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From the perspective of Chinese folk religion and popular cultures, this paper argues that Lucan representation of John (the Baptist) as “going before the Lord in the spirit and power of Elijah” (Luke 1:17a) can be understood as the spirit of Elijah upon John in terms of “spirit influence or possession.”  This “spirit influence” does not mean that John loses his autonomy in the sense that Elijah controls him. Rather, because the spirit of Elijah is influencing or working with him, John takes upon Elijah’s mission and “becomes” Elijah.  Such notion is not unlike Iamblichus’s notion of “divine inspiration and possession” in which the “possession” is the result of “divine descent and illumination” and “human ascent and receptivity.”

Moreover, if Luke “emphasizes the work of the Holy Spirit in a way that the other Synoptic Gospels do not”
 and if the biblical worldview considers “the seen” and “the unseen” worlds a “single continuum” where “spiritual beings were as much at home as humans,”
 a worldview which is similar to that of the Chinese, then it is worthwhile to examine Lucan portrayal of spirit from the Chinese perspective.  As such, Elijah is not just a figurative comparison or model for John in terms of the former’s mission and power, as what Ambrose and Bede suggested.
  Neither is he a mere prophet-typology or a literary figure echoing the Elijah narrative in the Hebrew Bible, as many scholars argue as they highlight different theology, historico-critical criticism, and inter-textual literary analysis of Luke-Acts with Mark, Matthew, 1-2 Kings, Zechariah, Malachi, and Sirach or Ecclesiasticus.
Given this focus of the paper, I will not address the sociopolitical and rhetorical aspect of Luke 1:17a as a strategy or tactic to impose a certain authority and identity upon its audience, via an “ecstatic” narrative.  The notions of “spirit” and “power” can certainly be viewed in terms of social structures and institutions, but this paper’s primary focus is on “spirit” and “power” as such, that is, “spirit” and “power” as real “spiritual” entities that interact with us concretely in our everyday lives, as Chinese Malaysians understand them.
“Spirit Influence or Possession” in Luke 1:17a?

en penumati kai dunamei Eliou ‘in the spirit and power of Elijah,’ i.e. “possessed by the spirit and power of Elijah” (NEB).  En means here as in 2:27 ‘under the influence of,’ or ‘guided by’.  The genitive Eliou is not possessive but qualifying: John will be possessed by the same spirit as Elijah.  Pneuma does not refer to the human spirit but to the divine spirit, as usually when accompanied by a semantically related noun… dunamis ‘power’, often connected with pneuma (4:14; Acts 1:8; Rom. 15:13, 19; 2 Tim. 1:17) and here practically synonymous with it as 1:35.  Hence both words may be rendered as one concept, ‘powerful spirit’.


Most English translations render Luke 1:17a as “in the spirit and power of Elijah” (KJV; ASV; NAB; NIV; TNT) or “with the spirit and power of Elijah” (NJB; NRSV; NLT).  The New English Bible, however, translates it as “possessed by the spirit and power of Elijah.”  The Chinese Union Version, which most Chinese uses, translates it as “having the determination or mission and ability or power of Elijah” (他必有以利亚的心志能力).  The Chinese New Version is very similar to most English translations, “having Elijah’s spirit and ability or power” (他必有以利亚的灵和能力).  This rendering of “spirit possession” is also related to pimplēmi “to fill” in Luke 1:15 that speaks of John “being filled with the Holy Spirit” (cf. 1:41, 67), which Reiling and Swellengrebel in A Translator’s Handbook on the Gospel of Luke translate as “the Spirit takes possession of the person who is filled by him (cp. Judg. 6:34) and enables him to prophesy.”


This notion of “spirit influence or possession,” however, is neglected in scholarly works and the question of whether the Gospel of Luke portrays John as Elijah has given rise to many responses that mainly focus on the literary representation and construction of the figure Elijah in Luke (see Appendix for “History of Interpretations”).  For some, the answer can be explicitly or implicitly affirmative in the sense that John is Elijah or John is like Elijah.  For others (the majority), the answer is a “no” because Luke seems to focus more on presenting Jesus as Elijah.  However, scholars who argue thus also contend that Elijah can be seen in terms of an eschatological or a non-eschatological prophetic figure.  Another major group of scholars maintains that Luke actually reflects two different stages of traditions that depict both John and Jesus as Elijah.  But if prophecy is related to some kind of “altered states of consciousness,” as David Aune points out
 – we are not speaking of how such activities are used rhetorically and ideologically for power and authority legitimatization – then can we not speak of prophets as being influenced or possessed by the spirit?
Hermeneutical Lens: Spirit as Real Entities
Angels, spirits, principalities, powers, gods, Satan – these, along with all other spiritual realities, are the unmentionables of our cultures.  The dominant materialistic worldview has absolutely no place for them.  These archaic relics of a superstitious past are unspeakable because modern secularism simply has no categories, no vocabulary, no presuppositions by which to discern what is was in the actual experiences of people that brought these words to speech.

