Why didn’t Elisha’s staff work in raising the dead man?
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Question: Why did Elisha give his staff to Gehazi to place on the dead child’s face, but
it didn’t raise the child from the dead? Was this Elisha’s fault or Gehazi’s?

Answer: In context, the entire incident you are talking about is found in 2 Kings 4:8-35.
A Shunammite woman who supported Elisha’s ministry had a son who died, apparently
by heat stroke. Elisha told his servant Gehazi to go to the young man and lay his staff
on his face. But after he did so, the man did not come back to life:

Then he [Elisha] said to Gehazi, “Get yourself ready, and take my staff in your
hand, and be on your way. If you meet anyone, do not greet him; and if anyone
greets you, do not answer him; but lay my staff on the face of the child.” And the
mother of the child said, “As the Lord lives, and as your soul lives, | will not leave
you.” So he arose and followed her. Now Gehazi went on ahead of them, and laid
the staff on the face of the child; but there was neither voice nor hearing. Therefore
he went back to meet him, and told him, saying, “The child has not awakened.” (2
Kings 4:29-31).

The following explanation comes from Rudolph Klein at www.jewishbible.org :

Even though he possessed his master’s staff, Gehazi was unable to resurrect the child,
and instead appealed to Elisha directly to do so. Elisha himself entered the room where
the child lay dead and brought him back to life. The Bible does not explain why Gehazi

was unable to fulfill his master’s assignment of reviving the dead child.

Here are three possibilities:

Was Elisha at fault? The fact that Elisha would ultimately have to assume
responsibility for that which he had originally delegated to his student might imply that
Elisha had erred in delegating the task instead of doing it himself. This would explain
why Gehazi was unable to use his master’s staff to revive the child. Because God
wanted Elisha to do it himself, He did not allow Gehazi to perform the miracle of
resurrection, but left it to Elisha. Alternatively, Elisha may have given too much
importance to his staff by making it a necessary component of the miracle. Therefore,
God decided to withhold the miracle in order to teach Elisha the ever-important lesson
that miracles are done by God alone, not by physical objects.

Was the Shunammite woman at fault? \We might also place the blame on the
Shunammite woman herself who, instead of appealing to God directly, appealed to His
human emissary. Perhaps God prevented Gehazi’s efforts from working in order to
teach the woman that she should not beseech mortals to solve her problems, but should
appeal to God Himself.

More than likely, Gehazi was at faulit.

Many traditional sources assume that Elisha remains blameless in this episode. Instead,
they place the blame squarely upon Gehazi. We must first examine the traditional
attitude taken up by the Bible and its commentators towards Gehazi as a person. Then
we can analyze the various explanations of why it was Gehazi’s fault that he was unable
to resurrect the child.

Gehazi was a wicked person. In the Bible’s story of Elisha and the Shunammite
woman, Gehazi’s character appears neutral. However, he is later depicted as a greedy
opportunist willing to sacrifice his master’s scruples in order to make a profit. After
Elisha miraculously healed the Aramean general Naaman of his leprosy, the latter
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offered Elisha money, which he declined. Later, Gehazi, against the will of his master,
returned to Naaman and asked for silver and changes of clothing, which Naaman
happily granted him. When Gehazi returned to Elisha his master (who knew
prophetically what Gehazi had done), Elisha severely reprimanded him for diminishing
the sanctification of God’s name that had resulted from Elisha selflessly aiding Naaman
(2 Kings 5).

This episode sets a precedent for viewing Gehazi as an unscrupulous character who
disregards his master's wishes. Rabbinic literature consistently views Gehazi as a

negative character, who rudely pushed away the Shunammite woman (2 Kings 5:27).
[Reuven Chaim (Rudoph) Klein, Gehazi and the Miracle Staff of Elisha, Vol. 45, No. 2, 2017, 104-105.]
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CONCLUSION: Elisha was not the type of person who would experiment with a staff to
see if it would work. Was there something magical about the staff? No. Jesus healed the
blind man by putting mud in his eyes, but it wasn’t the mud that him. It was the power of
God in Jesus. The staff represented Elisha’s authority, just like Moses’ staff represented
the authority he received from God.

We must assume that the miracle would have happened if Gehazi had believed a
miracle would take place. He placed the staff on the young man’s face, but he didn’t
believe God would bring him back to life. He just viewed the staff as a dead piece of
wood, and not the authority of the prophet.

Think about it this way. We have an inspired book called the Bible. Some people read

the Bible and get nothing out of it, while others read it and their lives are changed. The

difference is one has faith in God’s Word and the other doesn’t.
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