbstipi nip nip Dw'p nYWR'b, v.2.21b)

2) 2 Kgs 3: Abundance ofWATER (DIP xbp' Xinn bmni, 3.17a); (CTprrnX pXH xblSFIi, 3.20b)
3) 2 Kgs 4-8: The LOSS OF identity

4) 2 Kgs 4.1-7: Abundance ofOIL (ni<Fc KVn irbx DTtPD DH, 4.5b)

5) 2 Kgs 4.8-37: The promise ofchildren

6) 2 Kgs 4: Abundance ofBread (HIIT ipnp mrvh ibptn dnppb JFH, 4.44)

76
Rofe, Prophetical Stories, 15. He also claims that they play no part in the history of the nation,

they have no religious significance and they are not tests of God's strength (pp. 14-15).
77
O'Brien, '"Is this the Time...?,"' 456.
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7) 2 Kgs 5: Warnings against misappropriation of the BLESSINGS OF the land (2 Kgs 5.26b)

8) 2 Kgs 6.1-7: Borrowed Iron and the need for expanded Dwellings

9) 2 Kgs 6.24-7.20: Abundance of Flour and Barley (D1;!?®? ni3~|X, 7.2a); Plundering the
foreigner

10) 2 Kgs 8.1-6: The restoration ofLand

The stories of 2 Kings are believed to have little in common with deuteronomic

themes, but is this true? Deuteronomy 7-8 is generally concerned with the destruction

of the gods of the nations followed by the promise of abundance of the land, features

likewise present in the northern prophetic narratives where Elijah's confrontation

with Baal worship is followed by Elisha's provision of life-giving produce. The

concept of abundance in the land is especially prevalent in Deut 8.6-9 which holds

out the promise of good land (cf. 2 Kgs 2.19-22) and an abundance of basic

provisions; water (cf. 2 Kgs 3), grains (cf. 2. Kgs 6.24-7.20); bread (cf. 2 Kgs 4.42-

44); oil (cf. 2 Kgs 4.1-7); and iron (cf. 6.1-7)78. Other possible relations between the

two passages include the assurance of fertility (Deut 7.14; cf. 2 Kgs 4.8-37), wiping

out the names of foreign kings (Deut 7.24; cf. loss of the name of the king of Israel, 2

Kgs 4-8), plundering the land (Deut 6.10-12; cf. 7.15-16), and the expansion of

housing due to multiplication ofYhwh's blessing (Deut 8.12-13; cf. 2 Kgs 6.1-7).

The idea of eschatological blessing (abundance) in the Elisha tales was argued for

by W. Reiser more than forty years ago.79 The arguments have been re-examined and

78
In observing these connections the reader may think that I have gone well beyond likely textual

influences. At the risk of further offence it is interesting that conquest of the land holds out the
promise of pomegranates ji»1 (Deut 8.8) also the name of the god renounced by Naaman in his
promise to worship Yhwh alone.

79
W. Reiser, 'Eschatologische Gottesspriiche in den Elisa-Legenden,' TZ 9 (1953) 321-38. Reiser

examines the promises of food and water introduced by a messenger formula in 1 Kgs 17.14a, 2 Kgs
2.21; 3.16-17; 4.43; 7.1. He concludes that 'the oracles point modestly, but resolutely to a time which
will transcend the present everday life. They promise a time of salvation. The oracles are

eschatological oracles' (p.333). The conclusion is cited by W. Thiel, 'Character and Function of
Divine Sayings in the Elijah and Elisha Traditions,' in H. G. Reventlow (ed.), Eschatology in the
Bible and in Jewish and Christian Tradition, JSOTSup 243 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1997), 189-199 (198).
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overturned recently by W. Thiel.80 Texts such as Amos 9.13, Hos 2.23-25 and 14.6-9

are mentioned by Reiser for comparison with the Elisha traditions but are dismissed

by Thiel because of 'the immense distance in the content of the promises.'81 Thiel is

arguing that the minuscule promises of the Elisha stories pale in the bright light of

the passages from the minor prophets. However, if the overall narrative context is

kept in mind, (the destruction of Ahab's line and Baal worship; war with Aram;

miracles and the loss of identity), there is ample evidence that 'salvation', however

conceived, is an important concern of the stories.82 As opposed to the more mature

reflections in the latter prophets - ideas flourishing in response to imminent national

crises of greater proportion - one might expect in the Elisha stories a nascent

eschatological conception cultured in the milieu of kings who have rejected YHWH in

favour of the Baals.83 Of course, it is by no means certain that the Elisha stories arose

in a period chronologically earlier than the passages in Amos and Hosea. In any case

one would expect the poetic expression of such blessings to exceed that found in

prose. There are clearly 'immense differences' between the prose blessings 2 Kgs 2-8

and the poetry of Amos and Hosea. However, these are no more dramatic than the

prose expressions of Exodus 14 and Judges 4 and their poetic counterparts found in

Exodus 15/Ps 77.10-20 and Judges 5.

80
Thiel, 'Character,' 189-199. He wishes to re-examine Reiser's results for several reasons. First,

the original article 'has not had as much attention as it deserves,' and second, 'if these results were

correct, we would obtain important insights into the origins and development of the Elisha traditions.
We would also have the opportunity to observe something like an eschatology of salvation that
already existed in the prophetic circles of the late ninth century BCE' (p. 189). Thiel concludes only 1
Kgs 17.14a points to 'a fairy-tale like fullness'. For the other stories, 'Probably not more is meant than
that the consumption for the day is secured, and this only for a while' (p. 198).

81
Thiel, 'Character,' 198.

82
Grottanelli, 'Healers and Saviours,' in Bianchi and Vermaseren, 649, notes that 'salvation' in

the Mediterranean and Near Eastern societies typically involved safety from famine, epidemics and
defeat in war. It also covered becoming a slave which 'often ensued as a consequence of the main
three'.

83
G. Von Rad, Old Testament Theology, trans. D. M. G. Stalker (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd,

1965) 2:29 appears to concur. He claims that Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, and Micah developed ideas 'in
such a way as to make Elijah's and Elisha's view of the future seem naive and almost embryonic.' In
citing Reiser's article von Rad notes that speaking of eschatology here comes down to how one
defines the term (29 n.48).
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Conclusion

We have argued that 2 Kings chapters 4 and 5, following upon the blending of

kings and kingdoms in 2 Kgs 3, manifests an implicit critique of kingship and an

elevation of the prophet while recalling the deuteronomic blessings exhibited in

surrounding stories, particularly the so-called prophetic legends. These blessings

arise from a prophet who, in reversing roles with the king, takes on characteristics

both royal and divine in his acts of healing and provision of the basic staples of

water, oil, bread and grains.84 The oracle concerning Ahab in 1 Kgs 20.42 ('your life

instead of his life, your people instead of his people') is manifested in another

dramatic role reversal in 2 Kgs 5 in which the Israelite Gehazi is laden with the

gentile Naaman's leprosy, while Naaman takes the very land of Israel home with

him. Perhaps the critique of kingship and the concern with deuteronomic blessing

would be of concern to a writer or editor in an exilic setting in which the loss of

kingship and the question of Yhwh's continued concern for his people were pre¬

eminent. From the standpoint of the context in which the stories are set Grottanelli

notes:

But yahwistic healers are not only more powerful than the prophets of Baal;
they also detain more charismatic power than the king of Israel....

Of course Elisha succeeds where the king has failed because he is the
prophet of Yahweh, and it is the god who operates through him, as is clear from
his words to Nacaman. However, it is significant that we have here an explicit
statement that the king cannot heal because he is not the god {haDelohim), that
the statement is proffered by the king, and that the prophet heals the man the
king was unable to heal. Elsewhere (II Kings 1) the king of Israel is sick, seeks
'salvation' in a 'foreign' cult, and is predicted to die by Elijah, who thus appears
as an antihealer.85

84
The 'saving' nature ofNear Eastern kingship is some matter of debate. According to Grottanelli,

M. Liverani suggests that the saving nature of kingship in Mesopotamia and Syria was linked with
royal justice manifested primarily in the 'remission of debts, and freeing of debtors' (Grottanelli,
'Healers' in Bianchi and Vermaseren, 649-50). If this is so, 2 Kgs 4.1-7 may be another example of a
royal trait exhibited by the prophet. The article to which Grottanelli refers is M. Liverani, La Royaute
syrienne de l'Age du Bronze Recent: AA. W., Le Palais et la Royaute (Archeologie et Civilization),
Actes de la XIX Rencontre Assyriologique International, Paris 1971, 329-356.

85
Grottanelli, 'Healers,' 130. See also Overholt, Cultural Anthropology, 36-39 who suggests that

Elijah and Elisha act like shamans (pp.37, 45). Overholt also claims it is possible to 'generalize' about
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Although he does not make the connection explicitly, Grottanelli sees the king's

statement in 2 Kgs 5 as 'significant' because he connects the rise of the prophetic

movement with 'the total collapse of the whole social and political system of the

Eastern Mediterranean' associated with the transition from the Late Bronze to the

Iron Age.86 If, as Grottanelli argues, Israel's first king Saul is a transitional figure

portrayed as a 'possessed prophet,' then perhaps it is appropriate for us to see Elisha,

(the last northern prophet in the book Kings prior to that kingdom's collapse) as a

royal prophet.87 This proposal becomes even more interesting as we turn to the 2 Kgs

6.1-23 where Elisha returns 'borrowed iron' (a symbol of failed kingship?) to the

surface and single-handedly 'saves' Israel from the Arameans.

the 'social' function of such stories: 'They serve to legitimate and enhance the authority of persons
about whom they are told' (p.40).

86
Grottanelli, 'Healers,' 128.

87
Grottanelli, 'Charismatic Possession and Monarchic Rationalization,' in Kings and Prophets,

87-109 sees Saul as a transitional figure between the judges and kings (p. 100) and elsewhere notes
that Saul is portrayed as a 'possessed "prophet"' ('Healers,' 128).
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Chapter 6

Land Clearing and Chariot Fearing (2 Kings 6.1-23)

Introduction

Ursine assaults on young children aside, the story of the lost and retrieved axe-

head in 2 Kings 6.1-7, must rank among the most bizarre (and some would say most

trivial) of the Elisha narratives, and one that provides perhaps the greatest challenge

to the exploration of literary coherence. What in the world does one make of such a

story? Is it of any consequence that it is placed here and not elsewhere? Why, for

instance, is it not grouped with similar stories of like quality in chapter 4?1 At this

point we have to admit that the deposit of the narrative in its present locale appears to

bear little relationship to Naaman's healing that precedes it.

Likewise the stories which follow (2 Kgs 6.8-7.20) provide a number of

interpretative difficulties. Besides the questionable relation to the axe-head story,

there is the status of the relationship between Aram and Israel. For example, the king

ofAram, once willing to send his commander Naaman to Israel for healing (5.5-6), is

portrayed in 6.8-7.20 as a king whose war with Israel is ongoing. Likewise, the

relationship between Elisha and the king of Israel in this section is at odds with other

portions: the prophet who could at one stage, barely tolerate the presence of the

Israelite king (3.14), now appears to be on reasonably friendly terms, warning the

king of the impending Aramean threat (6.9-10). The relationship is later given a

negative emphasis (6.31-32) where it would provide no small pleasure for the king to

remove Elisha's head from his shoulders. Likewise, the portrait of the prophet's

knowledge is at odds with other stories. At one point Elisha has no explanation for

the Shunammite's bitter distress (4.27) yet within 6.8-7.20 he seems to see all and

know all (6.12, 16, 32; 7.1-2, 17).

1
Jones, Kings, 2:421 states that the story belonged to the same collection as the 'wonder

narratives' of 4.1-44 and 8.1-6. He notes that 'since they both belong to the same locality,' it is likely
that 6.1-7 originally followed 4.38-41 and that each has its origins in Gilgal.

139



With respect to 2 Kgs 6.1-7, it would be simple enough to follow reigning

interpretations of the story and either ignore it or treat it in isolation and conclude

that in this tale one may observe another example of a prophetic legend seeking the

exaltation of a holy man of God. Moore, for example, decides to ignore 6.1-7 as a

brief 'interruption'.2 Nelson holds that the story 'does nothing more than emphasise

the power of the prophet.'3 Nelson may be correct. However, if this view of the

narrative is less than satisfying (exactly how many stories do we need to emphasise

the power of the prophet?), we may annex one of several other options available to

us by arguing that the story makes a general point about prophecy, stresses the

importance of listening to the man of God, or displays the way in which God cares

for the little people through his prophet. Any or all of these may be correct and our

acceptance of one, some, or all would contribute little to advancing an understanding

of the passage within the wider borders of the Elisha narratives and the question of

literary coherence.

Recently some scholars have attempted to move the interpretation of this baffling

passage in other directions and to make sense of the tale in its present position.

Satterthwaite, for example, urges that closer attention be paid to context. We are

made immediately aware that there is some growth in numbers among the sons of the

prophets as they inform Elisha that their present dwelling is getting too small ("is,

6.1b). Gaining Elisha's permission to go and the promise that he will accompany

them, the prophetic band with prophet in tow heads off to the Jordan to split (mrr],

v.4) trees in order to build a suitable dwelling (w.2-4).4 The fact that this building

project is taking place near the Jordan, according to Satterthwaite, recalls the

conquest under Joshua: '[T]he restoration of the axe-head implies not simply

2
Moore, God Saves, 70.

3
Nelson, Kings, 185.

4
The verb is used elsewhere in Kings of Solomon's threat to 'divide' the child of the prostitutes (1

Kgs 3.25, 26), a story soon given a new twist in 2 Kgs 6.24-31.

140



YHWH's concern about the possible embarrassment of one of his faithful, but an

endorsement of the symbolic repossession'.5
Satterthwaite also argues that the iron is a symbolic representation ofNaaman and

the Aramean army. In this view 6.1-7 points backward and forward. With respect to

chapter 5, Naaman represents a kind of 'axe-head' which the king of Aram has lost,

but which is eventually restored by obedience to the prophetic command as Naaman,

like the iron, is immersed in the Jordan and returned to its owner.6 In looking ahead,

the iron foreshadows the entire Aramean army which, in its attempt to seize Elisha, is

'blinded', captured, and eventually restored to the Aramean king.7 Another

possibility is that the axe-head parallels YHWH's power (the chariots and horses of

fire) which is again made available to Israel.8

The present investigation will adopt a multi-perspectival approach for the two

stories of 2 Kgs 6.1-23. In examining 6.1-7, several other passages within the Elisha

cycle will be explored. Next, possible lexical or narrative relationships between the

two disparate stories will be sought. After a close look at the remainder of the second

story, the horizon will broaden again to the Moses/Joshua traditions. In some

respects the present chapter mimics Elisha's actions in 2 Kgs 6.1-7 - primarily it is

an attempt to return a peripheral story from the stream bed to the narrative surface.

5
Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 18 refers to repossession of the land.

6
Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 19. Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 70 do not go quite this far

but do claim that the axe-head story follows Naaman because of their common link to the Jordan.
Rofe claims that the position of the Naaman story is 'problematic', however, he also notes the
common element of the Jordan (Prophetical Stories, 50).

7
Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 19.

8
Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 19 n.52. Along similar lines Brichto, Grammar, 199-200

argues that the story does not relate a 'literal event' but is metaphoric. The axe-head is a symbol of
power. He points to Isa 10.15 (|H3) where the king of Assyria is likened to an autonomous axe. Like a
horse that knows it bears an inexperienced rider the axe throws itself from the handle. Elisha, who is
the true wielder of power, reshapes a new axe handle and casts it into the water. In this view the story
is a lesson for the novice prophetic disciple.
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Elisha: a Prophet ofRestoration

Before turning to a more detailed examination of 6.1-23, we will explore several

narratives similar to 6.1-7. There are a number of stories in which Elisha is

confronted with a problem that is resolved by the activity of 'throwing' or 'casting'

The first hint at this predilection to toss things is located in 2 Kgs 2.21a when

Elisha throws salt (nbp DBT^bKH) into the waters. The second instance is found in

4.41a when the prophet casts flour into the pot ("rorrbx "qbcm). The final instance

occurs in 6.6b after one of the prophetic company loses his borrowed iron

implement. Elisha cuts off a stick (firnsp']) and casts it into the Jordan whereupon
the iron floats (bran n»Er"qb®"_]).9 In each of these stories the prophet's activity

results in restoration. As was argued previously, death is removed and life is restored

to the waters of 2.19-22 and the stew of 4.38-41. In 6.1-7 the iron tool is restored to

the prophet's follower. The servant obeys Elisha's command to lift up the iron for

himself (imp iT nbtp, v.7b). Why does Elisha tell the disciple to pick it up

himself? Surely a prophet who can make iron float can also raise it out of the water,

even miraculously, and set it at his servant's feet. The importance of this feature will

be explored in due course.

There are several other occurrences of "[bt» in 2 Kings important for the present

discussion (13.21; 17.20). In the first an unnamed party is startled by Moabite raiders

while burying a man (13.21).10 Unlike Elijah whom Yhwh may have cast upon some

mountain or valley (2.16), Elisha is here the one being cast upon. Thus the prophet is

not the 'direct object' of the verb but rather its 'indirect object'. In hasty response to

the approaching Moabites, the party throws (when, v.21a) the man into Elisha's

9 i
The word 'axe-head' often used in translation is a reasonable guess for the Hebrew 7H3. See

Deut 19.5.
10
In 13.21 the first action is durative ('while they were burying') suggested by the participle while

the second action is instantaneous as suggested by the qatal form ('they saw'). The construction is
found also at 2.23; 6.5, 26. See J-M §166f (3).
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tomb and when his body touches the prophet's bones, life is restored to him

(rbn-by Djri "iti, v.21b).

Following immediately upon this story is the reminder of Hazael's ongoing

oppression of Israel and Yhwh's continued favour and compassion revealed because

of his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He was not willing to destroy Israel

nor to cast them (np,!?pn, v. 13.23b) from his presence. The theological weight

afforded this term in chapter 13 is further supported by the important change in

Yhwh's actions observed in 2 Kgs 17.19-20 where the merging identities of Israel

and Judah - hinted at within the Elisha narratives - are more explicitly intertwined:

Judah had not kept Yhwh's commandments but had instead walked in the ways of

Israel (v.19). Ultimately Yhwh rejects 'all the seed of Israel', exposing them to

'plunderers' (croPi) until he had cast them (n3,!?e;n, v.20) from his presence. We will

have occasion to revisit the plunderers in our concluding chapter. For now it is

important to notice that the prophet, although dead, counters the negative elements of

their presence.11
The point is not that the verb "jbEi has some restricted lexical tie to idea of

restoration, but merely the observation that its occurrence within the Elisha

narratives coincides with 'restoration' as an important thematic element within these

several short vignettes. The connection of 'casting' and 'restoration' in the Elisha

narratives is countered by several instances which bring together the presence of

plunderers and Yhwh's actions. In 13.23 he is unwilling to cast Israel from his

presence due to his covenant while in 17.20, Israel is removed from his presence.12

11
Our interpretation runs counter to that of Zakovitch, "Tell Your Son... ", 78-79. He claims that

the story of Elisha's burial is 'highly exceptional', that the story treats Elisha 'quite cruelly' and
'belittles the image of the prophet' since there is no grief, no mourning, a mundane burial, and no role
for God. It is not even the prophet who is resurrected but an anonymous person {"Tell Your Son...
78-79).

12
The verb ("|bt5) is also found within the Elisha narratives at 3.25 (Israelite army throwing stones

onto Moabite fields); 7.15 (Arameans throwing supplies as they flee); 9.25, 26 (Jehu's order to cast
Jehoram onto the field that belonged to Naboth); 10.26 (casting out the slain bodies of the ministers of
Baal).
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Of course, the restoration theme is evident in other places within the Elisha stories

where the verb does not occur. Indeed the greater portion of the Elisha narratives

exhibit restoration as a feature (3.15-17; 4-8.6). It is undeniable that 6.1-7 seeks to

elevate the man of God but, in tandem with like-minded stories, it does so in order to

emphasise the role of Elisha in the restoration ofDibtf, one who brings order to chaos.

S. Olyan states with respect to his study of 2 Kgs 9: 'Both the prophets and Jehu are

instruments of Yahweh's restoration of saldm.,u However, Elisha is the restorer of

aibci par excellence. This is evidenced in the story that follows in which the enemies

of Israel are, at the prophetic command, shown mercy and where a circumstance,

possibly ending in the complete destruction of the enemy, concludes in peace. It is

likewise true in the preceding story where Naaman's plea for mercy is met with the

prophetic Qibe>b tjb (5.19).

Narrowing the Focus: The IntrudingNarrator, Terminology, and Analogy

Several questions arise from the initial exploration of 2 Kgs 6.1-7. Why does the

usually insightful Elisha need to be shown where the axe-head fell? Are there any

lexical connections between this story and the one that follows? If so, does the

terminology of the first story prepare the reader for the terminology, of the second?

Do any actions of the first story foreshadow actions of the second? The portrayal of

Elisha in 2 Kgs 6.1-7 as a prophet of restoration is only one of several ways to look

at the story. A close examination may provide answers to these questions.

As with earlier stories, 2 Kgs 6.8-23 commences with the nominal clause

establishing its background and subject.14 The story itself consists of four relatively

13
Here one need only to point out the vital importance of D"lbc£? in 2 Kgs 9. See S. Olyan,

'Hasalom' Some Literary Considerations of 2 Kings 9,' CBO 46 (1984) 652-68. Olyan claims that in
order to understand 2 Kgs 9 we must recognise the underlying contrast between completeness (order)
or 'things being right' and incompleteness (disorder) or 'things in need of correction, the restoration of
salom\ The state of □"btD does not exist in the community because Ahab has murdered Naboth and
Jezebel still has influence (pp. 661-62). See also D. J. Wiseman, '"Is it Peace?" Covenant and
Diplomacy,' IT 32 (1982) 31 1-26.

14
Once more the new pericope commences by establishing the background of what will follow.
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equal parts (w.8-10; 11-14; 15-19; 20-23). The narrator's presence is noted in the

opening section as evidenced by the phrase ubbN bibs nipirbx ('to such and such a

place,' v.8).15 In view of the importance of the information it is unlikely that such an

abstract statement would occur in an interchange between a king and his advisors.

Where information is unimportant it is not uncommon to use generic terms in

narrative or speech.16 It does little good for a king to tell his generals to attack (Tiipn,

v.8b)17 'at such and such a place.' Neither would the prophet be of any genuine

military assistance by telling a king to be on guard at ntn oipipn (v.9). If the actual

place had been forgotten - assuming its existence in the first place - the name could

have been fabricated, although with biblical narrative this seems less likely than in,

for example, an informal account. If a narrator knows enough to report conversations

The king of Aram is continuously waging war (□nt?3 mn, 6.8) with Israel. See J-M §154m for a
discussion of rrn plus the participle, where the latter expresses the 'durative aspect'. B. Long, argues
that the phrase highlights the 'frequentative action' (2 Kings, 85).

155D5:811,s.v. nba.
16
For example, the way in which we might refer in a conversation to 'Mr. So-and-So,' or 'What's

his name?' See Berlin, Poetics, 153 n.8. Along with 2 Kgs 6.8-10, Berlin discusses the other
occurrences (1 Sam 21.3; Ruth 4.1) on pages 99-101.

17
Detailed argumentation for reading inmn and OT,ru from the root nm ('to descend) is found in

P. Joiion, 'Notes de critique textuelle,' MUSJ 5.2 (1912) 477-78. He notes the military sense of the
verb in Jer 21.13; Joel 4.11 (p.478). This reading is adopted by Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 382;
B. Long, 2 Kings, 81; Cogan and Tadmor, IIKings, 72 n.8. The suggestion, while giving less weight
to the reading in the LXX (roxpEjipakco), seems reasonable, making better sense of the text in
accordance with the repetition ofbiblical narrative. Further support comes from its agreement with the
synonym in v. 18 in which (arguably) the Syrian army attacks (n"T.l). The difficulties and solutions for
verses 8, 9 are described by R. LaBarbera, 'The Man ofWar and the Man of God: Social Satire in 2
Kings 6:8-7:20,' CBQ 46 (1984) 637-51 (639 n.6). The final word of the MT in v.8 (Tiinn) is a hapax
legomenon regarding its form while the final word of v.9 (DTin?), is a hapax regarding its pointing:
'The best explanation is to derive both forms from the root nht, "to go down," treating the first as a
metathesized form of tinhatu, with yod misread for waw, and the second as a mispointed masculine
plural participle.'

There are several other explanations: O. Thenius, Konige, 300 citing the Pesh. and 2 Kgs 7.12 (cf.
1 Kgs 22.25) argues that 'TQnn has developed from itqnn' [Vtan, withdraw, hide]. He is followed
here by R. Kittel, Die Biicher Der Konige, HKAT 1.5 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1900),
210; BDB:334, s.v. rutin, states: 'form very strange.' A. Klostermann, Die Biicher Samuelis und der
Konige, Kurzgefasster Kommentar zu den heiligen Schriften Alten und Neuen Testamentes sowie zu
den Apokryphen (Nordlingen: C. H. Beck, 1887), 408 suggests perhaps K2nra (hitpael yiqtol lep) 'let
us lie in wait' in agreement with LXXl, Vulg. Burney agrees that such a reading 'may be adopted'
{Notes, 285).
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no one could have heard, why not substitute a place name as necessary?18 The point

is that the name of the place (or person) is less important than what we are told (or

not told) about it. According to Berlin the narrator here is 'intentionally abstracting,

or generalizing' since there is some information that is not relevant to the telling of

this particular tale: 'In other words, the narrator in Ruth 4:1 and 2 Kgs 6:8, and

David in 1 Sam 21:3, is asserting his control over the story.'19
For what purpose then is the authorial presence and the absence of location so

palpable? The lack of a name for the 'place' is a veritable black hole in view of the

appearance of Dipo six times in 6.1-10.20 Certainly the referents to cnpn in 6.1-7 have

nothing to do with those in 6.8-23. Yet the frequency does serve to sharpen the

reader's interest and focus attention on the 'place'. Why the cloak of secrecy that

pervades the early portions of 6.8-23? This lack of information contrasts dramatically

with a place that will be named later and become the focal point of the action for

nearly the remainder of the narrative. Similarly, there are eight occurrences of Dtp

between 6.1-6.14.21 The simple cross-story occurrences of these words give us pause

to consider the possibility of some relationship between these two stories. The fact

that these words do not share referents does not argue against their cohesive

function.22

Turning first to the occurrences of Dtp within these two stories, we note that the

word occurs five times within 6.1-7. It points to that confined place where the sons of

the prophets dwell before Elisha (TJE)1? Ulittj, v.l). It is the place in the

Jordan where Elisha cast the stick (nHtp'ijbtp".], v.6). Most importantly we find it three

times in verse 2 in the context of the Jordan as the new place where the sons of the

18.
A. Berlin asserts: 'We must not lightly assume that the biblical tradition forgot things. Ethnic

traditions do not easily forget; and if there is a gap or lapse, it is quickly filled in' (Poetics, 153 n.8).
19 l .
A. Berlin, Poetics, 101. Ruth 4.1 and 1 Sam 21:3 are the other places were pbbx pbs occurs.

"0
The word occurs at 2 Kgs 6.1, 2, 6, 8, 9, 10.

21
6.1, 2(3x)., 6, 9, 10, 14.

22
Berlin, 'Lexical Cohesion,' 33 states: 'Repeated words can provide lexical cohesion even if they

do not have the same referent.' Alter, Art ofBiblical Narrative, 94 observes how 'word-motifs' can
'establish instructive connections between seemingly disparate episodes.'
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prophets will build their larger living quarters. It is as if the narrator wanted the

readers (hearers) to mark the importance of this location and the importance of the

sound sam.

Dtp nntpb Dipo Dtf ubrnfojtai nnx -pip ktx Dtpn nnpii HT.rr-w xa~rDbj
'Please let us go to the Jordan and let us take from there (sam) each man one beam, so that we may make
there (sam) for ourselves a place to dwell there (sam)' (2 Kgs 6.2).

Not surprisingly this sound is exploited early in the following story. In v.9 Elisha's

warning to the king of Israel is countered by the king's response in v. 10:

:DTim d"ik Dt£t-,3 ntn open IDVD -iDEin
• w 23 s Wr T • •• ' T i •

'Be on guard (hissamer) from passing by this place for there Aram (ki-sam Daram) is going down' (2 Kgs
6.9).

: DTitp kbi nnx x'b Dtp ~intp?i

...and he was on guard there (wenismar sam) not once and not twice (2 Kgs 6.10).

While both LaBarbera and Moore note the word play in 6.9, 10, neither observe the

abundance of Dtp in the prior story, a feature which would further support their

interpretation.24

Returning to 6.1-7, a parallel case may be made regarding the word mpn. One of
the sons of the prophets asks Elisha to notice the restricted living quarters of their

place (npan xrnan, v.l), to permit them to go the Jordan, and to sanction the building

of a 'place there' (above 6.2). After the axe-head's plunge into the water and the

disciple's cry, Elisha asks where it fell and is shown the place (nparrnx inx-H, 6.6b).

Upon bringing the iron to the surface, Elisha commands his disciple to 'take it up

yourself.' We are informed at the conclusion of the story that this disciple 'stretched

out his hand and took it.'

The word mpn is again used early in the following story. The king of Aram

deliberates with his servants and decides to attack at 'such and such a place.' The

man of God, knowing about this place 'sends' (nbtfm, v.9) to the king of Israel

23
nipn The infinitive with ]H is used after verbs of restraining, ceasing. See Gibson § 109 Rem 1.

~4
LaBarbera, 'Man of War,' 639-40; Moore notes that while the verb nnstn is not particularly

noteworthy, the repetition of the sound causes us to be alert to any 'special emphasis' which may be
highlighted (God Saves, 84-85).
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warning him 'to be on guard passing through this place' (above 6.9). The king of

Israel heeds the warning such that he takes extra precautions (Dip»n-bi$...nbttm, v.10)
at the 'place'.

Finally, while recognising the frequency with which the verb ~[bn occurs in the

Old Testament, it is still worth noting its usage in the 6.1-7 where it occurs five times

from verses 2-4 and 6.8-23 where it occurs three times in verse 19 alone. The former

case emphasises the promise of Elisha's presence with his disciples as they go to the

Jordan (dfix -b'j, v.4).25

pb "inx"]... xrroba
Tjnnirnx jjbyw bxin inxn nos-i

pbK -intn
...onx pb"i

'Permit us to go to the Jordan'...and he said, 'Go!' (6.2).26
And one of them said, 'Please go with your servants' (6.3a).
And he said, 'I myself will go.' (6.3b)
And he went with them.. .(6.4)

In the following story pbn portrays the prophet in a king-like fashion subduing a

hostile enemy, leading them into the very heart of Samaria.27

nrhpttf nnix -b" jppqn -Px frx-'bx npnx rp-bitc nnx pb
'Come after me and I will lead28 you to the man whom you are seeking.' And he led them to Samaria (6.19).

The cohesive elements of the first story (6.1-7) and the second (6.8-23) may

function to guide us both terminologically and analogically in the creation of a

25
See J-M §146a(3) for the use of the emphatic personal pronoun where this verse is given as an

example of a promise given 'in reply to an invitation or to a question.'
26
The permission granted by Elisha is reflected elsewhere in similar grammatical fashion. In 2.16a

a jussive of permission to isb'. ('Allow them to go') is followed by the prophet's imperative inbp
('Send!'). In 6.2 it is the cohortative of permission ttrrpb; which is followed by the imperative cb.
See J-M §114n.

27
D. Sheriffs, The Friendship of the LORD: an Old Testament Spirituality (Carlisle: Paternoster

Press, 1996) 100, discussing the 'walking metaphor' in the context of ancient Near Eastern treaties,
notes that the phrase 'inx qbn likely originated in a political context where 'walking after the king'
was used in the sense of 'joining in the advance of his army.' Thus to 'walk after' is to be 'in alliance
with'.

28
It is possible to translate the so-called copulative imperfect or weyiqtol as a purpose clause: so

that I may lead you (see J-M § 116b; WOC §33.4b). However, Muraoka has elsewhere challenged this
traditional view. See the discussion in W. Th. van Peursen, 'The Verbal System,' 152.
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'coherent mental representation.'29 Terminologically, we have observed lexical

connections between 6.1-7 and the 6.8-23. Analogically there are a series of more

subtle narrative similarities: both the prophet and the king of Aram are searching and

thus Elisha's question points ahead to the question of the king of Aram. As the

prophet questions his servant for the location of the missing axe-head (bs; mx,

v.6.6a) so the king of Aram inquires of his servants for the location of the missing

prophet (ton nfrx, vl3a). In each case the verb nx-) plays a role in identifying location

(6.6b, 13). The 'sending and seizing' by Elisha's servant in 6.7b OnnjP'i It nben)
foreshadows the 'sending and seizing' of the king ofAram in 6.13a (innjs#) nbtfxi). In
the former case the object is iron while in the latter it is Elisha. The news of Tost

iron' in the former story is replaced by the imminent danger of Aramean chariots and

horses surrounding the city in the latter story - a point to which we shall return.

Within each story the prophet is confronted by a frantic servant who cries "^Tx nnx.

Here Elisha is treated in a manner reserved elsewhere for Yhwh only. The phrase

"318 nrttq (w.5b, 15b) is found at no other place in the Hebrew Bible. In conjunction

with pix it is always in the form mm pTx nntt as an address to the deity.30
What sorts of expectations are created in the relationships between these two

stories. If the analogies proceeded according to expectations, the king ofAram would

reach out his hand and 'take' the prophet as easily as the axe-head is taken in the

prior story at Elisha's command. However both 6.1-7 and 6.8-23 manifest a reversal

of expectations. In the former case the desire to clear the land is met with the

unexpected loss and subsequent retrieval of the very implement needed to perform

the task.31 In the latter case the expected military might of the Aramean army

29
This statement is made in light of the earlier discussion of coherence in chapter two. Recall that

cohesion is neither a necessary nor sufficient condition of cohesion; however, it does provide the
primary element for coherence building by the reader.

30
Josh 7.7; Judg 6.22; Jer 1.6; 4.10; 14.13; 32.17; Ezek 4.14; 9.8; 11.13; 21.5.

31
This reversal of expectations for 2 Kgs 6.1-7 is noted in J. T. Cummings, 'The House of the

Sons of the Prophets and the Tents to the Rechabites,' in E. A. Livingstone (ed.), Studia Biblica 1978:
I. Papers on Old Testament and Related Themes, JSOTSup 11 (Sheffield: University of Sheffield,
1979), 119-26 (120).
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becomes no match for the chariots and horsemen surrounding Elisha; those who

come to capture the prophet are themselves captured. At a minimum, the

terminological and analogical connections noted invite further reflection on the

relationship between these disparate tales. Before further reflection we will take a

closer exegetical and thematic look at the remainder of 2 Kings 6.8-23.

2 Kgs 6.11-19: My God Saves

The beginning of each verse within the first quarter of the story (w.8-10)

establishes the three persons of power who are the narrative's primary characters. In

verse 8 it is the king of Aram who is introduced, in verse 9 it is the man of God, and

in verse 10 it is the king of Israel. In each case the figure is anonymous with the

prophet surrounded by monarchs on either side. The arrangement of this early

portion of the story is repeated in the following three quarters. The two kings (Aram

in w.11-14, Israel in w.20-23) are placed on either side of the central portion in

which attention is focused upon the prophet. Even as actors on the stage they are

seeking the prophet either for capturing (v. 14) or questioning (v.21).32 The initial

action of both prophet and kings is described in similar fashion (nbttf, w.9, 10, 14).

The early anonymity of all three figures is important because it contrasts with the

later narrative features that place the prophetic name in bold relief.

The reader is in the dark regarding the specific location of either Aram's attack or

Israel's defence. However, unlike the king of Aram, the reader is not in the dark

regarding the actions of the man of God. Whether the king of Aram is 'hiding' or

'descending' (see n.17) it is clear that the king of Israel is on high alert due to a

previous prophetic warning. Due to the consistent thwarting of the king of Aram's

plans he becomes enraged, thinking that one of his own counsellors is conferring

with the king of Israel (v.l l).33 Upon learning that his bedroom conversations have

32 . .

It is possible that the king of Aram's intent is not hostile, but then why bring such a large force?
33

The verb "1JJO occurs 7 times in the MT and is attested only here in the Former Prophets (Isa
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been 'tapped' by prophetic insight, the king moves his attention from Israel (v.8) to

the prophet (v. 13) as the narrative also makes its transition from king to prophet. The

three 'fifties' of Ahaziah who earlier sought Elijah on the mountain (2 Kgsl.9-13)

are countered by threefold 'horses, chariotry and a large army' which the king sends

after the prophet (2 Kgs 6.14a). Two details should be noticed here that provide

evidence for a kingly portrayal of Elisha. First, the only other occurrences of

bTip) in the Hebrew Bible are located in the context of Solomon and Hezekiah

(1 Kgs 10.2//2 Chr 9.1 and 2 Kgs 18.17//Isa 36.2).34 Second, the indefinite ae; noted

earlier is, in its final appearance in 6.1-23, given a definite referent: it now refers to

Elisha's presence in Dothan. Elisha's actions 6.6) sound like those of a

king (noernbt?"], v. 14), providing a feature that encourages further consideration of

connections between these two stories.