In terms of Western thinking, that which is natural and susceptible to scientific analysis could be, in terms of African thinking, viewed within supernatural perspectives.  In terms of Western thinking, that which is inherently supernatural and not susceptible to scientific analysis could be, in terms of African thinking, natural but bringing out the revelation of divine power(s).


The “unmentionables” that Walter Wink mentions are still valid today in our Western cultures.
  We in the West tend to reduce or explain them away as some sort of psychological manifestations, if not illusions or hallucinations or disorders, and expressions of sociopolitical deprivations and marginalization so that we can manage and grasp them.  But as Kabiro wa Gatumu points out, what seem “natural” and “supernatural” really depend on one’s contextual perspectives.  In fact, even when “what seem supernatural” are analyzed critically, such as what we have in the two-volume encyclopedia of Shamanism-related beliefs and practices,
 the notion of “spirit” as real entities is still sidelined in scholarship, if not treated as superstitious, uncultured, and backward.  Hence, we see scholars being apologetic in accounting for their personal encounter with the world of the spirits in their research,
 despite the fact that spirit encounters and narratives have been taken seriously by all cultures since time immemorial, as the two-volume encyclopedia has made very clear.  There seems to be a Weberian kind of sharp dichotomy between the unseen spiritual and seen material worlds, in which the world is seen as progressing and evolving from the former (primitive and irrational cultures) to the latter (developed and rational cultures).
 Needless to say, one can easily see the colonial agenda in such notion.
Indeed, it is not a cliché but an ethical responsibility and acknowledgment to reiterate and stress that our understanding and interpretation are always contextual and perspectival.
  Even when biblical studies uses the name “altered states of consciousness (ASC)” – or “alternate states of consciousness” to highlight the dynamic state of such experience
 – to speak of the manifestation of one’s interaction with the spirit, Pieter E. Craffert stresses that “There is no purely biological or neurophysiological core of such [ASC] experiences.  Instead, they must be understood as fully human, and therefore, cultural.”
  In fact, if “States of consciousness are also shaped by culture,”
 then our perception, experience, cognition, understanding, and interpretation of such phenomena are also shaped by our cultures.  As such, we need to be aware not to pre-judge and discriminate against ASCs because “in some cultures visions and auditory hallucinations are not signs of psychopathology but culturally approved means of obtaining knowledge from ancestors.”

Another point that Gatumu underscores in his work is the continuum of the material and spiritual worlds in the sense that the “spirits reside in the spirit world but naturally permeate the physical world,”
 a worldview that both Chinese
 and the biblical world
 hold.  As such, “supernatural is used not to refer to a transcendent domain separate from the natural world of human habitation”
 as if one can separate the sacred or spiritual from the profane or material sphere.  On the contrary, for Africans, Chinese, and Israelites, the spirits – whether god, goddess, angels, demons, ancestral spirits, the deceased, or the ancient heroes – have tremendous relevance and impact on their daily lives.  For example, as (Daoist) Chinese thinks that everything seen and unseen is made of Qi (and the different combinations of Yin and Yang) – with the exception of Dao, the primordial principle – even spiritual beings have material existence.
  In other words, for the Chinese, everything is deeply intertwined.  Likewise, in the Hebrew Bible, Paolo Xella notes that
The dead in Hebrew are called rephaim, analogous to the Ugaritic and Phoenician words… This etymology clearly shows that the dead, rather than being impotent spirits, are self-possessed numinous beings, endowed with beneficent powers and superior knowledge, who have the ability to communicate with the living… [In fact] The biblical text often refers favorably to a cult of the dead.  The dead were often explicitly called “the divine” and were considered powerful and benevolent intermediaries by the living [cf. 1 Samuel 28; Isaiah 8:19; Leviticus 20:27].


