
Commentary on 1 Kings 19 

 

Jerome Biblical Commentary 

ELIJAH’S FLIGHT TO HOREB (19:1-21). The narrative has close affinities with the story of 
Moses at Sinai. Its abrupt termination and the telescoping of Elijah’s career in the 
program outlined in vv. 15-17 indicate that D is not interested in the biography of Elijah 
as such, but rather in the prophecies that biography supplied for him.2. a messenger to 
Elijah: It is doubtful that Jezebel would have warned Elijah if she intended to kill him. 
More likely she was warning him to get out of the kingdom.3. Discouraged and afraid, 
Elijah flees for his life to Beer-sheba, on the southern border of Judah.4. Since Jezebel 
has almost overnight turned his triumph to ashes and apparently canceled his long and 
arduous campaign to turn Israel back to Yahweh, Elijah is in despair and begs God to 
take him. God, however, will both comfort and strengthen his prophet.5. an angel: As in 
17:6, Elijah receives miraculous rations.8. Horeb: In the pentateuchal sources E and D, 
the name Horeb is regularly used, whereas Sinai is found in the J and P sources. The 
distance to Horeb is roughly 300 mi. via Aqabah, a distance that Elijah could have 
traveled in much less than 40 days. The numbers are probably either round numbers or 
a transfer from the same numbers used in the Mosaic narrative (cf. Ex 24:18). The 
same can be said for Elijah’s lodging in a cave (cf. Ex 33:21ff.).9. the word of the Lord: 
Because vv. 9b-11a are repeated in vv. 13-14, and Elijah does not go out to the 
entrance of the cave until v. 13b, it is probable that 9b-11a are secondary (see M-G, 
Kings 314).11. the Lord was passing by: That the Lord is not in the mighty wind, the 
earthquake, or the fire, but rather in the gentle whisper of the breeze is a lesson for the 
fiery Prophet. God in his own way without great fanfare will work his will for Israel.13. 
The question “What are you doing here, Elijah?” is at the same time a word of rebuke 
(cf. Jer 12:5) and a word of comfort. Elijah’s ready defense in v. 14 is ignored. The Lord 
in due time will bring about the overthrow of Jezebel’s crusade (vv. 15-18).15. go, 
return: The interpretative discourse put into God’s mouth is another example of the 
prediction-fulfillment story technique. The program to be initiated by Elijah and carried 
out by Elisha is summarized in the prophecies, all of which will be fulfilled in due time, 
although not in the order nor by the persons indicated. Even though D will include two 
more stories about Elijah (21:1 and 2 Kgs 1:1-18), the interpretative discourse is a 
transition from the Elijah, cycle to the Elisha cycle that is taken up, inchoatively at least, 
in the subsequent account of Elisha’s call (vv. 19-21). Before he proceeds, however, to 
the Elisha cycle and the fulfillment in 2 Kgs 8-10 of the prophecies about Hazael (v. 15) 
and Jehu (v. 16), D will include several other prediction-fulfillment narratives (20; 22:1-
38) and fill, out his synoptic history of the kings (1 Kgs 22:39-2 Kgs 1:18).19. twelve 
yoke: The number of oxen indicates Elisha came from a well-to-do family. threw his 
mantle: The mantle symbolized the personality and rights of the owner (cf. Ru 3:9). 
Since the hair-shirt mantle of the prophets was part of their official dress (cf. 2 Kgs 1:8; 
Zech 13:4), casting it upon another would indicate an investiture and initiation.20. go 
back again: The request of Elisha is normal. Elijah’s answer is enigmatic; he appears 
affronted and without good reason, but perhaps his answer only means, “Go ahead. 



Have I done anything to stop you?”21. sacrificed them: The sacrificial meal on the spot, 
shared by his neighbors and accompanied by the destruction of his farming equipment, 
signifies Elisha’s renunciation of his previous life for his new vocation as Elijah’s disciple 
(cf. 1 Sm 6:14; 2 Sm 24:22-23). attendant: Moses had Joshua as attendant (Ex 24:13). 
Elijah already had an attendant in 18:43-44. Later, Elisha himself will have an attendant 
(2 Kgs 4:12). The position, although menial, may have enjoyed certain prerogatives, for 
both Joshua and Elisha succeeded in a sense to the place of their masters; however, 
Elisha’s attendant Giezi seems to have been nothing more than a servant. 