Narrative attention moves away from the king of Israel and towards the prophet in

verse 11. As with Elisha's statement in 2 Kgs 3.14, in which he disparages the

presence of the king of Israel, so here - in the mouth of the king of Aram and the

response of his servant - we may have a question that functions to criticise the king

of Israel. The king ofAram asks:

btnir Tbrrbx uWp p *b npn xibn
35 36 t . . . . T .

'Will you not make known to me who from among us is for the king of Israel?' (2 Kgs 6.1 lb).

54.11; Hos 13.3; Jon 1.11, 13; Hab 3.14; Zech 7.14).
34 The MT also attests brtt bfrtp) (2 Kgs 7.6; Ezek 17.17; 37.10; Dan 11.13, 25 [2x]); DlS»r..b"n (Dan

11.25); 2") bn (Ezek 38.15). See Even-Shoshan: 365-66.
35 mbctp — The debate about presumed 'northernisms' in this section persists. See Bumey, Notes,

208 for a list of presumed 'peculiarities of diction'. Burney's observations have greatly influenced the
search for a northern dialect in northern prophetic narratives. For a recent assessment see W.
Schniedewind and D. Sivan, 'The Elijah-Elisha Narratives: a Test Case for the Northern Dialect of
Hebrew,' JQR 87 (1997) 303-37 (328-330); Daniel C. Fredericks, 'A North Israelite Dialect in the
Hebrew Bible? Questions ofMethodology,' HS 37 (1996) 7-20; Ian Young, 'The "Northernisms" of
the Israelite Narratives in Kings,' ZAH 8.1 (1995) 63-70. Young writes, 'The relative pronoun s-
which is widely considered a northernism in the pre-exilic period appears only once in these chapters,
in 2 Kings 6.11. This is in the words of the Aramean king to his servants. The rest of the uses of the
relative pronoun in these chapters are of the standard 1aser' (p.65). Young concludes that these
presumed northernisms are actually a means of characterisation. The variant grammatical forms are
concentrated in the speech of characters in the stories - particularly Elisha and the Arameans.
Schniedewind and Sivan are 'still inclined' to see -2? as Northern Hebrew but 'it is not a clear cut case'

151



One of his servants replies:

r-z^rrnx bx-xr Tjbn1? TJX tontn us^bfrpp ^ban aix Nib
:T??^P ~iid? -lann 'im

'None my lord O king. But Elisha the prophet who is in Israel makes known to the king of Israel the things
which you speak in your bedroom' (2 Kgs 6.12).

Who is for the king of Israel? None. He will not return to the narrative until v.21. On

the other hand, Elisha's name is withheld until this point in the story. Apart from

Yhwh, Elisha is the only other proper name within the story. The importance of the

prophet's name requires closer examination.

Bob Becking claims that Elisha may be taken to mean 'my god saves' or 'my god

is noble'; either is possible from a philological perspective.37 Like Moore he opts for

the former with the working hypothesis that the Elisha stories will, in fact, give

expression to this meaning of the prophet's name: the author wanted to convince his

or her audience of the truth of this expression.38 Becking makes a self-conscious

methodological move in his study turning from a philological point about a proper

name to a consideration of the character of the stories in which that name occurs.39

The present study makes a similar interpretative decision, yet does so more broadly

by arguing that the prophet's name and actions contrast with the lack of action, or

(p.330). Burney (p.285) mentions a number of proposed emendations for this word however
Montgomery and Gehman state: '[T]he second word is criticized by some for use of 0, but this good
N Israelite particle is appropriate in citation of a Syrian' (pp.382-83). Cogan and Tadmor hold that
emendation is not necessary here since 'the text as given is construable' (p.72 n.l 1).

36 The use of bfci in the sense of towards or in support of is noted by Bumey (p.285) in Hos 3.3; Jer
15.1; Ezek 36.9; Hag 2.17.

37
Bob Becking, Een Magisch Ritueel in Jahwistisch Perspectief: literaire structuur en godsdienst-

historische achtergronden van 2 Koningen 4:31-38, Utrechtse Theologische Reeks 17 (Utrecht:
Faculteit der Godgeleerdheid, Rijskuniveriteit Utrecht, 1992) 29 n.2. According to Becking the name
is a short sentence composed of a noun with a lcs suffix 'my God' which is the subject of a verb. The
verb is either 57157 II parallel to fib or derived from Bis? I related to the Hebrew noun 5?i27, noble (see
BDBA41; Isa 32.5; Job 34.19). See also id., 'Elisha: "Shac is my god"?,' ZAW 106 (1994) 113-16; id.,
"'Touch for Health..." Magic in II Reg 4, 31-37 with a remark on the History ofYahwism,' ZAW 108
(1996) 34-54.

38
Becking, Een Magisch Ritueel, 5. He writes: '...denk ik toch dat de verhalen over Elisa in 2

Koningen uiting willen geven aan deze betekenis van zijn naam.' See also Moore, God Saves, 139.
39
Becking, Een Magisch Ritueel, 5
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even negative actions, of the king of Israel. The meaning of the prophet's name is

contrasted with the treatment of anonymity afforded the king of Israel.

Evidence for Elisha's importance in the present narrative is not lacking. As we

have seen the prophet's name is withheld and then revealed in 6.12 at the point after

which the king of Israel temporarily disappears from the narrative.40 Later, in the

middle portion of the story, gprbs occurs seven times in the span of five verses

(6.17-21). This is the heaviest concentration of the prophet's name for a series of

connected verses within those stories in which his name occurs.41 This is especially

dramatic in verses 17-18 where Elisha, as the subject of bbs, is prominent both at the

beginning, and then again at the end of each verse. Besides Elisha (cf 4.33), within

the book of Kings, only three other figures are the subject of this verb: Solomon (1

Kgs 8); the 'man of God' at the request of Jeroboam (1 Kgs 13.6); and Hezekiah

(19.15, 20; 20.2).42 The text of w. 17-19 is displayed below to emphasise these

observations.

nx~n TTJrns xrnps mm -insr garbs bbsrn
xmi ngan pprnx mm npsn

:garbs nfrpo a?s nam □,p:io xbra inn nam

xr^n noxp mm_bx garbs bbsnn rbx n-n
:garbs nn-ra □miasp nan nmias? nijvnarrnx

n"gn nt xbo -nnn nr s'b garbs cnbs npsn
ptfpnn nais mxmbx opns nmbixi mnx »b

:~ainpa> onis ^|bn

40
W. Brueggemann, 'The Embarrassing Footnote,' TToday 44 (1987) 5-14 (9) claims that after

Elisha's name is mentioned he 'assumes control of the narrative.'
41
Only 2 Kgs 2.1-5 comes close where the name is found six times in five verses.

42
We also note that in Solomon's prayer the verb is applied hypothetically to others praying to

YHWH, both the people of Israel (8.33, 35, 44, 48) and the foreigner (v.42). Elsewhere in Kings there
are other verbs for calling upon the deity: pn, seek favour, supplicate (1 Kgs 8.33, 47, 59); nbn,
appease, entreat (2 Kgs 13.4); snp 1 Kgs 8.43 (the alien); 1 Kgs 8.52 (the people of Israel); 1 Kgs
17.20, 21; 18.24-28 (Elijah / prophets of Baal); 2 Kgs 5.11 (Naaman supposing Elisha would come out
and 'call on his god'); 2 Kgs 20.11 (Isaiah).
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43
(17) And Elisha prayed and said, '0 Yhwh please open his eyes so that he may see.' And Yhwh opened
the eyes of the servant and he saw and behold, the mountain filled with horses and chariots of fire

44
surrounding Elisha.

45
(18) And they came down to him and Elisha prayed to Yhwh and said, 'Please strike this people with

46 47
bewilderment.' And he struck them with bewilderment according to the word of Elisha.
(19) And Elisha said to them, 'This is not the way and this is not the city. Come after me and I will lead you
to the man whom you are seeking.' And he led them to Samaria.

Elisha becomes the central subject and focus of the narrative and yet there is more

here than meets the eye. The careful Aramean, unable to recognise Elisha visually

would still be able to recognise him aurally. In Elisha's own words he reveals

himself and yet at just this point remains hidden: '...I will lead you to the man

whom...'' - where erxrrbx, along with the a of the following ~i»x, mimics the sound

of the prophet's name JebhaTs ^d(ser). The prophet's identity remains buried within

the phonemes ofhis supposed altruism.

These observations serve to emphasise Elisha rather than the king of Israel as the

real problem for the king of Aram. The narrative focus, like the king of Aram's48

43 The jussive HXT1 (in pause) follows the imperative. In n"b verbs we usually find the full form as

opposed to the apocopated form especially when in pause. See J-M §114 g, n. 1; J-M §116d.
44

Cf. 2 Kgs 6.14, 17 and Ps 17.9-11. In both *]p3 and 220 are used. Perhaps more important is 2
Kgs 11.8 where the words are used of Jehoiada the priest's command to the guards: you shall
surround (nnaprn) the king round about (2,2p). This is an important point in the story; the lamp of
David nearly extinguished is being closely guarded. Is the surrounding of Elisha similarly portrayed as
the protection of a royal figure?

45
On four occasions we find kings or their representatives going down (it) to him (vbtt). In 2 Kgs

3.12 the three kings 'go down to him' because the word of YHWH is with him. A messenger from the
king 'comes down to him' in 6.33. Joash the king 'comes down' to him as he lay dying in 13.14. In
6.18 the forces of Aram 'come down to him', yet are dazzled 'according to the word of Elisha.' Note
however the counter-argument of A. Rofe, 'Elisha at Dothan (2 Kgs 6:8-23): Historico-literary
Criticism Sustained by Midrash,' in R. Chazan, W. W. Hallo and L. H. Schiffman (eds.), Ki Baruch
Hu: Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical, and Judaic Studies in Honor ofBaruch A. Levine (Winona Lake:
Eisenbrauns, 1999), 345-53. Rofe argues that the subject of the phrase rbx ITY) is the celestial force
and not the Arameans. Verse 17 and the first two verses of v. 18 are a midrashic exposition of v. 16 in
an attempt to explain the presence of the D'2"] (p.352).

46
The only other occurrence is at Gen 19.11. BDB:703, s.v. □"-mo holds that the derivation from

TP is 'highly improbable' and that the TO to cover with a skin, Tacks demonstration'. They conclude
'at present we must be content with assuming quadrilit. V.' The other Biblical Hebrew word for
blindness is ill' (Deut 15.21) or jiTB (Deut 28.28; Zech 12.4). Montgomery and Gehman, 383, claim
the root is related to TT, which is parallel to brr. Gray, 517 suggests 'the phonetic modification of a
Shaphel, or causative variation, of the verbal root nwr ('to be bright').'

47
The phrase occurs elsewhere at 2 Kgs 2.22.

48
Rofe, 'Elisha at Dothan,' 349-50 critiques those scholars who seek to remove divine activity in

the story. We are not arguing here that the wonder can be reduced to Elisha's rhetorical skill.
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army, moves from Israel's king to Israel's prophet. The king sends 'horses and

chariots and a great army' besieging the city, and hence Elisha, by night (6.14).49 But

why are we told that the Arameans move by night? On one hand 'surrounding' and

'besieging' a city by night are merely stereotypical features of conquest accounts.50
Yet we have noted the importance which 'seeing' (nto) plays within 2 Kgs 6.8-23.51
Is the imminent blinding of the Aramean army foreshadowed in the stereotyped

nocturnal activities, while the servant's impending supernatural vision is hinted at in

his early encounter?52 Once concerned with 'who was for the king of Israel', the king

ofAram now completes the narrative shift seeking only the capture of one man.

This interpretation differs somewhat from Moore who sees the prophet as one

who stands between the two kings in both the literary and military context. For

Moore the prophetic word represents 'the balance of power.'53 While the placement

of Elisha between two monarchs is undeniable, we may ask 'to what effect?' Elisha

is not portrayed as the fulcrum of two competing entities, but instead fulfils the royal

role as defender of the people.

49
Moore, God Saves, 88. It is interesting to note the comparable word choices in the LXX and MT

from several other passages. Joshua surrounds (nepiKhKkcoae) the city of Jericho with his army while
Elisha is instead surrounded (jtepiKhKkcoaav) by an army. See BAGD:648, s.v. nepiKDKkbco, to
surround, encircle w. acc. of a beleaguered city where 2 Kgs 6.14 and Josh 6.13 are cited. In the
Hebrew Bible Joshua surrounds Jericho (frpri Josh 6.3), while Elisha is himself surrounded by a
foreign army (aSjTH). Similarly, as the Arameans surround Elisha, so also the men of Sodom surround
(nepiKUKXcooav) Lot's door (Gen 19.4). In the only other occurrence in the Hebrew Bible, the men of
Sodom are, like the Arameans, struck (ann) with blindness (□,1]3?3).

50
K. L. Younger, Jr., Ancient Conquest Accounts: A Study in Ancient Near Eastern and Biblical

History Writing, JSOTSup 98 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990), 74. With respect to
Assyrian conquest narratives Younger notes that the 'nightly stage is absolutely stereotyped.'

51
LaBarbera, 'Man of God,' 641-42, Moore, God Saves, 88-89. See occurrences 2 Kgs 6.13, 17

(2x), 20 (2x), 21. Also recall 2 Kgs 6.6.
52

One interpretative decision in v. 15 concerns the subject of X2P1 which some commentators take
to be Elisha (Bumey, 286; Montgomery and Gehman, 380; Gray, 514; Jones, Kings, 2:426). While
this may be so, there are no compelling reasons why we must accept Elisha as the subject and the
literary structure actually argues against the position. First, the reader perceives events through the
eyes of Elisha's servant. This is noted by both Long, 2 Kings, 86 and Nelson, Kings, 186. Second,
there can be little doubt that the nam of v. 17b highlights for the reader the servant's sudden perception
of a supernatural reality. This at least suggests that the previous nam of v. 15a should also be taken as
the servant's prior perception of the very real, albeit material, Aramean threat. See T. Zewi, 'The
Particles nan and nana in Biblical Hebrew,' HS 37 (1996) 21-37.

53
Moore, God Saves, 85.
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In the prophetic/royal contacts of 2 Kgs 5 and 6.8-23 it is common for scholars to

presume a positive relationship between king and prophet, an impression at odds

with the other narratives. The evidence for a royal critique in 2 Kgs 5 was presented

in the previous chapter. Undoubtedly, in the story under discussion, the prophet with

his sentinel-like behaviour, provides the king with useful information. However, it is

fair to ask whether this is pushed too far by interpreters.54 Is royal/prophetic contact

necessarily a manifestation of friendliness? Does benefaction necessarily indicate

cordiality? Specifically, does the military intelligence provided to the king

necessarily indicate that Elisha is on friendly terms with the monarch? Certainly

from a larger narrative perspective the prophet appears to be replacing the monarch

as defender of the people. This in turn seems to hint at concerns wider than mere

elevation of the holy man or helper of the king.

2 Kings 6.20-23: Destruction or Dining: the Sparing of the Captives

There are several important questions asked by characters in this section. These

questions, in turn, are themselves question-provoking and require an exploration of

grammar and syntax. What, for example, should we make of the king's question in

6.21b? What of Elisha's question after his firm prohibition in 6.22a? What is the

import of the substitution of dining for destruction in 6.23? Does this bear any

relationship to the overall interpretation of the passage established thus far?

As with his servant previously, Elisha asks Yhwh to open the eyes of the

Arameans who were previously blinded. The prophet's request granted, the captured

enemy marauders find themselves suddenly in the midst of Samaria (p-iettf, v.20).

This should not be too surprising given the earlier appearances of the verb "ine; in

verses 9-10 and the word Dttf.55 The lack of visual acumen of the Arameans is good

54
Note, for example, Moore, God Saves, 126, where he claims that Elisha had 'exceedingly

positive relations with the king of Israel.'
55
LaBarbera, 'Man ofWar,' 644.
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news to the king of Israel; upon seeing his enemies the king asks Elisha if he can

finish them off: "ax rax rraxn (v.21b). We will begin with a closer look at the

grammar and syntax of the king's question.

A number of scholars raise the possibility of emendation to the infinitive absolute

nsx n?nn in view of the participles found in the LXX and Pesh.56 The nuance of the

infinitive with the interrogative is such that 'the dubitative modality becomes

stronger.'57 Gibson comments that the infinitive absolute strengthens affirmations

'while it reinforces any sense of supposition or doubt or volition present in

conditional clauses or questions or wishes.'58 On the other hand, Hobbs maintains

that if the text is interpreted as it stands the grammar, although clumsy, 'could well

reflect the inarticulate excitement of the king at his good fortune'.59 B. Long appears

to concur describing the king's words as 'tumbling redundantly with excitement'.60

Acceptance of the MT reading encourages us to see a king unable to contain himself

at the prospect of striking down a captured foe; the text highlights the impending

action of the monarch even as he asks the question.61 If instead, the emendation is

56
LXX (naia^ac; nata^co); Pesh. (r^cnrc" rcVsitn.). Like the Hebrew, Targum Jonathon uses

imperfect forms (bmpx biopxn). Acceptance of the proposed emendation would yield a prepositive
infinitive absolute (i.e. before the finite verb) as an accusative of internal object. See J-M §123d,f;
§125q.; Burney, Notes, 287; Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 383; Jones, Kings, 2:428. Elsewhere,
the hifil infinitive absolute of 1723 is found in the cognate accusative use (complement to a cognate
verb) only at Deut 13.16 (nan nan) and 2 Kgs 14.10 (non nan). The rarer postpositive position (after
the finite verb) is found at 1 Kgs 20.37 where the form is followed by a second infinitive absolute
expressing the simultaneity of the actions (see Gibson §101, J-M §123m). Gibson observes that the
so-called 'cognate accusative' is more accurately regarded as a 'subject complement' since its
equivalent has been discovered with the nominative -u ending in Ugaritic final alefverbs.

57
See J-M § 123d.

58
Gibson, Syntax §101.

59 r

Hobbs, 2 Kings, 72, n.21b. Elsewhere Hobbs comments: 'The king's enthusiasm for such
slaughter was fed by the good fortune of having been handed such a prize ofwar without a fight' (78).

60
Long, 2 Kings, 87.

61
While admittedly 'clumsy grammar', the syntactical constructions are not without precedent.

The interrogative, for example, is also found with a hifil yiqtol at Judg 20.23, 28; 1 Sam 30.8; Job
39.20. Back to back yiqtol forms are somewhat rare but not extremely so: (Num 22.6; Ruth 1.16, 17; 2
Kgs 7.4; 2 Chr 15.2; Ps 25.3; 68.13; 94.23; 115.12; Isa 26.5 which has 2 hifil yiqtol forms as in 2 Kgs
6.21[n1TS!r n^'ao"]; Mie 2.6). What is somewhat unique about 2 Kgs 6.21 is the fact that the verbs
are each in the first person singular. Yet even this may be found at Ps 68.23 (2'SX a'OK). Note also the
troubled text of Jer 51.3.
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accepted, the uncertainty of the king's action is underlined. It is perhaps impossible

to choose with certainty between these two. Whether there is any genuine

interpretative issue at stake remains to be seen. Before reaching any conclusion we

must next investigate Elisha's question in 6.22.

The prophet begins with a firm denial of the monarch's request,62 and then, as

earlier to Gehazi (5.26b), follows with a question which has been the subject of some

uncertainty among exegetes:

(2 Kgs 6.22a) i"D!2 nnx "y'p" rVOtf HSn "ION']

In rendering npo ~nx, along with the interrogative rvntp a number of English

translations (RSV, NIV, NASB, REB) render the participle with a modal force: 'Would

you kill/slay/destroy those whom you have (not) captured...?' This modal nuance is

accepted by a number of scholars.63 Some versions appeal to an Oriental custom for

dealing with prisoners ofwar:

64
'Do you kill your own prisoners with sword and bow?' (NJB)
'Do you slay those whom you have taken captive with your sword or bow?' (NAB)65

62
It is rather puzzling to find Bergen, 'Alternative,' 133 arguing from this text that prophetic

power is 'superior in kind but still subordinate to monarchic power.' He appears to ignore the
implication of Elisha's strong prohibition. Bergen claims that the king is 'weak and indecisive, but it
is still his decision.' Yet the king defers to the wishes of Elisha.

63
Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 382; Gray, Kings, 515; Jones, Kings, 2:428; Hobbs, 2 Kings,

70; Long, 2 Kings, 87. Following the lxxl Burney, Notes, 287; Gray, Kings, 515; and E. Wtirthwein,
Die Biicher der Konige, Das Alte Testament Deutsch 11.2 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1984), 304 read 'those whom you have not taken captive.' This is not supported in any other Greek
texts and given Lucian's tendencies, Montgomery and Gehman argue for the acceptance of the mt
(p.382). These tendencies include frequent additions, duplicate readings, grammatical corrections,
explanatory additions, and Hellenistic forms replaced by Attic. See J. T. Barrera, The Jewish Bible
and the Christian Bible: An Introduction to the History of the Bible, trans. W. G. E. Watson,
(Leiden/New York/Koln: Brill; Grand Rapids, and Cambridge, U.K.: Eerdmans, 1998) 310.

64
The note in The New Jerusalem Bible (1985) at 2 Kgs 6.22 states: 'Unless a curse of destruction

had been pronounced by Yahweh, and apart from individual cases, it was not Israelite custom to kill
prisoners ofwar, see 1 K 20:31.'

65
The note in the The Catholic Study Bible (NAB) at 2 Kgs 6.22 states: '[S]ince the king would

not slay prisoners who had surrendered to his power, much less should he slay prisoners captured by
God's power. By Oriental custom they became guests within Samaria's walls.'

158



This variation in modern translations highlights a problem of interpretation.66 There

is a divergence of opinion among commentators regarding the typical treatment of

prisoners of war. Some claim that the outright killing of prisoners of war was

common practice.67 Others hold that captives were normally spared.68 The division of

scholarly opinion here likely reflects the diversity apparent in the sources of the

ancient Near East. While it is true that numerous war campaigns of ancient kings

reveal the sparing of prisoners of war, there are also cases where no quarter is
69

given.

66
Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 382.

67
Burney, Notes, 287; Gray, Kings, 515 n.(d) comments: 'It was regular to strike down prisoners

of war'; Jones, Kings, 2:428; House, Kings, 277. Of particular interest is the entry in TWOT, s.v. m».
The author claims: 'Since confinement facilities were nigh unheard of in the OT, usually after battle
the surviving male adults were put to the sword' (p.895). As primary evidence for the common-place
slaughter of males the author cites 1 Sam 30.2 and states: 'Thus after the Amalekites smote Ziklag, 1
Sam 30:2 tells us that they "had taken captive the women," and the verses which follow show that the
children were also among these prisoners.' Unfortunately, this lends no support to the author's
position since there were in fact no men in Ziklag for the Amalekites to capture and kill. David and his
men were with Achish going to wage war against the Philistines (1 Sam 28.1; 29.11). The author's
point is better supported by the rules for warfare in Deut 20.10. If a town does not submit peacefully,
the males are to be struck with the 'mouth of the sword' and the women and children are to be taken

captive. Cf Num 31.7-12.
68

Hobbs, 2 Kings, 78; Nelson, Kings, 187; Wiseman, Kings, 210; Provan, Kings, 198. Hobbs
comments: 'Under normal circumstances ofwar, prisoners would be spared as the spoils ofwar. They
would be used as slaves.' However, the idea that captives were customarily made slaves is overturned
by the study of B. Oded, Mass Deportations and Deportees in the Neo-Assyrian Empire (Wiesbaden:
Reichert, 1979). Oded claims that it 'was very rare' to enslave deportees (p.l 15).

69
A detailed look at this question is beyond the scope of the present study. To support his point

that prisoners were generally spared Hobbs, 2 Kings, 78 cites ANET, 277-322. On the sparing of
prisoners see ANET3, 278a; 283 b,c; 284b-287b passim. However there is also evidence for the capture
and killing of survivors (ANET3, 276b; 288a). This final citation (288a) from the Prism of Sennacherib
(704-681 BCE) reveals, in one campaign, the variety of treatments afforded a defeated people: 'I
assaulted Ekron and killed the officials and patricians who had committed the crime [viz., they had
handed Padi their king over to 'Hezekiah the Jew'] and hung their bodies on poles surrounding the
city. The (common) citizens who were guilty ofminor crimes, I considered prisoners of war. The rest
of them, those who were not accused of crimes and misbehavior, I released.' While this reveals the
variety of treatments given prisoners it does not fully resolve the question of 2 Kgs 6 where a prophet,
not a king, orders the release of an armed force rather than civilians. See also 2 Chr 28.11 where the
prophet Oded orders the release of captives. Younger, Conquest provides examples of both sparing
(p. 159) and destroying (p.98, 235-36) captives. The question of 'how prisoners in the ancient Near
East were treated' is much too broad. It is likely that there were variations in the way that people
groups (and individual kings within people groups) treated prisoners. Younger, Conquest, hints at this:
'The Hittite imperial ideology was very similar to the Assyrian ideology, although it placed less
emphasis on "an ideology of terror" than its Assyrian counterpart' (163). The variety of treatments for
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Likewise biblical narrative itself does not present a unified view for the treatment

of war captives. The 'rules of warfare' in Deuteronomy 20 limit the sparing of

enemies to those who are both far away and who likewise submit to the terms of

peace. If the far-away town does not submit to the terms of peace and surrender, the

males are to be struck with the 'mouth of the sword' (Deut 20.13).70 Those cities

nearby however, are to be subjected to utter destruction (Deut 20.16-17). Elsewhere,

the kings of Israel are known as non "obo (1 Kgs 20.31a), but when Ahab releases

Ben-Hadad, Yhwh himself is angered (1 Kgs 20.42).71
Overall it is difficult to assess 'typical' treatment of prisoners. However, returning

to grammatical considerations, it is possible to read the prophet's question with an

emphasis that removes Elisha's question from a habitual notion of what-kings-

typically-do, to a query of what this particular king is presently preparing to do. It is

difficult to see why the predicative participle in the phrase n?a rtFix must be rendered

with the modal sense, 'would you strike.' First, the participle is the primary form for

actions ongoing at the time of speaking72 or the immediate future.73 A modal

prisoners is confirmed by G. Mitchell, Together in the Land. A Reading of the Book of Joshua,
JSOTSup 134 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993) 54.

70
In our verse it appears odd that "ri should govern the prepositional phrase rather than m:.

Although, 'striking with the sword' (3~in+ ~ + rm) occurs in a handful of verses (Josh 11.10; 2 Sam
12.9; 2 Kgs 19.37/Asa 37.38; Jer 20.4; 26.23; Ezek 5.2), rDD is dominant as the governing verb of the
fixed phrase Dnmsb. Thus while '...striking with your sword and with your bow those whom...' is a

possible translation of 6.22 it is less likely.
71
Ben-Hadad's servants have a very selective memory (cf 1 Kgs 20.21). There are examples of

captives being spared (Gen 34.29; Num 21.1; Deut 21.10; 2 Sam 12.30-31; 1 Kgs 8.45-50; 2 Chr
21.17; 28.5, 8, 11, 17; Is 61.1); and captives being put to death (Deut 13.16; 20.13; 2 Chr 25.12; Jer
20.4). In 2 Sam 8.2 David spares some and kills others. The question of total destruction (Din) is
prevalent in Joshua. For recent treatments see G. Mitchell, Together in the Land, 51-82; J. P. U.
Lilley, 'Understanding the HEREM,' TynBul 44 (1993) 169-77; L. L. Rowlett, Joshua and the
Rhetoric of Violence: A New Historicist Analysis, JSOTSup 226 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1996), 51-65. Mitchell notes that while there are parallels to the Assyrian annals, there is nothing that
quite matches the function ofDin in Joshua (p.54).

7~
See J. Joosten, 'The Predicative Participle in Biblical Hebrew,' ZAH 2 (1989) 128-159; id., 'The

Indicative System of the Biblical Hebrew Verb,' in E. van Wolde (ed.), Narrative Syntax and the
Hebrew Bible: Papers of the Tilburg Conference 1996, BIS 29 (Leiden/New York/Koln: Brill, 1997)
51-71. According to Joosten (1997:59), the expression of'the real present,' i.e., action that is ongoing
at the time of speaking, 'can only be expressed by means of the predicative participle.' See also J-M
§121 c-d.

73
J-M § 121 e, sees this as an 'extension' of its use as a present: 'A future action, mainly an
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rendering would be more likely if the yiqtol (nan) were present in the text.74 Second,

there are several grammatical points that argue against taking, 'Do you strike?,' in

the sense of, 'Are you in the habit of striking?' If this phrase is viewed as a 'general

truth,' a 'truth of experience,' or a 'habitual action' of the king, then again we would

expect a yiqtol form for its expression. Muraoka writes: 'Biblical Hebrew has no

verb which corresponds to Lat. solere, to be in the habit of. The yiqtol is sufficient to

express this.'75 Finally, the somewhat unique word order places emphasis upon the

fronted object.76 We conclude that it is best to take the participle in a near future

sense:77

'Are you about to strike those whom you have captured with your sword and with your bow?'

approaching action, is represented as being already in progress.'
74

Joosten, 'Indicative System,' 57-58. Joosten argues that yiqtol is basically a modal form and
should be removed from the indicative system. He also decries the lack of place given the participle
(p.59). Cases like Gen 37.15-16 are instructive: in answer to the question oporrnn, Joseph replies,
E7JP2tp 'pis TiK~nx. J-M 113§d claims that a yiqtol (87j?38) form in the response would work just as well
insofar as time and aspect are concerned and that the use of the participle is driven by the presence of
a pronoun, usual in answers to questions. Joosten however points out that even here the action is not
'real' but questioned (p.58). Difficult for Joosten's position is a comparison of 2 Kgs 6.19 and Jael's
words to Barak in Judg 4.22. The former utilizes the yiqtol (pBjjQFi) the latter the participle (OjjQO) in
nearly identical statements. This does not diminish the point made in 6.22 since we are dealing with a

predicative participle. I am grateful for M. Rogland for bringing Judg 4.22 to my attention.
75

See J-M §113c, n.3. In note 2 Muraoka states that the use of the participle (qotel) to portray
truths of experience or general truths is 'rather rare.' It is also important to keep in mind that 2 Kgs
6.22 is direct discourse; Elisha is speaking to the king in present time within the narrative. This is not
a denial that the participle may be used of habitual actions in past contexts (e.g., □,S,2p in 1 Kgs 17.6).

76
Word order and emphasis are complex issues and one finds disparate comments in the literature.

For example, D. A. Dawson, Text-Linguistics and Biblical Hebrew, 17, claims that the combinations
VOS, OSV and OVS are 'extremely uncommon' and that the last [OVS] is 'virtually unheard of.' This
contradicts Driver, Tenses, §208 (1), who holds that OVS is 'fairly frequent' and functions 'to throw
emphasis on the object.' This is likewise the position of GCK §142f (a). 2 Kgs 6.22 is mentioned in
GKC §142 (d), n.l, where, following Driver §208 (2), it is claimed that the sequence OSV 'occurs
more frequently in noun-clauses with a participial predicate' as well as in interrogative sentences 'in
all which cases the emphasized object is placed before the natural sequence ofsubject-predicate.1 In a
discussion of OVS and OSV, T. Muraoka, Emphatic Words and Structures in Biblical Hebrew
(Jerusalem: The Mages Press, 1985) 39 claims that 'In the majority of such examples emphasis or
contrast would account for the deviating sequence, while in others different causes have been
revealed'. He cites 2 Kgs 6.22 as an example of OSV order used for emphasis (p. 39, n.97). Thus,
contra Driver §208 (2), who believes the OSV is 'exceedingly rare, except with the participle,'
Muraoka does not think that this particular word order is explained due to the presence of predicate
participle. Adding to the overall complexity of the verse under discussion is the fact that it is an

interrogative which begins with a relative particle.
77
It is interesting that the LXX translates here with the present tense TtmiEic;.
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The prior discussion encourages acceptance of the clumsy grammar of 6.21b. Rather

than emphasising the king's uncertainty, Elisha's strong prohibition (nsn xb) and

following question suggests a king anxious to commence the slaughter. While this

may be an attempt to avoid his father's sin,78 it seems more likely to be a chance to

repeat Ahab's 'great slaughter' (nbn: rcn) of Aramean horses and chariots in 1 Kgs

20.21. This is supported by the conclusion of the story whereby Elisha's command

that the king of Israel feed, water and send the Arameans to their master, results not

in nbrn: roe, but rather in nbna n~D (6.23) and a reversal of the 'ideology of terror'

found in the ancient Near East. So why does Elisha order the freeing of the captives?

This may be readily explained if in fact the prophet is being painted in royal colours.

Cogan and Tadmor note the sparing of captives as a 'discernible topos' in Neo-

Assyrian inscriptions. In such cases the captives were freed 'so that they may sing

the praises of the victorious monarch.'79 As with Naaman, the Arameans are freed by

their captor so that they may 'spread the word of his greatness.'80

Land Clearing and Chariot Fearing: Elisha and the Exodus/Conquest
Traditions

The present chapter has moved in hourglass fashion thus far. First, Elisha was

interpreted as a prophet of restoration. Narrowing the focus, lexical connections and

narrative relationships between 6.1-7 and 6.8-23 were noted. This provided for the

possibility of reading 6.1-7 in light of 6.8-23. Having passed through the neck of the

hourglass and explored 6.8-23 in some detail, we are now in a position to open up

our investigation again in order to view together the two stories of 6.1-23.

Earlier we questioned the positioning of 6.1-7. Why was it set in its present

position rather than some other locus? Casting a wider narrative net may help to

construct an answer. From Genesis-2 Kings there are similarities at several places

78
A possibility raised by Provan, Kings, 198.

79
Cogan and Tadmor, IIKings, 75, n.2.

80
Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 75.
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that appear to be too contextually analogous to be merely coincidental. Words held in

common with the Moses/Joshua stories, and, in the case of Joshua, the actual

thematic flow of a particular passage may reflect an oscillation of narrative

traditions.81 First, we note that, with respect to the axe-head, Elisha commands his

servant to 'Pick it up yourself (tjb Din, 6.7). From Genesis to 2 Kings the hifil

imperative of the verb on is found in only two other places.82 In each instance Moses

and Joshua, along with the people of God, are found at important crossing points. In

the first instance (Exod 14.16), the people are about to cross ^D'cr when Yhwh

commands Moses to 'lift up (Din) your staff. The second instance is found in Joshua

4.5. Joshua and the people have just crossed the Jordan and Joshua immediately

commands the twelve representatives of the people to return to the middle of the

Jordan 'and each man take up (□?'? wnm) a stone.' This verse more precisely reflects

the syntagm of 2 Kgs 6.7.83

Second, we also note the rare usage of "jis. The reader is informed that Elisha

threw a stick into the Jordan and 'made the iron float' (bnan 6.6b). The word is

uncommon in the Hebrew Bible, occurring only two other times. Besides 2 Kgs 6.6 it

is found again in the hifil only at Deut 11.4 where Moses recalls YHWH's

deliverance:

□rnHrbu ^icrcr ^"nx -ex row1? nrnzp 'rn'p new nexi
'And that which he did to the army of Egypt, to his horses and to his chariot, how he made the waters of the
Red Sea overflow them...'

81
The approach taken here is akin to K. Nielsen, 'Intertextuality and Hebrew Bible,' in A Lemaire

and M. Ssebo (eds.), IOSOT Congress Volume, Oslo 1998, VTSup 80 (Leiden, Boston, Koln: Brill,
2000), 17-31. Particularly important is the concept of the textual marker which leads to an intertext
defined as 'another text which, by entering into a dialogue with the text before us, contributes to its
understanding' (p.23). In 'striking' cases Nielsen is not averse to seeing these as author or editor
intended. On the dangers of this approach see A. Berlin, 'Literary Exegesis of Biblical Narrative:
Between Poetics and Hermeneutics' in J. P. Rosenblatt and J. C. Sitterson, Jr. (eds.), 'Wot in Heaven. "
Coherence and Complexity in Biblical Narrative (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University
Press, 1991), 120-28. Berlin is concerned that by use of such a method hermeneutics is confused with
poetics; an interpretative manoeuvre is obfuscated by an imagined compositional strategy (p. 120).

82
Overall the hifil imperative of this word is relatively uncommon: Exod 14:16; Josh 4.5; 2 Kgs

6.7; Ps 74.3; Isa 13.2; 40.9 (2x); 57:14; 62:10; Ezek 21.31; 45.9.
83
That is the hifil imperative ofmi + h + a suffixed pronoun.
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Yhwh and Elisha are the only causative agents associated with this verb. Yhwh

caused the waters of ^crn"1 to flow over (fsn) the chariots of Egypt while Elisha

causes iron to rise to the surface. Should we view in the rising iron the return of

aggressive forces and Elisha's control of them?

