
3A tale of 
two cities

2 Kings 2:19–25

This passage records the power of God exercised
through his servant in both salvation and
judgement. It also prefigures the mercy of God
and the judgement of God in the ministry of the

Lord Jesus Christ.

THE CURE IN A CURSED CITY (VV. 19–22)

JERICHO—A CITY UNDER A CURSE

Jericho was known as the ‘city of palms’ (Deuteronomy 34:3).
It was the first city to oppose the Israelites as they crossed over
into Canaan during the time of Joshua and it was razed to the
ground (Joshua 6). God placed a curse on anyone who tried to
rebuild it (Joshua 6:26). It was also the site of the first recorded
sin committed in the promised land, through Achan’s greed
(Joshua 7). During the reign of Ahab, the city was rebuilt by
Hiel of Bethel, who soon experienced the effect of that curse in
the death of his two sons (1 Kings 16:34). The new Jericho soon
became a flourishing city, but the curse remained and soon
manifested itself in another form by the time the newly
ordained prophet Elisha arrived. 
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THE ACTIONS OF THE PROPHET

Elisha’s actions were similar to the miracle performed by Jesus
at Cana in Galilee (John 2:1–11), where he turned the water
into wine. Elisha was specific with his instructions to the
servants. Under God’s hand he knew exactly what to do. 

THE SALT

In Old Testament times salt was used in a number of ways. Its
qualities meant that it could be used primarily as a cleansing
agent and preservative. Meat and fish packed in salt would be
preserved for times when there was little or no fresh food. Salt
was also used as part of the temple ritual. The cereal offerings
were seasoned with salt to typify the eternal nature of God’s
covenant with Israel (Leviticus 2:13). The salt, however, had to
be pure. Even the vessel used was not to pollute it! Most of the
salt available to Israel would have been rock salt gathered from
the Dead Sea area. The pure salt lay beneath the outer layer
which was adulterated by other elements, thus rendering it
tasteless and ineffective. This was sometimes sold cheaply.
Jesus referred to it in the Sermon on the Mount as a salt that
‘loses its flavour’ (Matthew 5:13).

THE WATER 

The casting of the salt into the water had an immediate effect,
which was not, however, merely a chemical one. The salt
would certainly not have made the water pure for drinking
purposes, and the flooding of the land with salt water would
have had a disastrous effect on the vegetation. The salt was
rather a symbol of God’s supernatural power in rendering the
water pure and productive. Elisha gave God the credit for this:
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‘Thus says the LORD: “I have healed this water; from it there
shall be no more death or barrenness”’ (v. 21). The effect was
long term, for the water ‘remains healed to this day’. 

THE MERCY OF GOD IN THE MINISTRY OF CHRIST

The casting of the salt into the spring had a prophetic
significance. It demonstrated that God was going to purify the
polluted condition of men’s hearts and lives through the use of
a clean vessel and the casting of a common, yet pure, substance
into that condition. Christ, the Son of God, entered the
cesspool of our fallen humanity in his pure humanity in order
to bring about the cleansing of our lives.
We can easily see the parallels between this event and one of

the ways in which Jesus described his own ministry. When he
met with a woman at the well at Sychar, he told her of water
that would permanently satisfy a person’s thirst. When he saw
the woman’s bemusement, he responded by telling her that
‘Whoever drinks of this water [from the well] will thirst again,
but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will never
thirst … [It] will become in him a fountain of water springing
up into everlasting life’ (John 4:13–14).
Just as the city of Jericho lay under a curse, so man, in sin, is

under the curse of the law (Galatians 3:10). Christ’s death
upon the cross was like God’s salt thrown into the polluted
waters, removing the curse for eternity, so that by faith in him,
‘Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having
become a curse for us’ (Galatians 3:13).

THE CURSE IN THE ‘HOUSE OF GOD’ (VV. 23–25)

In the midst of the great work that Elisha had been given in
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God’s plan for the salvation of his people, we have an incident
that troubles and perplexes many who read it. Here is a man
who has been empowered to purify the water supply of a city,
and even raise the dead, overreacting in a seemingly malicious
and vindictive way to the jibes of a group of children.
However, we need to look closely at the incident before we
pass any kind of judgement on God’s prophet. When we look
at the background to the event, and at the event itself, we
discover that this is not the story of a group of children being
maliciously destroyed for taunting a bald-headed preacher. It
is, as Alfred Edersheim puts it, one of ‘Contempt and ridicule
of God’s servant [and] blasphemy and denial of God’s work.’1

