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Introduction
Clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ.
ROMANS 13:14

Dismiss your own opinions and feelings, and think of the Scriptures
as the loftiest and noblest of holy things, as the richest of mines
which can never be sufficiently explored, in order that you may
find the divine wisdom which God here lays before you in such
simple guise as to quench all pride. Here you will find the swaddling
cloths and the manger in which Christ lies, and to which the angel
points to shepherds (Luke 2:12). Simple and lowly are these
swaddling cloths, but dear is the treasure, Christ, who lies in them.
MARTIN LUTHER, PREFACE TO THE OLD TESTAMENT


GLADYS AYLWARD (1901–1970) was born into poverty in London, and she was forced to leave school and work as a domestic worker to help support her family. Though she fell into a profligate lifestyle, she was converted during an evangelistic campaign in Kensington and soon felt the LORD calling her to be a missionary in China.1 At age twenty-eight she was accepted by the China Inland Mission for an initial three-month course focusing on Chinese language study. She made little headway, and the evaluation committee concluded that it could not “take the responsibility of sending a woman of twenty-eight, with such limited Christian experience and education, to China.”2
Aylward found a job doing domestic work for some retired missionaries in Wales, but she couldn’t let go of the idea of missions in China. One day, on a return trip from London, she began to read her Bible and was struck by God’s word to Abram: “Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that I will shew thee” (Gen 12:1 KJV). Maybe, Aylward thought, God wants me to do what Abram did. According to Aylward’s early biographer, R. O. Latham, “her next great moment was when she read the story of Moses.” With Abram and Moses standing before her, Gladys concluded, “If I did my very utmost to get to China, God would do the rest.”3 She decided to return to London as a housemaid to earn what she needed to pay her fare to China on the Trans-Siberian Railway—half the price of a ticket on an ocean steamer. She was urged not to go given the fighting that was taking place in Manchuria, but she persisted undeterred.
The trip was long and dreary, but Aylward found comfort in the Scriptures. She opened them to reread her favorite part of the Old Testament, “the deliverance of the children of Israel and of how God brought them out of bondage.” A small piece of paper dropped out, and on it were the words of Nehemiah 4:14: “Be not ye afraid of them: Remember the LORD” (KJV). The story of Moses was now suddenly God’s word to her, and she concluded that she could not turn back now, for “God is going to reveal Himself in a wonderful way.”4
After many hardships she finally reached the Pacific. In the port city of Vladivostok, Russia, Aylward learned through the courage of an unknown woman that some Russians had changed the occupation noted in her British passport from “missionary” to “machinist”—they were planning to send her to work in a Siberian work camp! The young woman directed Aylward to a ship bound for Japan, and from Japan Aylward reached the Chinese port of Tientsin. She then traveled on into the interior, to the mountain village of Yangcheng, where her missionary contact lived.
In Yangchang, Aylward learned the Chinese language, took the name Ai-weh-deh, and gradually came to see the Chinese people as her own. Yangcheng came under attack from the Japanese in the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–1945), and it changed hands several times as the fighting raged on. Aylward devoted herself energetically to caring for the wounded.5 She also cared for a growing number of orphans, and it soon became apparent that they would not be safe until they found refuge far from the front lines. Aylward set out with over one hundred children on a journey of more than four hundred miles to the ancient Chinese capital, Xian, the city at the end of the old Silk Road. After weeks of traveling on foot, and having overcome enormous obstacles including high mountain passes, they arrived with empty stomachs on the bank of the great Yellow River. They found that they were among many Chinese soldiers and that the Japanese army was fast on their heels. Aylward asked whether they could be ferried across the river but was told that there were no boats and that the river had been closed.
Aylward blamed the children for her suffering and cursed them through a sleepless night. She was deathly sick and certain that death awaited them all in the morning. As the sun began to rise she looked up and saw Sulan, a thirteen-year-old girl, standing at her side. They were quiet for a long time. Then Sulan broke the silence:
“Ai-weh-deh, do you remember when God called Moses and he took the Children of Israel through the Red Sea on dry land, and they all got over?” The girl looked up, smiled sweetly, and asked, “Do you believe it?”
“Of course I do,” said Ai-weh-deh. “Do you think I would teach you something I don’t believe?”
“Then why don’t we go across?” she asked innocently.6

Since Aylward had become absorbed in the hopelessness of her situation, she could not see what was obvious enough to Sulan. Despite Aylward’s protestations, Sulan beheld that the great body of water they could not cross, the Yellow River, should rather be named the Red Sea. And as far as she could tell, it was only natural to adopt this new name, since they were God’s beloved children and their beloved Ai-weh-deh their Moses. Aylward saw it for a moment too—and resisted. “Well, I’m not Moses,” she said. As is so often the case, the child was pressed to concede the adult’s point. But Sulan refused to let go of Aylward’s scriptural identity, for it was bound to her Christian hope. Sulan still had one rejoinder up her sleeve: “You’re not Moses, but Jehovah is Jehovah!”
Aylward confessed she was shaken by Sulan’s rejoinder. “All the years you have been preaching,” she told herself, “have you believed it was really true, that Moses did take those Children of Israel through the Red Sea?” She knew she did. “We will go across!” she said aloud. They knelt down together with some of the other children, and Sulan led the prayers. “Here we are, Lord, and we are just waiting for you to open the Yellow River for us.”7 Before long a Chinese officer arrived and told them that they had all the boats they needed to cross over to the other side. As providence would have it, Aylward led the children safely across. She had been forced to confront her enscripturation as Moses despite herself thanks to the voice of Sulan. “I praise you, Father, LORD of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children” (Mt 11:25).
What did Sulan know that Aylward and the others did not? How was she able to see, when they did not, that what made her circumstances scriptural is that the God of the Scriptures governs them? We can at least say this: What she knows, she knows in God and in Christ and by means of the gift of faith. Sulan is far from the first to behold her circumstances in this way. Her beholding is the beholding of the church and her saints. Sulan’s testimony is venerable, consistent, and strong, though we have often chosen to ignore or resist it.
Enscripturation
Enscripturation (inscripturation) is often defined as (1) the process by which ideas are recorded or codified in a way that elevates them to scriptural status. While this is the most common usage of the term, it also describes a process that takes place subsequently to this act. Enscripturation in this case is (2) the practice of locating extrascriptural realities in the Scriptures by using Scripture words and idioms to describe them.8 While the words of the New Testament were enscripturated in this first sense as they were added to the canon of the Old Testament, Christians continued to enscripturate their world well after the close of the canon in this second sense. Although the first chapter of this book deals with the New Testament, subsequent chapters will consider this Christian practice of postcanonical enscripturation within church history.
