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Series: Stranger Things
Sermon: Elisha and the Bears

II Kings 2:23-25
 From there Elisha went up to Bethel. As he was walking along the road, some boys came out of the town and
jeered at him. “Get out of here, baldy!” they said. “Get out of here, baldy!” 24 He turned around, looked at them
and called down a curse on them in the name of the Lord. Then two bears came out of the woods and mauled
forty-two of the boys. 25 And he went on to Mount Carmel and from there returned to Samaria.

Sermon:
I remember my first bible at the age of 7.  King James.  Mom and Dad got all of us the same bible.  This Bible
had some nice pictures, but also some not so nice pictures.  There was one of Abraham with a knife over his son
Isaac, as a human sacrifice.  There was another of the Gates of Eden being guarded by an angel with a flaming
sword, or the picture of the ark, all shut up with the waters rising, with desperate people trying to get into the
ark, banging on the sides.  This stuff is serious business.  I also grew up in a place that used guilt and shame as
faith formation tools.  God loves you, so shame on you if you don’t think of God every single moment of your
life.  Maybe that was the upbringing that you had as well.  My parents weren’t like that, but part of the culture
around us liked to remind us of our sin.  So that was my first Bible.  Within it are wonderful stories of joy and
love and peace, of redemption and salvation.  And then you have some other stories.  This month, I want to
explore a few of these “other” stories - the stranger side of the Biblical narrative.  These may be familiar to you,
or they may be totally brand new for you.  This is a bit of a stretch for me, for the passages that I pulled are
verses that I told myself years and years and years ago - NEVER PREACH FROM THESE.  There’s not much
sermon fodder here, not a lot of truth to be gleaned, and they also maybe problematic from a God who loves.  

And so it is with our first story.  Elisha and the bears.  In my opinion, this is one of the most troubling passages
in all of scripture. I can look into both the Old and New Testaments and find scriptures that challenge my faith,
passages that require me to pray for understanding and discernment, there are even passages that I would rather
ignore than affirm from a place such as this, but there are few stories as dramatic and frightening as the one we
have read this morning.
While Elisha was on his way to Bethel, sweating under the heat of the sun, some young boys came out from the
city ahead of him and began to make fun of him. “Get outta here baldy! We don’t want you and your shiny head
around us!” Perhaps he tried to ignore them at first, but when the taunting became so distracting and loud,
Elisha turned around to face the crowd of young boys and cursed them in the name of the Lord. As if on cue,
two mama bears came barreling out of the woods and mauled 42 of the boys. From there Elisha continued on his
journey to Mount Carmel, and then he returned to Samaria.

Before we can even begin to address what happened on the road we need to go back, we need to get a larger
picture of the story.  Elisha followed the reign of the prophet Elijah. Elijah is remembered for bringing a
widow’s son back to life, for finding God in the sheer silence, and for confronting idol worshippers.  At the end
of Elijah’s time Elisha followed him to the Jordan and watched him ascend on a whirlwind into heaven after
having received a share of Elijah’s spirit. Elisha took up Elijah’s ministry, he literally took Elijah’s mantle with
him, and continued to be a messenger and example of God’s Word for the people.  The story of Elisha and the
she bears is one of the first things that took place during Elisha’s time as a prophet. As a young and novice
messenger, he is making his way to Bethel and other parts of the land to bring the people back to their Lord.   I
could begin by telling you that there is more at work in this story than appears on the surface. In Hebrew, the



designation for the “small boys” is more akin to “young men” and more particularly young men who do not
want the prophet coming to their town to tell them what they have done wrong.  I could continue by showing
you that, though Elisha was bald, he was in fact probably only in his mid 20's when this transpired;   Similarly
the point can be made that the harmless teasing was in fact very troubling. They were not merely making fun of
his shiny head but were denying his prophetic ability. After taking up his former prophet’s mantle, Elisha was
being accosted; in so doing the crowd of young men was not only attacking a young prophet but denouncing the
Lord as well.

Moreover I could share with you the simple fact that Elisha did not call out the she bears, he just pronounced
judgment on the demonstrators and God decided the form of response. And even when the bears came out of the
woods they did not kill 42 of the young men, they simply mauled them. Slight difference, perhaps, but there you
go.  Perhaps God was using the bears in a way that none of the young men would perish, but so that they would
all be punished.
Yet, even with all these new details, the story still troubles me.
As I prepared for the sermon this week I consulted numerous commentaries on 2 Kings and I was shocked to
discover some of the reflections regarding this passage.