One last point that I want to address in this section is my avoidance of using the term “shamanism.”  John Pilch replaces the word “shaman” with “holy man/holy woman” for two reasons.  First, he agrees “with those anthropologists who believe that the word ‘shaman’ properly describes this figure among the Siberian Tungus and should be limited to that discussion.”
  Secondly, he finds the terms “holy man/holy woman” more appropriate to describe such figures in “biblical and related traditions.”
  In addition to its negative connotation in Chinese society, my hesitation to use the term “shamanism” is related to the fact that “shamanism” is only a part of Chinese folk religion, which is a mixture of Confucianism, Mahayana Buddhism, and Daoism.

Now, if there is little or even no dualism between body and spirit nor dichotomy between profane and sacred in Chinese cultures, how do we read Luke 1:17a without the influence of Western dichotomy between spirit and body?  Similarly, if the Bible views the worlds of spirit and human as a single continuum, how do we interpret 1:17a?
Spirit Influence or Possession

Spirit possession is a key practice in religions worldwide, yet it is a practice that is – perhaps inevitably – misunderstood.  This misunderstanding can have disastrous consequences, leading to possible vilification of such experiences (where, for instance, those who ‘experience’ possession or trance are demonized or regarded as mentally unstable)… Ironically, rather than expose these misunderstandings, academic scholarship has inadvertently sustained them.


First, I want to distinguish between bad “spirit influence” and good “spirit influence.”  I avoid using “spirit possession” because possession seems to imply a rather passive receptivity of the human where she/he loses her/his personality, consciousness, identity, and agency when being influenced by the spirit.  From the perspective of Chinese folk religion, such phenomenon does take place but it usually happens under the influence of evil spirits.  But as Jojo M. Fung, a fellow Chinese Malaysian Jesuit, points out in his personal experiences with the good spirit or divine spirit, one needs to purify oneself and be prepared for such spiritual encounters.
  As this paper focuses on the good spirit – we are speaking of the spirit of Elijah, who is the “Prophet and father of prophets” (St. Ephraem) and the “type of all prophets” (Jerome)!
 – it leaves aside the topic on bad spirit that coerces or invades a person and controls her/his actions and thoughts (e.g., Luke 4:33ff; 8:26ff; 9:37ff; 11:14ff; 13:10ff; etc.).  Here, it is noteworthy to quote Erika Bourguinon’s comments on Kabbalisitic beliefs and practices.  

… the idea of spirit possession is generally paired with the idea of soul that is replaced, temporarily, by an invading entity.  The kabbalistic idea of sparks of a soul that can coexist with the host’s soul is quite special.  Here the possession does not involve a change of consciousness, nor necessarily an awareness of it, nor any public demonstration of the gift thus acquired.

In his study of “benevolent spirit possession in sixteenth-century Galilean village of Safed” – according to Matt Goldish, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries “were the heyday of possession accounts” for both Judaism and Christianity
 – Lawrence Fine confirms this observation by Bourguignon.  He, moreover, argues that “communication with [angels and good spirits are not only] socially, morally, and religiously acceptable, it also requires a period of cultivation of “intentional and purposely manner” demanded by the spirits.
  For example, in the case of Joseph Karo (1488-1575), Fine points out that prior to Karo’s meeting with his angel-mentor, Karo needs to “ready himself by depriving his body of all pleasures, especially food and drink, not only as a general matter but most especially in the period immediately leading up to practice” of reciting “mishnayot (paragraphs of Mishnah).”
  Similarly in the account of Isaac Luria (1534-1575), Luria taught his followers a series of ritual of atonement to cleanse the “polluted nature of the body” caused by partaking of “the imperfections of the material world” so that one can be purified to “become a repository of the holy.”
  Also, in the case of Hayyim Vital (1542-1620), Vital detached himself “from ordinary life through the achievement of solitude and by cutting oneself off from all material sensation”
 in order to practice reciting Mishnah so that he can “commune with the soul of the ancient sage who authored the particular Mishnah teaching.”
  