Given the immensity of the topic, this introduction to postcanonical enscripturation is self-consciously delimited. It seeks only to study the practice as it pertains to personal and communal identity. Seen in this more narrow sense, enscripturation can be defined as the practice of finding ourselves and the members of our communities in the Scriptures. This can take many forms, but the most obvious is the application of the given names of the Scriptures to ourselves and others. This application of the Scriptures’ given names is a sure indication that enscripturation has taken place—though it hardly exhausts the practice! It is but the tip of the iceberg. And just as the tip of the iceberg notifies sailors of the presence of a larger underwater mass, the study of given names this introduction undertakes testifies to something far more comprehensive: the Word’s enscripturating work.
The study of the history of biblical interpretation is interested, as we would expect, in exegetical method. It exercises this interest along a chronological axis, noting how people in various times and places have interpreted ancient texts. “I am not Moses!” Aylward insisted. And in this moment she speaks not just for herself but for a modern church that takes for granted that what separates modern humans from the Bible is a “broad, ugly ditch,” to use Gottlieb Lessing’s turn of phrase.9 Sulan recognized this point of view in Aylward’s retort. But she did not believe it for even a moment. The Scriptures were present to her, and they defined present reality. They did so whatever the present reality was, since they were for her words spoken by the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob—and Moses (Ex 3:6, 15-16). It comes as no surprise that Sulan embraced this point of view, for under Aylward’s tutelage she had learned, as had the other orphans, to take up the words of the Scriptures on her lips. As they had been for Aylward, the Scriptures became Sulan’s constant companion throughout their arduous journey. “Bless the LORD, O my soul,” Aylward had called out as they journeyed onward. “All that is within me bless his holy name,” the children would respond. In the darkest valley they were accompanied by the words of Psalm 23, and when they ascended the mountain they were accompanied by the words of Psalm 121. This embodied catechesis taught them the art of enscripturation.
Historians and historical theologians have often observed that Christians regularly interpret their lives through the lens of the Scriptures. This practice has sometimes been described as allegory, typology, tropology, figuration, reception, eisegesis, illumination, or application. But while they often note the practice, scholars struggle to take it seriously, and they rarely consider its theological foundations. One reason for this is that enscripturation is, as is the voice of Sulan, a voice from the margins. If the history of biblical interpretation is only the story of how exegetes have exegeted the Bible, then it is a story that includes only the privileged, the educated, and the intelligent. But if it is, rather, the story of what the Bible has done to those who have encountered it, then it must be the story of all of God’s people from the least to the greatest. To study the history of enscripturation is to invite to the table those hiding beneath it as they pick up the crumbs that were reserved for the dogs (Mt 15:27).
This is not to say that only the marginalized have practiced enscripturation. Far from it. But in today’s intellectual climate, it seems to be ignored even when it is practiced by famous Christians. When he waxes eloquent about our favorite dogmatic truths or rages antisemitic, we give Martin Luther a megaphone. But when he enscripturates himself and others, we hardly notice. And who could blame us—isn’t he speaking in hushed tones? No, Luther never speaks in hushed tones. We have our fingers in our ears when he speaks with the voice of Sulan.
Enscripturation has been practiced by the people of God since Old Testament times. They have practiced it for the simple reason that each encounter with a text is, as Hans-Georg Gadamer famously argued, itself an act of history. This is just to say, as Gadamer does, that meaning could not possibly be obtained by a disembodied intellectual encounter with a text. Humans interpret texts as bodies, lodged within the histories they inhabit. The act of reading is thus the coming together of reader and text, which Gadamer describes as the fusion of two horizons.10 The important work that scholars such as Anthony Thiselton have done to alert Bible readers to the complexities of the hermeneutical task can be traced, at least in part, to Gadamer’s seminal insight.
Many Christians continue to worry that acknowledging the place of readers in meaning-making implies that textual meaning is relative. But it is, rather, merely to affirm that textual meaning is possible. It is possible because the words, phrases, and ideas that readers encounter make contact in ways that allow them to be understood. The act of understanding a text is dialogical. It can be described both in terms of the text reaching out and making contact with the reader and in terms of the reader reaching out and making contact with the text. Enscripturation in this case is a natural byproduct of Bible reading. It is commonplace for the simple reason that the words people read grab hold of the objects of their world and ask that they be used to identify them. This indeed is what makes words intelligible.
The study of the history of biblical interpretation often follows the lead of modern biblical studies, taking for granted that texts are objects and readers subjects. But to speak of reading as an encounter between reader and text is to speak of a dialectic. It is to speak of a conversation between active participants—not only of readers who exegete texts but of texts that exegete their readers. This is particularly evident when it comes to religious texts, which presuppose that it is their business to transform their readers.11 From this vantage point, the history of biblical interpretation can be viewed, as Gerhard Ebeling rightly saw, as a “history of effects.”12 One key effect that can be noted is the words that Bible readers begin to use to describe themselves and others. And it is this effect that the present volume aims to explore.
The study of enscripturation is important because it is one of the clearest testimonies we have that the reader has been shaped by the Scriptures. For the enscripturator is one who has internalized the words of the Scriptures to such an extent that the Scriptures have, to borrow George Lindbeck’s turn of phrase, “absorbed” her world.13 Another way of saying this is that she has come to believe, in a new and powerful way, that they are true. What commonly goes by the name true in modernity in this case is seen to be nothing but a withered fig tree (Mt 21:18-22). It is possible for an ancient text to describe the ancient world truthfully and yet have no claim on our lives. If a text describes the world we live in truthfully, it demands attention. And if it describes our world truthfully in relation to God in Christ, its demands are infinitely urgent. Enscripturation is a testimony of faith that is spoken by people who are not merely searching for God. They are searching for God in the world in which they live. Another way of saying this is that they are searching the Scriptures for themselves in God. And another way of saying this is that they are searching for their names in the Lamb’s book of life.14

The Garments of the Word
This book is a book of stories. It tells the stories of historical saints searching for their names in the Lamb’s book of life. Eugene Peterson observes that the great power of stories is that they do not merely enlarge and deepen the reader’s sense of reality—they enlist readers as characters in the drama. “Stories,” Peterson continues, “open doors to areas or aspects of life that we didn’t know were there, or had quit noticing out of over-familiarity, or supposedly were out-of-bounds to us. They then welcome us in. Stories are verbal acts of hospitality.”15 This book invites readers to interpret their lives with reference to a particular set of stories, the stories of the Bible. It is an invitation to readers to see themselves anew, clothed in the garments of the Word.16
Though the stories told in this book highlight key scriptural correspondences, the reader will no doubt find other ways that they bring the Scriptures to mind. In her scriptural appellation Sulan has tilled the ground for further reflections. Moses in this case is not merely an identifier. It is a proposal that invites serious consideration. We might note, for instance, that Aylward had been deeply moved by Moses’ story: “The cheek of it!” she had said. “How did he dare take all those Israelites out of Egypt and across the Red Sea, and through the wilderness?”17 Little did she know that she would be drawn into this story by leading an exodus of her own and that she too would come to display the same audacity Moses demonstrated on his great trek. At the very moment she refused to acknowledge her Mosaic identity she was in fact speaking with the voice of the one who protested, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” (Ex 3:11).