J. F. A. Sawyer argues that the word bun would have had negative connotations

for several reasons. First, the word has no Hebrew or Semitic etymology. While one

must be careful in assessing etymological data, the foreign nature of the word gives

'added effect to its recurring usage in connection with Israel's barbaric enemies.'84

Second, iron implements throughout the period covered by the OT were 'clumsier

and uglier than bronze' as well as being of 'inferior quality.' Finally, iron technology

itself frequently failed to produce the desired products and thus the iron smith was

not a highly regarded figure. Sawyer concludes that bun was 'an emotive term,

suggesting, in almost all its occurrences, foreign aggression and brutality.'85
Now it does not follow, nor is it claimed, that bun suggests foreign aggression in

6.5-7 merely because it may do so in numerous other places. On the other hand,

following hard upon the elevation of bun, the narrative provides for the immediate

return of a foreign aggressor (6.8). In fact, it is syntactically possible to take the

periphrastic construction which begins verse 8 as indicative of temporal overlap: 'At

just that time the king of Aram was waging war...'86 This would be a strong

syntactical feature drawing the two stories together. The description of the axe-

84
J. F. A. Sawyer, 'The Meaning of barzel in the Biblical Expressions "Chariots of Iron", "Yoke

of Iron", etc.,' in J. F. A. Sawyer and D. J. A. Clines, Midiart, Moab and Edom. The History and
Archaeology ofLate Bronze and Iron Age Jordan and North-West Arabia, JSOTSup 24 (Sheffield:
JSOT Press, 1983) 129-134 (131). Sawyer highlights numerous places in which iron is associated with
numerous of Israel's enemies.

oc

Sawyer, 'Meaning,' 133.
86
WOC §37.7.lb, cites this verse under the following rubric: 'Sometimes the temporal notion

seems to be more precisely "at just that time...'" The verse is then translated by WOC: 'The king of
Aram being then at war with Israel, he took counsel with his staff.' Under Aramaic influence the
periphrastic construction may have the same sense as a perfect (WOC §37.7. lc). Thus the use of
'aramaizing periphrastic' in 1 Kgs 22.35 and our verse may be due to the fact that both involve wars
with the Arameans, so Schniedewind and Sivan, 'Elijah-Elisha,' 319.
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head's return to the surface is followed by the command nnn, raising the

possibility that this rare hifil imperative is playing off of the word Din and thus

pointing ahead to the next story.

Among the notions encapsulated by D"in are the 'irrevocable renunciation' of

interest in the object devoted. When applied to persons there is no room for treaty or

enslavement and thus the term gained the semantic equivalence of utter destruction.87
Moore points out that while the Elijah/Elisha narratives reflect the exodus/conquest

traditions, there is an important difference: Elisha appears to reverse the 'traditional

pattern' regarding the execution of the ban.88 This is observed in the interaction

between king and prophet previously discussed whereby at the command of the

latter, dining replaces destruction. But it is likewise observable in Elisha's question

to Gehazi (5.26) and the escape of the Arameans in the following narrative (7.7).89
To formulate this in terms familiar to the Exodus, the waters covering the enemy

have been turned back, the iron has risen to the surface, the freed Arameans will live

to fight another day. Hazael is in fact waiting in the wings (8.12). Elisha, recognising

no room for treaty or enslavement 'takes up' the Aramean force where one would

have expected the opposite result and, instead of their destruction he orders food for

them.

We have observed the narrator's presence and shared lexical terms in the two

stories of 2 Kgs 6.1-23. Along with this there are some uncommon but shared lexical

forms located within 2 Kgs 6.6-7 and at other important, even climactic points of the

Moses/Joshua traditions. Finally, the return of b*~Q to the surface may serve as a

reminder that foreign aggression is at the door. We will further substantiate this latter

point in our concluding chapter. For the present, let us assume that the interpretation

advanced thus far encourages 6.1-23 to be read in light of the Moses/Joshua

87
J. P. U. Lilley, 'HEREM176-77.

88
Moore, God Saves, 141-42.

89
Moore, God Saves, 141.
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traditions. Is there any story or set of stories that parallels the pattern found in 6.1-

23? The stories in 6.1-23 move broadly from story one (6.1-7), in which trees are cut

down in an attempt to acquire more space for the burgeoning population of the sons

of the prophets, to story two (8-23) with its capture of horses and chariots which are

later released. We believe a similar narrative pattern is to be found in Joshua 17.14-

18.90

In Josh 17.14 the sons of Joseph approach Joshua wondering why they have

received only one lot and one portion since Yhwh has blessed them with increasing

numbers (17.14b). After hearing their complaint Joshua issues the challenge:

nnss—in ~b pips crxs-irn "nsn pta ^b nx~ni rntrn ^b nby nnx
'If you are a numerous people go up yourself to the forest and clear for yourself there in the land
of the Perizzites and the Rephaim since the hill country of Ephraim is too confined for you' (Josh
17.15).

This arrangement is not satisfactory to the sons of Joseph - the hill country is not

enough. Yet they fear the 'chariots of iron' (brnrDn, v. 16) held by the Canaanites

who live in Beth-shean and the valley of Jezreel.91 Joshua responds by offering both

a challenge and a promise in view of the growth of the tribe: Joseph will gain the hill

country even though it is a forest and he will dispossess (^~p) the strong, chariot-

driving Canaanites (w.17-18).

It is worthwhile to compare the differences and similarities in these texts. Both 2

Kgs 6.1-23 and Josh 17.14-18 begin with a discussion of the tight quarters. In the

90
This is not a denial that other stories may share themes and patterns with portions of 6.1-23

(e.g., Josh 11.6-15).
91

The LXX here reads inrtoq erciksKTOi; icai oi.5r|pO!;. There is not a similar synecdoche in the
Hebrew Bible in which brn is substituted for brn 35"i. The latter phrase occurs at Josh 17.16, 18;
Judg 1.19; 4.3, 13. R. Drews, 'The "Chariots of Iron" of Joshua and Judges,' JSOT 45 (1989) 15-23,
argues that 'chariots of iron' would likely refer either to scythed chariots of the Persians or chariots
with iron tires found as early as the time of Sennacherib. Neither of these would have been available
in the time period portrayed in Joshua and Judges and thus the phrase is an anachronism. For an

opposing position see A. R. Millard, 'King Og's Bed and Other Ancient Ironmongery' in L. Eslinger
and G. Taylor (eds.), Ascribe to the Lord. Biblical and Other Studies in the Memory of Peter C.
Craigie, JSOTSup 67 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1988) 481-92. A more direct response to
Drews is found in A. R. Millard, 'Back to the Iron Bed: Og's or Procrustes'?' in J. A. Emerton (ed.),
IOSOT Congress Volume, VTSup 61 (Leiden: Brill, 1995) 193-203.
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former as in the latter the 'blessing of the land is not equal to the blessing in

numbers.'92 These complaints about small places arise among the 'sons of Joseph' as

Israel settles the land in Joshua and among the 'sons of the prophets' on the doorstep

of exile in Kings. The concept arises once more as a harbinger of hope in Isa 49.20

where the "'bst? born during the exile will say nipan ^"la.93 This brings to mind

Yhwh's promise that there would be neither 'death nor miscarriage' (2 Kgs 2.21).

To meet the need for more space the sons of Joseph are required to clear the land

themselves. In Joshua 17 there is a fear of attempting to possess the plains due to the

presence ofCanaanites and their chariots while 2 Kings 6 moves us into a completely

new story whose focus is Elisha and the threat of Aramean chariots and horses.

Joshua promises that the Canaanite chariots will be driven from the land while Elisha

issues the command KTrrbx to his servant at the sighting of the Aramean host. In

each case the chariots and horsemen of the enemy are offset by Israel's larger

numbers, whether seen or unseen.

Elisha's location at Dothan (v. 13) has 'received much attention and various

interpretations.'94 The instances of mpn with no named referent makes the prophet's
location in Dothan stand out all the more. In the only other mention in the Hebrew

Bible it is the place where Joseph was sold into slavery (Gen 37.17). It was a

strategic location along the trade route between Damascus and Egypt and at the head

of the valley which led to the Jezreel plain.95 However, the tactical locale is not the

reason that we find Elisha here. From a geographical viewpoint these three narratives

(Gen 37, Josh 17, 2 Kgs 6.8-23) portray events within roughly the same vicinity.

9"
T. C. Butler, Joshua, WBC 7 (Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1983), 192.

93
The words used in these passages are not identical: 2 Kgs 6.1; Isa 49.20 use IS while Josh 17.15

uses px.
94

Jones, Kings, 2:426. He concurs with Schmitt that a tradition about an unnamed prophet from
Dothan has been attached to Elisha.

95
Gray, Kings, 516; Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 381; Wiseman, Kings, 210; G. J. Wenham,

Genesis 12-50, WBC 2 (Dallas, Texas: Word Books, 1994) 354: 'Dothan lies close to the main trade
route through Palestine, the Via Maris, which cuts across the plain of Jezreel from the Sea of Galilee
to pass along the coastal plain to Egypt.'
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Joseph is sold into slavery and taken to Egypt in Dothan, where Elisha is now

besieged.96 In Josh 17.16 the sons of Joseph, seeking more land, fear chariot attacks

from the Valley of Jezreel to the Northeast and Beth-shean to the Southwest. These

observations require further development.

James Kugel observes that outside ofGenesis, 'Joseph' becomes the progenitor of

the peoples living in the North, namely Ephraim and Manasseh.9' The name 'Joseph'

along with the 'house' or 'sons of Joseph' is identified with a 'geopolitical reality.'98
The lands acquired by Joseph's descendants are known particularly for their

abundance: 'Joseph's blessing stresses the fruitfulness of his land and people, the

physical bounty, apparently, that was the lot of the Northerners.'99 Joseph's name

eventually becomes a synonym for the North.100 Within Kings the kingdom division

itself, at least in part, is due to the Solomon's mistreatment of 'all the forced labour

of the house of Joseph' (1 Kgs 11.28). Bringing these several strands together and in

absence of any unequivocally positive evaluation of a Northern king, Elisha

functions as a transitional royal figure and a final northern prophet in Kings, who

holds out a promise for security against invaders and restoration of the fruitfulness of

96
On the issue of geographical names as markers for intertexts see K. Nielsen, 'Intertextuality,'

23.
97

James L. Kugel, In Potiphar's House: The Interpretive Life ofBiblical Texts (San Francisco:
Harper, 1990), 13-27 (14-17).

98
Kugel, Potiphar's House, 15.

99
Kugel, Potiphar's House, 15.

100
Kugel, Potiphar's House, 16. For Joseph's rejection see Amos 6.6; Obad 1.18; Zech 10.6; Ps

78.67 and restoration see Ezek 37.19; 47.13; Amos 5.15. We find qDi"1 n,5 at Josh 17.17; 18.5; Judg
1.22, 23, 35; 2 Sam 19.21; 1 Kgs 11.28; Amos 5.6; Obad 1.18; Zech 10.6. The question arises as to
the relationship between the 'adulterous North' as Joseph's sons and 'Joseph the Righteous,' who in
his refusal of Potiphar's wife became in later interpretation a model of chastity for the pious. Kugel
comments that for post-exilic readers Joseph's refusal of Potiphar's wife, 'came to loom larger and
larger in the imagination' (p.22). Kugel provides several hypotheses for why such a minor part of the
story came to play a large role in later interpretation. It may be possible that his development arose not
only because of Joseph's appeal as a symbol of sexual purity, and thus a model for the pious, but also
for the symbolic use of Joseph as an example of religious purity. Joseph's refusal of Potiphar's wife is
in effect a refusal of idolatry. In this way Joseph becomes an example for, and contrasts with his
descendants who committed 'spiritual harlotry' (2 Kgs 17).
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the northern kingdom. This is the whole point of the appellation, 'chariots and

horsemen of Israel', as Rofe has observed:

To my mind, in this passage the appellation reflects the original meaning, that is
Elisha as the deliverer of his people in war. In the course of the Aramean crisis
(839-802 B.C.E.), Elisha had been left as Israel's sole defense; he replaced the
whole corps of cavalry now extinct. As against this, in 2 Kgs 6:17 the display of
the heavenly chariotry around Elisha is only a literal interpretation of the
original metaphorical epithet. According to this method of exposition, why was
Elisha called the 'chariots and horses of Israel'? Because he was surrounded,
especially when menaced, by an invisible celestial cavalry, which protected
him.101

With particular reference to the story at hand, Elisha's location in Dothan is not a

coincidence. The sons of Joseph receive from Joshua the promise and challenge of an

enlarged inheritance in same region where their progenitor was once carried away to

slavery. Elisha likewise, albeit temporarily, provides expanded places for the sons of

the prophets in the first story (1-7) and in the second (8-23) prevents Joseph's

descendants from losing to the Arameans an inheritance previously granted.

101
Rofe, 'Elisha at Dothan,' 352.
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Chapter 7

The Siege of Samaria (2 Kgs 6.24-7.20)

The story of Samaria's siege has drawn increased scholarly attention in recent

years1 and is considered the most complex of the Elisha narratives.2 Moore and

LaBarbera each treat the story in a bi-partite manner.3 Parker on the other hand, treats

the story in three parts.4 We prefer to treat the story in four parts based on changes of

participant which coincide with changes of setting and syntax: (1) exposition of the

crisis (6.24-31); (2) prophecy of relief from the crisis (6.32-7.2); (3) fulfilment of the

prophecy (7.3-16); (4) recapitulation (7.17-20)5

The Cry to theMonarch

Initially, the story establishes the setting against which the ensuing action will

transpire (w. 24-25). The phrase p-,nnx "rn (v. 24) is a 'vague connector' and this,

along with the arrival of Ben-hadad's army so soon after dismissal of the marauding

bands of Arameans (v. 23), may suggest a unit distinct from the prior story in w. 8-

1
L. Lanner, 'Cannibal Mothers and Me: A Mother's Reading of 2 Kings 6.24-7.20,' JSOT 85

(1999) 107-16; M. A Zipor, 'The Cannibal Women and Their Judgment before the Helpless King (2
Kings 6.24ff),' Abr-Nahrain 35 (1998) 84-94; S. B. Parker, Stories in Scripture and Inscriptions:
Comparative Studies on Narratives in Northwest Semitic Inscriptions and the Hebrew Bible (New
York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) 120-24; S. W. Holloway, 'Antiochian Temporal
Interpolations in 2 Kgs 6,24-7,20,' Bib 78 (1997) 543-47; H. S. Pyper, 'Judging the Wisdom of
Solomon: the two-way effect of Intertextuality,' JSOT59 (1993) 25-36 [reply to S. Lasine]; S. Lasine,
'The Ups and Downs ofMonarchical Justice: Solomon and Jehoram in an Intertextual World,' JSOT
59 (1993) 37-53 [rejoinder H. S. Pyper]; S. Lasine, 'Jehoram and the Cannibal Mothers (2 Kings 6:24-
33): Solomon's Judgment in an Inverted World,' JSOT 50 (1991) 27-53; J. C. Greenfield, 'Doves'
Dung and the Price of Food: the topoi of 2 Kings 6:24-7:2,' in D. Garrone and F. Israel, Storia e
Tradizioni di Israele. Scritti in onore di J. Alberto Soggin (Brescia: Paideia, 1991) 121-26. R.
LaBarbera, 'The Man ofWar and the Man of God: Social Satire in 2 Kings 6:8-7:20,' CBQ 46 (1984)
637-51.

Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 384.
3
LaBarbera, 'Man ofWar,' 645; Moore, God Saves, 95.

4
Parker, Stories, 120.

5
The verses in bold each commence with a subject. In more detailed fashion Long, 2 Kings, 89-90

sets out the following structure: (1) background of the crisis (w. 24-25); (2) severity of the crisis (w.
26-31); (3) prophecy of relief from the crisis (w. 32-7.2); (4) resolution of the crisis (3-16a); (5)
fulfilment of the oracle (w. 16b-20).
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23.6 On the other hand this loose connection does encourage us to ask whether one

story ought to be read in the light of the other. The narrator of the present tale relates

that although there were no further raids, Ben-hadad brought his entire army

(inano'bs) against Samaria.7 The text is ambiguous as to whether the siege brought

about the 'great famine' directly; however, the presence of irbw q-hx nam hints at

some role in the severity of the famine.8

Having established the background and the identity of the Aramean king Ben-

hadad,9 the narrator proceeds to relate an encounter in verse 26 between the ever-

anonymous king of Israel and one of his subjects. Others have explored the contrasts

and similarities between Solomon's judgment (1 Kgs 3) and the situation in 2 Kgs

6.24-31.10 For our purposes it is interesting that in each case the confrontation of the

king with the needs of a citizen in distress follows immediately upon a feast

previously given by the king (1 Kgs 3.15-16; 2 Kgs 6.23, 26). The king of 2 Kgs 6

has earlier interacted with other political or military figures (2 Kgs 3, 5) and with

Elisha (2 Kgs 3, 5, 6.8-23), but this is the first instance where he is called upon to

meet the needs of one of his citizens. As he passes along (~i3r) the wall a woman

cries out to him (nj?ffS hew). The use of this verb must not be passed by too quickly.

6
See Jones, Kings, 2:429-30 and Long, 2 Kings, 91 for detailed discussions of compositional

theories.
7
For a similar construction (lmnafrs'nx ... see 1 Sam 29.1 of the gathering of Philistines at

Aphek.
g
Commentators who note the problems associated with 'asses heads' and 'doves dung' as food,

point to the similar statement from Plutarch, Artaxerxes 24. See Burney, Notes, 288; Montgomery and
Gehman, Kings, 384-85; Jones, Kings, 2:431, Cogan and Tadmor II Kings, 79. We agree with the
assessment of Auld, Kings, 174-75 that these 'are the province of the story-teller rather than the
economic historian' preparing us for the grim story on the horizon.

9
Burney, Notes, 287 observes that if the narrative is wrongly assigned to the time of Jehoram, it is

likely that 'Ben-Hadad' here refers to the successor of Hazael. Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 78-79
provide a good summary in reaching the same conclusion. In 1 and 2 Kings we find TTVp at 1 Kgs
15.18, 20; 20.3, 5, 9, 10, 17, 20, 26, 32, 33; 2 Kgs 6.24; 8.9; 13.3, 24, 25. Further on the identity
question see Gotthard G. G. Reinhold, .'The Bir-Hadad Stele and the Biblical Kings of Aram,' AUSS
24 (1986) 115-26; A. J. Dearman and J. M. Miller, 'The Melqart Stele and the Ben Hadads of
Damascus: Two Studies,' PEQ 1 15 (1983) 95-101.

10
See especially the interchange between Lasine and Pyper in the articles previously cited.
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Several recent studies examine the importance of pus within the Hebrew Bible
and in the Northern prophetic narratives in particular. S. Meier, for example, notes

the frequent marking of direct discourse" by the ubiquitous "iota but culls 'a small

but unified group of texts' which mark direct discourse in a 'peculiar manner' as

compared with what is typical for the Hebrew Bible. These narratives have in

common a verbal form of pus which is used as a marker of direct discourse.12 Meier
finds this use eleven times in the Hebrew Bible. Of these he considers seven (Exod

5.15-20; 1 Kgs 20.39-42; 2 Kgs 2.12; 4.1-4, 40-41; 6.5-7, 26-31) relevant to his study

since they preserve a pattern in which: (1) pus marks the commencement of speech

and, (2) with the exception of 2 Kgs 2.12, each is followed by further speech

exchanges between characters which are introduced by "iota.13 Meier claims that the

coherence of the narratives is apparent since, at a form critical level, they are all part

of the genre legendum, 'which focuses on the power of the holy man.'14 The

11
On this important subject see C. L. Miller, 'Discourse Functions of Quotative Frames in Biblical

Hebrew narrative,' in W. R. Bodine (ed.), Discourse Analysis ofBiblical Literature: What it Is and
What it Offers (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1995) 155-182; id., 'Introducing Direct Discourse in Biblical
Hebrew Narrative,' in R. D. Bergen (ed.), Biblical Hebrew and Discourse Linguistics (Dallas, TX:
Summer Institute of Linguistics, 1994) 199-241; S. A. Meier, Speaking ofSpeaking: Marking Direct
Discourse in the Hebrew Bible, VTSup 46 (Leiden: Brill, 1992); G. Savran. Telling and Retelling:
Quotation in Biblical Narrative, Indiana Studies in Bible and Literature (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1988).

12
S. A. Meier, 'A Ugaritic Convention in Biblical Dialogue,' UF 21 (1989) 277-82 (277-78).

Meier notes the other verbs ("33, bits, ~a~I, ~3U) which would be available. See also C. L. Miller,
'Introducing Direct Discourse,' 210-12 for an extensive listing of such verbs. One may argue that
individuals 'crying out' would naturally express themselves using pus, but Meier (279) points to other
examples of 'cries for help' in the Hebrew Bible where the verb and the pattern he observes are not
used. See e.g., Gen 21.16; Exod 16.2-3; 17.3; Judg 15.8; 16.28; 1 Sam 1.10-11; 12.19. Especially
relevant is 2 Sam 14.4 where the cry to the king is nearly identical to that of 2 Kgs 6.26. For a detailed
study see R. N. Boyce, The Cry to God in the Old Testament, SBLDS 103 (Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1988). Boyce claims that any differences between pus and pur are 'purely orthographic' (p. 8)
although the former is preferred in the Pentateuch as well in cases of crying out to persons rather than
the deity (8-9, n.5).

13
Meier, 'Convention,' 278. In the remaining four instances the verb occurs either within the

speech of another (Exod 5:8) or it introduces a speech where dialogue is already 'in progress' (Gen
27.34; Exod 17.4; Num 12.13). It is unclear why Meier excludes the latter two examples (Exod 17.4;
Num 12.13) from his treatment. They do not so much display speech in progress as much as a change
in dialogue participants since in each case Moses 'cries out to YHWH.' The bold font above notes the
verse where the initial pus is located.

Meier, 'Convention,' 282.
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initiation of dialogue with pus followed by the 'resumptive' response is, for Meier,
evidence of the persistence of old Canaanite conventions in the Hebrew Bible.15

What is important for our purposes is the observation that only Exodus has a larger

number of occurrences of the verb pj?£ (9x) than 2 Kgs (8x).16 However, unlike

Exodus, the instances in 2 Kings inhabit the confined textual space from chapters 2-8

(2.12; 3.21; 4.1, 40; 6.5, 26; 8.3, 5). Why is this so?

The first two instances are not relevant to our discussion.17 In the remaining six

verses the verb describes an appeal to individuals (rather than a more general 'cry' of

distress). In the first three instances Elisha is called upon to assist those in need. Two

of these occur among the sequence of tales in 2 Kgs 4; Elisha makes provision for an

abundance of oil to the widow who 'cried out' to him (ffehbgrbg npi?^...ntpxi, 4.1) and

heals the pot of stew for those who 'cried out' to the 'man of God' (4.40). In 2 Kgs

6.5 one of the sons of the prophets 'cried out' to Elisha concerning the lost axe head.

The final three examples involve appeals for assistance to the king of Israel (6.25;

8.3, 5). In 8.3, 5 the Shunammite returns to the narrative (and hopefully to her land

and home) with her 'crying' to the king for the restoration of her land. As with the

entreaty to Elisha in 4.1, 2 Kgs 6.26 also has a woman crying out to the king.18 Thus

three appeals to Elisha are matched by three appeals to the king. The appeals to

Elisha concern pending financial crises (4.1-7; 6.1-7) or the provision of food in the

midst of famine (4.38-41). Although occurring three times with respect to the king

there are actually only two stories, the cannibal mothers (6.24-33) and the

Shunammite's appeal (8.1-6).

15
Meier, 'Convention,' 282.

16
The verb is found in Exod 5.8, 15; 8.8; 14.10, 15; 15.25, 17.4; 22.22, 26.

17
See above discussion [earlier chapter] of Elisha's cry in 2 Kgs 2.12. In 2 Kgs 3.21 the verb

(Niphal) is used as a call to arms (e.g., Judg 7. 23, 24; 10.17; 12.1).
18
Boyce, Cry to God, 18-19. Boyce notes that the cry is usually brief however there are lengthier

articulations of the problem (e.g., 2 Kgs 4.1).
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Arguably each of these involve a plea for justice (tos^o).19 The 'cry of the legally

marginal to the king' provides the social setting in which the cry plays 'an integral

role'.20 The greater the gap in power between the king and the supplicant, 'the greater

the responsibility of the powerful to respond - especially if the powerful person is a

king and the powerless person one who is legally marginal, e.g., widow, orphan, or

resident alien.'21 A king's treatment of the legally marginal serves as a litmus test for

the success or failure of the dynasty.22 How the king of Israel fares in such a test is an

ongoing concern of the Elisha stories. We will argue that the subplot of 2 Kgs 6.24-

31, when read with a view to the wider narrative context, encourages a comparison

of prophet with king.23 Elisha accomplishes things which the king of Israel should

but does not. Within 2 Kings persons cry out (p»s) only to Elisha and the king of
Israel. This is in keeping with the only occurrence of in 1 Kings (20.39) where,

as in 2 Kgs 6.26, an individual appeals directly to a king of Israel as he is 'passing

by'.24

19
Zipor, 'Cannibal Women,' 84 observes that the king is to render justice for his people (cf. 1 Sam

8.5ff). We will return to this concept below. See also Boyce, Cry, 27; Long, 2 Kings, 92; Nelson,
Kings, 188. Wiirthwein, Konige, 2:311 observes: 'Das bedeutet: der Konig wird um Rechtshilfe
angerufen.' While recognising the 'formal judicial language' Whitelam believes that the material in 2
Kgs 6.24-31 and 2 Kgs 8.1-6 is too sketchy to provide solid evidence for the actual exercise ofjudicial
authority in the northern kingdom. However, based on a study of 1 Kgs 20 and 21 he does conclude
that there was little difference in the development of monarchical authority before and after the
division of the kingdom. See K. Whitelam, The Just King: Monarchical Judicial Authority in Ancient
Israel, JSOTSup 12 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1979), 181-84.

20
Boyce, Cry, 26. In chapter 3 Boyce treats five narratives where this is so: 2 Sam 14.1-24; 2 Sam

19.25-31; 1 Kgs 20.35-43; 2 Kgs 6.24-31; 2 Kgs 8.1-6.
21
Boyce, Cry, 32.

22
Boyce, Cry, 32-33. To support this claim regarding the social world of the ancient Near East he

provides examples from ancient Near Eastern literature (ANET3, pp. 178, 149, 151) as well as the
Hebrew Bible (Isa 1.23; Jer 22.3, 16; Ps 72.12; Prov 29.14. More recently see J. Day, 'The Canaanite
Inheritance of the Israelite Monarchy,' in J. Day (ed.), King and Messiah in Israel and the Ancient
Near East. Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar, JSOTSup 270 (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1998) 72-90 (86-87) citing KTU2 1.16.VI.43-50 where King Keret is chastised
because he does not 'judge the cause of the widow' or 'feed the orphan before your face (nor) the
widow behind your back.'

23
Zipor, 'Cannibal Women,' 93 claims that the reference to the 'threshing floor' and the 'wine

press' by the king, recall the food miracles of 2 Kgs 4. If the argument set forth in our chapter is
plausible, there should be numerous narrative details encouraging the comparison.

24
Note the similarity of 1 Kgs 20.39 (~b5~~bx pits Kim "pi? vn) and 2 Kgs 6.26 ("bp "mi
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In the previous narrative (2 Kgs 6.8-23) Elisha's name is withheld until his

identification as the 'prophet who is in Israel' (6.12; cf. 5.3). Along with this

identification comes the increased usage of his name in 6.17-21 and the play on his

name in 6.19 noted in the prior chapter. As with the previous story, in 2 Kgs 6.24ff,

although Elisha has yet to be introduced as a character, there are hints of his

importance both in the content of the plaintiffs cry and in the response of the

monarch. The woman's cry, 'Help! my Lord King' ("^en njrtfin, v. 26b)25 is met

with the reply,

:3p-vr)p ix nirrpn "r'v'x fxp mm -ribi-bx
'If Yhwh should not help you! 26 From where shall I help you? From the threshing floor or from the wine
vat?' (2 Kgs 6.27)

vbx npca nsxi nanrrbi? npi; hx-iD1;). The only occurrence of put in 1 or 2 Kings is found at 1 Kgs
22.32 as reported speech in Jehoshaphat's cry of distress. Meier, 'Convention,' 279 claims that put is
never used to introduce direct discourse in the Pentateuch or Kings.

25
The hifil imperative rwtfin save, deliver (with paragogic n) from s?m is found also as a request

to Joshua (Josh 10.6); the woman of Tekoa to king David (2 Sam 14.4); to Tiglath-pileser (2 Kgs
16.7); to Yhwh (2 Kgs 19.19). Ofparticular interest is 2 Sam 14.4 where, as in 2 Kgs 6.26, the request
comes to the king. There are numerous instances in the Psalms: 3.8; 6.5; 7.2; 12.2; 20.10; 22.22; 28.9;
60.7, etc., and several in the Prophets: Isa 37.20; Jer 2.27; 7.14; 31.7. Whitelam raises the possibility
that the word may have been chosen to highlight with irony the lack of faith in yhwh {Just King,
183.)

26
The present translation takes a rather standard position. GKC §109h considers ^irjwbx a jussive

in a negative protasis of a conditional sentence and thus renders it, ifthe Lord do not help thee. Driver,
Tenses §152(3) comments that the sense of the passage is 'far from certain' and takes it as a 'double
jussive' in a hypothetical sentence. Gray, Kings, 519 likewise takes it as a conditional commenting
that it is not unknown to have the protasis as a jussive so that bx 'is the natural negative before the
jussive in the protasis.' Bumey, Notes, 289 states: 'Difficult' but believes it is best taken as 'a case of
the jussive used in the protasis of a hypothetical sentence.' There are alternatives. Burney provides
one which goes against the accentuation and renders it as a deprecation (exclamatory negative): No!
Let yhwh save you. Others taking this latter position include Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 385;
Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings 80. T. Muraoka, Words, 124 states: 'The traditional interpretation has
been to treat it as used absolutely against the accent, of which phenomenon at least six certain
examples are adducible.' He eventually leaves it a toss up noting that in the examples given to support
a deprecation - (Gen 19.18; Judg 19.23; 2 Sam 13.25; 2 Kgs 3.13 (cf. bhs note at 6.27); 4.16 [M. has
4.17]; Ruth 1.13) - bx is not followed by a verbal form as in 2 Kgs 6.27. Hobbs, 2 Kings, 72 n.27(a)
translates ' Yahweh cannot save you, how much less can Inoting that the text is 'a more direct
statement.' The deprecatory sense has less force since the examples cited are not strictly analogous to
6.27 where a verbal form follows the negative. Also this view ignores the strong connection forged by
the maqqef. The most syntactically faithful option would treat it as negative jussive, but as a real
negative wish rather than conditional, Let not Yhwh save you. See, for example, Gen 18.30, 21.12,
31.35, 49.6; Exod 8.25, 16.29; Josh 7.3; 1 Sam 19.4, 20.3; 1 Kgs 8.57 (with an obj suffix as in 2 Kgs
6.27); 2 Kgs 18.29, 30. Especially relevant are Exod 20.19 - let not God speak with us and 2 Kgs
19.10 - let not your god deceive you. The problem with this option is that it is contextually
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Both the woman and the king (twice) use a form of the verb SHEb from which the

prophet's name derives. From whence does salvation arise?27

The positive sense of the prophetic name (jrehbx) not yet uttered in this narrative

portion contrasts with the negative evaluation made by the king (rnrr ■tprcfr'bx).28 In

approaching a king for a legal hearing one's posture and manner would mimic one's

approach to the deity.29 This king, however, provides a strong reminder of the

differences between the deity's power and his own. Yhwh has provided no aid for

the woman so how, the king queries, is he supposed to assist ("qjPtflK pxn); his

resources (both grain and grape) are limited.30 Ellul believes that in denying the

ability to help the king is 'abdicating' as the true king of Israel.31 This raises several

questions that will be addressed in due course: Why is there a famine in the first

place? Why is Yhwh doing nothing about it? Why does Elisha not act now?

The siege, the great famine (Tnnfcn biia nan, 6.25), and a tale ofmothers who have

consumed at least one child may illustrate the curse for disobedience (Deut 28.47-

57), but who's disobedience?32 The lack of rain and the concomitant crisis of a severe

or great famine in Samaria plays an important role in the northern prophetic

narratives from the start (1 Kgs 17.1; 18.2 []inotan pm nanrnj; cf. 19.44-45). The

problematic. The woman's plea is to the king and not Yhwh. By this rendering the king's reference to
Yhwh seems to come from nowhere. Therefore, in following the standard position, context wins out
over a strictly syntactical choice. I am grateful to M. Rogland, Leiden University, for his input on this
verse.

27
This appeal to the monarch is not unlike those used to appeal to God in a time of trouble. Now

in a moment of great distress the king is turned to as a 'supreme force for deliverance.' This provides
the king with some 'aura of divinity.' See Z. Ben-Barak, 'The Appeal to the King as the Highest
Authority for Justice' in M. Augustin and K.-D. Schunk (eds.), 'Wiinschet, Jerusalem Frieden':
Collected Communications to the Xllth Congress of the IOSOT, Jerusalem, 1986
(Frankfurt/Bern/New York: Peter Lang, 1988), 169-177 (174).

28
Zipor, 'Cannibal Women,' 91.

"9
Boyce, Cry, 29.

30
pa, 'threshing floor' and 'wine press or vat' are a 'merism for the entire harvest'

(NIDDOTE 1:893). They are found together at Num 18.27, 30; Deut 15.14; 16.13; 2 Kgs 6.27; Hos
9.2; Joel 9.24 and can signify great abundance (Deut 15.14) or great want (Hos 9.2).

31
J. Ellul, The Politics of God and the Politics ofMan, trans, and ed. by G. W. Bromiley (Grand

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 45.
32
Nelson, Kings, 189; Bergen, Elisha, 138.
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monarch's dwindling resources in the midst of famine contrasts with a prophet who

earlier provided during famine (4.38). The issue raised by the woman in 6.24-31 is

never actually resolved by the king passing (~)3?) along the wall (6.26, 30), while the

prophet provides for both a son (4.16) and the child's healing (4.35-37) in

consequence ofhis 'passing through' ("13?) Shunem (4.8, 9).

The use of "13? may not be an insignificant feature since within the book of Kings

the call to render justice takes place while the king attends to other business.33

Typically, as elsewhere in the ancient Near East, one would expect the king to be

'sitting' (3r) in judgment.34 Given the lack of a formal court setting, the attitude of

the supplicant, manifest in bodily posture and speech, determines whether or not the

case will be heard.35 However, the king of Israel, who is called upon to 'save' and

'judge' does neither and can only call for the head of the one whom he ironically

designates C3SEH2 S?2?"'I?K (v. 31 ).36 It is therefore not surprising that immediately

following the king's designation we find Elisha, both in action and company,

pictured in terms more appropriate to a judging monarch - 'sitting' (pat)') and the

elders 'sitting' with him.37 Again, apart from Elisha, it is monarchs within Kings who

are found in the presence of elders. Earlier in 1 Kgs 12.8, 13 Rehoboam forsakes

their counsel; the king of Israel (Ahab) seeks their counsel (20.7, 8); the elders of

33
Parker, Stories, 19. Among the Elisha narratives, Parker treats in some detail 2 Kgs 3.4-27; 4.1-

7; 6.24-7.20; 8.1-6.
34
Boyce, Cry, 34 compares 2 Kgs 6.24-31 and 1 Kgs 20.35-43 with the more typically expected

'seated' position of a king while in court: 'This in medias res nature of the marginal's hearing
underlines the precarious nature of these people's legal rights even vis-a-vis [s7c] the king, their
supposed protector.' Boyce likewise notices that in 2 Kgs 8.1-6 the king is initially involved in other
matters.

35
Boyce, Cry, 34.

36
Zipor, 'Cannibal Women,' 91. Moore, God Saves, 100 n.2 makes a similar point with respect to

the judgment soon to befall the king's captain (7.17). The phrase is found elsewhere at 1 Kgs 19.16,
19; 2 Kgs 3.11. This interpretation is at odds with Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 386 who hold
that the king is indignant because Elisha is 'idly' sitting.

37
Certainly the case would be strengthened here if Elisha were sitting 'at the gate.' Bergen, Elisha,

140-41 mentions the trouble commentators have with the presence of the elders.
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Naboth's city do Jezebel's bidding (21.8, 11); and Jehu interacts with elders (10.1,

5).

Royal Threats andMoral Breakdown

As is now obvious, one of the challenges facing interpreters of this story and these

narratives concerns the portrayal of the king and the prophet.38 That is, how are the

characters of king and prophet to be interpreted? Parker comments: 'In relation to the

prophet, the king appears as a helpless and desperate man' frustrated by the inactivity

of Yhwh and his prophet.39 The king would fare well in an academic guild which

likewise expresses consternation at the inactivity of God and prophet.40 Many

commentators argue that the narrative portrayal of the king is negative. Recently

however, the unnamed king has been given 'an uncharacteristically sympathetic'

reading by W. Bergen.41 Taking a moderating position, Rofe observes that the king is

painted in colours both righteous and cautious on the one hand, and as a 'son of a

murderer' willing to remove the head of the prophet on the other.42 Below we shall

argue for a view of the king that, while basically negative, attempts to hold positive

features in tension. In spite of the recent redemptive attempts, we maintain that the

overall narrative portrayal of the king is negative for several reasons.