This purification and preparation work is crucial and integral to one’s interaction with the divine spirit so that one can be “in a mental and physiological condition” to be “possessed by some spirit or soul other than their own,”
 with the result of receiving inspirations, ability, and knowledge from the spirits.  A similar account is also found in On the Mysteries by Iamblichus (c. 240-325 CE), who does not treat “‘divine possession’ and ‘inspiration’ as distinct states”
 and regards spirit possession as a divine-human collaborative effort.  As Crystal Addey points out, for Iamblichus, the reason that human beings can interact with the divine is because our soul – “which bears an imprint or reflection of divinity” – “is primarily linked with the intelligible, divine realm and which can therefore perceive intelligible or ‘divine’ truth” that is both transcendentally and immanently permeating the cosmos.
  Moreover, depending on how we heighten our awareness and increase our capacity to receive the divine, which our soul is already in communication with, we will receive corresponding level of inspiration or possession.  That is, the more that one prepares and purifies oneself, the more that one can “subsume” “his or her consciousness to that of the gods so that his or her soul is possessed by the divine” and be able to receive more inspiration and illumination.
  Iamblichus writes,

For either the god possesses us, or we become wholly the god’s property, or we exercise our activity in common with him.  And sometimes we share in the god’s lowest power, sometimes in his intermediate, and sometimes in his primary power.  And sometimes there is a mere participation, sometimes a communion, and sometimes even a union (Mysteries, 3.5 [111.7-11]).



Now, if one’s reception of divine inspiration and possession can be seen in terms of this collaboration of “divine descent and illumination” and “human ascent and receptivity,” then Luke’s ascetic description of John as a prophetic figure who “must never drink wine or strong drink” (1:15) and lives in the wilderness (3:2) is not insignificant, as Luke-Acts is the only book in the New Testament that uses the term “askein” (Acts 24:16).



Moreover, if asceticism is defined as “performances within a dominant social environment intended to inaugurate a new subjectivity, different social relations, and an alternative symbolic universe,”
 then such belief and practice to inaugurate “an alternative symbolic universe” are not unlike what we have briefly seen about “alternate state of consciousness,” “shamanism,” and “spirit possession or inspiration.”  Indeed, if Luke is an “advocate for ascetic practice” to heal one’s soul sickness, desire, passion, and bondage through “prayer as a guard against Satanic temptation,” “watchfulness in preparation for the coming of the Son of Man,” and “self-denial to ward off greed and arrogance,”
 then such disciplinary efforts are a means to overcome trials and temptations so that one can be closer to the divine.  It will, furthermore, be intriguing to see “divine spirit inspiration or possession” as a manifestation of ascetic practices, which in Greco-Roman societies are often associated with the art of self-mastery and prudence, two socio-cultural values that carry tremendous sociopolitical capital and honor as well as religio-political legitimacy and authority.

“In the Spirit and Power of Elijah”
When the prophetic group looking at these episodes observes Elisha’s gesture, they exclaim: “The spirit of Elijah rests on Elisha” (2 Kgs [4 Kgdms] 2:15).  The verb used (επαναπέπαθται) is overcharged with particles that mean “on” and “up” (επι-ανα-παύω).  It is not the Spirit “in” the interior of an individual, with a meaning of purification (Isa 4:4b; Ezek 36:26, 27), but the Spirit resting “on/over” someone, appointing this person for concrete function of leadership (as in the case of the elders in Num 11:17) or communication (as in the case of the prophets in Isa 61:1).


Just as the notion of “spirit” can refer to a real being, the notion of “power” also carries similar connotations.  Walter Wink finds that while “In Jewish sources of the period, dynamis is most often used of military or political power or forces,” the New Testament, “with the exception of Rev. 13:2 and 17:12-13,” “ignores the military, political, and economic uses of the term,” and uses it to denote “evil spirits, the spirits of the dead, stars, spiritual powers, Godhead, and delegated authority”
 (cf. Acts 8:10).  And in Luke, the verses that speak of “spirit and power” are 1:7 and 4:14 (cf. Luke 1:35; Acts 1:8).
  While the former talks about John “in (en) the spirit and power of Elijah,” the latter speaks of Jesus “in (en) the power of the spirit.”  In Acts, 10:38 also speaks of God anointing Jesus with the holy spirit and power, and at 4:7, the religious leaders questioned Peter and John about the “power or name” that they used to proclaim the resurrection of Jesus.  And as Wink points out, “name” is another term of power, which can refer to the being or office associated with such being.
  In other words, to acknowledge the name is to recognize the being or office associated with that being (cf. Luke 9:48-49).  