It is also worth noting that Aylward, like Moses, was born into humble circumstances and that she escaped these circumstances and rose to a place of prominence even though she was a foreigner in a strange land. She was given an important governmental position by the local Mandarin and, in a gesture of great symbolic importance, was the first European to be granted Chinese citizenship by the nationalist government. As Moses, Aylward identified with her people, choosing “to be mistreated along with the people of God rather than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin” (Heb 11:25). When the nationalist government lost its hold in China and retreated to Taiwan, Aylward willingly joined in this wilderness exile. And though she could look across the straights of China to her land of promise, she died on Mount Nebo.
We might also note that, having reached the place of safety on the other side of the Red Sea on her great trek, Aylward had gathered the children, much as Moses had, to give thanks to God: “Together they said the psalm they knew so well—‘The Lord is my Shepherd.’”18 Aylward and the children were finally able to render the service of God for which they had been called out of Egypt. Enscripturation, then, is a mechanism that allows the storyteller to bring their story to its rightful doxological end.
In the gift of the Scriptures God has given his church the gift of beholding the world in the light of God’s Word. To say this is not merely to describe the outcome of Scripture reading. It is rather to answer the question, Where is the meaning of the Scriptures to be found? It is not merely to be found in the world behind the text, as the historical critic insists. Nor is it merely to be found at the interface of reader and text, as the hermeneutically informed reader claims. The meaning of the Scriptures is to be found among an uneducated missionary and a band of orphans on the banks of the Yellow River. Indeed, it is to be found wherever the waves wash up on the shore. The Word of the LORD goes out from the mouth of the LORD to the ends of the earth, and as it goes out, it achieves the purpose for which it was sent (Is 55:11). If a growing number of people in the modern West feel the Bible is irrelevant, this is surely because it has been hidden from the world for so long. The power of the Word is beheld when it is brought out of the study and into the world, for Scripture’s ability to absorb the world is “as wide as the world itself,” to borrow a phrase from William Jones of Nayland.19 The great power of Scripture words consists in their ability to name the things of the world in which we live.
The student who notes correspondences between the world and the Scriptures will soon find that this study opens up countless possible enscripturations. Christians have often studied the Scriptures with the express purpose of noting such correspondences. But this bookish approach, enscripturation as exegesis, is far from the only one. More often than not, enscripturation has taken place not in the study but out in the world. As people go about their everyday lives, they are confronted with some aspect of the world that they suddenly behold in scriptural terms. We can call this illumination enscripturation as beholding.
Sulan’s beholding of Aylward is a case in point. Sulan beheld, in a sudden moment of clarity, that God had not left his children as orphans and that he was ready to save. It is hard to know what led Sulan to this place of unwavering confidence. Latham’s text implies that it may have been Aylward, acting in the guise of Moses. Whatever it was, Sulan forced Aylward and the other children back on their belief that God is still God. The God of the Bible, that is, is God still. This simple affirmation was enough to order the artifacts of Sulan’s world scripturally. Since God is still God, Aylward is Moses; the Yellow River is the Red Sea; the imperial army is Pharaoh’s army; and the orphans are the children of Israel. Sulan has, by enscripturating her Moses, enscripturated herself. She has done so in the midst of a seemingly hopeless situation, clothing herself in the Word so she might find herself in God and in Christ.
In his work Biography as Theology, James William McClendon Jr. argues that interpreting the lives of individuals through the lens of the Scriptures enables them to be understood theologically.20 As he brings his work to a close, McClendon claims that the Scriptures enable Christians to see that the lives of saints “significantly participate in the life of Christ,” to the extent that “telling their stories is a part of telling the story.”21 McClendon’s promissory note launches the argument of this book. To be found in the Scriptures is to be beheld in relation to the crucified and risen LORD. I therefore argue that the measure of Christian enscripturation is cruciformity. Good enscripturation is able to highlight God’s cruciforming work in the historical saints it names, and it is a conduit of this work in the lives of its readers as it leads them onward into Christ’s resurrection life. This cruciforming testimony is not only to be found in scriptural commentaries and theological treatises. It can be found in letters, journals, commonplace books, songs, movies, and news releases. It can be culled from ancient manuscripts and blogs. It is practiced today in Nigeria and in America. It is uttered by male and female, old and young, Black and White, orthodox and heterodox, liturgical and Pentecostal. And it is a testimony that has been sidelined for far too long.
It is also a testimony that extends the testimony already present in the Scriptures themselves. The reason Sulan can find Aylward in Moses is that Jesus Christ has already found himself there: “Out of Egypt I called my son” (Hos 11:1; Mt 2:15). Since Christ has already identified with Moses, clothing Aylward in Moses was, for Sulan, the act of clothing her in Christ (Rom 13:14). The waters of the Yellow River, in this case, are not merely configured to the waters of the Red Sea as a barrier that stands between God’s people and safety. The waters of the Yellow River are configured to Christ and to the baptism Christ is baptized with as he bleeds and dies on the cross (Mk 10:38). In their hour of greatest need, Aylward and the children were not merely invited across the river. They were invited to share in this baptism as they journeyed onward toward the heavenly Promised Land.
Throughout the history of the church Christians have wrapped themselves in the Scriptures since they are, to borrow Luther’s turn of phrase, the swaddling cloths in which Christ Jesus lies.22 It is, in other words, only because Christ has already clothed himself with the words and names of Scripture that Christians have felt compelled to “go and do likewise” (Lk 10:37). They have clothed themselves with Christ’s garments as a way of following Paul’s injunction to the Romans to imitate Christ by clothing themselves with him (Rom 13:14).