Having heard the cry of woman and made his initial, somewhat despairing

response, the king turns his attention to the supplicant with a question (v. 28).4j The

38
Lasine, 'Jehoram,' 41 notes those commentators for whom the king's actions are sincere and

those who question his faith. It may be that differences of opinion reflect the redactional changes
evident in the story such that an earlier version (6.24-26, 28-30; 7.3-16) portrayed the king more

sympathetically than a later prophetic revision (6.27, 31-7.1, 16b) and a later redactional gloss (7.2,
17-20). Several commentators follow the proposal of Schmitt, Elisa, 37-41. See e.g., Parker, Stories,
121; Jones, Kings, 2:429-430; Wiirthwein, Konige, 2:309.

39
Parker, Stories, 120.

40 •

Lanner, 'Cannibal Mothers,' 112.
41
Bergen, Elisha, 140. He notes that only Lasine 'is willing to admit the possibility that the story

may challenge the usual pro-prophetic stance ofGenesis-2 Kings.' See Lasine, 'Jehoram,' 38 n. 1; 47.
42
Rofe, Prophetical Stories, 65.

43
According to Wurthwein, Konige, 2:311 verse 27 displays evidence of an addition: the woman

requests a legal decision in verse 26, but the king responds as if she has made a request for food. With
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euphony of the syntagm produced by the inversion of the first two consonants of the

subject and the interoggative (j]YnP are part of a larger rhetorical strategy.

While the words certainly reflect the stock reply of a monarch to an appeal for help44
the juxtaposition of these words within the present context opens the possibility that

perhaps it is the king who is the problem.45 We shall return to a discussion of this

phrase below.

Secondly, the return to a Judges-like world argued for in our prior treatment of 2

Kgs 6.1-23 persists in the present story. Lasine regards the similarity between the

Levite's lack of comprehension and the callousness he displays with respect to his

concubine (Judg 19) on the one hand, and the mother in relation to her child in 2 Kgs

6.24ff. on the other, as narrative portrayals of a social order turned on its head.46

However, Pyper rightly calls into question this portrayal of a thorough-going

anarchy. The woman comes to the king assuming that she can appeal to him for

justice which merely underlines the notion that she believes some semblance of

social justice remains: 'mothers may kill their children, but they should keep their

promises.'47 In Judges 19 the cause of social collapse is strongly hinted at in the

repeated refrain that Israel had no king (17.6; 18.1; 19.1; 21.25). In the Elisha

narratives the cause is not always so obvious. Even if social collapse is illustrated in

2 Kgs 6.24ffi, it is not somehow confined to this story alone. Both 1 and 2 Kings are

ostensibly a story of identity (loss and formation?) in the midst of increasing social

entropy.48 What are the Elisha narratives displaying for us if they portray a prophet

verse 27 removed, the request for a legal decision is met with the more appropriate invitation in verse
28. The present interpretation makes a more explicit connection between verse 28 and 6.31-7.2 which
verses Wiirthwein also sees as part of a later addition.

44
Boyce, Cry, 38. Having heard and recognised the cry of the marginal the king applies his

attention to the situation. See 2 Sam 14.5; 1 Kgs 1.16; Est 5.3
45
Moore, God Saves, 100.

46
Lasine, 'Jehoram,' 38-39. 'The complainant's obliviousness to the appalling nature of her crime

is also an indicator of the inverted world topos' (p. 38).
47
Pyper, 'Wisdom of Solomon,' 26.

48
McConville, 'Narrative and Meaning,' 43. On the issue of identity formation and history writing

in Kings see Linville, Israel, 74-111.
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caring for the widow and the orphan, petitioned by language typical of address to a

king, and sitting as the son of Shaphat 'in court' with the elders, all kingly

characterisations. From such a perspective the Elisha narratives are not so inimical to

the books' wider concerns. Lasine nicely highlights several ancient Near Eastern

texts describing cannibalism more generally as well as prophetic biblical texts which

specifically explore 'cannibalism' among the leaders of Israel (Ezek 34.1-10; Mic

3.1-3; Zech 11.8-9).49 However, in detailing this breakdown of social relations he

never questions whether the narrative may, in fact, portray the Omrides as part of the

problem. If the king is the embodiment of his people50 and the people are eating their

young, what does that say about kingship generally and this king in particular?

Reinhartz concurs: 'The sequence and specific narrative contexts of these stories

illustrate the narrator's views concerning the progressive deterioration of the

monarchy and the material and moral situation of the people.'51

Third, the king calls for the immediate removal of Elisha's head. The capture,

control and, at times, killing of the prophetic presence is a feature not unusual within

the larger contextual framework of the northern prophetic narratives (1 Kgs 18.4, 10;

19.2; 2 Kgs 1.9; 2 Kgs 6.8-23). When viewed as part of the present story, it is too

difficult to cast the oath of 2 Kgs 6.31 in a positive light. Lasine makes the attempt,

observing the similar rending of the king's garments in 2 Kgs 5.7 and 6.30. Elisha

has, in previous confrontations with the king, led him to believe that prophetic power

could resolve problems ('Let him come to me...,' 5.8). Therefore, according to

Lasine, when the king curses Elisha in 6.31 it is because he is merely acting upon

past experience; Elisha could help but has not. This urgent response of the king

49
Lasine, 'Jehoram,' 32-33.

50
Gray, Kings, 523 commenting on the king's sackcloth in verse 30 writes: 'Here, as in few

instances in the Old Testament outside the liturgy of the Psalms, the status of the king as the
embodiment of the people is graphically illustrated.' See also Jones, Kings, 2:433; Nelson, Kings, 189.

51
A. Reinhartz, 'Why Ask My Name?' Anonymity and Identity in Biblical Narrative, (New

York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 110. Recently Lanner, 'Cannibal Mothers,' 113
vehemently questions Lasine's interpretation. Her article is a call to consider seriously the woman's
plight.
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rather than the indifference of the prophet, makes him more like Moses and Job 'than

his father Ahab.'52 Before agreeing or disagreeing with this characterisation of the

king, there are several significant narrative analogies within the stories of 1 Kgs 18-

21 that must be examined. These analogies, along with earlier statements made by

both Elisha and the king, must be considered in any evaluation of the king's

character. One such analogy is the similarity of the formulaic oath of the king in 2

Kgs 6.31 and one uttered previously by Jezebel with respect to Elijah (1 Kgs 19.2)53

Di'n vbv C02SJH3 "iojjtdk ^pf nPi crnbx "^Trfwrrns
'Thus may god do to me and even more if the head of Elisha son of Shaphat stands upon him today.' (2 Kgs
6.31)

torio -tnx tfsjs -bsrrx nnp ni?p_,p inspi" nPi Q'n'bx p&imrb
'Thus may the gods do and even more (if) by this time tomorrow I do not make your life like the life of one
of them.' (1 Kgs 19.2).

The narrative movement of 1 Kgs 18/19 when compared and contrasted with 2

Kgs 6.8-23/6.24-7.20 also presents a number of interesting similarities. In each case

prophetic confrontation and victory are followed by monarchic oath and action,

resulting in a display of prophetic fear. Like Elijah's confrontation with the Baal

prophets in 1 Kgs 18, 2 Kgs 6.8-23 presents a high point of Elisha's prophetic

confrontation with the enemies of Yhwh.54 While Jezebel makes her oath because of

Elijah's prior slaughter of the prophets (1 Kgs 19.1), the text of 2 Kgs 6.31 provides

no explicit motivation for the royal censure of Elisha. The vague 'some time later' in

2 Kgs 6.24, provides only minor narrative glue with which to bind the blinding of the

Arameans and the complex narrative that follows. If the reader wants a reason for the

52
Lasine, 'Jehoram,' 43-44. Lasine also argues that the king 'acts as surrogate' for the reader (p.

48).
53
Provan, Kings, 201. Occurrences of ntoimnP as an oath appealing to god(s) are found with one

exception (Ruth 1.17) in Samuel and Kings so J-M §165a(l): 1 Sam 3.17; 14.44; 20.13; 25.22; 2 Sam
3.9, 35; 19.14. In Kings we find it at 1 Kgs 2.23; 19.2 (Jezebel); 20.10 (Ben-Hadad); 2 Kgs 6.31. In 1
Kgs 19.2; 20.10 we find plural verbs and thus 'may the gods'.. .may they add'). See Burney, Notes, 21
for a lengthy discussion under 1 Kgs 2.23. J-M also notes that the verbal forms are indicative 'despite
the optative sense.' Those references having to do with death or destruction are put in bold relief. See
also Revell, Designation, 202-03 for a discussion of this oath.

54
This conclusion, with respect to the Elisha narratives, is also made by Bergen, Elisha, 127.
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king's anger, for example because of his release of the Arameans in 6.23, he or she

must supply it.55 It does not follow, however, that there are no textual indicators by

which to measure the king's anger.

What is certain is that both Jezebel and later the king of Israel make declarations

calling for the immediate destruction of the prophets. Associated with or following

from these oaths, each monarch 'sends a messenger' (1 Kgs 19.2; 2 Kgs 6.32).

Likewise within the narrative we find Elijah hiding in a cave and Elisha shut up in

his house, soon after the delivery of the monarch's oath. Thus the prophets are

portrayed as experiencing some uncertainty with respect to the actions of royalty.

The boldness of Elijah on Mt. Carmel and Elisha's 'Fear not' (6.16) recede in the

face of genuine royal threat. In his fear Elijah complains that he is the only one left,

while Elisha is found with the elders.56 Finally, the deliverance of the word ofYhwh

in 2 Kgs 7.1 mocks Jezebel's prior threat. Both Yhwh and Jezebel promise that their

word will be fulfilled inn nso. The fulfilment of the oaths of the Omride monarchs

however, is never actualised for either prophet: Elijah is not made like one of the

prophets of Baal and Elisha keeps his head, but the word of Yhwh is shown to be

effective (2 Kgs 7.18). The fulfilment ofYhwh's word, pedantic in presentation with

its conscious repetition (cf. 7.1-2; 7.16b-20) contrasts with the lack of fulfilment of

the words of the king of Israel and Jezebel before him.

55
Bergen, Elisha, 139 attends to the various options: Gray, Kings 523 (the king expects riots and

seeks to divert attention from himself to Elisha); Jones, Kings, 2:433-34 (though there have been
numerous proposals the text is silent, evidence perhaps that the section is a later addition); Hobbs, 2
Kings, 80 (Elisha is held indirectly responsible because of his prior release of the Arameans in 6.23).

56
We would argue that Elisha is expressing some fear for several reasons. First, compared with

the previous story in which he single-handedly confronted an entire army, it seems odd to find him
behind closed doors. Secondly, Elisha requests that the door be held fast because he knows that the
king has sent to remove his head. For a discussion of the 'humanization' of these two prophets see K.
R. R. Gros Louis, 'Elijah and Elisha,' in K. R. R. Gros Louis, (ed.), Literary Interpretations of
Biblical Narratives (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974) 177-90 (184-90). Gros Louis sees Elisha as the
less human and more confident of the two, but neglects to mention the scene of Elisha in his house
and the tears he sheds in 2 Kgs 8.12.
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The Messenger and the Murderer's Son

Finally we return to the syntagm, tjb~nn "^ban, to which prior allusion was made.

Does this provide further textual support for the assertion that the king is the

problem? The answer to this question comes by way of a proposal regarding the

difficult stretch of text in 6.32-33. There are several related difficulties associated

with these verses. First, the text is ambiguous with respect to the subject of nbtpn

(6.32b). To put it another way, who exactly is 'sending'? Is it Elisha or is it the

king?57 Second, should we read ^ban for t]xban in verse 33 as many commentators

suggest, since the words only make sense in the mouth of the king? The text itself

seems to require the emendation.58 Montgomery and Gehman assert: 'The one

necessary correction is to read in v.33 the king (melek in place of mal'ak,

"messenger").' To put this another way we may ask who is 'arriving'? This,

however, raises the question of the relationship between the king and his messenger.

One way through this conundrum may be to argue that the words of the king's

messenger are elsewhere heard as equal to the words of the king (2 Kgs 18.19ff).

Fiowever, there may be another explanation.

Cogan and Tadmor note how surprising it is to both the reader and to Elisha to see

the king appear at his door, since both reader and prophet are expecting the

henchman initially to arrive.59 While this may be true, the appearance of 'the

messenger' is really no less surprising than the ostensible appearance of 'the king'

whose words are heard only in the voice of the messenger (v. 33b). He never actually

arrives on stage since it is only the sound/voice (bip) of his feet which, according to

the prophet, will follow the messenger's arrival.60 The narrative switch from the more

57 Gl makes this explicit by adding o BaaiXsuq, which is not found in the Targum Jonathan or the
Peshitta.

58 '
See BHS note at 6.33; Benzinger, Konige, 143; R. Kittel, Konige, 216; Burney, Notes, 290;

Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 386; Cogan and Tadmor, IIKings, 80.
59
Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 80. Even this is questionable since the prophet seems to hear 'the

sound of his master's feet after him.'
60
I am grateful to A. G. Auld for pointing out the importance of hip here.
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generic sriK to the more specific ~[xbo, seems odd. The need of commentators to read

for reveals the success of a rhetorical strategy at work here. The

exposition of this strategy requires a brief exploration of the presence of comic and

even satirical elements in 2 Kgs 6.24-7.20 noted by a number of interpreters.

LaBarbera, for example, notes that the story 'draws on traditional material rich in

irony, puns, and humor, to create a biting social commentary.'61 Lasine, whose study

is in part a refutation of LaBarbera's contention that the story is a peasant-inspired

satire on the ruling class, still observes comic elements within the story. Specifically

he mentions the 'grotesque humor' conveying a sense of a world 'in which social

relations have totally broken down.'62 In arguing for the unity of the story Rofe

claims: 'While displaying a broad epic perspective, it integrates its folkloristic

elements into a single unit, in which humor, though macabre, is the dominant vein.'63
A recent study by Z. Weisman provides some support to the notion that 2 Kgs

6.24-7.20 contains elements of political satire.64 Among his summary comments he

lists several germane to the narrative under discussion and which may be more

comprehensively applicable to the Elisha narratives. Weisman notes, for example,

that satire is often anonymous, covering the identity of the object of criticism

preferring to treat that object by 'nicknames, metaphors, allegory and even parody

that allude to that object. The use of camouflage is applied either out of personal

precaution or as an artistic technique.'65 Another feature of satire relevant to our

discussion concerns the use of grotesque, paradoxical, or absurd elements to heighten

criticism. Here the satirist manipulates literary and linguistic devices 'such as puns,

61
LaBarbera, 'Man of War,' 651. See also Nelson, Kings, 187; Long, 2 Kings, 91; Pyper,

'Wisdom of Solomon,' 27-28.
6"
Lasine, 'Jehoram,' 39. Lasine also mentions comical aspects of the story on pages 33, 39 n.2,

63
Rofe, Prophetical Stories, 66.

64
Z. Weisman, Political Satire in the Bible, SBLSS 32 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998).

65
Weisman, Satire, 8.
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double entendres, plays of sounds (paronomasia, alliteration and assonance) for his

witty criticism.'66

The covering of identity, the use of the grotesque, and the manipulation of

linguistic elements are present in the story under discussion. This does not justify the

conclusion that 2 Kgs 6.24-7.20 is political satire, nor is it our intention to claim so.

However, in consideration of the above observations and suggestions it may explain

some of the narrative features present. In keeping with the camouflaging of identity

mentioned by Weisman, we propose that the figure of king and messenger are

conflated. Strictly speaking the king never arrives in 6.32-7.2, but is merely a

disembodied character for whom the messenger speaks in 6.33b. Thus the

condemnation of the king, explicit in his question of 6.33b, is put into the mouth of a

character who immediately fades from view. After he comes down to Elisha

(vbx IT ^Kbon, 6.33) he vanishes from the narrative only later to be replaced by the

king in similar language (rbx ^]ban n~i~i2, 7.17).67 As noted above, it is strange that

Elisha should mention the 'sound of his feet' since it is finally only the sound of the

king's voice which we hear. Nelson has made a similar observation: 'Does the king

ever arrive? In chapter 7, verse 17 will make it clear that he does, but the messenger

seems to telescope into the king, then the captain pops up out of nowhere.'68 The

transposing of "be for ^xba and the king's prior question to the woman (^b~na ~ba~)

suggest the final step of keeping one eye focused on ^b~ni? while actually reading

^ba.69

66
Weisman, Satire, 8. See most recently the examples in N. Levine, 'Twice as Much,' 25-46.

67
The last time Elisha was confronted by a hostile group they also came down (TV) to him (6.18).

68
Nelson, Kings, 189. This observation with respect to the king's character been made by others

approaching the text from an historical perspective. One of the goals J. Strange, 'Joram, King of Israel
and Judah,' VT25 (1975) 191-201 sets for himself is 'to explain the existence of a "ghost -Joram" in
Israel' (192). He attempts to provide an historical explanation for the existence of two Jorams
(Jehorams), one in Judah and one in'Israel since their purported reigns overlap.

69
It is of course the similarity of *]bn and ~t<bn which encourages commentators to propose an

emendation in 6.33. To my knowledge no commentator has noted the similarity of qstbo and "]b~nD.
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And Elisha was sitting in his house and the elders were sitting with him. And he sent a man from his
70

presence. Before what's-your-troubie came to him he said to the elders, 'Have you seen that this son of
the murderer sent to remove my head?71 Look when what's-your-trouble arrives, shut the door and squeeze

. . . 72
him in the door. Is not the sound of his master's feet after him. He was still speaking with them * when

73
suddenly what's-your-trouble came down to him. And he said, 'Look, this is the disaster from Yhwh.
How can I keep waiting for Yhwh any longer?'

This explanation accounts for the king's question to the woman, the confusing

relationship between "qbrp and "x'pa as well as the literary and linguistic connections

between these two words and This is not a proposal to emend ?j*6a to t]b~np.74
Neither is this a suggestion that the king's question is somehow unexpected or odd

given the social context.75 Instead, given the comic nature already noted, we are

arguing that this paronomasia is an implied critique of the king.

This submerged critique is raised to the surface by the bolder, even more negative

assessment of the king of Israel as a njnpn~|3 by Elisha (piel participle).76 The phrase

is typical of Oriental usage and refers generally to a class of persons, i.e., to the king

as a murderer in intent rather than to his lineage. Because of this, many

70
The division of this sentence into two is not completely satisfactory. Readers naturally interpret

Elisha as the subject of "]b>EH unless or until contextual issues urge otherwise. Initially it is preferable
to read: 'Aud he [Elisha] sent a man from his presence before the messenger came to him.' However,
the fact that later 'this murderer sends' ("jbc) forces a readjustment of the interpreter's prior judgment.
An examination ofmen is of little help. It is found at Gen 27.4, 33; 37.18; 41.50; 45.28; Exod 1.19;
Lev 14.36; Deut 31.21; Judg 14.18; Ruth 3.14 (Qere), 1 Sam 2.15; 9.13, 2 Kgs 2.9; 6.32, Job 10.21, Ps
39.14; 58.10; 90.2; Prov 8.25; 18.13; 30.7, Isa 7.16; 8.4; 17.14; 28.4; 42.9; 48.5; 66.7 (2x), Jer 1.5
(2x); 13.16 (2x); 38.10; 47.1, Ezek 16.57; Zeph 2.2 (3x). In most cases within narrative it cannot stand
at the head of a sentence (but see Gen 37.18, 41.50, Exod 1.19). It is asyndetic in all cases except Gen
37.18; Jer 1.5 (2nd occurrence); Jer 13.16 (2nd occurrence). Overall, contextual matters determine the
linguistic decisions here.

71
It is odd that Elisha should ask this question before the messenger arrives. How could the elders

have seen the messenger before he arrived. Is this an example of prophetic insight? Were the elders
present when the king uttered his oath?

72
Driver, Tenses §169 in his discussion of circumstantial clauses notes the similar construction in

Gen 29.9 brrn dbx? ~mn inis and translates: 'He was still speaking, when Rachel entered in...'
73
Other 'evils' from Yhwh (mm nso) include fire (Gen 19.24; Num 16.35); wind (Num 11.31);

hardened hearts (Josh 11.20); an evil spirit (1 Sam 16.14).
74
Also there is no versional support for the proposed emendation from qsbn to qbn.

75
Boyce notes that within the present social context the king's response is perfectly reasonable

and indicates that he has correctly heard the cry of the marginal 'as cry for a legal hearing' (Cry to
God, 38).

76
The expected dagesh forte in the first consonant of is lacking. This is a variation for

words beginning with p (see WOC § 13.3d).
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commentators assert that it does not imply any reference to Ahab.7' But why must

this be phrased as an either/or proposition?78 Can it not bear reference to the king of

Israel in 2 Kgs 6.32, both as one who commits murder frequently, and as the son of

Ahab/Jezebel?79 Elsewhere the piel participle is used in Isaiah 1.21 and the thematic

and lexical ties are worth noting. Isaiah claims that the city (Zion?) was once full of

justice (osttfo), but now murderers (crmnD). By comparison, in 2 Kgs 6.31-32, the

home of Elisha, containing the tositf-p is threatened by the king (nmorrp). The

evaluative designations for king and prophet are each placed in the mouth of the

other character.

The similarity of Jezebel's curse against Elijah, the fact that the only other

occurrence of run in Samuel/Kings is found in 1 Kgs 21.19 (at just that point where

Elijah utters his oracle against Ahab for the seizure of Naboth's vineyard), the

fulfilment of that oracle looming on the narrative horizon (2 Kgs 9.7, 26), and the

'son of designations uttered by the king and the prophet, are all points which support

a reading that links the unnamed king with the Omrides. Far from being a Moses or

77
Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 386; Jones, Kings, 2:434; Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 80;

Wiseman, Kings, 211.
78

Hobbs, 2 Kings, 80. While Hobbs does state it as an either/or proposition, he is among those
who see in nxmrrp a possible reference to Ahab. See also Barnes, Kings, 213; Provan, Kings, 200-
01. With respect to morphology, according to Even-Shoshan, p. 1091 the piel form is found at 2 Kgs
6.32; Isa 1.21; Hos 6.9; Ps 94.6; Ps 62.4. This latter instance is, however, a pual form. The Ben
Naphtali tradition supports reading apiel at Ps 62.4. See BDB: 953-54.

79
This is not the place for an in-depth discussion of the problems associated with the qal and piel

verbal stems given that the definition of the piel in relation to other stems remains a point of 'major
challenge' to Semitic grammarians. (J-M §52d). However, we note that the only other occurrence of
the piel participle of n2~i is the plural form located at Isa 1.21 (□TISIO). L. G. Rignell, 'Isaiah Chapter
1. Some Exegetical Remarks with Special Reference to the Relationship between the Text and the
Book ofDeuteronomy,' ST 11 (1958) 140-59 (153-54), notes that the qal ('kill') of this verb refers to
unintentional homicide while the piel may express the more emphatic 'murder' or the iterative sense
'kill in mass'. HALOT 3:1283 gloss the plural participle 'to commit murder frequently.' According to
WOC §24.5c, the piel and especially its participial form may indicate habitual or professional activity.
WOC here rely on the work of E. Jenni, Das hebraische Picel: Syntaktisch-semasiologische
Untersuchung einer Verbalform im Alten Testament (Zurich: EVZ, 1968), 156-64. The qal participle
was certainly available in reference to the 'manslayer' (cf. Num 35, Deut 19, Josh 20, 21). It is likely
that the piel participle in 2 Kgs 6.32 has the nuance of 'one who is characterised by frequent killing.'
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Job (so Lasine) the unnamed king is being aligned, somewhat carefully, with Ahab

and Jezebel.

Which Disaster from YHWH?

Before moving on to Elisha's oracle and the captain's statement in 7.1-2, the

presumed disparity between king's garb in 6.30, his promise to kill Elisha, and the

statement/question spoken by the messenger/king in 6.33b must be considered.

Jehoram on the wall visible to all the people, tearing his clothes and revealing the

underlying sackcloth, presents a problem for characterising the king in a negative

light. Why is he presented in this fashion? Explanations of the presence of sackcloth

range from impugning the king for false piety, to seeing his actions as genuine

repentance and sympathy for his people. Within this latter category the disparity

between the king's behaviour and his initially uttered words are viewed as evidence

for a later revision since 6.30 (display of sackcloth) is clearly at odds with 6.31-7.1

which follows. Some find it odd that a politician would act in such a contradictory

manner, showing signs of repentance only to call immediately for the prophet's

head.80 However the words of the king and an eye to broader contextual

characterisations actually provide further support that the text presents a genetic link

between this king and Ahab/Jezebel.

First there is the exclamation of the messenger/king (rnrr nxp nann nxrnan

6.33b). How should this ambiguous statement be rendered?81 A number of the

English versions as well as commentators render the phrase adjectivally: 'This

80
LaBarbera, 'Man of War,' 646; Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 22-23 understand the

sackcloth negatively. Neutral or positive assessments are found in Gray, Kings, 523; Robinson, Kings,
2:66; Jones, Kings, 2:433; Lasine, 'Jehoram,' 40-41; Wiseman, Kings, 211; Provan, Kings, 200.

81
We have addressed above the question of the subject of this utterance. The ambiguity mentioned

here relates to the sense and reference of the statement rather than to whom is the speaking subject.
Hobbs, 2 Kings, 81 resolves the problem by asserting that Elisha is the subject of the verb nQXh. This
is incorrect given the prior reference to the messenger and the explicit subject change made in 7.1.
Bergen, Elisha, 142 seriously misreads Hobbs on this point.
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trouble/disaster is from Yhwh....'82 Although J-M § 143i lists 2 Kgs 6.33 among the

'very rare cases' of an adjectival use of nr before the noun, there is no compelling '

evidence for reading the phrase in this fashion.S3 There are other places in Kings

where the more usual nixTn runn occurs (1 Kgs 9.9). In 6.33 it is better rendered:

'Look, this is the disaster from Yhwh.'84

Of course this raises several other questions. What is 'this' and what is the

'disaster' or 'trouble'? Is it the famine? Is it the cannibalism previously highlighted?

Perhaps the 'trouble' is Elisha himself? The latter cannot be immediately excluded

given Ahab's prior designation of Elijah as the 'troubler' ("Di?) of Israel (1 Kgs

18.17). At a minimum we can say that the king's oath presupposes that Elisha was

somehow culpable for the present crisis.85 Whether the king's actions and dress arise

from noble or ignoble purposes it is difficult to ascertain. From the perspective of the

present story it is certain that a sack-clothed king calls for a prophet's head. Lasine

asserts that the king's actions reveal a still-intact sense of social responsibility.86 This

may be so. Nevertheless, it is an odd sense of social responsibility that invokes God's

authority in order to destroy God's prophet.87
One solution to these questions may be best summarised under the rubric 'like

father/mother, like son.' Above it was noted that besides 2 Kgs 6.32 the only other

occurrence of run in Samuel-Kings is found at 1 Kgs 21.19 where Elijah delivers his

R2"
NIV; NRSV; Hobbs, 2 Kings, 71; Cogan and Tadmor, IIKings, 76; Wiseman, Kings, 211.

83
The examples provided by J-M §143i are before proper names (Exod 32.1; 1 Sam 21.12; Judg

5:5//Ps 68.9); may be taken as possessives (Cant 7.8; Ezra 3.12); or may actually be read as

evidencing a predicative use (Isa 23.13; Ps 104.25; Ps 118.20). One of the examples exhibits an
anarthrous noun (Ps 34.7). Of the examples adduced only 1 Kgs 14.14 requires an adjectival reading
(cf. Judg 4.14; Ps 118.24). J-M also cite Gen 2.23 as a 'possible' case as well as Ps 49.14 although it
is unclear how this latter example supports the case. Bumey, Notes, 190 cites Josh 9.12 which J-M
§ 143i, n. 1 appear to see as an exception.

84
Note for example the rendering ofWiirthwein, Konige, 2:308: 'dies ist das Unheil von Jahwe.'

85
Wiseman, Kings, 211. Auld, Kings, 175. Ahab likewise sought Elijah in a setting of famine 1

Kgs 18.10.
86
Lasine, 'Jehoram,' 40.

87
A point made by Ellul, Politics ofGod, 47 and cited by Moore, God Saves, 97 n.2. Ellul believes

that the attempt to kill Elisha is really a way of getting at God (p.46).
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guilty verdict to Ahab. A form of the verb is therefore placed in the mouths of Elijah

and Elisha with application to Ahab and Jehoram respectively. In response to Ahab's

actions Yhwh through Elijah promises to bring disaster (run) upon Ahab, cutting off

all his male descendants (1 Kgs 21.21). Ahab responds to Elijah's words by tearing

his clothes and donning sackcloth (1 Kgs 21.27). Jehoram likewise tears his clothes

to reveal the sackcloth already in place. While the Judean kings Hezekiah (2 Kgs

19.1) and Josiah ( 2 Kgs 22.11) each tear their clothes and Hezekiah, like Ahab, puts

on sackcloth, it is only Ahab and Jehoram who are described as having the sackcloth

(1 Kgs 21.27; 2 Kgs 6.30).88 Yhwh responds favourably to Ahab's

repentance and delays his judgment: He will not bring the disaster (n»"in) in Ahab's

day but will bring it (n»nn) in the days of his son (1 Kgs 21.29). Although prevalent

throughout the Hebrew Bible, nwnn is found from 1 Kgs 17-2 Kgs 13 only at 1 Kgs

21.29 and 2 Kgs 6.33. The use of the definite article in 1 Kgs 21.29 is anaphoric with

respect to the occurrence of nun mentioned in verse 21. Likewise the disaster from

Yhwh in 2 Kgs 6.33 points back to the prior use in 1 Kgs 21.29: this is that disaster.

The king of Israel in 2 Kgs 6.24ff, aware of the prior judgment issued against his

father's house, anxiously looks over his shoulder at his impending doom.89
Nor is this the first time that the king has wondered whether Yhwh's judgment

was near at hand. In 2 Kgs 3.10, 13 he is certain that Yhwh has brought the three

kings together to hand them over to Moab. In that story the previous naming of

'Elisha son of Shaphat' is also found in a context which connects Jehoram with Ahab

and Jezebel as Elisha tells him to go 'to the prophets of your father and the prophets

of your mother' (2 Kgs 3.11-13).

88
See also 2 Kgs 5.8 where the king of Israel tears his garments in response to a perceived

Aramean threat. In both 2 Kgs 5 and 2 Kgs 6 a figure (Naaman, the woman) turns to the king of Israel
for help and in each case he cannot or does not help (Ellul, Politics ofGod, 52).

89
We do not wish to push the grammatical point too far but it is interesting that the participle is

also found with the definite article. Does nsinn have the sense of a proper name? (WOC § 13.6a). In
other words, it is tempting to press the definite article into use in the phrase ntn ns~inrr|3 and read
this son of the murderer.
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Underlying and supporting all of this is a ponderous sense of inevitability that

threads its way through Kings. Jehoram may tear his clothes like Ahab his father, and

he may even place sackcloth underneath those clothes (upon his flesh) and yet it is to

no avail: Yhwh is certain to bring the promised disaster not upon Ahab but upon his

son. This precedent for the northern kingdom is found in Judah as well. In spite of

Josiah's reforms, Yhwh's anger was not averted (cf. 2 Kgs 23.25-26). The overall

narrative portrayal signals the chief reason why the story presents Jehoram rending

his garments and wearing sackcloth next to his body in one verse only to be followed

immediately by the oath to remove Elisha's head (2 Kgs 6.30-31). The attentive

reader hereby gains a portrayal of Jehoram recalling both Ahab and Jezebel. It is

unclear whether the king views the particulars of famine, cannibalism, prophet or

some combination as the 'disaster' that has come upon him. In any event he

interprets his present circumstances as evidence of a previously rendered judgment.

This leads naturally to the despair of the monarch climaxing in his question: 'How

shall I keep waiting for Yhwh any longer?' (lis? rnrrb bmitrno).90 The king sees no

reason to hope further in the very one he considers responsible for the disaster. When

viewed as the present fulfilment of a past judgment his present situation is hopeless:

there is no help on the horizon and waiting for YHWH is an impossibility.91 In effect

the king says, 'Look Elisha, I've been waiting for some disaster to befall me and,

given the present lack of assistance, the current circumstances fit the bill.' Strictly

90
The present translation attempts to get at the durative nature of verb. Many of the durative

examples provided in J-M §113d similarly occur with nn + yiqtol forms. The verb bm is infrequent in
the Former Prophets (Judg 3.25; 1 Sam 10.8; 13.8; 2 Kgs 6.33). The great majority of instances are
found in the Writings particularly the Psalms, Job and Lamentations. TLOT 2:542 cites Lam 3.18
(noun) along with 2 Kgs 6.33 stating: 'The significance of waiting on God is demonstrated in the
lament in which the abandonment of waiting signifies the low point....' TDOT 6:55 concurs citing a
number of passages in which a verb of hope/waiting is found in the context of the particle nn (Ps 39.8;
Job 6.11; 2 Kgs 6.33). The writers/editors of Targum Jonathan soften the king's hopelessness by
having him ask whether to continue praying: mi? m mp 'bus KB ('What more shall I pray before the
Lord?). See Harrington and Saldarini, Targum Jonathan, 276, n.33.

91
WOC § 18.3f notes that nn in exclamatory questions may involve a verb (cf. 2 Kgs 4.43).

BDB:553, 2(a) notes the use of the interrogative expressing impossibilities. I am grateful to M.
Rogland for this latter reference.
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speaking the statement must be regarded as a lament and waiting upon Yhwh (mrrb)

should be taken as looking forward to some good thing from the deity rather than an

impending judgment.92 It is therefore likely that the question reveals a king

expecting, but to this point not receiving, a saving utterance from Yhwh. The above

interpretation takes into consideration the narrative presentation of Jehoram as a son

of Ahab and Jezebel, while at the same time considering the sackcloth a genuine sign

of repentance. It is the narrative tension between the presentation of Jehoram as a son

of Ahab and the show of repentance which encourages interpretative divergences.

We have attempted to handle the narrative in such a way as to stress the negative

portrayal while maintaining the positive tension.93

With the king's question the first movement of the story, explicating the problem,

draws to a close. Elisha's prophetic oracle of salvation in 7.1 is delivered at the most

constricted point of the narrative.94 The story widens and closes its 'aperture' from a

besieged city, to a besieged king, to a besieged prophet as Moore has nicely

observed: 'The constriction of the scope of action enhances the sense of the

constriction of the siege, until finally our vision is focused upon an entrapped

prophet, a siege within a siege.'95 In the prior story it was the Arameans who came

down against Elisha (tt, 6.18) but now it is the king of Israel in the form of the

92 »
TDOT 6:54 notes how infrequently the texts, containing brr with 'God' or 'Yhwh' as object,

make explicit what is hoped for. Texts speak of waiting for the 'salvation of Yhwh' (mm nnonb,
Lam 3.26); for his ~srr (Ps 33.18; 147.11); his word ("m, Ps 119.74,81,114,147; 130.5); his ordinance
(bssb, Ps 119.43) and his law (min, Isa 42.4).

93
The present interpretation has some affinities with the position taken by Wurthwein, Konige,

2:311 and especially n. 18. Wurthwein sees the sackcloth not at a sign of resignation and hopelessness
(contra Schweizer, Elischa, 387), but as an attempt to attain something (da!3 man etwas zu erreichen
sucht). He cites 1 Kgs 21.27 but does not make any connection between the characters. Thus the
hopelessness of the king is revealed by his comments not his garments.

94
Hobbs, 2 Kings, 85 doubts that it can be classified as a 'prophetic oracle of salvation' but

confusingly claims '[t]he oracle announces deliverance for a stricken city' (p.86). This seems to be a
distinction without a difference.

95
Moore, God Saves, 98-99. Central to the first movement are the 'wall' (norm, 6.26, 30) and the

door (rk~, 6.32) while the second movement stresses the 'gate' ("iffOH nns, 7.3) and the 'camp'
(mnan nxp, 7.5, 8). LaBarbera, 'Man ofWar,' 645 likewise treats the story in two movements.
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messenger who has come down ("it, 6.33) to the prophet. The story proceeds to

widen its scope again with the coming of the lepers, only to close in again at the gate

(w. 18-20).

The Windows in Heaven

Elisha's immediate reply to the question promises a break in the famine within

twenty-four hours.96 Whatever the exact nature of the prediction, it is outlandish

enough to generate an immediate response from the king's man (EbbEin)97 to God's

man (crnbxn Ehx). This response is better taken as a statement ofmocking incredulity

than a conditional or concessive statement.98 This is supported by the parallel and

96
Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 81 provide a detailed discussion of the economic uncertainties

involved in Elisha's prediction. They tentatively propose that the predicted abundance is relative since
the flour would still be 'many times its normal price.' Greenfield, 'Doves' Dung,' 123 claims, 'the
relief promised by Elisha is not very great.' Thiel, 'Character and Function,' 193 claims that it is
safest to assume a return to normal prices.