43      (c) AHAB AND THE PROPHETS DURING THE WAR WITH ARAM (20:1-43).The chapter 
contains several prediction-fulfillment stories that probably account for its inclusion by D, 
since it contributes nothing to the story of Elijah and serves no other perceptible 
purpose in the book.The style and tone differ from that of the Elijah cycle.Authors 
consequently attribute it to a separate source, perhaps an original “Acts of Ahab.“In the 
LXX, ch. 21 precedes ch. 20 (see R-F 1, 447; M-G, Kings 318-19). 1 Kgs 20, 22 and 2 
Kgs 6, 9 testify to the intermittent wars between Israel and Aram that lasted from the 
reign of Baasha (900-877) until the reign of Jehoash (801-786), although both states 
fought together at Qarqar in 853 against Shalmaneser III of Assyria (see Noth, Hist. 
240ff.). 

 

Haydock’s Catholic Commentary 

 

Notes & Commentary:  

Ver. 3. Afraid. Hebrew, "he saw, arose, and went for his life." (Haydock) --- He was 
aware of a woman's anger, Ecclesiasticus xxv. 23. Though he goes intrepidly to meet 
Achab, he flees before a woman, God being desirous that he should exercise humility, 
(Theodoret, q. 57, &c.) though some think that he had given way to a secret fault; 
(Calmet) which is a groundless assertion. (Haydock) --- He must confess that all his 
strength is from above. (Tirinus) --- Mind, to escape notice. (Menochius) --- Bersabee, at 
the southern extremity of the kingdom of Juda, perhaps fifty leagues from Samaria, and 
five more from Jezrahel. (Calmet) --- Servant, the boy whom he had raised to life. 
(Abulensis) 

Ver. 4. Desert. It seems, towards Horeb. (Calmet) --- Tree. Hebrew Rothem, which term 
the Septuagint retain, "Rathmen." Symmachus has, "a shade." (Haydock) --- Die. Elias 
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requested to die, not out of impatience or pusillanimity, but out of zeal against sin; and 
that he might no longer be witness of the miseries of his people, and the war they were 
waging against God and his servants. See ver. 10. (Challoner) --- He does not wish to 
fall into the hands of Jezabel, lest the idolaters should triumph: but he is willing to die, if 
God so order it. (Calmet) --- Mathathias entertained the like sentiments, 1 Machabees ii. 
7. --- Fathers: that I should live longer than they did. (Menochius) (Ecclesiasticus xxx. 
17.) --- If he had been weary of life, why did he flee? His answer to Achab shews that he 
was by no means timid. (Calmet) 

Ver. 6. Cake, baked in a hollow stone, covered with fire. The Arabs call such cakes, 
Ridpha. An angel brought this nourishment. (Calmet) 

Ver. 7. Go. Hebrew, "the journey is too great for thee," without this support. (Haydock) --
- He spent forty days in this journey, as he did not follow the straitest road. Horeb is only 
about fifty leagues from Bersabee. (Calmet) --- He might have travelled thither in four or 
five days. (Menochius) 

Ver. 8. In the strength of that food, &c. This bread with which Elias was fed in the 
wilderness, was a figure of the bread of life, which we receive in the blessed sacrament 
[of the Eucharist]: by the strength of which we are to be supported in our journey 
through the wilderness of this world, till we come to the true mountain of God, and his 
vision in a happy eternity. (Challoner) --- Horeb signifies "a rock, or dry wilderness." 
(Calmet) 

Ver. 9. Here. Thy presence is necessary in Israel. (Tirinus) --- Elias had been guided by 
a natural fear. (Menochius) --- "With how great familiarity is he received by God!" 
(Tertullian, contra Psychic. vi.) 