Matthew testifies that Jesus Christ stood trial before the high priest, who said to him, “I charge you under oath by the living God: Tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God.” Jesus replied, “You have said so. But I say to all of you: From now on you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven.” At this, we are told, the high priest tore his clothes and said, “He has spoken blasphemy! Why do we need any more witnesses? Look, now you have heard the blasphemy” (Mt 26:63-65). Jesus’ answer sounds enigmatic and maybe even evasive to modern ears. But it was obvious to the high priest that by identifying himself as the book of Daniel’s Son of Man, he was blaspheming by making himself equal with God (Dan 7:13-14). Jesus’ practice of enscripturation was, in Matthew’s account, what got him killed. Even the high priest, though, didn’t understand that when Jesus speaks the words of Scripture he speaks with his own voice.
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Elijah the Prophet
Enscripturation in the New Testament
IN THE BOOK OF ACTS THE JEWS OF CORINTH bring Paul before Gallio, the proconsul of Achaia. They complain that Paul is “persuading the people to worship God in ways contrary to the law,” but the proconsul, we are told, was uninterested in the case (Acts 18:13). “Since it involves questions about words and names and your own law—settle the matter yourselves,” he says (Acts 18:15). Gallio speaks the truth. To speak about the Scriptures is always to speak about words and names. What Gallio could not see, though, was that the debate was no mere human argument, since the words and names of Scripture are God’s. This presupposed divinity has been the basis of the various exegetical methods that have generated the church’s theology and fueled the church’s devotion from the beginning. It is also the basis of the Christian practice of enscripturation.
Enscripturation takes place when readers use Scripture words to offer a divine interpretation of the world in which they live. It occurs, in other words, when they apply Scripture words as figures.1 The practice of enscripturation is governed by the conviction that Scripture’s ability to name the things of the world goes well beyond that of other books because its words are divine. As the Scriptures absorb the world, the world itself becomes, to again use a phrase from William Jones of Nayland, “a commentary on the mind of God.”2
All Scripture words—nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, conjunctions, and interjections—can be the vehicles of enscripturation, since the Scriptures are “as wide as the world itself,” to again quote Jones.3 This book focuses on a particular set of Scripture words: given names. Given names are of great interest because they address personal identity, which is surely one of the most pressing issues in our day. The unrivaled force of given names has to do with their strange constituting power. You can put together a long list of words that describe someone you know. But when you invoke someone’s given name, you call them forth with authority and give them definition as a particular human being among human beings, as if to say, “Look! This one, here!”
In the Old Testament human mothers and fathers are not the only ones to impart given names. The Creator God names people too. Adam is perhaps the first human being to be named by God since he is addressed in relation to God as “Adam” while he is still among speechless animals (Gen 2:20). Eve, on the other hand, appears as the first human being named by another human—“Adam named his wife Eve” (Gen 3:20). The people of Scripture receive their names either from God or from other humans. This being said, the distinction between divinely given names and humanly given names is not without difficulties. We can note, to begin, that members of one set are sometimes members of the other (Abram/Abraham, Sarai/Sarah, Jacob/Israel). We might also state the obvious: When God gives someone a name, he expects people to use it. In other words, the divine names of Scripture are also human names since they are uttered by human mouths and written by human hands.
The further difficulty that accompanies the distinction between the divinely given and humanly given names of the Bible is that divine authorship is baked into the very idea of scriptural status. Scripture words and names are, as God-breathed words, divine speech. This is why the distinction between divinely given names and humanly given names evaporates in the hands of New Testament authors. New Testament authors do not check to see whether an Old Testament name was divinely given before putting it to a divine use. When a New Testament author calls forth a given name from the Law and the Prophets, the author is saying something that reaches beyond human naming. The author is saying something about who the person is before the face of God.
The second reason the words of the Bible are divine is that they are divine revelation. The resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead redefines what it means to believe this to be true. From the New Testament onward, the Old Testament was reread as the revelation of the crucified and risen LORD.4 R. Kendall Soulen notes that YHWH, the Old Testament’s name for God, is given to Jesus in the Gospels, particularly in the Gospel of John. “I made your name known to them,” Jesus says (Jn 17:26 NRSV).5 The name Jesus in this case is itself the divine name since it is the culmination, fulfillment, and embodiment of the divine revelation of the Old Testament. This changes what it means to say that the Old Testament is divine speech. Old Testament words can now be reimagined as words the God the Son speaks on behalf of the God the Father through the power of the God the Holy Spirit.6
The Christian practice of enscripturation presupposes that what makes the words of the Old Testament divine is that they are the words of the crucified and risen LORD. The substance of this conviction can be understood with reference to Origen of Alexandria’s threefold hermeneutic—literal, tropological, allegorical.7 The literal sense, for Origen, is the straightforward rendering of a biblical text as it pertains to historical and physical events. The tropological sense is the rendering of this text for the purpose of Christian edification. The third and final sense is the allegorical. While this mode is often maligned in modernity as a flight of fancy, it is at root, for Origen and the ancient church, the christological sense. To say that Christians have consistently interpreted the words of the Old Testament allegorically is to say that they have found them to be the crucified and risen LORD’s testimony about himself. Enscripturation is a form of tropological reading. Authentic Christian enscripturation interprets the literal text through a christological lens (often by interpreting Scripture with Scripture) before it proceeds to tropology.8
With this in mind, we can proceed to the topic at hand: the New Testament’s enscripturation of John the Baptist, Jesus the Christ, and Paul the apostle as Elijah. The literal text of the New Testament is explicit that John the Baptist is the prophet Elijah. And while this literal text also presents Jesus the Christ as Elijah and Paul the apostle as Elijah, these presentations are characteristically allegorical and tropological. The Gospel presentation of Jesus as a new and better Elijah is allegorical since it is a christological reading of the Old Testament. And the epistolary presentation of Paul as the prophet Elijah is tropological as an occasional appropriation of the Old Testament for the edification of the church.
The New Testament use of the Old Testament name Elijah presupposes that it is a divinely given name. When the New Testament calls John the Baptist by the name of the Israelite prophet Elijah, it is not merely describing him in relation to the divine in a generic sense. It is describing him in relation to God in Christ. John is a type of Elijah because Christ himself, as archetype, is the true Elijah. Paul, in this case, also figures Elijah not merely because Paul is a true Israelite but because Christ is the true Israelite.
John the Baptist
We begin with the most well-known example of New Testament enscripturation: the identification of John the Baptist with Elijah the prophet. This New Testament claim is, according to Augustine and Thomas Aquinas’s way of speaking, a figural claim. It asks the reader to embrace the idea that although the term Elijah refers literally to the prophet of the book of Kings, Elijah is, within the canon of Scripture, a word with extended, figural referents. The Gospels, however, are not univocal in their approach to John’s figural identity as Elijah. Matthew shouts it from the rooftops. Mark whispers it in secret. Luke qualifies it. And John seems to deny it altogether.