97
On the difficulties of the term ©'ho see C. Rabin, 'Hittite Words in Hebrew,' Or ns 32 (1963)

113-39 (133-34); B. A. Mastin, 'Was the SAUs the Third Man in the Chariot?,' in J. A. Emerton (ed.)
Studies in the Historical Books of the Old Testament, VTSup 30 (Leiden: Brill, 1979) 125-54; Cogan
and Tadmor, IIKings, 81; D. G. Schley, 'The SALlSfM: Officers or Special Three-Man Squads?,' VT 40
(1990) 321-26. Prior to Mastin it was widely held that the term referred to the third man in the chariot.
Mastin challenged this view and argued that the term refers to high ranking officials after the king and
senior officers and thus was an officer 'of the third rank' (p. 153-54). Schley has recently argued that
the SALISIm were 'a special cadre of three-man squads which carried out special assignments for the
king' (p.326).

QO
Contra most grammars which take this conditionally: GKC §159i; Williams §513; WOC §37.6f

(44). According to D. J. McCarthy, 'The Uses of w'hinneh in Biblical Hebrew,' Biblica 61 (1980)
330-42 (336) run may be used in conditional statements (Cf. Lev 13.5; Deut 13.15-17; 1 Sam 9.7;
20.12). He treats nan in 2 Kgs 7.2, 19 as a concession (337). The particle however need not be
rendered this way. Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 389 note that Konig, Syntax, 564 denies the
conditional use of nan and that Sanda renders it as a statement rather than a condition: 'Lo, Yhwh has
made (ni?») ... but will this thing happen?' JM §167(1) states that nan 'never appears to have the
proper force of if Among recent commentators Hobbs, 2 Kings, 82 also takes it as a statement,
rendering the participle as a substantive: 'Yahweh is the one who makes windows in the heavens.
Shall this thing be?' The LXX does not treat it as a conditional but has the future noifioei (however
according to the BHS note the LXXl reads Ktzi sav. Interestingly, Harrington and Saldarini, Targum
Jonathan, 277 n.6, who consistently cite Hebrew Bible differences over against the Aramaic, render:
'Behold the Lord is making windows in the heavens' while the Aramaic is translated: 'If the Lord was

opening windows.. .would it be according to this word?' Sperber reads:
pin xninss vrn.. .ps nns T frx. See A. Sperber (ed.), The Bible in Aramaic, vol. 2, The Former
Prophets According to Targum Jonathan (Leiden: Brill, 1959), 286. N. Wyatt, Religious Texts from
Ugarit: The Words ofllimilku and his Colleagues (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998) 104-05
n. 144 observes the unconditional nature of the Hebrew syntax at this verse.

193



vigorous retort of the prophet. Each statement begins with a form of "3" followed by

a subject (or subject pronoun) plus a participle expressing a near future event." Each
final clause contains a yiqtol verb.

ninn rrrrn □"wa nianx nitd? nvr nan npxn
'And he said, 'Look! Yhwh is about to make windows in the heavens. Will this thing happen?' (2 Kgs 7.2a)

boxn xb aaiai nxn nitn -pa
'And he said 'Look! You are about to see with your eyes. But from there you shall not eat.' (2 Kgs 7.2b)

Taken in a conditional or concessive manner, the officer's scepticism implies that

yhwh may create heavenly openings that nevertheless will prove ineffective. Over

against a conditional rendering, in the interpretation argued for above the officer's

statement vigorously questions the ability of Yhwh to make windows and therefore

to provide at all. These windows of the sky are present in several other biblical

passages (Gen 7.11-12; 8.2; Mai 3.10) and the connection with the windows in the

construction of Baal's palace is often noted.100 While Baal's windows provide

openings through which rain falls and thunder echoes, Elisha intimates that it is grain

rather than rain which is on its way.101 Evidence that these 'windows' may be

openings for more than rain and thunder is found in Mai 3.10 which states that

Yhwh will open the 'windows of the heavens' (own rrnnx) for a more general

blessing ("H^birnjJ ninp).102

99 c rWOC §37.6f has two separate entries for each of these as examples of the so-called futurum
instans. See also JM §119n which also notes the proximity of nan. Also the presence the disjunctive
zaqep parvum over DV3eh may encourage a greater distinction within the sentence than a conditional
sentence would allow. The interpretation finds independent support from Barnes, I & II Kings, 214
who has roughly the same translation 'since the Hebrew consists of two distinct utterances...The first
is a mocking assertion, the second an unbelieving question (so LXX).'

100
See KTU 1.4 v 60-65; KTU 1.4 vi 1-10; KTU vii 15-29. On the window episode in the Baal

Myth see Wyatt, Religious Texts, 104-05 n.144. Others who have noted the Baal Myth in the context
of 2 Kgs 7.3, 19 include: L. Bronner, Polemics, 71-74; Gray, Kings, 524; LaBarbera, 'Man ofWar,'
647-48; Jones, Kings, 2:435

101
Yet note the comments of Thiel, 'Character and Function,' 192 n.9 who observes that the

context of the fulfilment story which follows highlights the eating and drinking of the lepers and
various other booty yet does not explicitly mention grain.

102
However, note the explicitly conditional nature of Mai 3.10.
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The give-and-take between prophet and officer serves to recall earlier themes,

specifically Yhwh's power over the senses with respect to horses and chariots.

Previously Yhwh's chariots and horses were made visible to Elisha's servant while

the armies of Aram were struck with blindness (6.17-18). The Arameans where

unable to see, but were nevertheless banqueted (6.23); the officer will see, but will be

unable to eat (7.2). As a statement of incredulity the officer's comment about

whether Yhwh is about to make windows cites an unlikely source of relief in the

shape of four lepers. This is not an unusual narrative feature as earlier it was the king

of Israel who unknowingly stated a source of help in the mention of Elisha's name

(6.31).

The Lepers'Attack

The narration of the famine relief begins with immediate foreshadowing. With the

anterior placement of Elisha (6.32) and the agents of deliverance (crtpx TO3~]X1, v.3)

at the heads of their respective sentences, one gains the impression of a series of

concomitant incidents stressing temporal overlap: the king on the wall interacts with

the woman while Elisha is sitting in his house which takes place while these four

men are sitting (a'Otti, v.3) at the gate.103 This is a noteworthy location. Their

presence at the 'entrance of the gate' ("wn nns) brings together the earlier despair of

the king, who could find no help from the threshing floor (pa, 6.27) and the

prediction of the prophet, who foresaw grain in the gate of Samaria (linoitf "W?, 7.1).

What unifies these three features is the fact that the threshing floor was located at the

gate of Samaria (}i~ip& ivv nns pis, 1 Kgs 22.10).104 The king can provide no grain

from the threshing floor but Yhwh's windows (nisnx) shall, in the persons of four

10~
The character changes in 6.32 and 7.3, along with their syntactical similarities, yields structural

support to the divisions discussed at the opening of the chapter. Here we might also add the action of
Six in 7.6, which takes place as the lepers sit at the gate, but which is integrated into the story from
w. 5-8.

104
Because both Moore, God Saves, 101-03 and LaBarbera, 'Man ofWar,' 651 have explored the

very important theme of the 'gate' elsewhere, it will not be pursued here to any great extent.
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(nsmx) men who are, it turns out, also lepers (crjnija).105 We will argue below that

this latter detail is employed by the narrator to portray the absurdity of the lepers as

Yhwh's invading force.

These lepers possess stellar reasoning skills with respect to their present crisis and

this is narrated with a great deal of humour (w. 4-5).106 They are presently trapped

between the besieged and the besiegers.107 To go into the city or to remain at the gate

is certain death and therefore they conclude that they should fall upon the Aramean

camp (onx rnnrrbx nbs?]).108 The verb b>33 is ambiguous in this context. Are the lepers

planning on 'surrendering to' or 'attacking' the Arameans?109 The latter sense should

not be too quickly dismissed. First of all one must ask why we are told that they go at

evening twilight (*p2) which is often a time of concealment (Job 25.15; Prov 7.9).110

105
LaBarbera, 'Man ofWar,' 648; Moore, God Saves, 101.

106
Long, 2 Kings, 93.

107
Wiirthwein, Konige, 2:312.

108 t-IThe complexity of 7.4 arises from its various conditional statements and the verbal forms
utilized. The leper's statement begins with DX + qatal in the protasis followed by a weqatal (□© iinoi)
in the apodosis. See discussion by Driver, Tenses, §138i.(a). A similar pattern follows:
nnni na waoyntq. According to Gibson the qatal is used in the protasis instead of yiqtol (notice this
pattern in later conditional of verse 4) in real conditions thereby 'denoting a state or action so regarded
which is set in fut. time' (Gibson §12 lb). Like Gibson, GKC §159n(A) notes the use of perfects in
conditions where actions are completely fulfilled either in the past or future. The latter is the so-called
futurum exactum which is used to 'express actions or facts, which are meant to be indicated as existing
in the future in a completed state' (GKC §106o). At GKC §159o(d) they provide examples of the
pattern in 2 Kgs 7.4a. WOC 38.2d claim that the protasis of a real conditional is often introduced by
□X followed by either a perfective (citing 2 Kgs 7.4) or non-perfective verb (e.g. Gen 34.15-17). J-M
§ 167h( 1) claims that DX followed by qatal often expresses 'past future.'

With respect to the final conditional series (7.4bP) we find first a yiqtol + yiqtol (rrm UTP'DX)
followed by a yiqtol + weqatal (linni larPDynxi). The pragmatics of the weqatal in this latter clause
rather than a. yiqtol are worth considering. GKC §112ff claims 'the perfect consecutive [weqatal] is
used obviously with greater emphasis than the imperfect (rrm) which immediately precedes.' On this
point J-M §176o provides the simpler suggestion that the 'Waw of apodosis' is needed here due to a

major pause. Driver §136 I((3) believes that these two patterns are 'not distinguishable in meaning.'
109

It is common to render this verb as 'surrender,' 'desertion,' or 'go over.' See Montgomery and
Gehman, Kings, 387; Gray, Kings, 524; Jones, Kings, 2:436; Hobbs, 2 Kings, 90; Cogan and Tadmor,
II Kings, Fretheim, First and Second Kings, 161. Elsewhere, LaBarbera, 'Man of War,' 648 n.21
claims that a double meaning is intended. A clear sense of 'attack' is found in Josh 11.7 with the
preposition (2) and in Job 1.15. Elsewhere the verb is found governing the prepositions bs and bx and
sometimes both within the same verse: 1 Chr 12.20, 21 (in v. 20 bs: is followed by both bs? and bx);
Jer 52.15 (bx) while the parallel passage 2 Kgs 25.11 (bs). See also Jer 21.9 (bo)\ 37.13 (bx), 37.14
(bs); 38.19 (bx); 39.9 (bu).

110
BDB.616. This lexeme has its own set of ambiguities since it can likewise mean 'morning
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Certainly these are dim-witted men, but nightfall does not seem the most felicitous

time for surrender when more typically it is a time to prepare for attack (cf. 2 Kgs

6.14). Wiirthwein comments: 'So wagen sie im Abenddunkel, um nicht vorzeitig

entdeckt zu werden, den Gang zum Aramaerlager.'111 But the whole point of

surrender is to give oneself up rather than remain hidden and why go under cloak of

darkness if surrender is one's intention? Also were surrender strictly intended here it

seems that the narrative would be less ambiguous with respect to the possibility of

mercy. Within Kings and elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible surrender in siege situations

is often associated with life (2 Kgs 18.31-32; 2 Kgs 25.11; Jer 21.8-10) whereas the

lepers are uncertain how the Arameans will respond.112 Contextually, the thought of

four lepers attacking an Aramean host by night also adds to what is already a comical

situation.

The God/ProphetAnalogy

The relationship between the previously delivered word ofYhwh and the manner

in which that word is fulfilled, reveals a highly complex narrative. The twice

recounted arrival of the lepers at the edge of the Aramean camp (w. 5, 8) surrounds

and emphasises God's actions described with a break in narrative time.113 Upon

twilight' (Job 7.4). Nelson, Kings, 190 interprets it as 'earliest dawn' since this is the time of
traditional holy war attack. However, given that the lepers later argue that they should not wait until
the 'light of morning' (v. 9) and that 'the king arose at night' (v. 12), it is better to take in its more
usual sense of 'evening twilight.' For a recent text-critical treatment of this term focusing on the
history of interpretation see S. W. Holloway, 'Interpolations,' 543-47.

111
Wiirthwein, Konige, 2:312. Wiirthwein translates *723 with hiniibergehen rather than iiberlaufen

which better reflects the ambiguity of the Hebrew verb.
112

Note that the LXX at 2 Kgs 7.4 reads sp7isocop£v, a word which is also somewhat ambiguous.
LS, s.v. £p7tl7rTco defines as (1) 'to fall in or upon or into'; (2) 'to fall upon, attack'; (3) 'to light or
chance upon a thing, to fall in with'; (4) 'to break in, burst in or into'. The Vulgate is more explicit
with the use of 'transfugiamus'. Certainly *723 may have the sense of 'surrender' as in 2 Kgs 25.11 and
Jer 21.8-10.

113
B. O. Long, 'Framing Repetitions in Biblical Historiography,' JBL 106 (1987) 385-99. Long

notes how this repetition marks analepsis as the narrator explains 'retrospectively' the emptiness of
the Aramean camp (p. 393). The narrative chronology is disrupted 'in the interest of narrative voice'
(p. 394). See also Long, 2 Kings, 94.
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arrival, the lepers have no explanation for the state of the Aramean camp observing

only its desertion (tfrx OKrpx narn, v. 5). However, the subject + qatal (b'Qtpn Tpxi) of

verse 6 provides the reader with a pluperfect (and privileged) account of events and

provides yet another example of the temporal co-ordination of events evidenced by

the fronted subject.114 With this insight the reader becomes confidant of the narrator,

realising the actuality of a miracle about which the narrative participants remain in

the dark."5

Within the Elisha narratives it is only in 7.6 that Yhwh is designated How

may this be explained? Elisha earlier claimed, with respect to the messenger, that the

sound of his master's footsteps (vnx bip, v. 32) would not be far behind. Further,
it was noted that the king actually arrived only in the voice of a messenger who then

vanished from the narrative stage. Does the narrative encourage a similar relationship

between Yhwh and Elisha? Within the Elisha narratives Yhwh never speaks directly

to any character and so one may question whether Yhwh is, like the king of Israel, a

'present absence.' Bergen takes this lack of direct speech as evidence that 'yhwh

ceases to be an actor, one who causes action to happen.'"6 It is Elisha, like the king's

messenger, who speaks for Yhwh, commanding his audience to hear (iuce) the

words of YHWH. And yet Elisha himself is to a great extent, like Yhwh, absent from

this story. However, it does not follow that the divine and prophetic presence are

insignificant within the narrative. While the quantity of narrative space dedicated to a

character may indicate that character's importance, the quality and impact of a

character's action(s) must also be considered."7 Elisha's words to the elders take on

114
The text may certainly be read differently. Wiirthwein, Konige, 2:308 n.6 considers w. 6-7 to

be a later addition, reading v. 8aa as resumptive repetition ('Wiederaufnahme') of 5ba
(mn«(n) nspms?).

115
Long, 2 Kings, 95. While Nelson, Kings, 190 claims that this 'flashback' is a 'rare technique in

biblical literature' we see another example of it in 7.17.
116

Bergen, Elisha, 144.
117

As Reinhartz notes, 'Unnamed incidental characters often provide crucial links in the plot and
contribute to its impact upon the reader' (Anonymity, 19). If this is so of the incidental appearances of
minor characters it may be even more true for incidental appearances of figures like Yhwh and Elisha.
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new meaning as the voice of the prophet's master literally follows after him. We read

in 7.6 that mx 'caused the camp of the Arameans to hear the sound (Sip) of chariot,
the sound (Sip) of a horses, and the sound (Sip) of a large army.' In order for Bergen
to make his claim stand he must effectively explain (away) the nature of the acting

subject in 7.6 since it seems to refer to the action of a divine character. According to

Bergen, the narrator of 7.6 fails to give YHWH 'explicit credit for action' since the

'voice' (Sip) is not attributed to Yhwh but rather to 'my lord' (mx).118 It is somewhat
difficult to ascertain exactly what Bergen's point is."9 He states: 'While clearly the

rest of Genesis-2 Kings directs readers to understand this [i.e., mx] as a reference to

Yhwh, the figure of Elisha has been taking over the role of God in much of the

Elisha corpus, and thus the identification is not automatic.'120 Is he is claiming that

mx refers here to Elisha? If so, this is difficult to accept. Would early readers/hearers

of this narrative understand the subject of the hifil verb sot'J as a reference to

something/one other than a divine actor? The fourteen MSS that read mm certainly

understood mx as a reference to deity.121
We argue that the words mx and hip encourage a narrative comparison with

respect to both of the human and divine kings of Israel (6.32; 7.6) along with their

messengers. Yhwh's role is indeed transferred to the speaking prophet or as Bergen

states it, 'Elisha speaks and it happens'.122 Similarly we would agree with Bergen that

118
Bergen, Elisha, 144.
119,

Bergen's interpretation seems somewhat contradictory. In concluding his treatment of the
passage he observes that 'Yhwh works to cause the Arameans to flee' (p. 147). We are therefore
unsure whether he believes that God acts or does not act as he states on page 144.

120
Bergen, Elisha, 145.

121
Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 389. See also bhs note at 7.6. If Bergen is actually taking

this lexeme to refer to Elisha, it is likely to be the only place where it refers to a human figure.
Elsewhere, when used of Elisha it is always 'pit (2 Kgs 2.19; 4.16, 28; 5.20, 22; 6.5, 15; 8.12). The
grammars and lexicons indicate that mx is 'reserved as a designation for Yahweh' (TLOT, 1:24) and
'of'" always lis' (HALOT 1:13). On the other hand TIX and TO 'are used only with reference to
people' (WOC §7.4.3e). DCH 1:134 lists 2 Kgs 7.6 under the heading 'my Lord, Adonai' as a name
for Yhwh. Under the entry for ps there is no separate heading for its use 'of persons' as we find for
ins.

122
Bergen, Elisha, 144.
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'the figure of Elisha has been taking over the role of God in much of the rest of the

Elisha corpus.'123 However, in taking over the role of God, Elisha likewise takes over

the role of king as God's representative on earth. The narratives function to dissolve

the analogy of the king as a divine representative and establish the prophet as a more

appropriate divine representation. It is therefore not surprising that the minimal

activity of God is reflected in the minimal activity of his prophet. At the level of

narrative this is a possible answer to the question raised above regarding the

inactivity of the deity and his prophet. Yet the narrator wishes to make this minimal

snack into a full course meal such that by the time he leaves the table the reader is

nearly as full of the point as the people are of the food at the gate (7.16b-20). Given

the narrative comparisons noted above, we cannot therefore agree that Yhwh 'ceases

to be an actor, one who causes action to happen.'124 The king/messenger -

yhwh/Elisha analogy argued for here provide an explanation for the unique use of

■OTK in 7.6. The present reading likewise supports prior arguments: the speaking

prophet is to the silent deity as the speaking Tjxbia is to the silent ^bo. The sound

eventually made by "Ohg however, must be observed in a larger narrative and sensual

context. On the one hand, the knowledge of the Lord's action in 7.6 comes as a

complete surprise. On the other hand, causing the Arameans to hear (srecin) the three

fold voice of chariotry, cavalry and a large army is not unexpected from a deity who

earlier opened the eyes of Elisha's servant and closed the eyes of the Arameans to

such realities.125 The question of God's presence for a people in an exilic or post-

exilic setting facing the departure of prophecy (2 Kgs 2.11-12) and the failure of the

monarchy is not difficult to imagine. Indeed we have argued in a prior chapter that

the Elisha's question in 2.14, 'Where is Yhwh God of Elijah?,' following hard upon

Elijah's departure, is a question that these narratives seek to address.

123
Bergen, Elisha, 145. See also our earlier treatment of 2 Kgs 5 where we reached a similar-

conclusion.
1-4

Bergen, Elisha, 144.
125

This is not the same as saying that readers are prepared for the shocking information of 7.6.
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Invasion and Desertion

But if Yhwh has caused the Arameans to hear the sound of an invading force,

what exactly is its nature? Above it was suggested that the lepers, in an absurd move,

set out to attack the Arameans. The story, in fact, further encourages the comparison

of the Aramean army with the lepers. In each group a man speaks to his

friend/brother (w. 3, 6, 9), both arise at twilight (w. 5, 7), and each group acts in the

interest of self-preservation (w. 4, 7b). The Arameans believe that the king of Israel

has hired mercenary forces consisting of the 'kings of the Hittites' (trnnn) and the

'kings of the Egyptians' (anso) and yet it is not Egyptians but nbxn ('these

men who have leprosy,' v. 8) who actually show up for the battle.126 The behaviour

of the lepers, enjoying the fruits of the plunder also mimics actions of a previously

captured Aramean army which was sent away after eating and drinking (intfm "bpih],

7.8, cf. 6.23).127 Finally, the lepers claim to be in possession of 'good news' (7.9).

Given the comparisons noted above, a military connotation of rnfcD in this context is

plausible.128
The relationship between the present story and the later portion of 2 Kgs 5 is also

worthy of consideration. The leprous men, unlike the soon-to-be leprous Gehazi,

experience some pangs of conscience (api? umx p~xb, v. 9a) in their systematic 'tent

to tent' removal and hiding of silver, gold, and clothes. Elisha's previous strictures

126
LaBarbera, 'Man ofWar,' 649 notes the 'Egyptians'/'lepers' word play.

127
LaBarbera, 'Man ofWar,' 649 remarks that in both instances 'losers become winners.'

1 TO

The verb has a well attested Semitic usage (TDOT 2:313; HALOT 1:163). The notion of
bringing news is 'often with military significance' (NIDOTTE 1:775). Verbal uses in narrative are
found at 1 Sam 4.17; 31.9 // 1 Chr 10.9; 2 Sam 4.10; 18. 19, 20, 26, 31; 1 Kgs 1.42). The feminine
noun mz?3 is found 6x in BHS (2 Sam 4.10; 18.20, 22, 25, 27; 2 Kgs 7.9). The nominal occurrences in
2 Sam 4.10; 18.22 connote a 'messenger's reward' (TDOT 2:314; HALOT 1:164). However DCH
2:276 translates rmBzrpx (2 Sam 18.22) 'there is no news' rather than 'there is no reward.' There is
some debate about whether the word is neutral or positive (TDOT 1:314-15). Although the messenger

may believe that he bears good news, the recipients do not always concur. This is most apparent with
the news brought to David regarding the death of Saul and later Absalom.
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against taking plunder from the Arameans are apparently lifted. His prior question to

Gehazi, 'Is this the time...?' (5.26b) is answered positively by the lepers who state:

htmi nxhn ob nnj?i uxsoi -)j?3n -litr-is? irpni crcinn wmttt xtn rnea-Df run orn
-ben n-a

'Today is a day of [good] news and we are keeping silent. And if we wait until the moming punishment will
find us. So now come and let us go and let us inform the house of the king' (2 Kgs 7.9).

The reader is again privy to the leper's reasoning: now is the time to exploit the

abandoned Aramean camp. The present inactivity is inappropriate and waiting for the

sunrise will only bring more trouble. In the other occurrence of D'tfne Mmxi (1 Kgs

22.3) the king of Israel decries the fact that Israel and Judah have done nothing to

regain possession of Ramoth Gilead from the king of Aram. Elsewhere the hifil

participle of iron is found in a similar military context in Judges 18.9 where the

Danites are chastened for doing nothing (a^no onto) to take possession of Laish.

These examples may further support the idea that the lepers are humorously

portrayed as an invading army. It is clear from the narrative presentation that the

hiding of plunder is problematic for the lepers. What exactly is the nature of the ]i"i»

which they fear will find them? This question is difficult to answer.129 Perhaps

having hidden silver, gold, and clothes like Achan (Josh 7.21), the lepers fear his fate

and reason that they must make their good fortune known before dawn. The previous

conclusion that they should attack the Aramean camp cnx njoa'bx nb?3] lab nnin (v.

4b) is matched by their present reasoning:

-ben rra htmi nspn ob nn»i (v. 9b).

The delivery of the good news that the camp is deserted moves from outside the

walls of the city to the king's inner residence. The deliberations of the lepers (v. 9)

are balanced by the deliberations of the king (v. 12) with the central report of the

129
See Gibson §123; J-M §167b(3) on the weqatal forms used in 7.9a[3 expressing a conditional

sentence (Gen 44.22, Jer 18:4). See BDB:593 s.v. (3) for the sense of come upon, light upon. The
discovery (XSO) of pi!? are found together in Gen 44.16; Ps 32.5; 36.3; Jer 50.20; Hos 12.9.
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abandoned camp (w. 10-11).130 Nevertheless, the king's scepticism is entirely

justified given the larger narrative context.131 Elisha, for example, had warned the

king earlier about the possibility of an Aramean ambush (2 Kgs 6.9). In providing his

spin on the current situation, the king reports to his servants what he believes to be

the Aramean's strategy. They have hidden saying: 'if they [the Israelites] come out

from the city then we will take them alive' (v. 13).132 It appears that Jehoram is

merely reacting to what he knows of prior military strategy and so we see no reason

to view his decision negatively. Interestingly, the double occurrence of KsH-Dan+n as

a command from Ben-Hadad (1 Kgs 20.18) comes with respect to news that men are

coming out from Samaria (1 Kgs 20.17).133

Possibility becomes reality when the people actually come out of Samaria.

Ironically, they leave not to be taken alive, but rather to plunder (ra) the Aramean

camp and thus to live. In Deut 20.1-4 Moses commands the people not to fear when

they see the large numbers of chariots, horses, and people coming against them in

war. The priest is to come forward and remind them not to panic (iranrrbx, v. 3b)

when going into battle. Fortunately for the inhabitants of Samaria, no such

instructions were given to the Aramean army who, upon hearing the sound of

Yhwh's army, abandon their goods 'in their panic' (DTsnna, v. 15). The phrase

own Kin in verse 16 unites two broader themes. Examination of verses where kit and

as are proximate, reveals a general pattern which moves from a predominance of

references to 'salvation' in the Torah to a similar predominance for 'battle'

130
According to Parker, Stories, 123 the eventual liberation of the city is delayed by the pondering

of the lepers, the king, and the reconnaissance mission.
131

Several commentators view the king's actions negatively, for example, LaBarbera, 'Man of
War,' 650; Nelson, Kings, 191; Long, 2 Kings, 94.

lj"
D"n apsrai "rBrr]p wxyo. The phrase is translated conditionally (J-M §167i). Support

for a conditional interpretation is found in F. T. Kelly, 'The Imperfect,' 11 who claims that □tosnil at 2
Kgs 7.12 is 'the apodosis of a relative conditional clause after ,3.' On the so-called 'waw of apodosis'
in conditional clauses see J-M § 176d.

133
As Hobbs, 2 Kings, 91 observes, the ambush strategy is also adopted by Joshua (Josh 8.4-7)

and Abimelech (Judg 9.42-45).
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references in the Former Prophets.134 In 2 Kgs 7.16, arguably the climax of this

narrative,135 we find a hybrid verse in which both themes are reflected: the people go

forth to attain the spoils of war (battle) and in so doing acquire the life-giving grains

previously foretold by Elisha 'according to the word ofYhwh' (7.16b).

In the recapitulation (7.17-20), as if to contrast the return of life associated with

Elisha's delivery of Yhwh's word, the narrator immediately informs us of the death

associated with the king.136 The officer he had appointed (~rps~ v. 17a)

overseer of the gate is trampled there by the people and dies (nbn n»n inoBTi,

w. 17a(3, 20b.137 This narrative contrast between life and death, prophet and king,

argues against Bergen's conclusion that 'the king is concerned with the suffering of

his people, Yhwh works to cause the Arameans to flee, but Elisha is concerned with

a personal vendetta against a particular officer. The narrative ends with death (nrri, v.

20), whereas the story continues with celebration of the people of Samaria.'138

Undeniably, the narrative ends with death, but a death that the narrative explicitly

links to an appointment made by the king. With respect to Elisha and Yhwh, things

are much more complicated since both bring blessing and cursing, life and death. As

Domeris observes in commenting upon 7.16, 'Here the element of salvation, which

134
The following list was compiled using BibleWorks 4.0 searching for verses containing tCi" and

DSJ anywhere in the verse in any order. For references to salvation see Exod 3.10, 12; 6.7; 7.4; 11.8;
12.31; 13.3; 18.1; 32.11; Deut4.20; 9.26, 29; 1 Kgs 8.16, 51, 53; 2 Kgs 7.16. For references to battle
see Num 20.20; 21.23; 33; Deut 2.32; 3.1; 20.1; Josh 8.5; 8.14; 11.4; Judg 9.29-43 passim; 20.31; 1
Sam 11.7; 18.5, 13; 2 Sam 11.17; 18.2, 3, 4, 6; 1 Kgs 8.44.

135
Nelson, Kings, 191 states that plot (siege) and subplot (oracle) come to a climax in v. 16.

136
Moore, God Saves, 103. Moore notes the unexpected and 'unofficial channels' through which

life flows in this story. The king's power however 'is associated more and more with death'. Although
we accept his point, we would disagree with his view that the king's rejection of the 'news' is further
evidence of this death association. The call for the prophet's head and the death of the officer are
evidence enough.

137
The pronominal suffix (v. 17) gives way to a pronominal suffix attached to sign of the direct

object in 20b. Although the verb CE~) is not uncommon, it occurs only in the Former Prophets in 2
Kings (7.17, 20; 9.33; 14.9). It is used in 9.33 of the trampling of Jezebel.

138
Bergen, Elisha, 147-48.
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will become key in the prophets, makes its appearance.'139 However we may also say

that with Elisha, the voice of judgment comes after him.

Conclusion

Five major arguments have been set forth in this treatment of 2 Kgs 6.24-7.20. It

was first argued, based on the use of the verb pus, that Elisha is portrayed as a royal

figure. The studies of S. Meier and R. N. Boyce, in particular, examine the use of this

verb. Meier's work points out the importance of the verb in the overall corpus of the

northern prophetic narratives, while Boyce considers its significance with respect to

the relationship of kings and their subjects. Further it was argued that Elisha is

characterised as one who can both save and judge, while the king of Israel can do

neither. The spectre ofElisha, in the exchange between the king and the woman with

its repetition of the root sv\ further encourages us to question both the famine

(why?) as well as the lack of divine/prophetic activity (where?).

Secondly, it was argued that the king of Israel is portrayed in a negative light

within the narrative. The ubiquitous portrayal of famines throughout the northern

prophetic tales (1 Kgs 18.2; 2 Kgs 4.38; 6.25; 7.4; 7.12; 8.1) reflect Yhwh's

judgment upon the Omrides. The cannibalism of the people mirrors the cannibalism

of the monarchy. The fact that the king of Israel calls for the prophet's head is

difficult to paint in a positive light. We noticed a variety of narrative features that

connect the king of Israel in 2 Kgs 6.24-33 with Ahab and Jezebel. Examination of

the phrase tjbtpn led to a novel, but we hope plausible, interpretation of the

relationship of the king to the messenger in 6.32-33 and to the conclusion that the

king is indeed portrayed as the problem. When combined with the examination of

nsn which followed, we believe that Lasine's view of Jehoram as more like Moses

than Ahab is not sustainable.

139 .,

NIDOTTE, 1:632. It is worth considering the relationship between the language here and the
agricultural concerns of the Minor Prophets (e.g., Joel 1-2; Hab 3.17; Hag 2.19; Zech 8. 11-12)
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Next we explored the confusing portrayal of a king who, like Ahab, wears

sackcloth in one verse, while in the next calls for the prophet's head like Jezebel.

Detailed narrative observations led to the conclusion that the disaster of 2 Kgs 6.33b

is anaphoric with reference to that disaster promised to Ahab in 1 Kgs 21.29.

Similarly, the presence of sackcloth, so often interpreted as evidence for the king's

repentance, is upon closer inspection, also another tie to Ahab. We also argued that

taking son of a murderer as a reference to Ahab is legitimate. Finally, the king's

question, 'Why should I wait...?' portrays a monarch who believes that the disaster

promised to his progenitor has finally arrived. The king of Israel in 2 Kgs 6.24ff.,

aware of the prior judgment issued against his father's house, anxiously looks over

his shoulder not only in 2 Kgs 6-7 but on several other occasions in the Elisha

corpus.

Fourth, it was argued that the lepers are not surrendering to, but rather attacking

the Aramean army. The word play, the time at which they go to the Aramean camp,

the description of the actions of both lepers and Arameans, the possibility that they

bring news from the battle field, and the fact that the fact that the people plunder the

deserted camp as if after a military victory, all support this interpretation. At the

climax of the narrative (v. 16), the twin themes of salvation and battle are brought

together.

Fifth, we provided an explanation for the unique use of in 2 Kgs 7.6. It was

argued that with the use of "Obx and bip (6.32; 7.6), an analogy is established between
the king / messenger and Yhwh / prophet. We agree with Bergen that Elisha is taking

over the role of Yhwh, and by extension king, but we cannot agree that the use of

'nt? somehow does away with Yhwh as an actor in the story. Elisha takes over the

role of king as God's representative on earth and in so doing creates a prophet-like-

God analogue to replace the king-like-God analogue.
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Chapter 8

The Appearance of Coherence (2 Kings 8.1-15)

Introduction

In the previous chapter we argued for the breakdown of the king-as-Yhwh

representation and the forging of a novel prophet as Yhwh representation. By default

the prophet now assumes kingly representation and stature; he has replaced the king

as a divine representative on earth. It would be interesting to consider whether or not

this could be argued throughout the wider range of the narratives. If so, then we

would have discerned a 'global intention' for a collection of seemingly disparate

narratives arising from a close reading of those narratives. But we should not get

ahead of ourselves. Our present task is to examine the remaining stories (2 Kgs 8.1-

15) in order to ascertain whether Elisha is similarly represented as 'God' and 'king'.

Several questions arise from an initial reading of these stories. What is the

meaning of the heavy concentration of the verb irn in the two narratives? Why does

the narrator bring together such disparate figures in 8.1-6? What is the significance

of Elisha's 'great things'? Wiry does the prophet weep before Hazael? What are we

to make of Elisha's deceptive words in verse 10? What of the highly ambiguous w.

11 and 15? We will attempt to answer some of these questions below.

By way of background, 8.1-6 weaves narrative threads into an odd tapestry of

characters who appear together in the stories for the first time.1 The reason for this

coalescence will be considered in due course. The Shunammite woman from 4.1-37

returns in 8.1 -6 in a story about which Van Seters writes:

The story of the seven-year famine (2 Kings 8:1-6) not only refers back to an
earlier story (4:18ff.) but also suggests a collection of such stories. In verses 4-5
the king inquires of Gehazi, Elisha's servant, 'about all the great things Elisha

1
M.-L. Ryan, 'On the Window Structure of Narrative Discourse,' Semiotica 64 (1987) 59-81. In

Ryan's terminology a 'narrative thread' is simply the destiny or fate of a particular character. There
are as many narrative threads as there are characters. 'When a number of destinies are tied together in
a series of actions aimed at a specific goal, we have a narrative subplot' (64).

207



had done.' This is not an independent legenda [sic] but a rather artificial
creation to give a sense of unity, which the collection otherwise lacks.'"

Cogan and Tadmor set forth 'associative literary linking' as an explanation for the

presence of this story after the events of 6.24-7.20: in both stories Elisha has

knowledge of future events and in each the king is sought to render justice.3 Whether

this portion of the story was separated from 2 Kgs 4.1-37 and placed in this later

position or created expressly for it by a final editor is not particularly relevant for the

present study.4 More importantly, Van Seters does not consider the possibility that

good storytelling may require the departure from a strictly linear mode of narration

and the resumption of its temporal thread. This is a feature of narrative generally and

biblical narrative in particular.5 In re-presenting a believable world, narrative may

and indeed at times must, present parallel actions and processes sequentially due to

the nature of language. The non-linear nature of discourse organisation requires

numerous contexts to remain open at the same time.6 As Ryan notes:

Even if life is parallel, language remains sequential. At any given moment, it
can only focus on one event and its participants. Simultaneous processes must
be represented sequentially. This means that the 'eye' of the narrative discourse
must be able to shift from one comer of the reference world to another. The
understanding of narrative requires of the reader the ability to connect the
events currently represented with other processes whose description has been
temporarily suspended.7

2
Van Seters, In Search ofHistory, 305.

3
Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 87. Also recalling that a woman makes an appeal for justice in the

prior story, A. Rofe, claims that it is 'associative order' which is behind the placement of 8.1-6 [The
Prophetical Stories (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1988) 51]. See also S. Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art in the
Bible, JSOTSup 70 (Sheffield, Sheffield Academic Press, 1985), 271.

