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2 Kings 2:1-15 When the Lord was about to take Elijah up to heaven in a whirlwind, Elijah and Elisha were on their way from Gilgal. Elijah said to Elisha, “Stay here; the Lord has sent me to Bethel.” But Elisha said, “As surely as the Lord lives and as you live, I will not leave you.” So they went down to Bethel. The company of the prophets at Bethel came out to Elisha and asked, “Do you know that the Lord is going to take your master from you today?” “Yes, I know,” Elisha replied, “so be quiet.”  Then Elijah said to him, “Stay here, Elisha; the Lord has sent me to Jericho.” And he replied, “As surely as the Lord lives and as you live, I will not leave you.” So they went to Jericho. The company of the prophets at Jericho went up to Elisha and asked him, “Do you know that the Lord is going to take your master from you today?” “Yes, I know,” he replied, “so be quiet.” Then Elijah said to him, “Stay here; the Lord has sent me to the Jordan.” And he replied, “As surely as the Lord lives and as you live, I will not leave you.” So the two of them walked on. Fifty men from the company of the prophets went and stood at a distance, facing the place where Elijah and Elisha had stopped at the Jordan.  Elijah took his cloak, rolled it up and struck the water with it. The water divided to the right and to the left, and the two of them crossed over on dry ground. When they had crossed, Elijah said to Elisha, “Tell me, what can I do for you before I am taken from you?” “Let me inherit a double portion of your spirit,” Elisha replied. “You have asked a difficult thing,” Elijah said, “yet if you see me when I am taken from you, it will be yours—otherwise, it will not.” As they were walking along and talking together, suddenly a chariot of fire and horses of fire appeared and separated the two of them, and Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind. Elisha saw this and cried out, “My father! My father! The chariots and horsemen of Israel!” And Elisha saw him no more. Then he took hold of his garment and tore it in two.  Elisha then picked up Elijah’s cloak that had fallen from him and went back and stood on the bank of the Jordan. He took the cloak that had fallen from Elijah and struck the water with it. “Where now is the Lord, the God of Elijah?” he asked. When he struck the water, it divided to the right and to the left, and he crossed over. The company of the prophets from Jericho, who were watching, said, “The spirit of Elijah is resting on Elisha.” And they went to meet him and bowed to the ground before him.
Elijah the prophet is one of the best known characters in the Bible. He lived in the 9th century BC. His Hebrew name can be translated as “the Lord is my God.” But you know all these things because you listened carefully to Pavel’s series on Elijah’s life as it is described in the Bible. Elijah was  the man whose word kept away rain for more than three years, who performed miracles, who raised the dead son of a widow, who mocked Baal’s prophets, who prayed and fired came down from heaven. Elijah was a person who manifested God’s power to people around him.

For Israel, Elijah was a man in whose presence God dwelt. Similarly to Moses, who was a mediator between the people and God and was allowed to enter in God’s presence. Elijah had a follower, Elisha. Similarly, Moses had Aaron. Both Elijah and Moses appealed to the people to honor God and turn to him. Elijah’s death is veiled in mystery, as was the death of Moses about which we read: “And Moses the servant of the Lord died there in Moab, as the Lord had said. He buried him in Moab, in the valley opposite Beth Peor, but to this day no one knows where his grave is” (Deut 34:5-6). 
Elijah acts in the same spirit as Moses. God’s answer by fire also reminds us of God’s presence with the Israelites as they wandered through wilderness, or God’s answer to a burnt offering (Lev 9:24) or God’s judgment for disobedience (Lev 10:2). If we were interested in Jewish mysticism, we would see that it considers Elijah as a superhuman being who comes down to earth in times of danger. Until today orthodox Jews believe that Elijah is spiritually present at every circumcision. A place of honor is always kept empty for him at each circumcision at the right hand of the circumcised. And when they celebrate Passover, they always have an extra cup for the present prophet Elijah.
For Jews, Elijah has been of great importance. No wonder then that prophets predicted his return and some people in the New Testament thought that Jesus was Elijah. Moreover, the prefiguration of Elijah is physically fulfilled in John the Baptist: “John’s clothes were made of camel’s hair, and he had a leather belt around his waist. His food was locusts and wild honey” (Matt 3:4); “They replied, ‘He had a garment of hair and had a leather belt around his waist.’ The king said, ‘That was Elijah the Tishbite’” (2 Kings 1:8). 