THE BACKGROUND

A simple act of petulance, even under the severest pressure,
was not consistent with Elisha’s nature. His very name, ‘God is
salvation’, became the hallmark of his ministry and character.
Although he would not withhold a message of judgement from
God, he was sent to demonstrate and declare salvation to the
people of Israel.
We must not overlook the importance of the place where

this event occurred. Bethel, the ‘house of God’, was one of the
most sacred spots in Israel, with historic connections to
Abraham and Jacob. By the time of Jeroboam, however, it had
become the centre of calf worship. The prophet Hosea called it
Beth Aven, the ‘house of wickedness’ (Hosea 10:5). Elisha had
arrived at a place that characterized the wickedness of Israel.
All the holy associations of past times had been removed, and
what had replaced them now stood as an affront to the
prophet.
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Out of this city came the young people who now mocked
God’s prophet Elisha. The Hebrew word that describes them
has been translated in a number of ways: ‘youths’ (NKJV and
NIV), ‘little children’ (AV) and ‘small boys’ (ESV). In order to
establish an age for these young people we must look at the
ways in which the Hebrew word is used. It is a masculine noun
that can, however, be used to refer to either sex. In the Bible, it
has been used to describe a newborn baby in the case of Moses
(Exodus 2:8), but also a young man capable of rape (Genesis
34:19)! Dale Ralph Davis refers to these youths as ‘young lads’
and places their ages at between ten and twelve years old.

THE EVENT

Whatever their age, these young people encounter Elisha as he
enters the town. It would seem from the context that this was a
deliberate act on their part and not just an accidental meeting,
for what they have to say to the prophet is targeted blasphemy
rather than youthful derision.
‘Go up’ is clearly a reference to Elijah’s translation to

heaven. Here is a statement of mocking disbelief towards this
great act of God—a denial of God’s sovereignty and power.
Their confidence would have been fuelled by the general
contempt that the citizens of Bethel had towards the God of
Israel. Later in Israel’s history, the one who was more than just
a messenger of salvation also heard such a cry, a mocking of
the God who had come to seek and save the lost (Matthew
27:41–43).
Although, like most travellers, Elisha would almost

certainly have had his head covered, the cry went out, ‘You
baldhead!’ Elisha had been deliberately targeted for this abuse.
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This was a term of great contempt (premature baldness was
often associated with leprosy) and we do not even know if
Elisha was bald!
God’s servants can shrug off personal abuse however

hurtful it may be. They are called by God to die to self and live
for him. But in this case, the glory and honour of God was at
stake. It was not the prophet who was being treated with
contempt but the God who had sent him to the town. As
Mathew Henry put it, ‘Mocking the messengers of the Lord,
and misusing the prophets, was one of the crying sins of
Israel.’2

THE JUDGEMENT

The whole future of Elisha’s ministry was now on the line. One
can almost feel the tugging at his heart strings as he calls down
a curse from God upon the young people who are mocking
him. ‘His authority in Israel was at stake, and with it the results
of his prophetic mission. His rising feelings of compassion and
love must, therefore, here be sacrificed to the honour and cause
of Jehovah, the true God of Bethel and of Israel.’3

The bears were a direct judgement from God. We do not
know the size of the mob surrounding God’s prophet but forty-
two of them perished under the claws of these great beasts.
God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows (Galatians
6:7). As in the case of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1–11), we
see the folly of those who make light of God’s promises of
judgement on those who reject him.
We do not know the mind of Elisha as he retired to Mount

Carmel and journeyed to Samaria. But his evangelical nature
suggests to us that he must have been deeply saddened by the
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events of that day. Alfred Edersheim puts it well: ‘Surely on the
evening of that day of judgement, there was not a sadder heart
even in Bethel than that of the lonely pilgrim to Carmel.’4

THE JUDGEMENT OF GOD IN THE MINISTRY OF CHRIST

Just as it was folly for these youths to mock the messenger of
salvation, so it is equally foolish and dangerous today to
overlook the Bible passages that refer to Jesus Christ as the
judge of all men. Those who reject him will one day cry to the
rocks and mountains to fall on them, to hide them from the
wrath of the Lamb (Revelation 6:16). Like Elisha, Christ longs
that men and women will repent and turn to God and receive
the salvation freely given to those who do so. He longs to
gather his people under his wings and protect them from the
judgement (Matthew 23:37–39), but that judgement will surely
come, and it is just and righteous (John 5:24–30).
One rainy day does not spoil a summer. Elisha’s ministry is

fundamentally one of mercy and salvation. God’s grace
extends itself beyond anything we can imagine—to those who
are under the curse of the law (Galatians 3:13). We must
remember, however, that he is a God who will judge all who
mock him and reject his gracious offer of forgiveness.
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