4
This is not to say that it is an unimportant question for exegesis. For a discussion of the varying

opinions see U. Simon, Reading Prophetic Narratives, trans. Lenn J. Schramm, Indiana Studies in
Biblical Literature (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1997) 228-231. We find
attractive Simon's conclusion that the story is 'utterly different from the story of the woman of
Shunem in its narrative mode but totally dependent on it for its content.' Simon believes that it is not a
part of the story of 2 Kgs 4.7-37, but an 'intrascriptural response' to it (p. 230).

5
T. Goldfajn, Word Order and Time in Biblical Narrative, (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1998) 38-39.
6
Ryan, 'Window Structure,' 59.
Ryan, 'Window Structure,' 61. See Nelson, Kings, 8-9 for similar comments on structure.
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Beyond the strange constellation of characters, we also desire to take up the

question of Elisha's 'great deeds' but towards an end that moves us beyond questions

of compositional history, or mere 'hype' for the holy man. Attention to lexical,

grammatical and narrative details will confirm that Elisha is being portrayed in ways

usually reserved for Yhwh or royal figures.

2 Kings 8.1-3: The Restoration of Life and theMan ofGod

Again the story commences with we + subject + qatal indicative of a new episode

in v.l. With the immediate play on Elisha's name that begins the story

(nt^rrbx ~izn srcbbK)), the possibility arises that the prophet's 'helping acts' will be of

central concern in what is to follow. This is confirmed by the appearance of the

phrase nirnx irnn-fi^K, which immediately follows and its reiteration within this

story, occurring once in v.l and thrice in v.5. The frequency of the verb rrn within

the two narratives (8.1-15) alerts us to consider its importance in some detail.8
With respect to the four appearances of the verb in the first story of chapter 8, it is

found in the hifil stem only. The hifil of rrn is found a total of 23 times in the Hebrew

Bible within a variety of contexts.9 These may indicate: (1) God's sustenance or

preservation of life through human agency (Gen 6.19, 20; 45.7; 47.25; 50.20), or the

sparing/sustaining (or ending) of one human life by another, including self-

preservation (Num 31.18; Josh 2.13; 6.25; 9.20; Judg 8.19; 2 Sam 8.2; Ezek 13.22);

(2) the immediate preservation or sustenance of life, health, or spirit by God or his

messengers (Gen 19.19; Num 22.33; Josh 14.10; Isa 38.16; 57.15 [2x]); (3) the

restoration of life to the dead. This latter category is found only within the Elisha

8
Within 8.1-15 the verb is found a total of 10 times in 6 verses (8.1, 5 (3x), 8, 9, 10 (2x), 14 (2x).

In noting the importance of the verb for 8.1-15, Rofe claims, 'This is a common phenomenon in the
arrangement of biblical passages' {The Prophetical Stories, 51).

9
See Even-Shoshan: 363; TDOT 4:331; TLOT 1:412-13; Although DCH 3:207 lists all 23

occurrences in the body of its article, it has '22' as the number of occurrences immediately after its
hifil entry.
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narratives and is used of God (2 Kgs 5.7) or his prophet (8.1, 5[3x]).10 The sense

'restoration of life' is found also in the qal stem (1 Kgs 17.22 of the Pan; 2 Kgs

13.21; Job 14.14; Isa 26.14, 19; Ezek 37.3, 5, 6, 9, 10, 14 of the m~i; and in thepiel (1

Sam 2.6; Deut 32.39; Hos 6.2; Psa 71.20).

These texts emphasise that 'restoration of life' is the prerogative of the deity

alone. The only human characters who unequivocally restore life to the dead are

Elijah and Elisha; however, the narrative emphasis is different in each case. While

both prophets seek Yhwh's assistance, Elijah by calling (Kip-i, 1 Kgs 17.21) and

Elisha by praying (bbam, 2 Kgs 4.33; 6.17, 18), Yhwh's involvement is more direct

in the case of Elijah (1 Kgs 17.22). The raising of the boy is due to Yhwh's hearing

of the prophet's petition; the use of the qal emphasises the child's return to a state of

living. This is also true of 2 Kgs 13.21 where the narrative focuses upon the man's

return to life, rather than causative action of a dead prophet. On the other hand the

use of the hifil in 2 Kgs 8.1, 5 moves the spotlight onto Elisha's action and its effect

on the child as a passive object, without mention of Yhwh. While it is true that the

qal, piel, and hifil stems are all used in contexts which depict the restoration of life,

there are subtle narrative emphases among the portrayals at least within the northern

prophetic narratives.11 The point is that, besides Yhwh, only Elisha is the subject of

10
The formal equivalent (rrnn) is found only at Josh 6.25; 14.10; 2 Kgs 8.1, 5)

11
Elsewhere note the qal and the piel in Hos 6.2 where the qal is intransitive and the piel factitive

for the verb ht1. This comports well with .the discussion in WOC §24.1 .h-i; 24.2.a-b. Following Jenni,
a class of verbs is discussed in which we find the qal intransitive, piel factitive (i.e., 'it designates an
effected state and governs an object,' WOC §24.2.b), and the hifil causative. The piel brings about a
state rather than an action as in the hifil. The object of the hifil 'is in a state of suffering the effects of
an action' and is 'inherently passive' (WOC §24.1 .i). This view of the relationships between the stems
is controversial and contradictory examples may be found. See J. Hughes, review ofAn Introduction
to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, by Bruce K. Waltke and M. O' Connor, JJS 4 (1993) 132-37 (133). These
concerns notwithstanding, the distinctions are valid for the occurrences of rrn in the qal, piel, and hifil
within 1 Kgs 17-2 Kgs 13: the qal is intransitive (1 Kgs 17.22; 20.32; 2 Kgs 1.2; 4.7; 7.4; 8.8, 9, 10,
14; 10.19, 11.12); the piel takes a direct object (1 Kgs 18.5; 20.31; 2 Kgs 7.4, here note especially the
back to back use ofpiel and qal in the phrase 'if they spare us, will will live' [ht73 umynx]); and the
hifil is causative (2 Kgs 5,7, 8.1, 5).
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the hifil of rrn and thus from the standpoint of narrative presentation or perception is

the only human figure portrayed acting 'causatively' to restore the dead to life.12
As it unfolds, the story discloses some things to us but is silent about others.

Elisha is clearly concerned for the well-being of the woman and her family, but the

reader is not privy to his epistemological certainty. How has Elisha learned about the

oncoming famine and its length (cf. 8.12)? Unlike Joseph, he is given no dreams of

seven thin cows or seven blighted ears of grain (Gen 41.4, 6) to interpret; dreams

which would explain his knowledge of seven years of famine. Neither is there an

explicit divine word or evidence of prophetic ecstasy. Such questions will become

particularly relevant in the story which follows. For now we may note that these

observations appear to sever the connection between prophet and deity. Yhwh does

not speak to Elisha concerning this famine and we receive no ' thus says Yhwh' as in

the prior story (7.1); our discovery that Yhwh has called for a famine coincides with

the woman's. However, the narrative presentation does not allow for so easy a

separation of the divine and prophetic word particularly if the prophet is given divine

characterisation. In fact, the narrative, in the actions of the woman, equates divine

word with prophetic word.

The series of wayyiqtol verbs in v.2 surround and highlight the obedience of the

woman and her household to the prophetic warnings of the oncoming famine.13

And the woman arose opni
and did according to the word of the man of God etx ~D"]3 PSJFn
and she went, she and her household itnxp XTT "^Fn
and she sojourned in the land of the Philistines seven years rD'TO S3? nT1©??"!'"]*??

The narrator spells out in detail the command of the prophet in v.l (Hun..."?1^ -nip)

and, using the same verbs, portrays the immediate response of the woman in v.2

(n:n]...^bni...apn]). The verb (nch?), not present, but of course implied in Elisha's

12
On 2 Kgs 8.5, J. Weingreen, 'The Picel in Biblical Hebrew,' Henoch 5 (1980) 21-29 (25), claims

that narrnx rrnnmcK 'must mean "(Elisha) who had brought the dead (child) back to life)' [.svc].
13
Elisha's function, with respect the Shunammite is not unlike Yhwh's with respect to Elijah (1

Kgs 17.1-5).
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prior commands, is made explicit in v.2. Thus the departure of the woman and her

family is 'according to the word of the man of God.' Note also that the ground of

Elisha's command (cnri tnri pxn-bx tqrcm runb nrr pp"'?, v.lb)14 is the basis for
both the length of her stay and the time of her return: she stays for seven years in the

land of the Philistines and at the end of those seven years she returns from the land of

the Philistines (w.2bp-3a). This command portrays divine action while hinting at

other royal associations within the Former Prophets.15 While her departure

emphasises trust in the word of the man of God (she arose, she did, she went, she

stayed), the length of stay and return manifest trust in the word (and actions) of

Yhwh as reported by the man of God. Put another way, Yhwh has called for a seven

year famine, and it is after seven years that she returns. Making her way back to 'cry

out' (pbs1?, v.3b) to the king, she will soon be 'crying out' (npyiJ, v.5ap) for her home
and land.16

The text never tells us that the famine ends; however, it is implied in the actions

of the woman. The prophetic command is inextricably linked to the divine call and

the woman and her family do not take one without the other. We would therefore

reject Bergen's claim that 'the story makes a very clear distinction between prophetic

word and word of Yhwh.'17 Rofe is closer to the mark when he observes that the

Word of God is not described as being 'transmitted to the prophet, but as

14
The phrase mm &np"3 in verse 1 has mm as its subject in its only occurrences in the Hebrew

Bible (4x). Outside of the Elisha cycle (2 Kgs 3.10, 13; 8.1), it is found only in Deut 15.2 in a text
dealing with the cancelling of debts at the end of seven years (Deut 15.1).

15
So Yhwh commands Isaac to sojourn in the land of the Philistines during a famine with a

promise of land (Gen 26.1-6; cf. Gen 12.10 with no command from Yhwh). The oddity of finding the
land of the Philistines portrayed as a place of refuge for the Shunammite provides several narrative
connections with David as well. It is David and his men, for example, who also obtain refuge in the
land of the Philistines (1 Sam 27.1), and it is David who is otherwise linked to a Shunammite woman

(1 Kgs 1.3, 15; 2 17, 21, 22). It is also interesting that in the transitional verses between David's stay
with the Philistines (2 Sam 27), and Saul's inquiry of the medium (2 Sam 28), we find Philistines
camped at Shunem (1 Sam 28.4).

16
We shall need to consider why it is that the king, who was of little help to a woman in a prior

famine setting (6.24-30), is able to render assistance now.
17
Bergen, Elisha, 150.
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spontaneously issuing from him at the moment of need. The prophet is a "Man of

God" in the sense that he incorporates Divinity, a kind of Godly emanation, by

whose power he acts.'18

2 Kings 8.4-6: The Great Things ofYHWH and the Great Things ofElisha

Meanwhile, the forward narrative movement is paused in v.4 while the narrator,

with the use ofwe + subject + participle (~nna ybpm), shifts the camera's attention to

an ongoing conversation taking place between the king and Gehazi:

ircrbx rrcw--i2;x nibmrrbs nx xrrnso...
'.. .Please recount for me all of the great things that Elisha has done.' (2 Kgs 8.4).

The importance of the king's request in the overall narrative structure is noted by

A. G. van Daalen who argues for a ring-shaped composition that emphasises the

king's request. The outermost ring, formed by the verb and its complement in v.3b

(rnerbx) nn,3"bx tjban~b$<; pbab), is countered by the verb and its complement in

v.5ap (rnitrbri nrra-bs? ybarrbx nps?s). The innermost ring is formed by the two

participles describing the king's address to Gehazi (~iaip ybpni, v.4) and Gehazi's

address to the king (ybpb -©op ton yn, v.5). Van Daalen observes that the king's

command stands in the middle.19 As we proceed we will argue that the verb used to

request this information and the type of information which is requested each serve to

portray the prophet in YHWH-like colours.

First, the king begins with a request to Gehazi. As with the prior discussion of rrn,

in order to establish the plausibility the argument, it is necessary to give some

attention to lexical matters. The three occurrences of the verb aso in 2 Kings are

found in our story in thepiel stem (8.4, 5, 6). Thepiel stem of nao is followed by b in
a number of narrative contexts similar to 2 Kgs 8.4. Important for our purposes are

18 <■

Rofe, Prophetical Stories, 18 n.8.
19
A. G. van Daalen, '"Vertel mij toch al het grote dat Elisa gedaan heeft." Onderzoek naar de

compositie van II Kon 8:1-6 en 4:8-37,' ACEBT 1 (1980) 51-61 (51-52). The textual layout is located
on page 53.
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those several instances where it is used to recount the actions of an individual:

Isaac's servant recounts (~iao',l) to him 'all the things which he had done'

(ntos "ieix D'Hinrrbrj, Gen 24.66); Moses recounts (iscv)) to his father-in-law all that

Yhwh had done to Pharaoh (new ntbx tr-a"trrbo, Exod 18.8); Gideon raises questions

concerning the whereabouts of Yhwh's wonders (rnxbarbn) which were recounted

by the fathers (Judg 6.13); the sons of the old prophet recount to him 'the whole deed

which the man of God had done (DYibKrrehN ntwr-ic?x nfowarrho, 1 Kgs 13.11). In

explicitly theological poetic settings, the Psalmist recounts numerous acts of God: Ps

26.7, 75.2, 78.3-4 (*6b); 44.2 (bus); 66.16 (n&v); 73.28 (noaho). In a large majority of

these examples, both narrative and poetic, it is divine acts which are the object of the

verb.20 Typically the Elisha legenda are viewed as stories told to promote the holy

man. The use of the verb outlined above, at least gives us pause to consider a wider

purpose to the story of 8.1-6. The king's request that Gehazi 'recount' does more

than exalt the prophet if the object of that request is also kept in view; the king

desires to hear about all of Elisha's great deeds. Keeping in mind the two verses

previously noted which describe the actions of persons (Gen 24.66; 1 Kgs 13.11), the

king asks for information using a verb that, in a majority of instances, is employed to

describe the actions of the deity.21 It is not unreasonable to ask whether the narrator is

attempting to equate the actions of Elisha with Yhwh's actions.22 In light of the use

20
See TDOT 10:312, TLAT 2:810, and NIDOTTE 3:284 which note the prominent theological

relevance of the verb, particularly in the Psalter. In our examples above, the exceptions are Gen 24.66
(the acts of Isaac's servant) and 1 Kgs 13.11 (the action of the man of God). There are, of course,
other examples of 123 + b used in different contexts. A number of these found in the Joseph stories
and elsewhere, concern the relating of dreams: Gen 37.9, 10 (320 + bit); 40.8, 9; 41.8, 12; Judg 7.13;
Jer 23.27. Other texts relate a general explanation of events: Gen 29.13; Num 13.27; Josh 2.23; Est
5.11; 6.13; or tell of various aspects of the deity: Ps 2.7 (his statute; 320 + bx); Ps 22.23; 102.22 (his
name); Ps 48.14 (Zion, his city); Ps 79.13; Isa 43.21 (his praises, ~bnn); Ps 78.5-6 (testimony [nn»]
and Torah). The remaining examples in the Psalms concern evildoers: Ps 50.16; 64.6. Finally in Joel
1.3 it is the judgment ofGod which is to be related to the following generations.

21
It is also important to remember that the discussion is limited to a specific grammatical

construction viz., 320 + b.
22
The verb 303 (declare, tell) is used extensively in the Elisha narratives with respect to the human

communication of what was previously unknown (4.2, 7, 31; 5.4; 6.11, 12, 13; 7.9, 10, 11, 12, 15; 8.7)
It could have been used in 2 Kgs 8.4. In 2 Kgs 4.27 it is used of yhwh's communication to a humatu
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of "130 in similar contexts, there may be more than meets the eye in the term rribhan.
This object of the verb requires further examination.

The feminine plural absolute of the adjective bita occurs 42 times in the Hebrew

Bible.23 Besides 2 Kgs 8.4, the articular form (nibnan) is found elsewhere in Deut

7.19, 10.21, 29.2, and Josh 24.17 in contexts not unlike those previously noted with

"iso.24 The theological significance of these examples is apparent as each highlights

the acts of Yhwh in the Exodus event. In Deut 7.19, 29.2 it is used attributively to

describe the 'great testings' (nbnan n[i]son) Yhwh brought upon Egypt. A similar

attributive use is found in Josh 24.17 where the people admit that it was Yhwh who

did 'these great signs' (nbxn nibnan ninxn). In Deut 10.21, the final articular form, it

is used substantially of the 'great things' which God has done. This final category is

particularly important since the substantival is used frequently to describe the 'great

things' done by the deity.25 The great deeds of Elisha are therefore described in terms

similar to 'the great acts ofGod in nature and history'.26
In summary, the narrative portrayal of Elisha found in 2 Kgs 8.1-6, viewed within

a specific linguistic and narrative context, mimics the portrayal of Yhwh. Both

prophet and deity bring life to the dead, the word of the prophet and the word of

Yhwh are inseparable, and the deeds of each are retold using similar vocabulary

(-iso/mbna).

he has not told Elisha the reason for the Shunammite's distress. However, we hold that the presence of
"ed in 2 Kgs 8.4-6 connects Elisha's deeds with Yhwh's salvific deeds.

23
Even-Shoshan: 225.

24
The other articular form is a substantive in Ezek 16.61 describing the older of two sisters.

25
See, for example, the 'great things' (nibna) of God in Job 5.9, 10; 37.5; Ps 71.19, 106.21. In the

remaining substantival uses: Yhwh commands Jeremiah to call upon him so that the prophet may
learn 'great things' (Jer 33.3); Baruch is urged not to seek 'great things' for himself (Jer 45.5); the
Psalmist claims that he does not walk in 'great things' (Ps 131.1); Psalm 12.4 mentions the tongue that
speaks of'great things'; and Ps 104.25 notes animals small and large.

'6
TDOT2:401. The articular examples claim an empirical aspect for 'the great deeds': Deut 7.19,

10.21, 29.2, 'which your eyes have seen' ("JTJ? "Sn ~)2?X); and Josh 24.17, 'and which he did before our
eyes (lrrrb
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A Strange Constellation: Leper, Lord, and Lady

It remains for us to consider the odd gathering of the Shunammite, Gehazi, and

the king in 2 Kgs 8.1-6 and the absence of Elisha. Here it must be admitted that we

can only make the barest of beginnings in attempting an explanation. In the earlier

discussion of 2 Kgs 4 the difficulty of discerning a general structure to the Elisha

stories was noted. It was, nevertheless, pointed out that the narratives alternate in a

manner that might be called 'people to politics.' That is, the stories move back and

forth from the concerns of common people to political concerns and back again.27
While von Rad recognises the importance of Elisha as a wonder-worker, he attempts

to make Elisha's real work not people but politics.28 We would argue that these are

difficult to separate, the present story being a prime example. In 8.1-6 people,

politics, and literary genre converge as three former characters come together in one

narrative for the first time. Although Gehazi was previously commanded by Elisha to

speak to the Shunammite, the narrative never depicts any direct speech between the

two characters (cf. 4.12-13, 26). The interaction is only implied. It is always Elisha's,

'say to her', followed by her response.29 Earlier narratives likewise indicate

absolutely no contact between either the king and Gehazi, or the king and the

woman. The king and the Shunammite are mentioned together, and only in passing,

27
Recall the structure noted by P. Buis, Le livre des Rois, 187.

28
G. von Rad, Old Testament Theology, vol. 2, The Theology of Israel's Prophetic Traditions,

trans. D. M. G. Stalker (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1965), 28: 'More than one passage gives clear
evidence of another aspect of his work - politics; and this was very probably the real focal point of his
whole life.'

29
M. Shields, 'Subverting a Man of God, Elevating a Woman: Role and Power Reversals in 2

Kings 4,' JSOT 58 (1993) 59-69 (61) claims that Elisha does not speak directly to the woman in 2 Kgs
4 but instead, even in the announcements of w.16 and 36, 'he uses Gehazi as a go-between.' We
reject the assertion that Elisha does not speak to the woman while Gehazi does since it is actually the
exact opposite of the textual portrayal. While it is true that Elisha commands Gehazi to call the
woman, it is Elisha who speaks to her in the important announcements of the son's birth and his
restoration (w. 16, 36). On the other hand, although it is appropriate to assume that Gehazi has spoken
to the woman in w.12, 13, 15, 36, as evidenced by later behaviour (e.g., 12b: 'And he called her and
she stood before him'), there is, in fact, no direct speech between the woman and Gehazi. Thus, even
in the meeting between Gehazi and the woman in 4.25, 26 we read only the words of Elisha and
assume they were delivered by Gehazi.
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with respect to the possibility that Elisha may speak to the king on her behalf (4.13).

It is odd, to say the least, to have so much of the narrative focused on the restoration

of life by Elisha, while the king speaks with Gehazi, a figure previously connected

with greed and leprosy.

Ironically, Elisha does speak to the king in 8.1-6, albeit through the 'great thing'

performed earlier for the Shunammite and her son. Although Elisha is absent, Gehazi

assumes the role of tradent, re-telling not Elisha's 'great deeds' but only Elisha's

'great deed.'30 Even in his absence Elisha can influence history in a manner similar to

YHWH, who does not tell his deeds directly but has others perform the task for him.

Like the Exodus event, the restoration of the Shunammite's son to life is reiterated as

a focal point of prophetic glory as if all of the numerous earlier acts of Elisha could

somehow be epitomised in this one great act. In his shock at the sudden presence of

the subjects of his story, Gehazi addresses the king in a clause of poetic amazement

emphasising woman, son, and prophet:

rcrbx rrrjn~~]fs nrrnn ntsixn nxr -ben nbx
'My lord the king, this is the woman and this is her son whom Elisha had restored to life' (v.5b).

Gehazi's address (nba~ n~iK) was in an earlier narrative applied to the king of

Israel at 6.26, in the similar context of a famine in which a woman is also 'crying

out' to the king in an attempt to gain a legal hearing.31 She was met by the despairing

admission that there were no supplies available from either the winepress or

30
Cohn, 'Form and Perspective,' 171 notes the number of ways that Gehazi is portrayed in the

Elisha stories from the 'loyal but insensitive' Gehazi of 4.8-37, to the 'rejected leprous Gehazi' of 2
Kgs 5, and finally Gehazi before the king in 2 Kgs 8. It is not uncommon for scholars to see in the
retelling of Elisha's deeds evidence for the gathering of the 'cycle'. The comments of Cogan and
Tadmor, II Kings, 88, are indicative of this view: '[TJhese few verses offer an unencumbered view of
the creative process behind the Elisha cycle. His "great deeds" were retold (v.4) not only among the
Sons of the Prophets,...but also at the court of Samaria (and Damascus, cf. 8:7).' See also Rofe,
Prophetical Stories, 18. The story brings together an unlikely group of characters. Can we really
consider this an 'unencumbered view of the creative process' when the story itself is part of the
creative process?

31
Boyce, Cry to God, 27 observes that in both 6.26-29 and 2 Kgs 8.1-6 a legal hearing is sought.
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threshing floor (6.27). In our treatment of this verse we argued that judgment was

implied in two ways. First, at a rather straightforward level, judgment was entailed in

the actual emptiness of the winepress and the threshing floor. Secondly, taking these

features as symbols of judgment, we find a king who describes himself in symbolic

terms in the midst of the 'winepress and the threshing floor' ofjudgment.

Yet there are some noteworthy differences that may provide an explanation for the

staging of disparate figures in 8.1-6. The request of the Shunammite is much less

ambiguous than that of the woman in the prior story; her 'crying out to the king'

(v.5a) has the return of home and field as a clear goal. The reply of despair by the

king in the prior story is replaced by his attempt to confirm Gehazi's words and the

implied reiteration of the tale (ib~-isorfl bxttH, v.6a). The woman in 2 Kgs

6 is never assisted by the king in contrast with the present tale where the monarch

actually responds to the needs of the complainant. The use of the participles in verse

8.5a emphasise the simultaneity of Gehazi's 'telling' and the woman's 'crying out.'

This, along with the repeated indicates a cause and effect relationship. The

constellation of the king, Gehazi, and the Shunammite, leads to the royal recognition

of Elisha's great deed and ultimately issues in royal response to the woman's cry,

viz., the return of her belongings and 'all the produce of the field' (rnfon njonirbs,

v.6b).32 For the first time in the Elisha narratives we find a king caring for one of his

subjects but only as he publicly recognises prophetic actions.33 Yhwh's opening of

'windows of heaven' and the provision of grain in the previous narrative contrasts

32
J. Siebert-Hommes, 'The Widow of Zarephath and the Great Woman of Shunem: a Comparative

Analysis of Two Stories, in B. Becking and M. Dijkstra (eds), On Reading Prophetic Texts: Gender-
Specific & Related Studies in Memory ofFokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes, BIS 18 (Leiden: Brill, 1996),
231-250 (249 n.31) raises the possibility of the son as a metaphor for the sons of Israel given the
presence of the seven-year famine and the sojourn in a foreign land (cf. Gen 41.30).

33
In a prior story the king fed the Aramean army at Elisha's command (2 Kgs 6.23). However, in

2 Kgs 3 and 2 Kgs 5 the king seems unaware of Elisha and in 2 Kgs 6.9 it is the prophet who takes the
initiative. The response of individuals to prophetic actions is an important aspect of the Elisha stories.
See T. W. Overholt, 'Seeing is Believing: the Social Setting of Prophetic Acts of Power,' JSOT 23
(1982) 3-31 (7, 21). Overholt notes that the king's response in 8.6 goes beyond the woman's request.
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with the king's inability to provide from threshing floor and winepress. However, in

2 Kgs 8.1-6, in the absence of the man of God and Yhwh, both land and produce are

restored after an exile of seven years among the Philistines; however, this restoration

is effected only when the monarch recognises the great deed of the prophet.

2 Kgs 8.7-15: Will I recover from this illness?

As noted previously, the question of restored life or at least renewed health is

carried on in this penultimate story of the Elisha narratives.34 It is not that Elisha

happens to be in the neighbourhood at the time and can therefore be conveniently

questioned. Instead the narrator gives the impression of a pro-active prophet setting

events in motion and thus it is that we find him going to Damascus 'while Ben-

Hadad king of Aram was ill' (nbft v.7).35 Although Elisha does not

end up at the sick king's bedside, in the final Elisha tale we find an interesting

reversal with a weeping king coming to visit a dying prophet (2 Kgs 13.14).

The story of 2 Kgs 8.7-15 is structured around three different scenes each

involving Hazael, the future king of Damascus. The first and third scenes narrate the

interaction with Ben-Hadad (w.7-8, 14-15) which surround the central dialogue with

Elisha (9-13).36 In the first scene (w.7-8) we learn of Elisha's location, Ben-Hadad's

illness, and Hazael's quest(ion). The location of the prophet is a consistent concern

for the king of Aram. In the prior instance of the phrase, ion1? ('it was told to

him saying,' v.7b), the issue was likewise Elisha's whereabouts and the answer was

'behold in Dothan' (6.13b). At that time Ben-Hadad sent his forces to surround the

prophet. Now he is informed that 'the man of God has arrived right here'

34
Excluding the Elisha's brief instructions in 9.1, the final story is found at 2 Kgs 13.14-21.

3"
Williams §494 provides numerous examples of 'clauses describing concomitant circumstances'

which are introduced by the 1 of accompaniment. Niccacci, Syntax, 65 gives 8.7 as an example of
waw-x-qatal interrupting the wavyiqtol chain to 'express a simultaneous circumstance.'

36
Note, for example, the explicit movement toward Elisha (intqpb bsip "b'.l, v.9) which begins

scene 2 and movement away from him (Spbhft nxn ~bp_, v. 14) which commences scene 3.

219



(nan—is? □,nipxn btk *u) with a word order that need not detract from the divine status

of the prophet.37 In following the commands of the king of Aram to 'go and inquire

of Yhwh from him,' Hazael takes gifts to meet the man of God. Ben-Hadad must

therefore expect to pay for the prophetic oracle such that Hazael takes the 'gift in his

hand,' a gift more fully described as 'all good things of Damascus, forty camel loads'

(v.9af).38 Long notes that with the size of the gift and Hazael's self-presentation,

Elisha is granted 'extraordinary status.'39 Elsewhere in Kings the exchange of gifts

between royalty is also borne by the camels of the Queen of Sheba (1 Kgs 10.2).

The primary goal of the meeting is the deliverance of the question, 'Will I recover

from this illness?' The contrast is striking; whereas Ahaziah, king of Israel, sought

from Bacal Zebub an answer to this question (2 Kgs 2.1), the Aramean, Ben-Hadad,

seeks his answer from Yhwh in similar language (2 Kgs 8.8, 9).40 The theme of royal

37
While the observations which follow below are interesting, we do not wish to push them too

forcefully into service and, as will be seen, we can only do so by coming in through the back door. J-
M §155nd notes that at the beginning of statements we often find the subject followed by the verb (S-
V). It is postulated that the V-S nature in texts like 2 Kgs 8.7b is due to the 'reporting' or news-like
nature of the statement even though the verb K3 'is quite common at the beginning of a clause' (n.2, p.
582). Elsewhere in Emphatic Words, 35 Muraoka lists a number of examples with God or divine
messenger as subject in the initial position (S-V) and provides a tentative explanation: 'It is possible
that in certain expressions with the divine name or a divine messenger as the subject, a kind of
religious psychology in which God occupies the dominant place determines the arrangement ofwords
giving S [subject] the initial position.' And yet 2 Kgs 8.7b is V-S and therefore does not provide
evidence for Elisha as a divine figure (note e.g., the S-V order at Judg 13.6: N2 OTfrxn ebK inxb).
However, the possible divine status of Elisha should not be abandoned too quickly since Yhwh is the
subject of all ofMuraoka's conflicting examples (Exod 5.21; Num 6.24, 25, 26; Ruth 1.8, 9) save 2
Kgs 8.7, where the subject is, of course, Elisha. This may go some way to explaining the Arameans
surprise that one ofElisha's stature would end up in Damascus.

38 The distinction Bergen makes here between the words of Ben-Hadad and the gift Hazael
actually takes, is unnecessary (Elisha, 156-57). Instead we would agree with the assessment of B. A.
Mastin, 'WAW EXPLICATIVUM in 2 Kings VIII 9,' VT 34 (1984) 353-55 and read 1 in mto'bsi
epexegetically: 'And he took a gift in his hand, that is all the best things ofDamascus.' On the issue of
payment for prophecy see S. Shaviv, 'NABP AND NAGID in 1 Samuel IX 1-X 16,' VT 34 (1984) 108-
113. He raises the possibility that the 'word play nabP-hebP may reflect a certain popular resentment
against, even contempt for, beggar-like prophets, eager to accept any gift offered them' (110). Recall
that Naaman had expected to be healed for a price in 2 Kgs 5, however Elisha had explicitly rejected
the gift later obtained by Gehazi.

39
Long, 2 Kings, 103.

40
Polzin observes that after Rehoboam no king of Israel or Judah 'seeks counsel.' I thank A. G.

Auld for bringing to my attention the treatment of the lexical distribution of Eh"! in R. Polzin, David
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illness stands astride the greater portion of the Elisha stories and is associated with a

confusion of royal names (2 Kgs 1.17; 8.23-25). The rhetorical strategy seems fairly

clear: monarchs are ill and dying; the distinctions between heads of state of Israel

and Judah are confused and confusing; non-Israelite kings seek Yhwh while Israelite

kings do not; and yet there is a prophet, here treated in royal fashion, whose ability to

raise the dead was the central focus of the previous narrative.41

2 Kings 8.9-13: An Ambiguous Conversation

The gift itself fades from view as the bulk of the narrative space is dedicated to

the second scene, the meeting of Elisha and Hazael (w.9-13). At the narrative level,

Hazael is a figure about whom we know very little. Elijah was told by Yhwh to go to

Damascus in order to anoint this figure along with Jehu and Elisha (1 Kgs 19.15-17).

No doubt Elisha is to be anointed a 'prophet in your place' and yet he is grouped

with soon-to-be royal figures. Having accomplished only the anointing of Elisha -

and even this was not anointing in the strict sense of the word - we still await the

anointing of Hazael by a prophetic figure. Instead of Elisha finding Hazael, the

reader is informed ofHazael's actions by means of a series of wayyiqtol verbs which

reflect the prior commands of the king xfrT]...nj?,]...^bn, v.9). The

portrayal of command and immediate response is not unlike the Shunammite's

earlier reaction to the Elisha's warning (w.1-2).

Following up this line of thought, it is worth pausing a moment to consider wider

narrative implications. Hazael wastes no time in stating the authority underlying his

task and the purpose of his visit, informing the prophet that 'your son...sent me to

and the Deuteronomist: a literary study of the Deuteronomic History, Part 2: 2 Samuel, Indiana
Studies in Biblical Literature (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1993) 173-75.
Occurrences ofern in Kings: 1 Kgs 14.5; 22. 5, 7, 8; 2 Kgs 1.2, 3, 6, 16, 3.11; 22. 13, 18.

41
Hazael's connection with kingly weakness is not inconsequential. In later portions of chapter

eight, his forces are responsible for the wounding of Jehoram and indirectly for the emergence of
Ahaziah of Judah into the narrative (2 Kgs 8.24-29).
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you' (^bx'?nbcp... ■;];□, v.9b). Hazael can speak of Ben-Hadad as 'your son' only

insofar as Elisha is considered 'his father'. Within Kings the syntagm tjh is used

with reference to a monarch and his progeny (1 Kgs 5.19; 8.19; 11.12, 13) or as a

term of deference from one monarch to another (2 Kgs 16.7) and so again we find

Elisha portrayed in a royal manner.42 J. R. Porter in his article '□nr2an~,;p,' notes that

the sons of the prophets more typically address Elisha as |HN or DMibxn crx and

themselves as cnntf. Porter claims that the portrayal of Elisha's succession to Elijah

in 2 Kgs 2 'has been influenced by royal ideology and terminology.'43 Royal

ideology has however, moved beyond the confines of 2 Kgs 2 to influence the

characterisation ofElisha in 8.7-15 as well.

One of the primary interpretative difficulties in this second scene concerns the

highly ambiguous dialogue between Elisha and Hazael (w.10-13), particularly

w.10-11. Hazael places Ben-Hadad's question firmly in Elisha's court with

undeniable precision, delivering the query in the exact form with which it was

entrusted to him (nT "bna rrnxn "ibxb, w.8b, 9b). This is however, where the clarity

ends.

The beginning of v. 10 is straightforward as the narrator explicitly names 'Elisha'

as the speaking subject. This unnecessary but helpful reminder that the subject has

changed may have arisen from the fact that Elisha is not named in v.9, a

pronominally loaded sentence. In order to make sense of v.9 the reader is heavily

dependent upon Ben-Hadad's prior commands to Hazael. Nevertheless, our

understanding of 'who does what to whom and in what manner' provides no real

4"
Undoubtedly, father-son terminology is expected given the nature of the book of Kings.

Interestingly, the 'sons of the prophets' never refer to Elisha as 'my father.' Elisha is called MX only
by monarchs (2 Kgs 6.21; 13.14), while Elisha himself uses it only of Elijah (2.12) and his biological
father (1 Kgs 19.20). Besides Elisha, the term is used by one other non-royal figure of the military
leader Naaman (2 Kgs 5.13). Otherwise, the morpheme, MX, which reflects the other side of the phrase
'your son', is placed exclusively in the mouths ofmonarchs in the book ofKings.

43
J. R. Porter, 'rnxM^nm:!,' JTS n.s.32 (1981) 423-29 (425). We have argued this earlier in our

treatment of 2 Kgs 2.
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difficulties in this verse. The potential ambiguities are muted by means of verbal,44

clausal,45 and even lexical repetition,46 along with the clear pronominal references.

We say that the mention of Elisha's name is 'unnecessary' because even if v. 10 had

begun, 'He said to him' rather than 'Elisha said to him,' the reader would intuit that

the speaker was Elisha due to cohesion of the intervening verse and his initial

mention in v. 1. The importance of analysing the obvious becomes clear once we

explore the content ofElisha's reply to Hazael, which is far from transparent.

rair rriD_,3 mrr MXim rrnn rrn ib-icx -nb
t t : • t : • : v: • t t v: i ••

'Go say to him, "You shall surely recover," and yet Yhwh has caused me to see that he will surely die' (2
Kgs 8.10).

The first question concerns whether the Ketib (xb) or Qere (ib) reading is to be

preferred. We accept the latter given its versional and MSS support.47 Second, C.

Labuschagne has argued that the words following ib""H2X should be taken as indirect

rather than direct speech. Whereas rrn means 'recover' in w.8 and 9, it means 'live'

in v.10. Elisha is, according to this view, hinting that Hazael will 'live as king' but

that Ben-Hadad will die. Along with this, "loxb is lacking before Elisha's message in

v.10, but present before the messages in w.8 and 9. Labuschagne writes: 'The

44

npb and qbn (w.8a, 9a)
45
nmn tjt3 // iT3 nma (w.8a, 9a); crn'bxn ehx nxnpb // inxppb (w.8a, 9a).