Elijah is the divine name Jesus gives his cousin John in the Gospel of Matthew. This enscripturation of John as Elijah provides the three key ingredients that are necessary to understand the New Testament enscripturation and the historic practice of the church. But while I am calling them “ingredients,” I do not mean to say that they are to be followed methodologically, much as one follows a recipe. I am speaking descriptively rather than normatively. I am affirming that as we observe the people of God in their enscripturating work, we will often be able to identify three features. First, we will notice that the people of God are applying the words of Scripture to others and to themselves, and that they are able to do so because of their knowledge of the Scriptures. Second, as we consider their practice we will find that they are not merely making attributions with reference to the Bible. They are, rather, making attributions with reference to God and in Christ. Third, we will note as we consider the practice that it is participatory. It extends beyond the one who is given a scriptural name so as to envelop those who gather around. By means of even a single scriptural attribution, such people suddenly find that they too have been ordered in a particular manner to the Scriptures and to God in Christ.
John the Baptist bursts on the scene in Matthew 3, preaching in the wilderness of Judea. His urgent message, Matthew tells us, is “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” John’s ministry of judgment is in Matthew’s Gospel clearly of divine origin, and this locates John within the Old Testament. Having introduced the prophet John and his message, Matthew proceeds immediately to tell the reader that this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah, saying, “A voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the LORD, make straight paths for him’” (Mt 3:3). John is, in Matthew’s telling, not only the voice crying in the wilderness. He is the prophet—the prophet Malachi names in his oracle. “I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the LORD you are seeking will come to his temple,” Malachi says (Mal 3:1). And again, “See, I will send the prophet Elijah to you before that great and dreadful day of the LORD comes” (Mal 4:5).9
At the time of John the Baptist’s ministry, there was already a widespread expectation that a mass turning to Elijah would precede the LORD’s vindication of his people Israel. Matthew has no doubt that John is just such an Elijah.10 Like Elijah, Matthew’s John ministers at the Jordan and in the wilderness. Like Elijah, Matthew’s John ministers in a time of moral and spiritual bankruptcy, and people come to him to flee the wrath to come. Matthew 11 even puts John’s enscripturated identity on the lips of Jesus himself: “From the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and violent people take it by force. For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John came, and if you are willing to accept it, he is Elijah who is to come. Let anyone with ears listen!” (Mt 11:12-15 NRSV). For Matthew the name Elijah, which refers literally to the Old Testament prophet, refers figurally to John. It is, in other words, an instance of a scriptural word acquiring theological and especially christological import through extended application. This being said, while Matthew’s claim that John is Elijah is a figural claim, it is a claim explicitly stated by the literal text itself, making it both literal and figural.
Matthew’s Jesus insists that John is Elijah not merely because he has a prophetic vocation but because he is the forerunner: He carries the specific prophetic vocation of preparing the way before the LORD and making his paths straight (Mt 3:3).11 Were Jesus not the expected Messiah, John would not be the anticipated Elijah. And we can thus say with confidence that the scriptural name Elijah just is John’s relation to Christ. Walter Wink puts it this way: “John is not Elijah as such, but rather the Elijah of the Messiah.”12 Jesus’ declaration that John is his Elijah is the climax of his discourse on John, contained in Matthew 11:7-19. This discourse concludes with a reflection on John’s rejection by those who dismissed him on account of his behavior: “For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon’” (Mt 11:18 NRSV). This comment sets up Jesus’ next statement, which pertains to himself: “the Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’” (Mt 11:19 NRSV). Jesus’ comments here anticipate his own rejection and death, foreshadowed by John’s horrific death at the hands of Herod (Mt 14:1-11).
Elijah’s postmortem appearance on the Mount of Transfiguration in Matthew 17 provides Jesus with further opportunity to speak about the forerunner. His disciples ask him why the scribes say that Elijah’s appearance must precede that of the Messiah. Jesus replies, “Elijah is indeed coming and will restore all things, but I tell you that Elijah has already come, and they did not recognize him, but they did to him whatever they pleased. So also the Son of Man is about to suffer at their hands” (Mt 17:11-12 NRSV). Apparently the disciples had forgotten or failed to appreciate Jesus’ previous identification of John with Elijah, for Matthew editorializes this second identification. “Then,” he comments, “the disciples understood that he was speaking to them about John the Baptist” (Mt 17:13 NRSV).
In Matthew 17 Jesus is explicit that he will do more than just share in John’s prophetic ministry; he too will drink from the cup of martyrdom. This revelation takes the logic of Jesus’ identification of John with Elijah in Matthew 11 one step further. Elijah must come first, Jesus says. Elijah’s coming must precede Messiah’s coming. Jesus is the Messiah. So John must be Elijah. John is Elijah as one who points away from himself and to Christ. The narrative of John’s life must not merely be seen as following a parallel trajectory. As Wink argues, “Every statement about John the Baptist in the Gospel of Matthew is related to his function in redemptive history.” That the Gospel writers describe John’s sufferings shows how deeply they have “integrated him into the gospel of Jesus Christ.”13 This point confirms the directionality of identification. Second Temple literature says not a thing about the suffering of the coming Elijah. That John suffers as Elijah confirms that the shape of Elijah, as a scriptural figure, has been conformed to the figure of Christ.
In Matthew 17 Jesus’ revelation of his impending passion is the key that unlocks John’s true scriptural identity. His self-disclosure as suffering servant opens their eyes. In disclosing his path of suffering, Jesus discloses the nature of the true prophet. Thus the point is not merely, as Wink points out, that John’s “execution is proof of the axiom that the prophet must suffer.”14 The point is that it is only because Christ suffers that God’s prophets must suffer, and it is thus only because Christ suffers that John’s suffering confirms his identity as a true prophet.
Having established that John’s identity as Elijah is his relation to Christ, we can consider the participatory nature of this identification. Matthew 17 makes it crystal clear that while Jesus’ identification of John as Elijah is a matter of “words and names,” this is not to say that it is a trivial matter. In Jesus’ telling, the failure to recognize John as Elijah was what led to his rejection and murder. And what is more, this rejection and murder is, for Jesus, deeply personal, not just because John was his cousin and colaborer but because it is an ominous sign of things to come. Those who rejected and murdered John will soon reject and murder him. But Jesus does not merely look ahead to this moment; rather, he identifies it in the present. What is to come is constituted by what has already taken place: In their rejection and murder of John, they have already been ordered to Jesus in a particular way. Their future rejection and murder of him has already been secured.