This worldview of spirit and power as a real entity interacting with humans in our concrete life situations should also be apparent in Luke’s writings, especially when Luke begins his Gospel with the announcement and activities by angel(s).  As such, the announcement by Gabriel concerning John going before the Lord “in the spirit and power of Elijah” (1:17a), the praise and prophecy by Zechariah regarding John being called a prophet of the Most High who will go before the Lord (1:76), as well as Jesus’ explanation about John as more than a prophet who prepares the way (7:27) must have reflected Luke’s conviction.
  However, in addition to these associations of John with Elijah, Luke also links Jesus with Elijah.  Hence, Robert Miller argues, “judgments made by ‘the people’ may or may not be trustworthy, whereas comparisons and contrasts made by Jesus (or by Luke himself) certainly carry Luke’s endorsement.”
  That is, while we have verses compare and contrast Jesus with Elijah, they do not necessarily tell us about Luke’s conviction.  Rather, as Miller contends, verses that link Jesus with Elijah serve to highlight the role and authority of Jesus like that of Elijah.

While I agree with this assessment of Miller, I disagree with Miller’s analysis about “Luke does not literally identify John with Elijah”
 simply because Elijah also appears alongside Moses at the “transfiguration” event (9:28ff).  Here, Miller seems to take Luke’s identification of John as Elijah as only a literary construction instead of reflecting the socio-cultural understanding of spirit.  But, as J. Severino Croatto maintains, if “the Spirit resting ‘on/over’ someone [is like] appointing this person for concrete function of leadership (as in the case of the elders in Num 11:17) or communication (as in the case of the prophets in Isa 61:1),”
 then John is still John and Elijah is still Elijah even though John is “in the spirit and power of Elijah,” just like Elisha is still Elisha even when the “spirit of Elijah” rests on him.  In other words, if we view the spirit as real entities and if we see prophet from the viewpoint of Iamblichus’s notion of “spirit inspiration or possession” and asceticism, which is not unlike what we see in many “shamanistic” beliefs and practices, then Luke 1:17a can be understood as because of John’s (spiritual) qualification, he is thus able to receive the power and mission of Elijah for the Elijah to work with him to prepare the way.  As such, the identification of Elijah in Luke is not a matter of literary construction.  Neither is it just an issue of who is playing and fulfilling the role and function of Elijah.
Conclusion
What do Christians mean when we ask to be inspired or filled by the Holy Spirit?  Do we mean that we desire to be influenced and even possessed by the Holy Spirit?  Though we in the West do not like the idea of “possession,” being filled with the Holy Spirit, as Reiling and Swellengrebel argue, can also mean being possessed by the Holy Spirit.
  This possession, however, does not mean random possession in the sense that we lose our consciousness, and hence, identity and agency.  Rather, such possession depends how much we prepare, purify, and train ourselves to be adequate vessels for the Holy Spirit to work through.  Understood thus, to be filled by the Holy Spirit can then be understood as our desire to let go of ourselves so that we can create a space for the Holy Spirit to work with us and to guide us.
  But as Luke 1:17a shows us, spirit possession or guidance is not merely a personal matter.  It is also a communal matter, as people who were waiting for Zechariah also found out about the event (1:21-22, 59-66).  As such, spiritual encounter does not just concern the individuals, but the society as well (1:5-25),
The notion of “spirit” as a real being, instead of just some sort of ambiguous force, idea, or personality, can also help us to interact with the “spirit” as a concrete other; an “other” who confronts us as the “other.”  That is, the experience and encounter with the spirit can pull us out of our everyday routine and limited horizon so that our visions are not delimited by what we can tangibly see and hear.  The fact that after some seven hundred years the spirit of Elijah, according to Luke, can still work with John, reflects a worldview that sees the past, present, and future as a continuum in which time is a matter of patience and hope, as time is always open to possibilities.  That is, the past is not just a forgotten past but a past that we can take hold of in the present to prepare for a better condition for the future.  Spirit possession or influence, therefore, reveals an “other” who breaks into our present from the outside so that we have no choice but to be always open to new “horizon of fusions.”
Appendix

History of Interpretations

This overview shows that most scholars prioritize their theology and inter-textual analysis in their interpretation of how Luke uses the figure of Elijah to portray John and Jesus.  Instead of addressing Luke 1:17a as a literary construction or representation, this paper focuses on the socio-cultural aspects of the (con)text, in particular the notion of “the influence of spirit,” which is not only prevalent in Chinese folk religion and popular cultures.  It is also not uncommon in Greco-Roman literature and the Bible.