There are also many similarities to Christ. Christ refers to Elijah’s work directly when he says: “’Truly I tell you,’ he continued, ‘no prophet is accepted in his hometown. I assure you that there were many widows in Israel in Elijah’s time, when the sky was shut for three and a half years and there was a severe famine throughout the land.  Yet Elijah was not sent to any of them, but to a widow in Zarephath in the region of Sidon’” (Luke 4:24-26). And several chapters later we read how Jesus goes and raises a widow’s son, just like Elijah did (Luke 7:11-15 and 1 Kings 17:17-23). Both spend 40 days in the wilderness, a symbol of 40 years of wandering. Elijah, exhausted and without strength, wishes to die in the wilderness when an angel comes to give him strength, as it happened to Christ in Getsemane: “All at once an angel touched him and said, ‘Get up and eat’” (1 Kings 19:5); “An angel from heaven appeared to him and strengthened him” (Luke 22:43). Elijah’s being taken up in heaven is a prefiguration of Christ’s ascension. And let us notice one more thing: both had disciples. Elijah had one. And after their masters left them, their spirit came on the disciples. Elisha was given a double portion of Elijah’s spirit when he saw him disappear in a chariot of fire. And the disciples were given tongues of fire: “They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them” (Acts 2:3). 
Today’s sermon is entitled “a new beginning.” Why? Because Christ’s ascension is not an end but a beginning: a beginning of a new relationship, of missions – as Ondřej spoke about it last Sunday. Let’s look again at our primary story. Elijah knows that he must leave, just like Jesus knew and was getting ready for it. When we compare the disciples and Elisha, we may safely say that Elisha trumped them all. He knew what was going to happen; Christ had warned his disciples and they didn’t quite get it. Anyhow, Elisha is determined to hold on to Elijah and not to let go. He wants to follow him at any cost, and so he stays with him until Elijah asks what he could do for him. I want a double portion of your spirit! Friends… this request is what anyone might call preposterous and presumptuous! Elijah was one of the greatest people of his times, and not only of his times. And his disciple tells him: “I want twice as much spirit as you have.” Is this not too bold? And so there comes a condition: Elisha must be there when the Lord takes Elijah to himself. And so it happened.
I realized one thing as I was thinking about this story. Let’s not be afraid to ask God for what is good. Let’s not be afraid to ask for more blessing, for more Holy Spirit, for a deeper relationship with Him, for a better understanding of Scripture, of God’s actions, of God’s plans, for more gifts, for spiritual discernment, for more love… Let’s not be afraid to want more of that which is beneficial. There is a warning, however: Not what is beneficial for us, but what is beneficial for God. Then we can be certain that God will give us what we sincerely ask for: “If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer” (Matt 21:22). Let us not be afraid to ask God for what is on our hearts, let us not be afraid to inquire after His will and seriously desire to know Him in a new, deeper and different way.
Perhaps someone might think that they don’t deserve more blessing, more love, more gifts, more God. I want to encourage those who think that way. There are many “new beginnings” in the Bible. Let’s look at one person who experienced such a new beginning in a very dramatic way. You all know the story of Stephen, the first martyr. When they were going to stone him to death, they gave their cloaks to a young man to keep. His name was Saul. He saw what was going on and he approved of it. Destroying Christianity became his main goal in life. He persecuted Christians wherever he could. One day, however, Christ appeared to him in his glory, spoke to him and made him blind for three days. This Saul, also named Paul, became one the greatest people of the New Testament. A man who had persecuted Christians was given a chance for a new beginning and he accepted that chance. 
This new beginning, new life, is here for everyone. There are not just two or three more tries or new beginnings and then no more. We can begin again and again. To get to know Christ again. To pray for greater power again. To pray for other people again. Again and again… It is a joy and encouragement to know that I can start again right now. To restart my relationship with Christ and to allow God to take it to a new level.

Today we’ve looked at three characters whose going away created a new beginning in the lives of many people. 1. Moses: Moses’ death was a new beginning for Israel in the promised land: a time of new trials and fulfillment of promises. The time of the wilderness ended and a new time came: a time of struggles, laying of boundaries, relying on God, and blessing. Joshua was called to lead the people after Moses. 2. Elijah: He was one of the greatest prophets that Israel ever had. When he left the earth, his spirit rested on Elisha and Elisha continued in his ministry. Elisha was on his own. He couldn’t rely on Elijah who was no longer there but he had to trust God himself, to build his relationship with Him and to communicate with Him. 3. Jesus: When Jesus left the earth, his disciples stayed here to carry on His work. His Spirit rested on them. And His Spirit has rested on us too. We too are to carry on Christ’s work, to manifest to the world his love, his sacrifice, his grace, his power, miracles, wonders and blessings, to fill the whole earth with God’s glory.
This day can be a new beginning for us. Put aside the old, behold the new! Let us put on new clothes in Christ. Let us not live for ourselves but for God. Let us learn to rely on Him more, to communicate with Him more, to trust Him, to walk in His ways, to learn to know Him. “This is what the Sovereign Lord, the Holy One of Israel, says: ‘In repentance and rest is your salvation, in quietness and trust is your strength’” (Is 30:15). Thanks be to God for it. Amen.