Ver. 10. Zeal; ordering the idolatrous prophets to be destroyed, (Menochius) which has 
enkindled the rage of Jezabel against me. I cannot bear to see the general corruption. 
(Calmet) --- Covenant; neglecting circumcision, (Rabbins) and almost the whole law. 
(Haydock) --- Altars. Some had been erected by the prophets, (Estius) as the king 
would suffer none to go to Jerusalem. (Haydock) --- The idolaters there them down, 
chap. xviii. 30. Such altars would have been unlawful in Juda. (Calmet) --- I alone am 
left; viz., of the prophets in the kingdom of Israel, or of the ten tribes; for in the kingdom 
of Juda, religion was at that time in a very flourishing condition, under the kings Asa and 
Josaphat. And even in Israel there remained several prophets, though not then known 
to Elias. See chap. xx. 13, 28, 35. (Challoner) (Worthington) --- Hebrew repeats I, as [in] 
ver. 14, and chap. xviii. 22. He might justly fear that those had been destroyed at last, 
whom Abdias had protected. At any rate, none durst appear in public to assist Elias. 
(Haydock) --- God informs him (ver. 18.) that all is not yet lost. 

Ver. 11. Lord; the angel, his representative. (Menochius) --- God had formerly granted 
the like favour to Moses, in the same place, Exodus xxxiii. 21. 



Ver. 12. Air. Something similar happened at the giving of the law, and at the 
propagation of the gospel, Exodus xix 9, 16., and Acts ii. 2. The Lord was pleased to 
shew his prophet the difference between the two laws: the own was full of terror, the 
other of mildness. (Grotius) --- He insinuated likewise, that he could easily exterminate 
the offenders, but he chose to bear patiently with them; (Tirinus) and taught his prophet 
to moderate his zeal, and, after terrifying sinners, to being them to a sense of their duty 
by gentle means. (Sanctius) (Calmet) --- "His spirit is most indulgent and mild." ....est 
teneræ serenitatis, apertus et simplex. (Tertullian, contra Marcion xxiii.) 

Ver. 13. Mantle, out of respect, like Moses, Exodus iii. 6. So the cherubim veil their 
faces with their wings, Isaias vi. 2. (Menochius) --- Among the Orientals, to cover the 
face has the same import as when we pull of our hats. (Calmet) 

Ver. 15. Desert, avoiding the towns as much as possible, (Calmet) and travelling 
through the country of Ammon to Damascus. (Menochius) --- God does not send Elias 
again into the midst of danger, at Achab's court. (Haydock) --- Hazael. God exercises 
his authority over all nations, and disposes of crowns. He appoints Hazael to punish his 
people. It does not appear that Elias performed this commission in person, but by the 
hand of Eliseus, 4 Kings viii. 12. Neither do we find that Hazael was anointed, but he 
was "declared king;" in which sense the term is used, Judges ix. 8. (Salien) (Calmet) --- 
Yet Torniel believes, that Elias really anointed both Hazael and Jehu. He foretold, at 
least, (Haydock) that they should reign. (Worthington) 

Ver. 16. Jehu, the son of Jospahat, (4 Kings ix. 2.) and grandson of Namsi. (Menochius) 
--- Eliseus sent one of his disciples to anoint him, (4 Kings ix. 1.; Calmet) with common 
oil; the sacred was reserved for priests and the kings of Juda, according to the Rabbins. 
--- Anoint, or call to the ministry, perhaps by placing a mantle on his head, ver. 19. No 
mention is made of unction. (Calmet) --- Yet the Fathers have hence inferred that 
prophets received it, as well as priests and kings. (Sanctius) --- Elias had complained 
that he was left alone. God appoints him a coadjutor, and successor; a person who 
seemed to have yet made no immediate preparation for the office. His parents were 
probably known for their probity, and had taken no part in the worship of idols. (Calmet) 
--- Abelmeula was in the great plain, ten miles south of Scythopolis. (Eusebius) 

Ver. 17. Shall be slain by Eliseus. Eliseus did not kill any of the idolaters with the 
material sword; but he is here joined with Hazael and Jehu, the great instruments of 
God in punishing the idolatry of Israel, because he foretold to the former his exaltation 
to the kingdom of Syria, and the vengeance he would execute against Israel, and 
anointed the latter by one of his disciples to be king of Israel, with commission to 
extirpate the house of Achab. (Challoner) --- They left nothing imperfect in the 
vengeance, 4 Kings viii., and ix. Eliseus sent bears to destroy forty-two children of 
Bethel; (4 Kings ii. 23.; Calmet) and Abulensis (q. 23.) thinks that he might put many 
false prophets to death, as the Scripture does not mention every thing, (Menochius) and 
as Elias had done himself. (Haydock) --- Eliseus may also be the name of some 
general. (Du Hamel) 