Matthew thrusts the gravity of the failure to identify John as Elijah at the reader as he comes to the climax of his narrative. We would have thought that John and his ministry were things of the past. But, remarkably, the question of Elijah’s coming is still in play as Jesus hangs on the cross, about to die. It is still in play because it continues to be, even at this late point in the drama, of central importance to the question of Jesus’ identity. Here the tragic inches toward the tragic-comic. The one who suffers before them is apparently one who has been driven from Israel and now stands condemned, for “Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree” (see Deut 21:23; Gal 3:13 NRSV). But it is not Jesus who is to be pitied but those who believe he is calling out for Elijah. Elijah has come, but they still stand there, at the foot of the cross, wondering whether he will arrive. As those who have missed Elijah’s coming, they are blind to the cosmic significance of what is transpiring before their eyes. The great irony is that their failure to identify the forerunner has led them to the edge of the precipice: It is their membership in Israel that now hangs in the balance.
The three ingredients that comprise Matthew’s presentation of John as Elijah are not all present in the other Gospels, but their treatment of this enscripturation, when read canonically, can help fill out Matthew’s account. We will briefly touch on the other Gospels before we proceed to reflect on the scriptural identity of Jesus himself.
For Mark, John’s identity as Elijah is, as it is for Matthew, tied to Jesus’ messianic identity. One unique feature of this marriage in Mark is the “Elijianic secret.”15 Mark’s account of Jesus’ discourse on John the Baptist, found in Matthew 11, does not include the comment that the disciples apprehended John’s Elijianic identity (Mk 1:1-8). For Mark, beholding John’s scriptural name is a pneumatic gift that accompanies the postresurrection revelation of Jesus’ scriptural identity. In the Gospels of Mark and Luke, the apocalyptic nature of this apprehension is buttressed by the narrative presentation of John and Jesus as best man and groom.
In Mark’s Gospel the notion that John is the friend of the bridegroom is an extension of his Elijianic identity. The description of John’s Elijianic clothing and diet in Mark 1:6 is followed by his statement in the following verse, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals” (Mk 1:7 NRSV). John’s assertion that the one who follows after him will be greater than he brings to mind Elisha’s difficult request for a double portion of Elijah’s spirit (2 Kings 2:9). This being said, Jesus does not follow John as Elisha follows Elijah. As one who covers himself with Elijah’s mantle, Elisha and his ministry are understood with reference to his predecessor in the book of Kings. But in the book of Mark, the clothing of Jesus establishes this relationship. Elisha’s possession of his predecessor’s mantle points his ministry backward in the book of Kings. John’s refusal to even touch his successor’s sandal points his ministry forward in Mark. The Elijah of the book of Kings remains at least symbolically superior to his predecessor, but the same thing cannot be said of the Elijah of Mark.
Loosening the sandal strap is associated with levirate marriage in the Old Testament.16 The two Old Testament stories that engage this custom, the unions of Judah and Tamar (Gen 38) and of Boaz and Ruth (Ruth 4), are both included in Luke’s genealogy. David Lyle Jeffrey thinks the levirate law referenced in Deuteronomy 25:5-10 may be the primary text in the background of Luke’s account. In this text the responsibility to fulfill conjugal rights is passed from the woman’s husband to her brother-in-law as kinsman-redeemer, and in this case John asks Israel the bride to look instead to his close relative. This nuptial interpretation of the figure of the loosed sandal is well attested in patristic literature. Gregory the Great gives voice to this tradition when he says, “John denounces himself as unworthy to loose the latchet of Christ’s shoes; as if he openly said, ‘I am not able to disclose the footsteps of the Redeemer, and do not presume to take unto myself unworthily the name of bridegroom.”17
When Jesus’ relationship to his cousin John is again discussed in Mark 2, Jesus calls himself the bridegroom. While this discussion is taken up in both Matthew and Luke’s Gospels, Luke’s account stands out because of the wedding’s extended historical horizon. Luke, as is well known, tells the story of Jesus (and therefore John) with the story of the church in mind. The coming of the kingdom is thus deferred to the eschaton as the time of the final gathering. John is in this case not the forerunner but a transitional figure. In Luke’s telling he is an Old Testament prophet who comes “in the spirit and power of Elijah” (Lk 1:17). As an Old Testament prophet, he preaches repentance, and as a preacher he is the first to announce the coming of the kingdom that will finally come on the day of the LORD at Christ’s return.18 John, in this case, is not quite Elijah, since Elijah is the eschatological prophet whose coming communicates that the arrival of this kingdom is imminent. Christian tradition was more than happy to interject his arrival as one of the two witnesses announced in Revelation 11. This surprising deferral of Elijah’s second coming to Christ’s second coming is understandable from the standpoint of the history of enscripturating practice. As a history of human naming, human enscripturations are provisional and incomplete. The true scriptural identity of each person is a divine possession that will be unveiled only at Christ’s return, when he reveals the contents of the Lamb’s book of life.
It is easier to square the opinion of the Gospel of Luke regarding John’s relation to Elijah with the canonical witness than it is to square the opinion of the Gospel of John. John’s John denies what Matthew and Mark’s Jesus affirms: When the priests and Levites ask him whether he is Elijah, he insists, “I am not” (Jn 1:21). He is not the Messiah, he is not Elijah, and he is not the prophet. But he is, as he is for the other Gospel writers, “the voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way for the LORD’” (Jn 1:23). This last positive affirmation adds to the difficulty, since for Matthew and Mark, as we have seen, it is precisely as one who goes before the LORD that he must be called by the name Elijah. Patristic interpreters felt this difficulty acutely since they took for granted that God’s prophets always spoke the truth. But it is not necessary in this case to give John a lying tongue.
The scribes and Pharisees evidently had wrong expectations about Elijah’s return and his message, perhaps even anticipating that his person was to be raised from the dead. John is merely noting that he is not the Elijah they are expecting. Since it is intimately connected to Jesus’ identity as Messiah, John’s identity as Elijah is concealed from all those who fail to identify Jesus’ messiahship. The scribes and Pharisees John addresses reject Jesus’ messiahship, and thus John cannot be, for them, Elijah.
This presupposition, which is unveiled for Christ’s true disciples in his death and resurrection, provides the theological underpinnings of the Gospel’s retelling of Christ’s life and work. Thus the Gospel writer notes that the disciples recalled that Jesus had said he would rebuild the temple after three days and that it was only then that they “believed the scripture and the words that Jesus had spoken” (Jn 2:22). As one who is ignorant of this unveiling, even John himself stands on the outside of this revelation, and thus we can hardly expect him to have a fully articulated sense of his own scriptural identity. As John Behr’s masterful treatment of John’s Gospel makes clear, Jesus’ death and resurrection do not merely unveil his personal identity. They are, rather, the beginning that sets in motion the divine reinterpretation of all things by means of the study of the Law and the Prophets.