John as Elijah


As Max Turner finds the phrase “spirit and power (of Elijah)” “stands in tension with Luke’s view” – because the word “power” usually refers to the “power of miracles,”
 which for Luke John did not do any – he concludes that “Luke has taken over traditional material that presented John the Baptist as the eschatological prophet.”
  In fact, as John “articulates, expands and applies that ‘word of God’ that came to him, and does so with charismatic and compelling power,”
 his prophetic preaching – which is a manifestation of the spirit – signifies not only “the return of full prophecy to Israel, and itself the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy”
 (Isaiah 40:1), but also a “repentant reconciliation in Israel.”
  As such, this eschatological emphasis suggests that Luke “understands Jesus as the messianic prophet, which for him means not Elijah… but the prophet-like Moses.”

While Robert Miller agrees that Luke affirms John as Elijah (1:17, 76 and 7:27), he takes Luke’s omission of Mark 9:9-13 as denying “John the role of eschatological ‘restorer;’” that is, John is only a forerunner of Jesus, “not an eschatological forerunner of God.”
  Miller, however, also qualifies that “Luke does not literally identify John with Elijah (i.e., that John is not Elias redivivus)” as “Elijah appears in person at the Transfiguration.”
  As of whether Luke portrays Jesus as Elijah, as many scholars opine, Miller maintains that we need to pay attention to how Luke uses Elijah narrative to highlight the “specific function” and “degree of authority” of Jesus because “Luke can invoke the memory of Elijah either to compare him to Jesus or to John, or to contrast him with them.”
  From his analysis of the “three ways in which Luke uses Elijah for comparison” and “two ways in which Luke uses Elijah for contrast,”
 Miller concludes that “Luke’s association of Jesus with Elijah does not amount to a specific or distinctive Elijah-Jesus typology” as such association “serves the important but limited purpose of enhancing Jesus’ prophetic status.”
  

This emphasis on the prophetic feature of Elijah is highlighted by Adrian Hastings, Eric Franklin, David Ravens, and J. Severino Croatto, albeit they argue that Luke portrays Jesus as Elijah.  Franklin and Croatto, furthermore, argue that Luke, because of his theological agenda, has no problem presenting both John and Jesus as Elijah.
John and Jesus as Elijah

J. Severino Croatto argues that while Luke focuses on the prophetic dimension of Jesus, Acts highlights the messianic dimension of Jesus”
  Moreover, while Jesus in the Synoptic tradition “imitated” the preaching and healing “Elijah of the Deuteronomistic cycle (1 Kgs 17 – 2 Kgs 2),” John the Baptist in the Synoptic tradition is Elijah redivivus, the “precursor of Yahweh’s eschatological ‘visit’” (Mal 3:1 and 23; cf. Luke 1:17, 76 and 7:27).

Eric Franklin also argues that “Luke describes Jesus in terms of Elijah and Moses,” but he stresses that Jesus was not “a new Moses or a new Elijah, for he does not see him as taking the place of the old but as linked closely it.”
  This continuity with the role of prophets in the Hebrew Bible allows Luke to highlight Jesus “as the supreme representatives of the prophetic line” without superseding them.
  As such, “Luke’s Jesus is controlled by Old Testament categories which are used to present him as the climax of Israel’s saving history.”
  That is, it was not because Luke wanted to defer the End indefinitely that he did not portray Jesus as “the prophet of the End-time” but rather because he sought to describe “Jesus as a prophet person whose ministry and person are one with those of the prophets of old.”
  This focus on the prophetic character is what allows Luke to present both John and Jesus as Elijah the prophet instead of Elijah the eschatological prophet, where John is the bridge “which binds together Jesus and the Old Testament history of God’s action.”