Ver. 18. Will leave. Hebrew also, "I have left," as Romans xi. 4. Septuagint, "thou shalt 
leave." (Haydock) --- After answering the first part of the prophet's complaint, and 
informing him that the guilty should not pass unpunished, God lets him know that he is 
not left alone, but that many thousands (Calmet) even in Israel still continue faithful; so 
far was the true Church from being in danger of perishing entirely. (Haydock) --- Seven 
is often put for a great number, Proverbs xxiv. 16. Yet some suppose, (Calmet) that only 
this number served God out of 1,110,000 men in Israel, 1 Paralipomenon xxi. 5. 
(Grotius, &c.) --- Hands. To this custom the word adore owes it rise. (Haydock) --- The 
pagans kissed their right-hand, or the statue itself, when they could reach it, to testify 
their veneration. Inter adorandum, dexteram ad osculum referimus. (Pliny, [Natural 
History?] xxviii. 2.) Cicero (in Ver. 4.) mentions a beautiful statue of Hercules, the 
cheeks and beard of which had been rather worn with kissing; non solum id venerari, 
sed etiam osculari solent. See Genesis xviii. 2. (Calmet) --- Job xxxi. 27. (Menochius) 

Ver. 19. Mantle, perhaps to signify that he must change his manner of living. 
(Menochius) 

Ver. 20. Kiss, and bid them adieu. (Menochius) --- To thee. I have no farther orders. 
Obey the Spirit of God. Hoc age. Hebrew, "for what have I done to thee?" Did I require 
thee to follow me? Act as God may direct thee. Yet remember the ceremony which thou 
hast seen, and do not turn back (Calmet) to neglect thy office. (Haydock) (Matthew viii. 
22., and Luke ix. 62.) 

Ver. 21. Oxen, to shew that he had relinquished his profession. (Menochius) --- "He 
makes a vow of them." (St. Jerome, ep. xxviii.) --- Elias waited for him in the field, while 
he made a feast for his fellow-citizens, at parting. (Calmet) --- Then both probably 
retreated to Carmel, (Salien) to watch over the instruction of the college of prophets. 
(Haydock) 

 

Word Biblical Commentary (non-Catholic) 

 

1–8 Jezebel’s message to Elijah is meant as a challenge, perhaps symbolically 
pitting her name “Where is the Prince?” against his name “Yahweh is my God” (cf. O. 
Eissfeldt, VTSup 16 [1967] 65–70). “By this time tomorrow,” כעת מחר is a threat formula; 
cf. Exod 9:18. The threat is a convention because if Jezebel had actually intended to 
arrest Elijah she would have sent her bailiffs and not her messenger, giving him a day’s 
head start. Psychologizing interpretations of this narrative have been hard put to explain 
how the triumphant, high-flying Elijah of 18:46 could suddenly become so frightened 
(19:3) and despondent (vv 4–9), but of course this question does not arise for those 
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who recognize the original independence of these passages. The point is that Elijah 
interprets Jezebel’s personal attack on him as the end of his ministry. The prophet’s 
dismissal of his servant at Beersheba, the southernmost limit of Yahweh’s land, signifies 
that he is abandoning it altogether. A day’s journey into the Negeb is as far as he 
intends to go; he lies down weary unto death and prays for Yahweh to let it be enough; 
his forefathers are in their graves, let him be as they are, for he is no better than they (v 
4). But he must travel further, physically and spiritually; so twice an angelic visitor (v 7, 
“angel of Yahweh” means Yahweh’s emissary, a hypostatic extension of his own being) 
feeds him, on the second occasion explaining that the trip that Yahweh intends for him 
requires all the strength that this food can bring. Marvelously, Elijah travels on that 
morsel of heaven-provided food for forty days and nights, and thus comes to the 
mountain of God. Although the probable original text does not identify this mountain 
(see the Notes), it is clearly the mountain of revelation and of theophanous 
empowerment, Mount Horeb, where Moses saw God (Exod 24:11). 