The differences between the Gospels confirm that scriptural identities, like garments, are things that can be put on and taken off based on context and ultimately on divine vocation. And while the differences are real, the Gospel of John is consistent with the synoptic witness since John the Baptist does not in any of the synoptic accounts call himself Elijah. In the first place, the knowledge that John is Elijah belongs to Jesus the Christ. Only Matthew’s Gospel speaks of others perceiving that John is Elijah. And we might well ask just how well they understood it. Their knowledge was partial at best, since they still did not understand that the Messiah had to suffer and die. For all the Gospel writers the apprehension of Jesus’ divine identity is only granted at the resurrection. This apprehension was tied, as we will see, to their rereading of Israel’s Scriptures, which in turn was an invitation to the disciples to behold themselves and their world as Christ himself beholds them. Elijah is John’s resurrection identity.19

Jesus the Christ
As a thought experiment, it is interesting to ask whether Gospel writers might have applied other Old Testament given names to John the Baptist. We can at least imagine them zeroing in on correspondences between John the Baptist and other Old Testament characters. This being said, there is a set of Old Testament words and names that was off-limits: the words and names that refer to God. The most astonishing thing about the Gospel presentations of the man Jesus is that they flagrantly violate this boundary. They take it for granted that all the words and names of the Scriptures are at their disposal, whether used to describe God’s people or God himself.
In the Gospels, Jesus applies both the human names and the divine names of the Old Testament to himself. Another way of describing John’s ignorance about himself, standing as he does at the end of the old order, is to say that he is not granted to know his own divine name since he cannot possibly fully grasp that his cousin is the bearer of the divine name. John’s John is only a voice (Jn 1:23). “I am not,” John repeatedly says (Jn 1:20, 21, 27; 3:28). But Jesus says, “I am.” He says it forty-five times! And in so doing he names himself with the name God revealed to his people in the Scriptures to publish his divine identity (Ex 3:14; 6:2; Deut 32:39; Is 48:12). These “I am” statements bind the Jesus who uses them to the God of the Old Testament. They are the linchpin confirming that the divine actions Jesus performs are actions he also performs as God in the Old Testament. In his seven key “I am” statements (Jn 6:35; 8:12; 10:7; 10:11, 14; 11:25; 14:6; 15:1), Jesus is not merely retrospectively applying Old Testament texts to himself. “Before Abraham was, I am,” he says (Jn 8:58). This “I am” statement, like the others, confirms that the works of his Father in the Old Testament are also works Jesus performs. Early Christian authors recognized that Christ’s divinity could be established only by enscripturating him as the actor of the divine work the Old Testament describes. Early Christian exegesis was electrified by this wonder.
The distinction between divine and human in Scripture is important to the historic practice of enscripturation. In the temple of the Scriptures, divine names are something like the holy of holies. They are off-limits, or at least almost always off-limits. And the inability to enter in is something the people of God have by and large had little difficulty coming to accept. The high priest, who is permitted to enter once a year, may be seen in this case as a figure of Christ Jesus, since he alone of all those who have taken on the name human has also taken up the name God. Yet this does not mean the human names of Scripture are unclean. They are not the holy of holies. But they are, perhaps, the holy place. The human names in the Old Testament, like the divine, have God as their author and therefore belong to him.
We might note, further, that the revelation of Jesus Christ’s divine identity in resurrection does not merely justify the application of the divine names of the Old Testament, such as “I AM,” to his person. It requires equally the reapplication of the human names of the Old Testament as names that now apply to God himself. Having applied these names to himself, Jesus takes hold of them and redeems them, giving them an equal share in Scripture’s redeeming power.
It is a great mercy that the Old Testament contains human names and not just divine. For it is through his embrace of these human names that Christ condescends to his people and enables them to grab hold of him. It is true—as Christ himself warns—that many false Christs will arise. These false Christs are those who, in failing to note the distinction between divine and human names, have applied divine names to themselves. Yet they are by far the minority. Most of those who have applied the names of Scripture to themselves have been more than content to use only human names. That they have done so does not validate their interpretive choices, as we will see, for there are not only false christs but also false prophets. But we can at least say this: Those who come to identify with the human actors of the Old Testament participate in Christ by way of his humanity.20
While the distinction between the divine and human names of Scripture obtains for human readers, it does not apply to God in Christ. We can note that Jesus applies the divine names of the Old Testament only to himself and that he applies the human names of Scripture not only to himself but to others. His application of these human names to himself does not necessarily precede his application to others chronologically in the Gospel stories. However, his application of these names to himself, both divine and human, must be given priority, for the scriptural names he gives to others are his scriptural names.
I recognize this all sounds rather complex. But I think it will become clear as we consider the testimony that Jesus, like John, is to be given the name Elijah. Jesus identifies with the figure of Elijah in all four Gospels. Luke seems to be most interested in making this connection, and this is perhaps one reason why he is reticent about calling John Elijah. Just as identifying John with Elijah is of great interest to Matthew, identifying Jesus with Elijah is of great interest to Luke.
In Luke’s account, Jesus returns to his hometown after he is baptized by John, and he tells the people who think they know him who he really is. It is evident that they know him only in a human manner. According to Luke, Jesus discloses his true and divine identity by reading the Scriptures. He enters the synagogue on the Sabbath and is asked to read the lection from the prophet Isaiah. He reads,
The Spirit of the LORD is on me,
because he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,
to set the oppressed free,
to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor. (Lk 4:18-19; see Is 61:1-2)

Those present may well have recognized that in saying these words Jesus was embodying them, for Luke notes that “the eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him” (Lk 4:20). Perhaps he thought this preaching was preaching enough. He “rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down” (Lk 4:20). But those who looked at him looked with eyes of amazement, and likely disbelief, and he therefore proceeded to exposit the text.21 The content of this second proclamation reiterated that of the first: “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing,” he preached (Lk 4:21).
The people of Nazareth were quite willing to allow Jesus to claim for himself the mantle of the Old Testament prophet. Luke tells us that they were “amazed at the gracious words that came from his lips” (Lk 4:22). They may even have been willing to accept him as the long-anticipated Elijah, with whom he identifies in the verses that follow. But it is clear that, even if they were willing to do so, they were willing to do so only on their own terms. And for Luke, accepting Jesus on their terms was the same as not accepting him at all. The disagreement between Jesus and the people of Nazareth does not concern his prophetic identity but the measure of such an identity. The measure of a prophet, Jesus says, is hometown rejection, and he appeals to Elijah and Elisha to confirm this point.