46
Note, for example, the use of p5?H1 in w.7, 9. Although this location name is used in very

different way in these two verses, knowing that Elisha is in Damascus, and that Hazael is bringing all
the good things of Damascus, the reader brings the two together.

47
The versions: LXX (abxco); Targ (mb); Pesh (mi); LXXB omits auxco. According to Montgomery

and Gehman, Kings, 397, 18 MSS have ib. Several other observations argue against xb. First, if the
negative is to be read, then 2 Kgs 8.10 provides the only instance in the MT where the qal imperative
tax is followed immediately by the negative particle xb, although several texts come close to this
syntactical arrangement (Lev 21.1; Deut 1.42; Ezek 12.28; 36.22). On the other hand, positively, there
are examples of this imperative followed by the inseparable preposition b as in 8.10: (Gen 20.13; Deut
1.42; 1 Sam 9.27; 1 Kgs 18.8, 11, 14; 2 Kgs 4.26; Jer 13.18; Ezek 17.12; 22.24; 24.21; 28.2; 36.22;
39.17). Secondly, if X'b~~]DX is correct, then the element after the maqef, 'No!' is to be spoken as part
of the commanded direct discourse. This is unusual since in every instance where the maqef is present
it is followed either by xr, or, as noted above, by the inseparable preposition (See Even-Shoshan:90-
91). The only other example of direct discourse immediately following the maqef (i.e., part of the
commanded speech) is found at Ezek 6.11, but this is not without some minor textual problems (see
BHS note). Finally, the negative followed by the infinitive absolute is somewhat uncommon: (Gen 3.4;
Num 22.37; Ps 49.8; Qoh 5.19; Isa 58.7; Jer 3.1; 38.15; Amos 9.8.
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narrator certainly would have used ~!OKb here too, if he had understood Elisha's

message as direct speech.'48 Thus he considers v. 10 to be indirect speech because it is

unmarked by nnxb. The address to Hazael and the reference to Ben-Hadad, take

place from the perspective of the speaker, Elisha: 'Go, say to him that you [Hazael]

shall certainly live, and that Yahweh has shown me that he [Ben-Hadad] shall

certainly die.'49 This is attractive since Hazael's deliverance of the message in the

nearly identical v. 14 (rrnn rrn -iiax) must be viewed as unmarked indirect speech.

However, two detailed studies on the subject of direct and indirect speech, call

Labuschagne's interpretation into question.

S. Meier notes that indirect discourse may be found with "iok when it is introduced

by -K7, -~\m, -"O -% or no particle at all.50 Likewise, C. L. Miller points out that indirect

speech 'usually exhibits syntactic subordination of the quotation to the frame'

although there may be no explicit subordination.51 According to Labuschagne's

interpretation, 2 Kgs 8.10 would fit into this latter category since there is no formal

mark of subordination.52 Maier challenges Labuschagne's assertion that the author

48
C. J. Labuschagne, 'Did Elisha Deliberately Lie? - A Note on II Kings 8.10,' ZAW11 (1965)

327-28 (328).
49

Labuschagne, 'Did Elisha Lie,' 327. Labuschagne views this as an oracle but it is unclear
whether he thinks that the entire message was to be delivered to Ben-Hadad (p. 328).

50
S. A. Meier, Speaking ofSpeaking: Marking Direct Discourse in the Hebrew Bible, VTSups 46

(Leiden: Brill, 1992) 66. Maier lists 2 Kgs 8.14 as an example of indirect discourse not introduced by
one of these markers.

51
C. L. Miller, 'Discourse Functions of Quotative Frames in Biblical Hebrew Narrative,' in W. R.

Bodine, Discourse Analysis ofBiblical Literature: What it is and What it Offers (Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1995) 155-82 (164). Miller lists these subordinating markers on page 161. By 'quotative frame,'
she refers to 'the speech of the reporting speaker' and 'quotation refers to the speech of the reported
speaker' (156n.3). Thus in 2 Kgs 8.10 iiEifrx rbx intn is the frame and Elisha's reported speech the
quotation.

5i
Likewise Gen 12.13 has no mark of subordination yet must be taken as indirect speech since it is

ridiculous to have Sarah saying 'You are my sister' to a group of Egyptians. See C. L. Miller,
Representation, 121; Meier, Speaking, 66. On the other hand, Gen 20.13 also lacks the infinitive
construct, mxb, and yet Abraham reports to Abimelech direct speech which Abimelech himself had
previously heard (Gen 20.5). There are several instances in Exodus where Yhwh commands Moses
'Say to Aaron (X)' and one must assume that the command is then given directly from Moses to
Aaron (Exod 7.19; 8.1, 12). Similarly Ezek 22.24 must be direct speech since it is not Ezekiel, but the
land which is not cleansed.
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would have used ncxb to mark direct speech in 2 Kgs 8.10 since, 'it is exceptional for

to accompany the root "ion before DD [direct discourse]. Not only does one not

expect it, but when one finds ~iOKb following nat< one should be mildly surprised.'53

While the infinitive construct, noxb, is a clear marker of direct speech, it is also true

that 'direct speech without iDtfb is far more common than direct speech with nnab'

and thus the fact that it is missing in 2 Kgs 8.10 does not necessarily indicate indirect

speech.54 There are also analogous texts within the Elisha narratives which must be

taken as direct speech.55

Overall, Labuschagne's argument is not compelling. It is possible that the narrator

would have used llixb if direct speech was intended. But given the above discussion

we may counter that indirect speech would have been made more explicit by the

narrator. It is perhaps safer to assume direct speech even in this ambiguous text.56

Labuschagne's proposal that Hazael employed the ambiguity of the prophet's

ipsissima verba and deceived Ben-Hadad, knowing that Hazael himself was the

subject of rrnn rrn, moves the apparent deception from Elisha to Hazael. But if

Hazael could successfully exploit an ambiguity, why could Elisha not have done so?

Also the decision to read 'You shall certainly recover' as 'You shall live {as king)'

seems forced.57

53
Meier, Speaking, 86n.5. He discusses the somewhat rare case ofnaNb...nat< on pages 84-94.

54
Miller, 'Discourse Functions,' 168. Meier, Speaking, 94 makes a similar point. It must be noted

however, that Miller, challenges some of Meier's conclusions with respect to nnsh (Representation,
170-71; 208-09).

53
In 2 Kgs 4.13 we suspect that the message ...irbtt nnnn nan mbx was to be delivered

directly by Gehazi to the Shunammite. In 2 Kgs 4.26 Elisha commands Gehazi to run to the
Shunammite ...^b nibsn nYnoto. By her response it is appropriate to assume that the message was
delivered as given.

56
Another minor bit of evidence concerns the other instances of the syntagm ~[bn (impv) + nQX

(impv) + b (insep prep). These are found at Deut 5.30; 1 Kgs 14.7; 18.8, 11, 14. Each instance is
followed by direct speech.

57
Long, 2Kings, 103 similarly concludes that Labuschagne's overall argument; while

grammatically possible, is 'somewhat strained.'
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A Prophet Who Sees Like El

Prophetic vision is arguably the most important element in this story. We leam

that Yhwh 'has caused' Elisha to see Ben-Hadad's death ("Otnrn), just as Yhwh has

also caused Elisha to see Hazael's reign (cntrbsJ TjSo nvr "Oinn, v,13b). This

repeated use of run is particularly interesting since few commentators have noted it

in the context of Hazael's name. Yhwh's agency in causing Elisha to see is

emphasised even as the latter addresses Hazael - '£/ has seen.,5i This requires

further consideration.

B. Margalit, after reminding his readers that the Aramaic name 'HazaeT is derived

from the Aramaic word for 'see' (nrn; Hebrew: nm), comments that it 'preserves the

connection of El with visionary prophecy.'59 Barring one exception 'no dreams are

recorded in the Pentateuch outside the book of Genesis, a book which is set in and

describes the proto-historical era of El-worshiping Patriarchs. The one exception is

the similar El-worshipping Aramean seer, Balaam bar-Beor in Num 22-24...,'60 It is

therefore natural for El to be considered the source of dreams and nocturnal visions.61

Given (1) this connection of El with dreams, (2) Margalit's belief that 'the historical

Balaam' was 'a contemporary and Landsmann of Elijah the Gileadite',62 and (3) the

El-theophoric names 'Elijah' and 'Elisha', one wonders why neither prophet obtains

prophetic insight by dreams. The significance of Hazael's name and the doubled use

58
HALOT 1:300 renders the name 'God has looked.' The name is spelled bxtn in 1 Kgs 19.15, 17;

2 Kgs 8.9, 12; 9.14, 15; 10.32; 12.18(2x);13.3(2x), 24, 25; 2 Chr22.5 (note the parallel 2 Kgs 8.28 has
plene spelling); Amos 1.4. The plene spelling bsntn is found only in 2 Kgs 8 (vv.8, 13, 15, 28, 29 // 2
Chr 22.6).

59
B. Margalit, 'Ninth-Century Israelite Prophecy in the Light of Contemporary NWSemitic

Epigraphs,' in M. Dietrich and I. Kottsieper (eds.), 'Und Mose schrieb dieses Lied auf' Studien zum
Alten Testament und zum Alten Orient. Festschrift fiir Oswald Loretz (Miinster: Ugarit-Verlag, 1998),
515-32 (526). This is not to say that ntn is an Aramaic loanword. See W. M. Schniedewind, The Word
of God in Transition: From Prophet to Exegete in the Second Temple Period, JSOTSup 197
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 38.

60
Margalit, 'Ninth-Century,' 523.

61
Margalit, 'Ninth-Century,' 523-25. Margalit observes that in Ugaritic literature the connection

of dreams with El is 'incontestable' (p. 524). See also p. 525 n.31 (Job 33.14-15) and p. 526 n.34 (Gen
31.10-13).

6*
Margalit, 'Ninth-Century,' 519. Such a statement is likely to be challenged.
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of ntn for the present narrative is clear: both Elisha and El are able to 'see.' In spite

of the fascinating possible connection of ninth-century Israelite prophecy with El, it

is YHWH and not El, who is responsible for the prophet's ability to see.63 This theme

persists indirectly in the highly ambiguous v. 11:

a-n'bxn etx nn'i tpir-ip aeri nsrnN notm
v: t • si s — - v t- tt v •• —

And he fixed his gaze64 and stared to the point of shame and the man of God wept.

One of the major difficulties concerns the determination of the subject of the two

initial wayyiqtol verbs. The final verb "jjrn causes no problem since the weeping

subject is the explicitly named man of God. However, with respect to the two initial

wayyiqtol verbs it is not quite so easy. Are both actions to be attributed to Elisha,

both to Hazael, or are the actions split between the characters? One may argue for

Elisha as the subject of the first two verbs for several reasons. First, it is likely that if

we were dealing with a change in subject, from the certainty of the speaking prophet

at the end of v. 10, to the staring Hazael at the beginning of v.l 1, the narrator would

have made this more explicit. Note, for example, w.9 and 10 immediately preceding.

In v.9 Elisha is never mentioned by name; he is only referred to by means of an

object suffix. In spite of the plethora of twists and turns within this verse, the reader

easily intuits Hazael's actions (cf. the explicit rtpbq Ekiaaie of the LXX at v.9).

Nevertheless, the narrator makes an explicit subject change in v. 10 (s?^7",lpx vbx

although such a change is not really necessary since the speaker is clear from the

context. It seems reasonable to assume that were Hazael the subject of the first verb

in v. 11, the narrator would have made a similarly explicit change. Secondly, one may

argue that the phrase rJEfnN "iDsm, as an action of Elisha, is being contrasted with

63
The hifil perfect of ran is found twenty six times in the MT and its subject is always YHWH

except in 2 Kgs 20.13//Isa 29.2; 2 Kgs 20.15//Isa 39.4) where it is Hezekiah. The hifil perfect is not
found at all in 1/2 Samuel which makes Elisha the only passive subject ofYHWH's action.

64
BHS note: Pesh lacks the first sentence; LXX and Vulg read "IBSTI for IDtm; 2 MSS are lacking

DtH and, in view of the Vulg reading et conturbatus est, BHS suggests D©»] (Von© to be desolated,
appalled, BDB: 1030). Targum reads, "3 IP nto THEN IT "iroxi ('And he turned his face and waited
for a long time,' so Harrington and Saldarini, Targum Jonathan, 279).
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Hazael's previous action, vasb "ibsn (v.9b).65 The explicit mention of the 'man of

God' at the end of v.l 1 could go either way. It may be viewed merely as a reminder

that Elisha is the primary actor in the verse. Conversely, it may urge us to take

Hazael as the subject of the earlier verbs. Why does man of God need to be clarified

at verse's end if he is the clear subject of the prior verbs?66

Why Does Elisha Cry?

The second major difficulty concerns the subject of the phrase tfin:?.67 It possible

that either Elisha or Hazael is ashamed, or perhaps both. Besides Judg 3.25, the

phrase is also found at 2 Kgs 2.17 where it is similarly ambiguous. Given the

weeping of the man of God, which would certainly manifest itself facially, we would

prefer to take Elisha as the subject of the first two verbs - also connected with facial

actions, and allow ©ins? to connote, more generally, the awkward social situation in

which these characters find themselves.68 Eventually Hazael inquires about the cause

ofElisha's tears (v. 12).

65
Even if we reach a solid conclusion about the subject of the verb we are still left with the

question of how to interpret the phrase VDETnx n?»"l which is the only occurrence of the hifil of IDS in
2 Kings (cf. other hifil occurrences 1 Kgs 12.32; 15.4). Gray, Kings, 531, holding the subject to be
Elisha, claims that either he 'looked fixedly' at Hazael or 'that his features became rigid, as one in a
trance experiencing second sight.' With either interpretation, Gray claims we have an unusual 'though
not unintelligible' meaning for the hifil. HALOT 2:842 cites Gray's options with approval. The
appropriate sense may be found in the conjunction of Hazael's name and Elisha's vision. In fact, given
Elisha's comments, his present actions may actually foreshadow Hazael's later actions since the latter
will 'set his face' (133 bxtn DO»1) to go up against Jerusalem (2 Kgs 12.18).

66
Appealing to syntax, Provan, Kings, 208 takes Hazael as the subject of the entire verse up to and

including \D3T~I0: 'Hazael stared at him impassively to the point of embarrassment.'
67

On the phrase ©ins? see TLOT 1:204-207 (205); DCH 1:130-32 (131); NIDOTTE 1:621-27
(623). The phrase occurs only three times in the Hebrew Bible (Judg 3.25; 2 Kgs 2.17; 8.11) with the
sense of unto shaming (DCH 1:131), or '(to the point of) embarrassment' (TLOT 1:205). Hazael 'was
therefore ashamed in the presence of Elisha by his dishonorable deliberations against Israel'
(.NIDOTTE 1:623). The verb ©i3(I), to be ashamed is found in the Pentateuch only at Gen 2.25 and is
rare in the Former Prophets (Judg 3.25; 2 Sam 19.6; 2 Kgs 2.17; 8.11; 19.26). The occurrences at
Exod 32.1 and Judg 5.28 are 0i3(II), to delay, hesitate. In the former sense it is found mostly in the
Psalms and Prophets.

b8
It is also possible that Elisha, in recognition of the devastation Hazael will bring upon Israel,

senses the oncoming humiliation of his people. Therefore the shame, viewed in a warfare context, is
reflective of the shame the people of Israel will experience. On the use of shaming in a warfare see L.
Bechtel, 'Shame as a Sanction of Social Control in biblical Israel: judicial, political, and social
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Weeping monarchs are rare in the book of Kings. In 2 Kgs 13.14 Joash weeps, but

note that even here Elisha is not far away; it is because of the prophet's imminent

death that the king weeps. Hezekiah and Josiah weep at 2 Kgs 20.3 and 22.19

respectively. Therefore, in his weeping, the man of God is once again captured

performing an act that elsewhere in the book of Kings is reserved for monarchs.

Given the importance of the reforming kings Hezekiah and Josiah for Kings, it is

significant that Elisha is again classed with these royal figures. Further, to this point,

only Josiah and Elisha weep over the devastation to be brought upon the people.69
In response to Hazael's inquiry into the nature of his tears, Elisha provides a

litany of the devastating acts which Hazael will soon bring upon the 'sons of Israel.'

He replies:

□nubbin rinn anna annnai ©to nbtan annaae nan bx-ir nab nrarrna'K nx Tanya
ajaan anrhni a'anr,

'Because I know that you will do evil70 to the sons of Israel: their fortifications you shall set on fire, and their
young men with the sword you shall slay, and their infants you shall dash in pieces, and their pregnant
women you shall split open' (2 Kgs 8.12b).

shaming,' JSOT49 (1991) 47-76 (63-67).
69
The rarity of this is noted in TLOT 1:236-38 where Judg 2.4 and 2 Kgs 8.11 are cited in the

observation that 'weeping plays a role in the relationship between God and human in only a few
cases...' (p. 238). There are some noteworthy parallels with the Decir Alia text. Margalit, 'Ninth-
Century,' 516 states that the text is 'virtually contemporary with the chronological setting of the
extensive prophetic narratives preserved in the Deuteronomistic Book of Kings pertaining to Elisha
and his band of prophetic disciples living at the nearby oasis of Jericho and vicinity.' What is
interesting about this proposed chronological proximity and the present text of 2 Kgs 8.7-16 is that
Balaam, the 'visionary of the gods,' also weeps after receiving an 'oracle of doom.' Like Hazael, the
people immediately ask Balaam why he is weeping. See Margalit, p. 528-29 for a transcription and
translation.

70
Gray, Kings, 529 n.(f) reads nnx for nan on the grounds that its position is 'very awkward' and

'wanting the definite article of the antecedent.' He renders it 'Because I know what you shall do to the
sons of Israel.' However, there is no textual support for such a reading. The clause n®C~n»X nx am is
found at Gen 9.24; 1 Sam 16.3; 28.2, 9; 1 Kgs 2.5, 9; 2 Kgs 8.12; Ezek 20.11. In the case ofGen 9.24;
1 Kgs 2.5, 9; 2 Kgs 8.12 the verb n»n is followed by b marking an indirect object. None of these other
verses provide a direct analogy by which to judge the appearance of nan at the end of this clause in 2
Kgs 8.12, however, in several instances the phrase which follows ni?a provides further information,
describing the action to be done, or the action which has been done (e.g., 1 Sam 16.3; 28.9; 1 Kgs 2.5,
9). We prefer to take nan as the object of the verb noa rather than an" since the entire clause is the
object of the latter verb. It may be that nan is held out to the end of the clause in order to draw
attention to the catalogue of destructive events which follows. See BDB:949 for further examples of
nan nac at Gen 26.29; Judg 11.27; 15.3; 1 Sam 6.9; 2 Sam 12.18; 13.16; 1 Kgs 2.44; Jer 26.19; 41.11;
44.7.
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The prior ambiguity fades. By means of these stereotyped phrases, Hazael's actions,

when viewed within the broader context of Kings, portend the destruction which will

befall Israel and Judah. In this way they stand as 'types' of disaster which later come

upon both kingdoms. The particularly horrific crimes against women and children

contrast with the previous story in which a woman and her family were not only

spared but had their home and goods restored.71 Of the four items listed by Elisha,

the final three are found for the first time in the Hebrew Bible at 2 Kgs 8.12.72

Elisha's weeping (n??) is due to Hazael's splitting open (up?), a deed foreshadowed
in the earlier action of the bears in 2 Kgs 2.24 where the beasts tear (up?) forty-two
children. Of particular interest is Hosea 14.1b [Eng. 13.16] where, these three

elements - destruction by the sword, dashing of the infant, and tearing of the woman

with child - are all found in the context of Samaria's rebellion.

wjjrr vninrn irip-r nrrbbi? ibs-: inn?
'...by the sword they shall fall, their infants shall be dashed in pieces and their pregnant women ripped open'
(Hos 14.1b).

Overall Hosea 13-14.lb provides a variety of lexical and thematic connections

similarly reflected in a wider view of the Elisha narratives. In our earlier treatment of

2 Kgs 2.23-25 we cited Hosea 13.8, which characterises Yhwh as a bear bereft of

cubs who will tear (»p?) the chest open. Hosea 13.9-11 then moves into a treatment

of the monarchy as Yhwh asks a question in Hos 13.10,

xisx tpbo tix
73 " .j

'Where is your king now so that he may save you?' (Hos 13.10a).

71
Satterthwaite, 'Elisha Narratives,' 26.

72
For example, the initial phrase is found only at 2 Kgs 8.12 however, E7K2 nb®, is found at Judg

1.8; 20.48; Ps 74.7. Ironically in Amos 1.4, Yhwh promises to 'send a fire on the house of Hazael and
consume the citadels of Ben-Hadad' (cf. Amos 1.7, 10, 12; 2.2, 5; Ezek 39.6; Hos 8.14). Most
occurrences of 0K3 in 2 Kings are associated with children 'passing through the fire' (16.3; 17.17, 31;
21.6; 23.10. We find the second phrase, mn "Tint; nn, mutatis mutandis at 2 Chr 36.17; Jer 18.21;
Lam 2.21; Amos 4.10. For the third phrase con bbv see Isa 13.16; Hos 14.1 and Nah 3.10 (cf. Isa
13.18; Hos 10.14). Finally,,2Jp3 n~in /mn is found at 2 Kgs 15.16; Hos 14.1; Amos 1.13.

/3
See BHS on the textual problem. The final clause, is best read with the beginning of

10b.
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which is not unlike that asked by Elisha early in the narratives:

xirr*]x irrbx -n'bx mm mx
'Where is Yhwh God of Elijah now?' (2 Kgs 2.14).74

Unlike Hosea, Elisha mentions nothing ofYhwh's help because he himself takes the

king's place as representative of that help. Following on in Hosea, Yhwh states that

he removed the king 'in his wrath' (Hos 13.11). This removal of the king is likewise

portrayed in the Elisha stories with its anonymous and weak monarch whose tasks

are usurped by a prophetic upstart.

A Critique ofMonarchy?

But is there any indictment of kingship in the present story? The seemingly

disconnected statements of Hazael and Elisha in verse 13 make an implicit yet strong

statement against the actions of kings. Upon hearing Elisha's formulaic recital of the

terrible deeds he will carry out upon Israel, Hazael makes his own formulaic 'self-

abasement' statement:75

ntn bimn -nnn n&jr ^ ab|>n no "o bxmn ooxn
And Hazael said, 'What is your servant, the dog, that he should do this great thing?' (2 Kgs 8.13a).

Hazael's 'great thing' (bin;) contrasts strongly with Elisha's 'great things' (nibm) of
the previous story. Given the fact that Elisha has provided a plurality of actions

which Hazael will presumably perform, it is surprising that the narrator did not use

nibm here to describe Hazael's actions. He certainly could have done so provided the

74
Here reading xisx for xin^x. See Burney, Notes, 266 for a good survey of the options.

75
G. W. Coats, 'Self-Abasement and Insult Formulas,' JBL 89 (1970) 14-26. This formula is

found in the Lachish and Amarna letters as well (pp.15-16). Coats argues that there is really one
formula used either in first person for self-abasement, or second and third person for insult, (p. 19).
The formula has two elements. The first is composed of a nominal sentence introduced by an
interrogative (usually no or 'D) and followed by a personal pronoun, proper name or noun which
functions as a circumlocution'for personal pronouns or proper names (e.g., in 2 Kgs 8.13 your servant
and the dog) The second part of the formula is a verbal sentence introduced by '3 or less frequently
~I0X or wayyiqtol plus yiqtol (Coats, 14-15).
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masculine ~Q~! was removed. Perhaps this lends some support to the prior argument

that mbm is a theologically weighty term and thus could not be used here.

But what is the point of Hazael's response and does it speak to Elisha's royal

portrayal? According to Coats, the initial element of the formula (the nominal

sentence introduced by the interrogative particle) carries with it the basis for the

conclusion found in the second element of sentence, and so is really an implied

answer. As a statement, Hazael is pronouncing himself incapable of the actions

Elisha attributes to him: '"I should not do this great thing because I am your servant,

the dog.'"76 With respect to Elisha's royal characterisation we note the proposed

setting for the some instances of this self-abasement formulaic expression.77

According to Coats 'we can define one primary setting more precisely: royal court

speech.'78 In the Hebrew Bible the royal court setting is most clear in 1 Sam 18.18

and 2 Sam 9.8. In other places, rather than an address to the king, the king uses it of

himself (2 Kgs 7.18; 2 Chr 2.5b). It is instructive to see how Coats attempts to draw

the recalcitrant 2 Kgs 8.13 in line with this royal court setting:

II Kings 8 13 places the formula in the mouth of Hazael, the military leader for
the king of Syria. With a third person circumlocution for first person in element
a, the formula represents a response,- not by a king about himself, or by any
other member of the royal court. It is addressed to Elisha. But the prophet has
just announced that Hazael is to lead a coup against the current king and make
himself the new king in Syria.79

We would strongly disagree. In order to bring royalty into this, and thus make the

formula meet his 'court setting', Coats has leapt ahead in the story. Elisha has 'just

announced' only a list of destructive actions that Hazael will undertake, nothing

more. Hazael's statement comes prior to Elisha's mention that he will be king, not

76
Coats, 'Self-Abasement,' 18.

77
Coats, 'Self-Abasement,' 15. The formulaic structure also is found in five Lachish letters and

twenty-five Amarna letters. See p. 15 nn. 4-5 for occurrences within particular letters.
78

Coats, 'Self-Abasement,' 19. The other context, according to Coats, is the cult where it is used
of the self-presentation of the worshipper to God (p. 22). All instances in the Amarna letters which
have first and third person references in the first element of the formula are addressed to a king or his
official.

79
Coats, 'Self-Abasement,' 20.
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after, and in fact, as we will see, Elisha makes no mention of Hazael leading a coup.

Yet Coats does not need to get ahead in the narrative in order bring 2 Kgs 8.13 in line

with his proposed royal setting if, as we suggest, Elisha is once again being given a

royal characterisation. Hazael speaks to him in courtly language appropriate to his

perceived status.

Elisha's final reply to Hazael provides closure to their conversation:

:D-ix"by T]bo ?jnk mrr -asnn irchbx -lotfn
And Elisha said, 'Yhwh has caused me to see you king over Aram' (2 Kgs 8.13b).

The prophet here gives no indication that a coup is about to take place or that Hazael

should lead one. These words do, however, implicitly indict kingship. In response to

Hazael's, 'how can I do this great thing,' Elisha answers, 'I have seen you king over

Aram.' Implicit point: you may not now imagine yourself capable of such dire

actions as I have described, but as king you will be capable. Elisha's speech also

serves to make a subtle connection between Hazael and the death of Ben-hadad, a

connection which enables us to handle the final ambiguity of this story and answer

the question, 'Who killed Ben-Hadad?'

The murder/suicide of Ben-Hadad is as shrouded in mystery as the supposed

covering ("1331?) that killed him. The story comes to a rapid conclusion with the

succession of six wayyiqtol verb forms in v. 15 and yet, lacking any explicitly named

subjects, it is as ambiguous as v.ll. In each case, in fact, the ambiguous verse

follows statements which were intended to clarify the uncertainty about Ben-hadad's

future; and each follows, in relatively close proximity, Elisha's claim that 'Yhwh has

shown me.' The lack of a named subject makes it possible for us to see Ben-Hadad

as the one who to takes the "1333, dips it in water, and spreads it upon his own face,

thus dying accidentally. However, the fact that Yhwh has shown C^nn, w. 10, 13)

Elisha both the death of Ben-Hadad and the kingship of Hazael, implicates Hazael in

the death of Ben-Hadad. So it is that 'Hazael reigned in his place.'
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Chapter 9

Conclusion: Genre, Coherence, and Narrative Function in the Elisha
Narratives

The whole Elisha Cycle seems a foreign intrusion in the book. Pfeiffer, for
once, is right in calling it 'an artificial literary product' rather than one 'to have
been handed down by oral tradition'. Its message - religious, national or social
- is practically nil and why it was included in the book is a problem that still has
to be solved.1

Full realization of what the message is can be attained only by attentive and
perceptive examination of the single piece of art.2

Genre, Oral Tradition and Deuteronomistic Integration

Radday and Rofe have provided some encouragement for the present attempt to

determine the 'message' of 2 Kgs 2-8 as 'a single piece of art'. We argue that the

collection of stories serve the larger story in which they are placed and do not exist

merely for their own sake.3 This study began with G. Jones' observation that the

gathering of the Elisha stories into one collection provides only a minimal amount of

surface unity. Certainly the diversity of the material and its paratactic construction

are apparent. Yet it must be remembered that genre designations, particularly with

respect to ancient Near Eastern stories about prophets, are etic (non-native) scholarly

constructs. While the categories of Sage, Legende, and historical narrative, have

continued play a prominent role in the classification of these stories, the borders

between these are not easily maintained.4 This does not imply that they are not useful

nor does it follow that the presence of genre diversity in the Elisha stories must lead

necessarily to the imposition of incoherence. McKenzie has noted with respect to the

DtrH that any reasonable reconstruction of its formation must come to terms with

1
Y. Radday, 'Chiasm in Kings,' Linguistica Biblica 31 (1974) 62-67 (63). Radday refers to R. H.

Pfeiffer, Introduction to the Old Testament (New York/London: Harper & Brothers, 1941), 407.
2
A. Rofe, 'The Classification of the Prophetical Stories,' JBL 89 (1970) 427-40 (440).

3
See the comments of T. Collins, Mantle, 126.

4
For a concise and balanced view of the etic/emic debate as well as the question of 'clear-cut

genres' see S. K. D. Stahl, 'Narrative Genres: A Question of Academic Assumptions,' Fabula 21
(1980) 82-87.
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both unity and diversity.5 The present study is not focused on providing a

reconstruction of the tradition history of the Elisha stories, a task already undertaken

by a number of others. Instead, it focuses upon the 'interdependence' of the stories

within the northern prophetic narratives and more widely within the Hebrew Bible in

order to redress the imbalance of studies that focus on diversity. It is this

'interdependence' which encourages the view that the northern prophetic narratives

were introduced into the book ofKings as a group.6 It is common to maintain that the

Elisha narratives comprise a previous circulating collection of folktales, or cycle,

maintained and transmitted among prophetic circles or guilds. This may or may not

be so. It is difficult to discern which traditions were transmitted orally once given a

written text.7 It is also difficult to sustain the idea of prophetic guilds or schools.

Campbell's 'Prophetic Record', for example, is criticised for its reliance upon such

schools. McKenzie claims that both 'schools' and the question of genre are a

problem for Campbell's thesis.8 Genre, oral tradition, and prophetic schools are not

addressed as the primary focus of this thesis. Rather, these matters are addressed

because of their relationship to the presumed promulgation of the Elisha stories and

5
S. L. McKenzie, The Trouble with Kings: The Composition of the Book of Kings in the

Deuteronomistic History, VTSup 42 (Leiden: Brill, 1991), 19.
6
McKenzie, Trouble, 99 n.24. McKenzie makes a number of observations on the interconnections

between the Elijah and Elisha stories. Contra Stipp, Elischa, he writes: 'The interrelationship of the
narratives renders any attempt to establish a catena of independent insertions too complex to be
convincing.' Evaluation of T. L. Brodie's proposal {The Crucical Bridge, p. x) that the Elijah-Elisha
narratives stand as 'distillation of the Primary History' on the one hand, and a 'literary model for the
Gospels' on the other, requires more than time and space allow at present. However the idea that these
narratives 'constitute a key bridge between the foundational narratives of Judaism and Christianity' (p.
vii.) may lend indirect support to McKenzie's comments particularly as Brodie is concerned with the
unity rather than diversity of the Elijah-Elisha accounts. See especially Crucial Bridge, 1-27. With
respect to the relative date of composition, Becking makes a good argument that the stories
concerning Elisha were prior to the DtrH due to the presence ofmagic elements within them: 'At the
point when the Elisha cycle was embedded in the larger historical work, the tradition concerning
Elisha had such authority that it was taken over without change.. .They were seen as an authoritatitive
tradition' ("'Touch for Health,"' 52).

It is unlikely that folklorists would be happy with the contrast Pfeiffer set up between an artificial
literary product and oral tradition (cf. the opening quotation).

8
McKenzie, Trouble, 14.
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as such they play a part in how the stories are viewed.9 Examples of this are found in

scholarly assessments of the DtrH which tend to exclude the narratives because they

are neither edited nor integrated into it. But if we exclude them before making the

attempt to examine whether or not they are integrated how do we know that they are

not integrated? This led us to pursue the question of coherence in more depth.

Coherence, Collage, and BankruptMetaphors

The increase in the use of the term 'coherence' in biblical studies is clear. What is

not always so clear is how one is to understand the use of the term. In our

examination in chapter two we determined that coherence is indeed the product of

the reader's interaction with the text and not merely a feature of the text. With some

texts one must work much harder than with others in order to produce a coherent

reading. Elisha certainly requires a great deal more effort in this regard than, for

example, the Succession Narrative. So it is that Kings has not received a great deal of

attention from a so-called literary approach although this lacuna is rapidly being

filled, particularly with respect to the Elisha narratives.

The production of coherence requires both contextualisation and the formulation

of an overarching 'global intention' by which the parts can be assessed in relation to

the whole. The latter corresponds to what van Wolde has called 'the reader's mental

activity of representation.'10 The paratactic construction of the Elisha stories does not

require that one story be causally related to the next. Indeed it is clear that the Elisha

stories move only in a broadly chronological fashion from Elisha's 'call' in 1 Kgs

19.19-21, to his succession to Elijah in 2 Kgs 2, to his illness and death in 2 Kgs

13.14-22." Modern views of coherence are often based upon the need for causal

g
The shared concerns of genre and coherence are noted by Dry, 'Approaches to Coherence,' 484,

who claims 'genre recognition is dependent in fric] the reader's sense of the global coherence of one
kind of text versus that of another kind of text.' See also Berge, Reading Sources, 181: 'A reader's
experience of a text's unity also depends on his expectations about genre' (author's emphasis).

10
E. van Wolde, 'The Creation ofCoherence,' Semeia 81 (1998) 159-74 (169).

'1
We may also add 2 Kgs 8.7-15 and the introduction of Hazael into the story. Collins, Mantle, 23
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relationships requiring 'first things first' in a narrative presentation. Such a linear and

causal conception of coherence applied rigidly to the Elisha stories will bring

disappointment. Texts may be arranged causally, but there are other relations as well

(e.g., collection, response, comparison, description).12 However, this is not the same

as saying that the narrative order of these tales is irrelevant. The individual stories

within 2 Kgs 2-8 do not simply provide information about particular external

referents, but in their present collective shape are 'regarded as an apparatus for the

production ofmeaning,'13 The placement and order of both the individual stories, as

well as the wider grouping of Elisha narratives within Kings, does matter. Were we

to mix the stories in a hat, pull them out at random, stick them back together and re¬

settle them between 2 Kgs 1 and 2 Kgs 9 we would then have a different textual

organism and hence a different meaning. White continues, 'It follows that to change

the form of the discourse might not be to change the information about its explicit

referent, but it would certainly change the meaning produced by it.'14 We have

argued therefore, that 2 Kgs 2 is programmatic and that the question of 2 Kgs 2.14,

notes that in the artificial arrangement of the material the literary concerns supersede the historical
considerations.

12
Bonnie J. F. Meyer and G. Elizabeth Rice, 'The Interaction of Reader Strategies and the

Organization ofText,' Text 2 (1982) 155-92 (157).
lj
H. White, 'The Question ofNarrative in Contemporary Historical Theory,' History and Theory

23 (1984) 2-32 (19). White argues for a 'performance model of discourse'' [his emphasis] which
illuminates both the multi-layered aspect of discourse as well as its capacity 'bear a wide variety of
interpretations.' The view that many of these stories take their present form because they were

formerly oral tales does not answer the question of the production of meaning in their present form. T.
H. Renteria, 'The Elijah/Elijah [sic] Stories: A Socio-cultural Analysis of Prophets and People in
Ninth-Century B. C. E. Israel,' in R. Coote (ed.), Socioliterary Perspective, 75-176 states: 'Why such
hill-country oral traditions depicting the lives and realities of village people and their local heroes
were incorporated into state legitimation narratives about central kings and elites is an intriguing
question' (p. 76). Once again, albeit indirectly, the question of narrative function resurfaces. While the
question is indeed intriguing, the assumption of their origination as 'hill-country oral traditions' and
their present setting within 'state legitimisation narratives' is less certain. The present thesis provides
one possible answer to this question.

14
White, 'Question of Narrative,' 19. Culley, Themes and Variations, 10 makes a related point

when he writes 'The message emerges from what happens among stories rather than from the
individual stories themselves.' Here he is summarising the arguments of C. Levi-Strauss's essay 'The
Structural Study of Myth' in Structural Anthropology, trans. C. Jacobson and B. G. Schoepf (Garden
City, NY: Anchor, 1967).
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'Where is Yhwh God of Elijah?' is resolved in the stories which follow: yhwh is

present (and re-presented) in a unique way in the person of Elisha. This is

particularly relevant since there is no direct speech of Yhwh within the Elisha

narratives. The 'Elisha-like-yhwh' portrayal was perhaps most dramatically

observed at the other end of the Elisha stories in the 'great things' of 2 Kgs 8.1-6.