9–14 This section emphasizes the locale with adverbs of place (“there,” שם “here,” 
 Either on or near the mountain, Elijah hides in a cave. When Yahweh’s word פה
challenges him, the prophet explains that all his turious zeal for Yahweh, “God of 
Hosts,” has been in vain. The Israelites have devoted themselves to (1) forsaking the 
covenant, (2) overturning the altars, and (3) killing the prophets, so that Elijah alone 
survives (v 10, repeated for effect in v 14). Directing him to stand outside on the 
mountain, Yahweh passes by (cf. Exod 33:22, 34:6). With great dramatic power, the 
narrative mentions wind, earthquake, and fire, the familiar symbols of the theophanic 
presence (cf. Exod 19:16–19), as potential manifestations of Yahweh’s power. Then is 
mentioned a קול דממה דקה (v 12), which has been variously translated but apparently 
means nothing more than “a gentle little breeze” (cf. J. J. Stamm, “Ella am Horeb,” 
Studia biblica). To interpret v 13 in view of v 11, we are to suppose that the tumult 
frightened Elijah back into his cave and the gentle breeze drew him out. His repeated 
complaint in v 14 is an implicit confession that no strength for ministry remains in him 
and must therefore come from God himself. 

15–18 The interpretation of this section, and of the entire narrative, depends for its 
understanding on the climax in v 18. Elijah must reverse his retreat, returning to the land 
of ministry and there accomplishing mighty acts of prophetic power, anointing Hazael 
(cf. 2 Kgs 8:7–15), Jehu (cf. 2 Kgs 9:1–13), and Elisha (cf. 1 Kgs 19:19–21, which 
records a competing tradition, to the effect that Elijah threw his mantle over Elisha). 
Each of these is to wield the sword, personally or by proxy, against the baalists. 
Yahweh will see to it that the one follows up on the other. And if this is not enough, 
Yahweh still depends upon his quiescent seven thousand, who may at this moment be 
unknown, but will do Yahweh’s work when they are needed. (On vv 10, 14, 18, cf. Rom 
11:3–4.) 

Explanation  

In the three Elijah legends of chaps. 17–18, the prophet was depicted in power and 
strength, but here it is in weakness and resignation. Elijah had defied every enemy, 



whether mighty Ahab or the four hundred fifty Baal prophets and apostate Israel, or 
simply the superstitious mother with her dying child. Elijah had performed mighty 
works—though always through prayer and not through deeds of magic. He brought food 
to the starving widow of Zarephath, rain to end the drought, fire to consume the 
sacrifice, and—in kindly reassurance—life and healing to the sick boy. It is altogether 
different in 1 Kgs 19:1–18. Here he who was strong has become weak. He cowers 
before his new enemy, Jezebel. Far from performing another mighty work, he flees into 
the desert, abandoning life itself. 

The reader should not overlook how often this narrative mentions Elijah’s life: in v 2 
Jezebel threatens to take it; in v 3 he flees for his life; in v 4 he surprisingly surrenders 
the life he has seemed so anxious to save; in his twofold complaint of vv 10, 14, he 
states that his enemies seek his life, to take it away. There can be little doubt but that 
the Elijah of our narrative is so weak and filled with despair because he has suddenly 
cut himself off from the fountain of his strength, the God of Israel, who is also the God of 
heaven and earth. All that he can remember that is positive is his own prophetic 
authority and authenticity: “I have been furiously zealous for Yahweh, God of Hosts.” 
Any prophet who sees things going badly in his ministry and as a result wants to 
abandon it and perhaps surrender his very life must assuredly have forgotten from 
whom his real strength comes. 

