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Many people assume that the prophet Elijah himself will physically
return before the coming of the Messiah. However, Scripture and
theological understanding suggest a more nuanced interpretation.

Consider this analogy: A prominent leader, such as the late President
Julius K. Nyerere of Tanzania, profoundly shaped a nation. After his
death, some predicted that many “Nyereres” would be born—people
who would carry forward his vision and leadership style.

Does this mean the exact same individual, Nyerere, will be reincarnated
and serve as president again? No, that is not the intended meaning.
Instead, the prophecy points to others who embody his spirit and
mission.

Similarly, the prophecy concerning Elijah’s return, found in Malachi 4:5
(NIV), says:

See,  I  will  send you the prophet Elijah before that  great  and
dreadful  day of  the LORD comes.

This does not necessarily mean Elijah himself will return in the flesh.
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Rather, it signifies that God will raise up someone who carries Elijah’s
prophetic ministry and spirit—someone who prepares the way for the
Messiah.

This understanding is supported in the New Testament, where John the
Baptist is identified as fulfilling this role. Jesus himself said in Matthew
11:14 (NIV):

And if  you are willing to accept it,  he is  the Elijah who was to
come.

John the Baptist came “in the spirit and power of Elijah” (Luke 1:17,
NIV) to prepare the people for Jesus’ ministry, just as Elijah prepared
Israel for God’s work during his time.

The first to carry on Elijah’s prophetic mantle was Elisha, who
succeeded Elijah and continued his ministry of calling Israel back to
faithfulness (see 2 Kings 2:9-15). Then, centuries later, John the Baptist
came in the prophetic spirit of Elijah to prepare the way for Jesus
Christ.
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1. Who was John the Baptist?

John the Baptist was a prophet sent by God to call people to repentance
and prepare the hearts of Israel for the coming Messiah (see Mark
1:2-4). His ministry fulfilled the promise of Malachi’s prophecy,
embodying the spirit and mission of Elijah.
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