True confession, I went online to find other sermons on this passage, and honestly, some of them frightened me. 
Where fear and guilt were the basis of belief.  For most of them, they articulated a theology that these kids got
what they deserved. They might have all ended by saying, “our children, your children, will wind up like those
boys because we have failed to train them as polite young people. We need to bring our children to church, and
encourage them to bring their friends, so that we can shape their future to avoid the bears of God’s wrath.”
Ouch.
But I also wonder if Elisha is too quick to bring a curse down on the bullying boys.  I was at church camp this
week, with around 42 children and youth.  Trust me, there might have been a time that I wanted to call down a
curse or two.  Just make your bed.  How many days in a row are you going to wear the same shirt?  Canoes are
not metal torpedoes designed to sink other canoes.  There are bears in these woods, don’t tempt me to ask one or
two of them to come on out and teach you a lesson!  I think that Elisha’s pride got the better of him when he
was walking to Bethel. Unlike the Son of Man who would one day tell his disciples to turn the other cheek and
love those who persecute you, Elisha immediately cursed the youngsters and they were mauled.
If this story is about what it means to be a prophet who speaks the Word of the Lord, then I would argue that the
biggest take away is that we must be very careful with our prayers. God listens to our prayers and He answers
them, sometimes in ways that we do not want and sometimes in ways that we do not expect. Be careful what
you pray for.

How quick am I to curse those who speak against me? How inclined are we to forget our discipleship the minute
we are called into question.  What would happen, if your cursing and swearing words were answered?  Let me
just pitch this to you today: Words matter.  Prayers even so.  If you say, Damn them: Would it freak you out if
that actually happened?  If you were to tell someone to Go To Hell, what if they did?  You know when I get into
trouble the most?  Its when my tongue says something it can’t take back.  With my wife, with my kids, probably
even with some of you.  Words matter.  And they have consequence.  

Words matter to God. He keeps a record of our words. Jesus said in Matthew: "I tell you that on the day of
judgment people will have to account for every careless word they speak." Jesus spoke plainly about our use of
words. He tells us, "for every careless word" there will be an accounting in the day of judgment. We expect
Jesus to condemn profane and vile uses of the tongue, but idle words? We say some words carelessly, without
concern for their impact on others. Why would God care about those? We assume that the sins of our tongue are
minor sins, sins that God will overlook. Jesus was fully aware of the devastating nature of our words.

So here, with Elisha as our bad example, are a few quick reminders of our words:



1)  Refrain from attack words.  Words can be used as a weapon to lash into people. Sometimes our goal is to
hurt people by what we say. We see that with our neighbors.  The first thing some people do in the morning is
brush their teeth and sharpen their tongue. Words can cut like a knife and we want to stick the dagger in deep.
God does not want us to use our words as a weapon. He wants us to use our words to bless others.  Again, from
Matthew, "But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you."

2) Refrain from gossip.  This one is hard.  I heard about gossiping from someone else.  We need to be careful
about the news we share concerning others. Someone said, "There is only one thing as difficult as unscrambling
an egg, and that's unspreading a rumor." Gossip is destructive, and it is subtle. Someone begins a conversation:
"Did you hear?" Before you know it, you're caught up in gossip. Don't believe everything you hear. Someone
once said, "A gossip usually makes a mountain out of a molehill by adding some dirt."  Truth: He who gossips
to you will gossip about you.  Don’t play along.

3) Here’s a tough one, and I’m going to sound like a church nerd when I say it:  Use clean words.  Some words
are just not proper to speak. When we were kids our parents would wash our mouths out with soap if we said
such words. Having a foul mouth is not something to be proud of.  Some words are not supposed to be said.  I
understand that sometimes certain words are there for effect, but every single sentence?  Come on.

4) Use truthful words.  Again, from Matthew:  Jesus said, "But let your word 'yes' be 'yes,' and your 'no' be 'no.'
Anything more than this is from the evil one."  People need to believe what we say. Lying destroys our
credibility. Chances are that we'll eventually be caught if we make a practice of lying.  I heard a story about a
woman who was hosting guests for dinner. She decided to serve chicken and went to the old fashioned butcher
for a great chicken.  She told the butcher she'd like to buy a chicken. The butcher opened his freezer case, and
saw only one chicken. He put it on the scale and said "two pounds." The lady responded, "Oh, I wanted one
bigger than that." The butcher, not wanting to lose a sale, took the chicken off the scale, put it back in the
freezer and pulled up the same chicken - his last chicken - and said, "three pounds." The woman answered,
"Great, I'll take both of them." The butcher had a problem. Be honest. Let the words that flow from your mouth
be truthful.

And the last one:  Use edifying words.  From Ephesians, "No rotten talk should come from your mouth, but only
what is good for the building up of someone in need, in order to give grace to those who hear."  The Bible
challenges us to use our words to help people, to build others up, not to tear them down. A popular Zig Ziglar
saying is, "He climbs highest who helps another up." Our words can have an incredibly positive effect. How
many of us have found great comfort or encouragement because of what someone said to us? Don't
underestimate the value of an encouraging word.

That’s it.  Theres my sermon on Elisha and the Bears.  Words matter, they have power, and let others know
about the status of your heart.  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable in thy
sight, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.

Go Into Communion:

This has been a sermon about Hairs, Prayers, and Bears, Oh My!