Because Yahweh still has work for Elijah to do, he gives him heavenly food for the 
long trek to Horeb, and there he reimpowers him to mighty deeds by showing him that 
he is present not only in the “earthquake” and “fires” and “winds” that have heretofore 
supported Elijah’s labors, but also in so still a silence of God’s apparent absence as to 
seem no more than a quiet murmur. This is a rebuke not only for the biblical prophet, 
but for all religionists who rely on shoutings and flurries of action, while neglecting the 
way of quiet love, simple piety, and persuasive kindness. God is more likely to have his 
“seven thousand whose knees have not bowed to Baal and whose mouths have not 
kissed him” among those who practive these virtues than among those who make a 
great show of their religion. 

In the structure of this prophet story, place is crucial. We are not told where Elijah is 
at the beginning, although it is apparent that he is within the land of Israel. In fright and 
despair, the prophet flees southward, coming to Beersheba at the very southern border 
of Judah. In Judah he is beyond Jezebel’s reach, but still within Yahweh’s land. 
Dismissing his servant signifies leaving his ministry, but departing Beersheba and 
traveling for a day further into the desert signifies abandoning the covenant people, who 
live in Yahweh’s land. Under the broom tree in the Negeb Elijah prays Yahweh to take 
his life, for all that he has lived for—his prophetic ministry and Yahweh’s people—are 
gone. It is there that God takes over, feeding him with angelic food and bringing him in 
forty days and nights to the mountain of God. V 9 is a clue to the meaning of the entire 
account. It twice uses the adverb “there” and then has God say, “What are you doing 
here, Elijah?” Assuredly, the Negeb was no proper place for this mighty man of God, but 
Horeb still less, unless it were to receive a new theophanous commission. Our narrative 
is also fond of putting things in twos. As Elijah had to eat the heavenly food and water 



twice before he could gain strength to go onward to the mountain (vv 5–8), Elijah 
answers Yahweh’s challenge of v 9 with a first complaint and then, when again asked, 
“What are you doing here, Elijah?” (v 13), he replies with a second complaint that is 
phrased identically to the first (vv 10, 14). Thus it is not the theophany in itself that is 
able to relieve the prophet of his complaint, for that complaint remains true. Elijah has 
been furiously zealous; the people of Israel have forsaken the covenant; they have 
thrown down Yahweh’s altars and killed his prophets; they are indeed seeking to take 
the life of Yahweh’s last living prophet. What now? We are told nothing of a change of 
Elijah’s psychological state. We are not even told whether he actually did carry out the 
anointing of Hazael, Jehu, and Elisha. Elijah’s abandonment of ministrv and surrender 
of life is overcome by the straightforward commission with which this narrative ends. 
Doubts will cease and misgivings vanish when God puts him to work. 

Elisha’s Call (19:19-21)  

Bibliography  

Alcaina Canosa, C.  “Vocación de Eliseo (1 Re 19, 19–21).” Est Bib 29 (1970) 137–51. 
Alt, A.  “Die literarische Herkunft von I Reg 19, 19–21.” ZAW 32 (1912) 123–25. 
Bökldein, E.  “Elisas ‘Berufung’ (1 Reg 19, 19–21).” ZAW 32 (1912) 41–48, 288–91. del 
Olmo Lete, G.  “La Vocación de Elisea.” Est Bib 26 (1967) 287–93. Reiser, W.  
“Eschatalogische Gottespruche in den Elisa-LegendeŒ.” TZ (1953) 321–38. 

Translation  

19And hea went from there; and he came upon Elisha son of Shaphat while he 
was plowing, with twelve yokes of oxen preceding him. And he was with the twelfth, 
so Elijahb crossed over to him and tossed his mantle over him. 20And hea left the 
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oxen, to run after Elijah. And he said, “Please, I want to kiss my father band motherb 
goodbye; then I will go after you.” And hec said, “But whatd do I have to do with 
you?” 21Turning away from him, he took the yoke of oxen and sacrificed them, 
boiling them with the oxen’s equipment,a And he gave it to the people, and they ate. 
Then he arose and went after Elijah. So he became his minister. 

Notes  

19.a. MT, GB. GL has explicative “Elijah.” 

19.b. MT and GLMSS GB omits through haplography with following ֵאָליו “to him.” 

20.a. MT. GBL has explicative “Elisha.” 

20.b-b. MT. GBL omit through haplography caused by the similar forms, ִל�ִבי “to my 
father” and ִלִאִמי “to my mother.” 