We have argued not only for a 'divine' portrayal of the prophet, but for a royal

one as well, since Elisha occasionally behaves in fashion more befitting a king. The

work ofT. Collins was helpful to us in this regard. He argued for a composite literary

image or 'prophetic metaphor' which replaced a 'bankrupt royal metaphor' that once

unified the king and people: 'Prophet and people are united in one symbolic figure,

just as monarch and people were fused into one according to the royal metaphor.'15
Elisha's work and solidarity with the sons of the prophets point in this direction.

Collins also proposed the model of 'collage' as appropriate for the composition and

redaction of prophetic literature.16 'Collage' is in fact an apt model for reading the

Elisha narratives since the model serves our purposes in four respects. First, it

recognises the diversity of the material present. Second, related to this, it reflects the

paratactic construction of that material. Third, it is conducive to the construction of

coherence from disparate images (van Wolde's 'mental representation'). Finally, it

accommodates a wide variety of interpretative perspectives.

Bringing together the idea of a 'prophetic metaphor' replacing a 'bankrupt royal

metaphor' and the reading model of collage, we note that observations about Elijah

are even more applicable to Elisha. Collins comments that 'by literary analysis it is

possible to observe how the composite and artificial picture of Elijah as the typical

prophet is progressively built up by the writer, and that every successive anecdote

15
Collins, Mantle, 180. Elsewhere Collins calls this the 'literary process of image-building' (p.

125). Collins relies on the work of N. Frye, The Great Code: The Bible and Literature (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982) 87-88.

16
Collins, Mantle, 29.
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contributes something to the picture.'17 In this way Elisha is more of a mosaic

prophet than a Mosaic prophet. In Elisha the metaphor is mixed and the image

shifting since he is portrayed in ways prophetic, royal, and divine. While sharing

Linville's reluctance to address provenance and historical context for Kings, the

representation of Elisha outlined above would answer the need for a prophetic voice

as well as the promise of a royal and divine presence, which would be acute in an

exilic setting.18

Putting Elisha in His Place: the Narrative Function of2 Kings 2-8

It remains for us to examine the wider scope of Kings and the Former Prophets in

order to put Elisha in his place. W. Bergen claims that Elisha is presented in a

manner which provides no real threat to the monarchy. Although an individual

bearing the title of 'prophet' is expected to confront king or people, Elisha does

neither. He does not address the people, send messages to kings regarding

appropriate conduct, confront prophets of other gods or false prophets of his own

god, or link healing and death to obedience and disobedience respectively.19 Instead

he 'goes about, or rather sits at home, performing miracles in the name of the silent

Yahweh.'20 Elijah can mount a direct challenge to the monarchy because he is a

loner. Elisha, on the other hand, cannot since he is more integrated into Israelite

society. Because he is a part of the society he provides us with a model of how a non-

monarchic system might work. If Elisha provides a direct challenge to the king's

power and establishes an alternative system of power, it may be read as a challenge

to the monarchy itself and, according to Bergen, the text will not allow this to

happen.21 Because of this 'Elisha is a prophet with no message.'22 Bergen concludes:

17
Collins' Mantle, 132.

18
Linville, Israel, 301. Note the comment of Halpem and Vanderhooft, 'Editions,' 179: '[I]n

detail, there is little agreement on the provenance of even the most fundamental elements ofDtrH'.
19
Bergen, 'Alternative,' 135.

20
Bergen, 'Alternative,' 136.

21
Bergen, 'Alternative,' 136.
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If Elisha continues to admonish and even threaten the kings, then prophetic
power might be read as a real political alternative to monarchic power. Neither
option is acceptable. The kings of Israel must be humbled, but the prophets need
to be put in their place. This place is one of largely cooperative subordination to
monarchic power.23

The present study has heeded Bergen's advice and made some attempt to put

Elisha 'in his place.' Unlike Bergen, however, we do not believe that the place

entails the subordination of prophetic to monarchic power, nor usurpation of

monarchic power by prophetic power. Rather, the prophet is portrayed performing

monarchic tasks because the monarch has abandoned that role: the prophetic

metaphor is replacing the royal metaphor. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that we

agree with Bergen that there is a 'prophetic alternative.' Where Bergen argues that

Elisha has no message we argue that that Elisha himself is the message. We agree

that the king is 'repeatedly characterized as weak and ineffective, while the prophet

can bring victory, healing, and even life.'24 What are the implications of this?

Prophetic action, monarchic inaction, and the sociological and literary context in

which those actions are placed must be considered as much as what is or is not

spoken.

The Prophetic King or a Kingly Prophet

Roland de Vaux in discussing the person of the king among ancient Israel's civil

institutions, highlights the role of king - not prophet - as saviour. However, the

22
Bergen, 'Alternative,' 136.

23
Bergen, 'Alternative,' 137. One wonders how Elisha's role in the anointing of Jehu fits in with

the idea that the prophet offers no real challenge to the monarchy. In his recent work Elisha and the
End of Prophetism, JSOTSup 286 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 162-66 Bergen
addresses this question by observing that Elisha disappears from the narrative which returns us to the
'world of Elijah' (p. 165). He also claims that the 'world of Elisha does not fit with the world of Elijah
or the rest of the world of Genesis-2 Kings' (p. 164). The point is that Elisha comes upon the stage to
counter Baalism (1 Kgs 19.17) and yet we have heard nothing of Baalism or the 'long-forgotten
characters' of Elijah's world for quite some time (p. 164). Bergen observes the surprising absence of
Jezebel in the Elisha corpus (p. 165); however, we have argued at a number of places that Ahab and
Jezebel are not far from the narrative surface.

"4
Bergen, 'Alternative,' 131.
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activities described in his treatment are surprisingly close to the activities performed

by Elisha. De Vaux comments: 'The king is ipso facto a saviour. It is a common idea

among primitive peoples that the king embodies the good estate of his subjects: the

country's prosperity depends on him, and he ensures the welfare of his people.'25 The

king brings about the restoration of property, feeds the hungry, provides drink for the

thirsty, heals the ill, and sets the captive free. Even the birthing of children is

attributed to the power of the king.26 According to J. Day, the king's task (in the Old

Testament) was to 'protect the interests of widow and orphan, the poor and the

needy.'27 This is so in other ancient near Eastern contexts as well. Day notes, for

example, a similar 'ideal of kingship' found in the Ugaritic epic texts of Keret and

Daniel. We find that Daniel, 'raised himself up (and) sat at the entrance of the gate,

among the mighty men who were by the threshing-floor; he judged the cause of the

widow, he tried the case of the orphan.'28 In concluding, de Vaux writes: 'Just as in

former times the Judges had been "saviours" (Jg 3:9, 15), so under the monarchy the

king delivered the nation from its enemies (2 S 19:10); he was a "saviour" (2 K

13:5), whom men called to their aid (2 K 6:26).'29 Yet in 2 Kgs 6.8-23 and 6.24-7.20

the monarch is unable to fulfil this role. With respect to de Vaux's examples, the

king in 6.26 is at a loss to know how to help. As for 2 Kgs 13.5, there is debate

concerning the irtfiD since the text is silent with respect to the figure's identity/0

25
Roland de Vaux, Ancient Israel, Its Life and Institutions, trans. John McHugh (London: Darton,

Longman & Todd, 1961), 110. For similar statements on the king's responsibility in caring for the
oppressed see S. Mowinckel's treatment of Ps 72 in The Psalms in Israel's Worship, vol. 1, trans. D.
R. Ap-Thomas (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1962), 68-69.

26
de Vaux, Ancient Israel, 110-11.

27
J. Day. 'The Canaanite Inheritance of the Israelite Monarchy,' in J. Day (ed.), King and Messiah

in Israel and the Ancient Near East: Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar, JSOTSup
270 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 72-90 (86-88).

28
Day, 'Canaanite Inheritance,' 86. Day cites KTU2 1.17.V.6-8 (Daniel) and KTU2 1.16.VI.43-50

(King Keret).
29

de Vaux, Ancient Israel, 111.
30
For the numerous suggestions offered regarding the identity of the unnamed figure see Gray,

Kings, 594-95; Hobbs, 2 Kings, 167; Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 143; Wiseman, Kings, 240;
Linville, Israel, 179-80.
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While far from explicit, Elisha fits the role of the unnamed 'saviour' in our

interpretation particularly given his name and the fact that Elisha, rather than one of

the kings, performs the kingly functions de Vaux highlights.31 Non-royal healers and

saviours throughout the Eastern Mediterranean possess charisma which the king

lacks. This is one of the conclusions ofGrottanelli's wide ranging study. He writes:

First of all, our healers all possess charisma: the charisma kings have lost, as
we suggested, and a charisma that is badly needed in times of crisis such as
those they are placed in. This charismatic quality consists of the charismatic
persons' special relationship with the supernatural, and this relationship is
expressed very concretely, by the working ofmiracles.32

Of course, this raises the question of the kind of crisis which is portrayed in 1 Kgs

17-2 Kgs 13.

There appears to be a gap between a king who cares for his people and the actual

presentation of the Omrides. In his sociological study, M. Chaney argues that in a bid

for political stability Omri had returned to a 'Solomonic model for society' and to

policies that, like Solomon's, were ultimately detrimental to the life of his people.33
As David and Solomon concentrate power in Jerusalem, so Omri and Ahab centre

the capital of Israel in Samaria. Under Solomon, the twin burdens of taxation and

corvee fall heavily upon the north (cf. 1 Kgs 4.7-19). Rehoboam continues to lay

heavy burdens upon the people which leads to outright rebellion against the house of

David (1 Kgs 12.13-19). Like Solomon, Omri and Ahab acquire and maintain a large

base of chariots.34 The plight of the peasantry is at least as difficult and arguably

worse under the Omrides when compared with Solomon.35
31

Note the comments by A. Berlin, Poetics, 136 who claims that suggestion is often more

convincing than detailed portrayal.
32
Grottanelli, 'Healers,' in Bianchi and Vermaseren, La Soteriologia, 662.

33
M. Chaney, 'Systemic Study of the Israelite Monarchy,' Semeia 37 (1986) 53-76 (71-72). See

also Renteria, 'Stories,' in R. Coote (ed.), Socioliterary Perspective, 87-95, 114-15. Renteria takes up
and develops some of Chaney's ideas concerning social dynamics.

34
Chaney, 'Systemic Study,' 71. As evidence Chaney cites the figures given by Shalmanesar III

(ANETJ: 278-79) from the battle Qarqar where it is claimed that Ahab showed up with 2000 chariots.
With respect to the building of a large military force and fortifications, Chaney's more general
sociological conclusions are supported by the archaeological work of D. Ussishkin, 'Jezreel, Samaria
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In the case of these miracle stories, famine, foreclosure, and death stalk the
constituency presupposed like spectres. Peasants forced to the brink by the
systemic conditions delineated above had been pushed into the void when
natural disaster struck in the form of an extended and severe drought.36

The 'miracle' stories of Elijah and Elisha reflect these problems with the appearance

of their 'stereotyped characters'.37 Who fills the gap between these characters and the

king?

While certain characters are stereotyped, Elisha as a figure is as enigmatic as the

stories in which we find him: prophetic in title (1 Kgs 19.16; 2 Kgs 3.11; 5.3, 8, 13;

6.12; 9.1, 4), prophetic, kingly, and divine in presentation.38 The narrative complexity

of the Elisha narratives in particular and Kings in general will not allow a view that

envisions Elisha replacing kings, or sees his portrayal as that of an ideal royal figure.

However, if monarchs in the book of Chronicles can have prophetic characteristics,

can prophets in book of Kings have royal features?39 This is a question that will

require further investigation.40

Transition, Identity, and Anonymity

In view of the broader movement towards exile portrayed in Kings with the

concomitant loss of land, and keeping in mind both the narrative reminders of Joshua

and Megiddo: Royal Centres of Omri and Ahab,' in J. A. Emerton (ed.), IOSOT Congress Volume,
Cambridge 1995, VTSup 66 (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 351-64 (362).

35
Chaney, 'Systemic Study,' 72.

36
Chaney, 'Systemic Study,' 72.

37
Chaney, 'Systemic Study,' 72.

38
Collins, Mantle, 138 observes that Elisha is not portrayed in very 'clear lines' and so 'his

literary character is much more complex and elusive than that of Elijah.' The verse citations point to
examples where Elisha is called torn either directly or indirectly.

39 • • T
See W. Schniedewind, Word of God in Transition, 190-93. It remains a debated point whether

or not the Davidic kings in the book of Chronicles play a prophetic role. Schniedewind argues that
they do not. However, those with whom Schniedewind disagrees observe prophetic features with
respect to the Davidic ruler generally (Blenkinsopp), or Hezekiah in particular (Begg and Newsome).
We do not wish to join this particular debate but only to raise the possibility that if kings can manifest
prophetic features, and there are some scholars willing to argue the point, why could prophets not do
the opposite?

40
This question may be asked not only for prophetic portrayal in Kings but also elsewhere.
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(1 Kgs 16.34; 2 Kgs 2) and the fact that Elisha is the final prophet to the north within

Kings (cf., 2 Kgs 14.25), we place Elisha in a transitional role like that of Joshua.

R. Nelson, in his discussion of the crossing of the Jordan by Elijah and Elisha

observes that 'the two cross the Jordan on the "dry ground" of the exodus and

conquest (v.8; Exod. 14:21; Josh. 3:17; 4:18), reversing history as it were.'4I
Joshua's activity occurs during Israel's transition into the land while Elisha's activity

transpires during the commencement of Israel's expulsion.42 The land first given to

Gad, Reuben and the half tribe of Manasseh (Num 32; Deut 3.12-20; Josh 13), with

its location rrnTpa (Josh 13.32), is explicitly mentioned as the very land first

taken away by YHWH through the agency of Hazael (2 Kgs 10.32-33).43 After his

acquisition of Elijah's mantle, Moab is the first military challenge facing Elisha and

the Jehoram/Jehoshaphat union (2 Kgs 3). The reader is informed twice - once as

each son of Ahab accedes to the throne - that Moab rebelled against Israel following

Ahab's death (2 Kgs 1.1; 3.5). It is Moab and not some other foe which could have

been selected because of the picture being painted for us. Israel is losing its grip on

the land; and Moab, being among its first adversaries after leaving Egypt, is among

the first to return as the narrative prepares us for Israel's exile. Apart from Solomon's

41
Nelson, Kings, 158 (emphasis added). Nelson argues that the two move to a mysterious place

'back in time and out of the land' and that Elisha, crossing back over the Jordan alone re-enters the
'ordinary world' of Jericho, Bethel, etc. Bergen, 'Alternative,' 134-35 holds that the narrator has
moved us outside of history as we normally perceive it and into 'some sort of never-never land, where
kings are unimportant'. Given the oddity of the regnal formulae fore and aft these narratives, it
appears that the notion of a journey back in time does not end when Elisha 're-enters' the land.

42
It must be kept in mind that we are addressing narrative portrayal in this discussion. Recall that

the relationship of Elisha's activity to the reigns of particular kings in Israel's history remains a
debated topic.

43
This mention of the 2Vi tribes is a 'striking link' both with Joshua and 1 Chr 5 (Auld, private

communication). Some commentators point out the historical unreliability of the statement in 10:33
and argue, based on the fact that Israel did not even have control of the territory at the time, that the
verse is a late addition either in part or in whole. Wiseman, Kings, 229 comments: 'We know too little
of the history ofMoab to question the reliability of these statements, and Moab itself could have been
weak at this time.' Some commentators mention the earlier parallels. We are arguing that it is part of a
larger rhetorical strategy that emphasises a 'reversal of history': what Yhwh first gives to Israel, he
first takes away. See Burney, Notes, 307; Montgomery and Gehman, Kings, 412-13; Gray, Kings,
563-64; Jones, Kings, 2:474; Hobbs, 2 Kings, 131; Provan, Kings, 217; P. House, Kings, 295-96.
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construction of high places for Chemosh the god of the Moabites (1 Kgs 11.7, 33),

we have not heard from Moab as a sustained presence since David's subjugation of

them in 2 Sam 8.2. It is not coincidental that on one side of the Elisha narratives the

reader meets the rebellion ofMoab against Jehoram of Israel, while on the far side of

the Elisha narratives the reader meets with the rebellion of Edom against Jehoram of

Judah (2 Kgs 8.20-22). The dread first gripping Moab and Edom in Exodus 15:15 (cf

Josh 5.1) has evaporated as Israel's primordial enemies return to the narrative.44
The transitional figures of Joshua and Elisha thus fall either side of Solomon, for

Joshua is set within wider Israel's movement away from bondage and toward

kingship, while Elisha exhibits a movement away from kingship and towards

bondage.45 J. G. McConville, supported by the works of M. A. O'Brien46 and C.

Schafer-Lichtenberger,47 argues against a view which sees Joshua as an ideal royal

figure and opts instead for an idea of 'trajectory' in Israel's transition to kingship.48
On the other hand, K. L. Younger's comparison of the conquest accounts in Joshua

9-12 with other ancient Near Eastern conquest accounts is, in effect, a comparison of

the activities of Joshua with the activities of royal figures whether Hittite, Assyrian,

44
This is supported by the similar view of T. R. Hobbs, '2 Kings 1 and 2,' 334. Hobbs also

recognises a connection between the illness of the kings, the return of 'rebels' and the loss of land.
45

G. E. Gerbrandt, Kingship According to the Deuteronomistic History, SBLDS 87 (Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1986), 116-23. Gerbrandt writes: 'The above is sufficient to show that in the
Deuteronomistic History Joshua is seen as a royal figure, as a forerunner to the kings and not as one of
the charismatic judges' (p. 199). Elsewhere he concludes that 'Joshua foreshadows the rise of
kingship' (p. 190). The concept of Joshua as an ideal saviour is argued for by M. A. Beek, 'Joshua the
Savior' in M. Kessler (trans., ed.), Voices from Amsterdam: A Modern Tradition ofReading Biblical
Narrative, SBLSS (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994), 145-53. This appeared earlier as 'Josua und
Retterideal' in Hans Goedicke (ed.), Near Eastern Studies in Honor of William Foxwell Albright
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1971), 35-42.

46
M. A. O'Brien, The Deuteronomistic History Reassessed, OBO 92 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &

Ruprecht, 1989).
47

C. Schafer-Lichtenberger, Josua und Salamo: Eine Studie zu Authoritat und Legitimitat des
Nachfolgers im Alten Testament, VTSup 58 (Leiden: Brill, 1995). See also id., 'Joschua und Elischa
Ideal-Typen von Fiihrerschaft in Israel,' in M. Augustin and K.-D. Schunk (eds.), 'Wiinschet,
Jerusalem FriedenCollected Communications to the XJIth Congress of the IOSOT, Jerusalem, 1986
(Frankfurt/Bem/New York: Peter Lang, 1988), 273-80. Here Schafer-Lichtenberger argues that the
figures of Joshua, Solomon and Elisha merge the gifts of charisma and institutional authority (p. 279).

48
J. G. McConville, 'King and Messiah in Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic History,' in J.

Day (ed.), King andMessiah, 271-94 (287, 294).
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absence calls these aspects into question.'53 Anonymity (and confused identities) in

our stories would appear to have just such a destabilising effect on the narrative as

evidenced by the disruption of the regnal chronology and the confusion of royal

names. At a point of textual and chronological confusion we have Jehoram of Israel

and Jehoram of Judah followed immediately by Elisha's succession (2 Kgs 1.17-

18).54 Reinhartz, surprisingly, does not treat the anonymity of the king of Israel from

2 Kgs 3.7-8.15 in any detail. She recognises the anonymity of the king but claims

that 'the context identifies him as the King Joram (also known as Jehoram) of Israel

(2 Kgs 3:1; 8:16).'55 Thus the question of the function of anonymity in this swath of

text remains an open question even in a book on anonymity.

By contrast, as we have noted, the named prophet is involved in king-like tasks.

For example, upon learning of the intruding prophet, the king ofAram commands his

servants to 'Go and see' (wn isb, 2 Kgs 6.13) where Elisha dwells. The same

command is given by the king of Israel in 2 Kgs 7.14b. Elisha echoes this kingly

command in word and deed calling upon the Arameans to 'Come after me' (nnx ab,
2 Kgs 6.19a) and then praying that Yhwh would enable them to see (WT1...1XT1 2

53
A. Reinhartz, "Why Ask My Name?" Anonymity and Identity in Biblical Narrative (New

York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998) 188.
54

Cf. LXX at 4 Reg 1.18a-d and MT at 2 Kgs 3.1. Bergen, 'Alternative,' 134 claims that 'the
disorder is significant to our understanding of the relationships of power in the text.' The destabilising
effect may be applied to chapters 4-8 only in so far as they have been placed within the chronological
framework of Kings. To observe this from a different perspective see the textual citations for 2 Kings
in J. Hughes, Secrets of the Times: Myth and History in Biblical Chronology, JSOTSup 66 (Sheffield:
JSOT Press, 1990), 295. Note that the treatment necessarily moves from 2 Kgs 3.1 to 2 Kgs 8.7-15
with no mention of intervening verses: history ends in the early portion of chapter 3 and doesn't begin
again until Hazael's appearance in chapter 8. Hughes concludes that the chronology of Kings is
'historically inaccurate, but it is not corrupt' since writers were more interested in 'chronological
schematism than historical accuracy.' Kings has been reshaped from an originally non-schematic
chronology in order to emphasise the divine plan in history (pp. 264-65). Galil, Chronology, 6-7 has
vigorously challenged this thesis although Hughes' work has been well received [see reviews by W.
H. Iiwin, CBQ 54 (1992) 323-24; G. H. Jones, JTS 42 (1991) 155-57; J. Barton, JJS 41 (1990) 261-
63; L. K. Handy, CRBR (1992) 97-99], Shenkel has noted there is little chronological reference in
chapters 4-8 and therefore no room for chronological conflict (Chronology, 92). For a discussion of
the issues with respect to Jehoram's reign see Shenkel, Chronology, 69-74; Galil, Chronology, 138-
141. For our purposes we note that two Jehorams on the throne at the same time, one in Israel and one
in Judah, remain a possibility according to Galil's proposal (p. 147).

55
Reinhartz, "Why Ask My Name?", 110.
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Kgs 6.20).56 However, we must not pass by the phrase nnx "inh too quickly. Recall

Sheriffs' observation that this 'walking metaphor' likely arose in the context of a

political sphere 'where allegiance to a king meant "walking after him" in the sense of

joining in the advance of his army.'57

Elsewhere in 2 Kgs 6, Elisha (v. 9) joins the king of Israel (v. 10) and the king of

Aram (v. 13) as subjects of the verb nb©.58 Elisha not only establishes himself as the

leader of the Aramean army, he ultimately sets 'royal policy' in his determination of

the treatment of the captives.59 In Israel the king was not directly responsible for the

protection of the nation. At points of military crisis the king was to trust Yhwh for

protection.60 This, Elisha does with his call to 'fear not' and his dependence upon

Yhwh in 2 Kgs 6.16-18.

The Re-Formation of Former Enemies in the Former Prophets

With respect to the reversal of history previously mentioned, it may be observed

that in the Elisha narratives with its anonymous and weak king, we encounter a

Judges-like world in which 'there is no king in Israel.' The centrally focused royal

anonymity (2 Kgs 4-8.15) is surrounded by the blending of monarchical identities as

well as the mingling of the northern and southern kingdoms by marriage and alliance

(2 Kgs 1.17-18; 3; 8.16-29).61 Similarly, Yhwh is found only in the mrr "iokto of

56
LaBarbara, 'Man of War,' 643 points out the irony of this situation. Elisha, enabling the

Arameans to 'go and see' actually helps them to fulfil their king's prior command (v. 13). This view is
supported by the clauses that follow in each case (]iH30 Tnr TT)- LaBarbara thus sees
Elisha as the commander and personification of the heavenly force (p. 642) as well as the 'military
leader' of the Arameans (p. 644).

57
Sheriffs, Friendship of the Lord, 100-101. Sheriffs notes that the metaphor is found both in the

Hebrew Bible and in other ancient Near Eastern documents. While the phrase ,-inN "]bn is used
extensively in the Hebrew Bible, in 1 Kings it describes following after gods, either Yhwh or others
(1 Kgs 11.10; 14.8; 18.18, 21; 21.26) or following after prophets (1 Kgs 13:14; 1 Kgs 19.20,21). In 2
Kings it is used of Elisha going after the Shunammite (4.30); the Arameans after Elisha (6.19), the
scouting party after the Arameans (7.15), or Israel after worthless things and nations (17.15).

58
Moore, God Saves, 87.

59
Nelson, Kings, 187.

60
Gerbrandt, Kingship, 190.

61
We might add A. G. Auld's observation that 'the gradual spiral descent into chaos of judge after
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Elisha's speech (2.21; 3.16,17; 4.43; 7.1). It is Elisha who fills the monarchic and

divine space. The unnamed srchn of 2 Kgs 13.4-5 resonates with the framework

(Rahmenschema) of Judges as the 'saviour' is resurrected.62 Lasine has likewise

noted the return to the chaos of Judges in the cannibalism of 2 Kgs 6.28.63
Times of chaos are the soil in which narratives of identity are produced.64 If

tumultuous eras encourage the development of identity in an attempt to bring order to

chaos what should we make of narratives depicting times of peace among the royal

families of Israel and Judah which employ anonymity with respect to the king of

Israel?65 If narratives which create identity impose order on existing chaos do

narratives that employ anonymity impose chaos on existing order? Do they somehow

comment implicitly on the chaos underlying the tranquil narrative surface?56
The exodus-conquest traditions assume a rather clear 'us vs. them' stance toward

external enemies. It is in narratives of identity, such as those in the Book of Joshua,

where such distinctions are made.67 However the Elisha narratives, ostensibly

influenced by the exodus-conquest traditions, assume 'an ambivalent posture'

concerning the destruction of the enemy.68 Hence an interesting pattern develops:

judge prefigures Israel in Kings with royal house fruitlessly succeeding royal house.' A. G. Auld, 'The
Deuteronomists Between History and Theology,' in A Lemaire and M. Ssebo (eds.), IOSOT Congress
Volume, Oslo 1998, VTSup 80 (Leiden/Boston/Koln: Brill, 2000), 360.

62
So Wiirthwein, Konige, 2:361. See also Gray, Kings, 595; Hobbs, 2 Kings, 167; Cogan and

Tadmor, IIKings, 143. For the placement of 13.4-21 within the Elisha traditions see W. Thiel, 'Jahwe
und Prophet in der Elisa-Tradition,' in J. Hausmann and H.-J. Zobel (eds.), Alttestamentlicher Glaube
und Biblische Theologie: Festschrift fur Horst Dietrich Preufi zum 65. Geburtstag (Stuttgart:
Kohlhammer, 1992), 93-103 (93).

63
Lasine, 'Jehoram,' 39.

64
Linville, Israel, 74-111, especially 80-82, 86; Rowlett, Rhetoric, 11: 'Times of turmoil tend to

foster narratives of identity - that is explanations of who they are, their origins and their perception of
their destiny - during periods when chaos poses its most potent threat.'

65
Bergen, 'Alternative,' 127 notes the 'relative theological peace' that follows Elijah's triumph

over Ahab, Jezebel, and the prophets ofBaal.
66
Recall our previous discussion of Dibs) and Elisha as a prophet of restoration. The relationship

between loss of identity and the return of enemies is noted by J. Trebolle-Barrera, The Jewish Bible
and the Christian Bible: An Introduction to the History of the Bible, trans. W. G. E. Watson,
(Leiden/New York/Koln: Brill; Grand Rapids/Cambridge, U.K.: Eerdmans, 1998), 277.

67
Rowlett, Rhetoric, 12. Younger, Conquest, 233. According to Younger, this is one of the

ideological similarities manifest in Hebrew, Assyrian, and Egyptian texts.
68
Moore, God Saves, 140.

249



narratives of identity encourage order with clearly distinguished boundaries of 'us vs.

them'; narratives of anonymity foster chaos with the blurring of lines between

insiders and outsiders. For example, Naaman the outsider receives Elisha's blessing,

and Gehazi the insider gains Naaman's leprosy.69 However, narrative identity and

anonymity is a manifold and intricate subject and therefore not easily tamed by a

simple category like 'chaos-producing.'70
We previously discussed the return of Moab and Edom as the foreshadowing of

the exile. This re-formation of enemies in the Elisha narratives is mirrored in the

Former Prophets with the return of'plunderers' (cr?i0) and 'raiders' (□mm;). Both are

non-existent during the reign of Solomon and both have an interesting pattern of

occurrences. For example, the cp® are found at Judg 2.14, 16; 1 Sam 14.48 (Saul

defeats); 23.1(David defeats); and 2 Kgs 17.20.7! They return to the narrative in this

latter verse as Yhwh's judgment against Israel. However, sandwiched between the

notice ofYhwh's exceeding anger against Israel (2 Kgs 17.18) and the return of the

plunderers in 17.19 is the reminder that Judah was acting like Israel.72 This repeats a

theme previously highlighted in the Elisha stories with respect to the royal houses.

Likewise the Tna / anna are found in the Former Prophets at 1 Sam 30.8, 15, 23;

[2 Sam 3.22; 4.2; 22.30 // Ps 18.30]; 1 Kgs 11.24; 2 Kgs 5.2; 6.23; 13.21; 24.2 (4x).

Note again the pattern of these appearances. They are initially an external enemy of

David which arises in 1 Sam 30 only to disappear from the narrative stage.73 They

return only at the end of Solomon's reign as judgment for his idolatry (1 Kgs 11.24).

69
See C.-J. Axskjold, Aram as the Enemy Friend: the Ideological Role of Aram in the

Composition ofGenesis - 2 Kings, ConBOT 45 (Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell, 1998). He argues
that the Arameans are the instruments of Yhwh and, in close collaboration with Elisha, bring
judgment upon Israel and its kings (p. 145). It would be interesting to consider other places in the
Hebrew Bible where such reversals takes place.

70
See Reinhartz, "Why Ask My Name? 188-89 for the effects of anonymity.

71
Elsewhere as a substantive in Isa 17.14; Jer 50.11. Note that they are not found within 1/2

Chronicles.
72
Linville, Israel, 202-12.

73
The bracketed passages refer to places where either the in; / onn; are not external enemies (2

Sam 3.22; 4.2) or used as metonymy (2 Sam 22.30).
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They are found again in the Elisha narratives (2 Kgs 5.2; 6.23; 13.21), and finally in

the onslaught (grand finale?) of the theologically charged 2 Kgs 24.2 where the

construct (""in?) is used four times. Here Yhwh sends bands of Chaldeans, bands of

Arameans, bands of Moabites, and bands of Ammonites against Judah.74 It is Elisha,

rather than a king (and rather like a king) who, in the middle of the narrative space of

1 and 2 Kings, puts these 'raiding bands' to flight - healing Naaman, their

commander (cf. 2 Kgs 5.1-2) and capturing and feeding them (2 Kgs 6.8-23). Even in

his death Elisha is able to counter the effects ofMoabite raiders (13.21).75

The above discussion may provide exegetical dividends in the strange

juxtaposition of 6.23 and 6.24. After the release of the Aramean army (at Elisha's

command, v. 23), the text claims that the raiding parties ceased their activity in the

land of Israel. This is followed immediately by the contradictory gathering of Ben-

Hadad's entire force against Samaria. This is often viewed as an editorial seam and

so it may be.76 However, the narrative pattern is not without precedent. Following the

first (1 Kgs 19.21, cf. 20.1) and the last (2 Kgs 6.23, cf. v. 24) stories in which Elisha

is directly involved in the feeding of people, we read that Ben-Hadad gathered his

entire army in order to besiege Samaria. The partially-realised rest from war afforded

the land in Joshua's time (Josh 11.23; 14.15; 21.43-45) and consolidated during

Solomon's reign (1 Kgs 4.20, 5.4-5; et 4.24-25) is, as in the time of the Judges, a

short-lived reality for Samaria. In Samaria there is to be no rest from war.77

74
In l/2Chr they are found at 1 Chr 7.4; 12.19, 22; 2 Chr 22.1; 25.9, 10, 13; 26.11. The only

occurrence in the Pentateuch is at Gen 49.19 of Gad.
75
At least one ancient interpreted the story in this manner. Josephus turns the Moabite raiders into

'robbers' (Xflorociv) who have actually murdered the man being thrown into Elisha's grave. He uses
the word Xpoxa'i regularly to refer to those revolutionaries who fought against the Romans at Masada.
Thus in rendering the biblical story for his audience, Josephus portrays Elisha as 'countering' the
activities of these 'brigands.' See L. H. Feldman, Studies in Josephus' Rewritten Bible, JSJSup 58
(Leiden: Brill, 1998), 334-351 (347).

76
Jones, Kings, 2:431; Auld, Kings, 174; Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 78; Wiseman, Kings, 210.

However note Hobbs, 2 Kings, 74-5.
77

Compare the opposing statements in Joshua portraying the 'conquest' as ongoing (13.1 b-2a;
15.63; 16.10; 17.12). The writer of Kings also reminds the reader in 1 Kgs 9.21 of the people groups
still left in the land.
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Even within the confines of Kings we observe this 'reversal of history' as well as

a comparison with Solomon. By moving forward through the narrative we move

backwards via repeated and transformed events. On the one hand, it is Solomon's

idolatry that brings about a divided kingdom and eventually exile for Israel. The

judgment meted out for this monarchic idolatry (1 Kgs 11.31-33) - the raising up of

'raiders' and the removal of the ten tribes - is connected to the rebellion of

Jeroboam, which itself leads to the establishment of nmnrm (1 Kgs 12.31).7S The

association of Solomon's sin and the consequent exile is made subtly in 2 Kgs 17.20-

23: Israel had been torn away from David.79 Jeroboam was made king of Israel. Israel

was led into sin. Yhwh removed them from his sight. The initial telling of these

events in 1 Kgs 11-12 is followed by the appearance of the cryptic man of God from

Judah (1 Kgs 13).

On the other hand the pattern is loosely transformed in the Elisha narratives; the

earlier disunity between Israel and Judah is replaced by a collapsed identity such that

the kingdoms are, at the level of narrative portrayal, indistinguishable from one

another. Equivalence of this nature, along with Solomon's culpability even in the fall

of the northern kingdom, counters Bergen's view that the DtrH wishes to judge Israel

more harshly than Judah.80 The peace of Solomon's reign is followed by kingdom

division and the appearance of the man of God from Judah while kingdom reunion,

in the form of a tentative and - from the standpoint of the narrator - inappropriate

peace between Israel and Judah, leads to the appearance of the man of God from

Israel, namely Elisha. In each case civil war follows the death of the man of God (cf.

78
D. V. Edelman, 'Solomon's Adversaries Hadad, Rezon and Jeroboam: A Trio of "Bad Guy"

Characters Illustrating the Theology of Immediate Retribution' in S. W. Holloway and L. K. Handy
(eds.), The Pitcher is Broken: Memorial Essays for Gosta W. Ahlstrom, JSOTSup 190 (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 166-91.

79
There is debate about the subject of snp in 2 Kgs 17.21. M. Brettler, 'Ideology, History, and

Theology in 2 Kings XVII 7-23,' VT 39 (1989) 268-82 argues that the subject is Israel rather than
Yhwh. For a discussion of the interpretative difficulties associated with this verse see Linville, Israel,
210-12.

80
So Bergen, 'Alternative,' 136.

252



1 Kgs 12.21-24 // 14.30; 2 Kgs 14.11-14). Within each tradition there is an interest in

the burial place of the man of God (1 Kgs 13.31; 2 Kgs 13.20-21).

Elisha is an enigmatic prophet placed in enigmatic stories. The function of the

prophet within the stories and the message of the stories within the larger book of

Kings have been called into question from a number of perspectives. We have

attempted to put Elisha in his place, arguing that in 2 Kings 2-8 he is portrayed in a

manner both royal and divine, performing deeds typical of the king and Yhwh. He

does this by providing food, healing, restoration, protection, and security. As the

final northern prophet he holds out the promise of Yhwh's presence in a series of

stories in which Yhwh does not speak directly. The answer to the question raised in

2 Kings 2.14, 'Where is Yhwh God of Elijah?', is answered finally in 2 Kings 8.1-6:

the great deeds of Elisha are the great deeds of Yhwh. These actions take place

against the backdrop of confused royal identities, the co-mingling of the northern and

southern kingdoms, and the anonymity of the weak king of Israel. The present study

adopts and supports the proposal of T. Collins that a 'royal metaphor' which once

united king and people has given way to a 'prophetic metaphor' now uniting prophet

and people. In Elisha the metaphor is mixed. This multifaceted prophetic portrayal,

when viewed as a narrative 'collage', lends literary coherence to a set of narratives

often viewed as disparate based on their diversity of form and content.
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