Jesus, not John, as Elijah

Published in 1958, Adrian Hastings’ Prophet and Witness in Jerusalem attempts to treat the Gospel of Luke as a complete theological and ecclesiastical work in its own merit.
  As he writes that a prophet is someone called by God and sent to speak “in God’s name to the people,” Hastings argues that “the word is his characteristics” of being a prophet.
  Signs and miracles are indications of such mission authentication, but the power and proclamation of “God’s way to men [sic]” are the primary function of a prophet.
  This emphasis on the role of prophet is significant as “all the figures appearing in Luke’s first two chapters are prophetical.”
  And in the Hebrew Bible, who else can stand next to Moses but Elijah the “Prophet and father of prophets” (St. Ephraem) and the “type of all prophets” (Jerome)!
  As such, Hastings argues that Luke portrays Jesus in terms of a Moses-type prophet (Deuteronomy 18:13-22), of the notion of universalism in the Suffering Servant of the Lord (Isaiah 53:3-5), and of an Elijah-type prophet.
  Hence, despite the “first two chapters [of Luke] brought out sharply John’s Elianic character… he avoids mention of John’s role of new Elias, and nowhere makes an explicit identification of one with the other;”
 Luke “more evidently” depicts Jesus as the new Elijah (cf. Luke 4:23-26; 7:11-16; 9:51, 52-56, and 61-62; 3:16 cf. 12:49 and Acts 2:3-4).
  This new Elijah, moreover, “possesses the characteristics of the historical Elias [=Elijah], but in a transcendentally original way,”
 in which “Elias appears less as [a] precursor than as another predecessor, almost more important than Moses himself.”
  

David Ravens also argues that because Luke attempts to persuade his Jewish Christians he presents Jesus not simply as the earthly “χριστός but as the prophet who followed the role described by Isaiah and the prophet promised by Moses.”
  That is, by linking Jesus with Moses and Elijah, Luke not only seeks to show Jesus as the prophet spoken of in the Hebrew Bible, he also tries to explain how Jesus will indeed restore Israel so that “Jewish Christians in the rightness of their decision” would “join the Way and, at the same time, act as a warning to those believers who seem to claim too much” about Jesus having restored everything.
  In short, Jesus was Elijah in the sense of fulfilling the role of Elijah as the “non-fiery” “forerunner of the day of the Lord.”
  As such, Luke, according to Ravens, “avoids the explicit identification of John with Elijah that is found in Mt. 11:14 and 17:11-13”
 as Jesus is the “true Elijah figure” of restoration.

John as Elijah, Implicitly

The following scholars contend that while Luke explicitly presents Jesus as Elijah, the Gospel also implicitly portrays John as Elijah, as a result of mixing different traditions together.  For example, Raymond Brown argues that because Luke depicts Jesus as God’s Son in a later stage instead of “the Elijah-like eschatological prophet” in the earlier stage, the role of Elijah becomes “freed” for John.
  The fact that Luke omits Mark 9:9-13 further shows that Luke deliberately does not want to equate John with Elijah, not to mention Luke 4:25-26 and 9:54 emphasize that “it was Jesus, not JBap, who had the Elijah role.”
  

Likewise, Joseph Fitzmyer argues that as Luke uses numerous images of Elijah to underscore Jesus as a great prophet who healed and performed miracles (Luke 4:25-27, cf. 1 Kgs 17:8-16 and 2 Kgs 5:1-14; Luke 7:16, cf. 1 Kgs 17:23),”
 “Luke never explicitly identifies John with Elijah, as does Matt 11:14.”
  Rather, the Gospel implicitly identifies John as Elijah in a toned-down manner (cf. Luke 7:27).
  Fitzmyer also argues that even though “Luke treats Jesus as Elijah returned,”
 the Gospel does not portray him as a “fiery social reformer” in Sirach 48:10 (cf. Malachi 4; 1 Kings 18:36-38; and 2 Kings 1:9-14).

John as a Precursor to Elijah
While J. A. T. Robison in 1958 already argues that Luke-Acts reflect different traditions concerning the identification of John as Elijah, he maintains that “if [the historical] John saw anyone as Elijah, it was not himself but the one coming after him,” namely, Jesus!
  Robinson points out that as Malachi 4 and Sirach 48 do not equate the Lord or God with the Messiah, we cannot assume that the John’s notion of the “coming one” figure in the Gospels is the Messiah.
 And if the work of restoration is characteristic of Elijah’s mission, then Acts 3:12-26 identifies Jesus as Elijah, despite Lucan explicit mention of John as Elijah in the beginning of Luke.  Moreover, Jesus’ answer to John’s question whether Jesus was the “coming one” shows that Jesus later on disagreed with John’s message and reinterpreted Malachi 4 in terms of Isaiah 28:18ff, 35:5f, and 41:1ff (Luke 7:18ff).


John as not Elijah
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