20.c. MT. GBL have explicative “Elijah.” 

20.d. MT. GBL omit (haplography from misunderstanding?). 

21.a. GBL. MT adds the explanatory gloss “the flesh.” 

Form/Structure/Setting  

A story from the Elisha cycle: “Elisha’s call” 

1.     The charismatic designation 

a.     The situation, v 19a 
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b.     The act of empowerment, v 19b 

2.     The test of irresolution 

a.     Elisha’s request (= repudiation of the call?), v 20a 

b.     Elijah’s challenge, v 20b 

3.     The act of consecration 

a.     A farewell feast, v 21a 

b.     Entry into lifelong ministry, v 21b 

The introductory words “And he went from there” are from the editor who joined the 
three major collections of prophet legends into a single prophet history (see De Vries, 
Prophet against Prophet, 112–13), bringing forward the first story from the Elisha cycle 
because of 19:16 (the next story in this cycle is at 2 Kgs 2:1–18). The present narrative 
is, we have said, “a prophetic-call legend,” identifying the charismatic source of Elisha’s 
power. Like other call narratives (e.g., Exod 3:9–15 [E]; Isa 6:1–8; Jer 1:4–10), it moves 
from empowerment to irresolution to confirmation. Elisha’s request to be allowed to go 
home to kiss his parents farewell is clearly a delaying element, provoking Elijah’s 
challenge that Elisha make up his mind (v 20). This then happens not through some 
special sign from God but through Elisha’s consecrative act, showing that he is already 
filled with the divine spirit. 

The prophets employed no idle embellishment to narrate their stories. Every word 
counted, and every word had power. Because of this story’s extreme brevity, moderns 
may have difficulty in understanding it, but we may be sure that those who first told and 
heard it were attuned to the implications of every word. 

Comment  

Elisha is identified as Shaphat’s son in 1 Kgs 19:16, 19; 2 Kgs 3:11; and 6:31. In 2 
Kgs 5:8 he is called a “man of God,” and in 2 Kgs 9:1, a prophet. Nothing is known 
about his father, Shaphat, and his birthplace, given as Abel-Meholah in the MT of 1 Kgs 
19:16 (see also Judg 7:22, 1 Kgs 4:12), has not been identified with certainty. Like Saul 
in 1 Sam 11:5, Elisha is in the field plowing. Though the number twelve is certainly 
symbolic of the tribes, it also suggests a communal venture in which all the ox-teams 
from the village joined in cultivating a common field. Dramatically, Elijah lets eleven ox-
teams pass him and then casts his mantle—the token of spiritual power (cf. 2 Kgs 2:8, 
13–14)—over Elisha. One carefully notes the disparity with 1 Kgs 19:16, which is from a 
different tradition. Elisha immediately recognizes what the mantle means and runs after 
Elijah. He has a request to make, however—one that is met with skepticism on Elijah’s 
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part. Elisha only wants time to kiss his father and mother farewell. This sounds 
reasonable enough, but Elijah’s response suggests that Elisha may be vacillating and 
will use the moment at home to drop out or hide away. The question, “But what do I 
have to do with you?” is therefore a challenge: it is up to Elisha to decide whether or not 
he will belong to Elijah permanently. Elisha more than accepts the challenge, however, 
for the text tells not of his kissing his parents but of slaughtering his oxen and chopping 
up their yoke in order to make a sacrificial feast dedicating himself to the prophetic 
ministry. The fellow-villagers who share the feast with him are witnesses to his 
ordination. This done, Elisha quits Abel-Meholah forever and become Elijah’s 
apprentice until the end. 

Explanation  

The best commentary on the Elisha call-story is Jesus’ word recorded in Luke 9:61–
62: “Another said, ‘I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my 
home.’ Jesus said to him, ‘No one who put his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for 
the kingdom of God.’ ” 

Following God involves strenuous demands. Though a disciple of Christ, like a 
disciple of Elijah, must continue to live in this world, he can no longer be of it. There is 
only one direction for a disciple to go: forward—and that without misgivings and regrets. 
If he cannot make this commitment, it is better that he should stay home with his oxen. 
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