Like Elijah and Elisha, Jesus did not travel widely, and like them he ministered largely to the people of Israel. He says that, like Elijah, he comes in a time of “famine,” and he may here be speaking of the present time as a time in which the Word of God is seen to be “rare” (1 Sam 3:1). Jesus then demonstrates that his people have failed to understand or support his ministry by pointing to two stories from Elijah and Elisha’s prophetic ministries. He reminds his readers that Elijah was sent to the widow of Zarephath in the region of Sidon even though there were many suffering widows in Israel (1 Kings 17:7-24), and that Elisha cleansed Naaman the Syrian though there were many in Israel with leprosy whom he did not cleanse (2 Kings 5). The clear implication here is that they were sent abroad because of Israelite unbelief. Jesus’ ministry is a dividing ministry that, like John’s Elijianic ministry, will cause the “falling and rising of many in Israel” (Lk 2:34). The great scandal for the people of Nazareth is not that his prophetic ministry will enact such a division but that this rising will include those who stand outside the nation of Israel. “The Queen of the South,” Jesus will later go on to say, “will rise at the judgment with the people of this generation and condemn them, for she came from the ends of the earth to listen to Solomon’s wisdom; and now something greater than Solomon is here” (Lk 11:31).
Jesus’ allusion to the duration of Elijah’s prophetic ministry, three and a half years, inaugurates his own three-and-a-half-year ministry.22 This identification generates what some have called an “Elijianic midrash,” a series of parallels between Elijah and his ministry and Jesus and his ministry, which give the impression that Luke’s narrative retelling proceeds by way of comment on the book of Kings.23 The many parallels leave no doubt that for Luke Jesus is to be understood as a new (and better) Elijah.24 We might also note that Luke’s presentation of Jesus as Elijah is oriented toward his disappearance and the passing on (paradosis) of his prophetic mantle, which in Luke’s Gospel falls to the disciples who are clothed with the power of the Holy Spirit. While there is a great deal more to say about this, here it suffices to say that it begins with Jesus’ appropriation of the Old Testament, in which given names play an important part. R. T. France’s still-relevant discussion Jesus and the Old Testament concludes that the basic difference between Jesus’ use of the Old Testament and that of his contemporaries is that he believed and taught that it “found its fulfillment” in him.25 We might note, though, that the success of this reading meant Jesus would not stand out for long. While in Luke’s account Jesus’ ministry begins with him enscripturating himself, the ministry of his disciples begins when they follow him and “go and do likewise” (Lk 10:37) by finding him in the Scriptures.
Jesus’ long conversation with his disciples on the Emmaus road in Luke’s Gospel was not merely a matter of teaching them about himself or about the contents of the Old Testament. It was a lesson in hermeneutics.26 Jesus taught his disciples how to read—and how to read with him in mind. The reason for this is that the proclamation of the gospel (kērygma), and therefore the continuation of Jesus’ prophetic witness, depends on the ability to reread the Scriptures as Jesus himself reread them. And they did learn. Luke’s Gospel is confirmation that they did. The hermeneutics lesson started with Jesus condemning the disciples for being slow to believe what the prophets had spoken regarding the Messiah as one who must suffer before he enters into his glory. And then, “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself” (Lk 24:27). Luke doesn’t bother to include which Scriptures he addressed. Luke’s Jesus does not divide the Scriptures into Scriptures that reveal him and Scriptures that don’t. He speaks to the disciples from all the Scriptures because they all point to him. “Not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished” (Mt 5:18) because the crucified and risen LORD fulfills every letter and every stroke of every letter.27
Jesus himself speaks to his disciples on the Emmaus road as the first to look on the Old Testament from an elevated position. Faith in his resurrection enabled Gospel writers to follow suit. Each Gospel narrative is itself a reading of the Old Testament. As an extension of Jesus’ resurrection reading of the Old Testament, the Old Testament reading of the Gospel writers is at once a reading of his life. From this it follows, as Joel Marcus notes, that “The movement of thought . . . is not exclusively from Christ to the Scripture but also from the Scripture christologically-construed to a deeper understanding of the events surrounding Christ.”28 This is not to say that every Old Testament word can be applied directly to the Gospel witness. It is to affirm that, having begun with any given Old Testament word, the one who searches the Scriptures will be led to the feet of the crucified and risen LORD of the Gospels through the mediation of the canonical witness.
Elijah is only one of the many human names of the Old Testament that the Gospel writers apply to Jesus’ person. France notes several other given Old Testament names that Jesus takes on himself. He is a new and greater Jonah (Mt 12:39-41; 16:4; Lk 11:29-30), a new and greater Solomon (Mt 12:42; Lk 11:31), a new and greater David (Mt 12:3-4; Mk 2:25-26; Lk 6:3-4), a new and greater Isaiah (Mt 13:13; Mk 4:12; Lk 8:10).
In the next section of this chapter we will consider the idea that Jesus is a new and greater Jacob. But first we must briefly consider the difference between the New Testament’s application of Old Testament names to Jesus and to the people of God. At root the difference is a simple one, namely that the meaning of words is not found in dictionaries only but in the application of these words to the objects of the world. Thus when Old Testament names are applied to Jesus and to the people of God, they mean different things since Jesus is God and they are not. This is something most biblical interpreters recognize intuitively when it comes to words such as father.29 And there is no avoiding this conclusion, whatever the word in question: To say that John the Baptist is Elijah is one thing, and to say that Jesus Christ is Elijah is quite another.
Early Christian interpreters took this difference for granted. While they spoke of a first and a second Adam, following cues Paul gave them (particularly in 1 Cor 15), they well understood that the one who considers the relationship between the first and second Adam will have to invert the ordering. As Byzantine theologian Nicholas Cabasilas observes,
It was not the old Adam who was the model for the new, but the new Adam for the old, even though it is said that the new Adam was generated according to the likeness of the old (Rom 8:3) because of the corruption which the old Adam initiated. The latter Adam inherited it in order that He might abolish the infirmity of our nature by means of the remedies which He brings and, as Paul says, so “that which is mortal might be swallowed up by life” (2 Cor. 5:4).30

Cabasilas is adamant that while it is easy to see the old Adam as the archetype, this point of view belongs to fallen human nature. Those who have been brought from death to new life have been given a new point of view. They must, he says, regard “Christ as the
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