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The Question:

In Matthew 11:14, Jesus says that John the Baptist is Elijah, the one
who was to come. Yet in John 1:21, when John is directly asked if he is
Elijah, he replies, “I am not.” How can this be? Is Jesus contradicting
John the Baptist—or is the Bible contradicting itself?

To answer this, we need to understand the difference between literal
identity and spiritual fulfillment in biblical prophecy.

1.  What  Did  Jesus  Mean  in  Matthew  11:14?

“And if  you are willing to receive it,  he is  Elijah who is  to  come.”
— Matthew 11:14

Jesus wasn’t saying that John the Baptist was literally Elijah
reincarnated or returned from heaven. Rather, He meant that John
came in the same spirit and prophetic power that characterized
Elijah’s ministry. This is a spiritual fulfillment of the prophecy in
Malachi 4:5-6, which says:
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“Behold,  I  will  send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of
the great  and dreadful  day of  the Lord.”
— Malachi  4:5 

Jesus is affirming that John the Baptist was the one who fulfilled this
role—he prepared the way for the Messiah, just as Elijah was expected
to prepare the hearts of the people for the coming of the Lord.

2.  What  Did  John  the  Baptist  Mean  in  John  1:21?

“And they asked him, ‘What then? Are you Elijah?’  He said,  ‘I  am
not.’”
— John 1:21 

Here, John is answering the question literally. He was not Elijah in
person. He knew he wasn’t the ancient prophet returned in the flesh.
His denial is truthful: he was not Elijah himself, but rather a new
prophet with Elijah’s mission.
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This is supported by the angel Gabriel’s message to John’s father,
Zechariah:

“He will  also go before Him in the spirit  and power of  Elijah… to
make ready a people prepared for  the Lord.”
— Luke 1:17

This passage makes it clear: John would not be Elijah reincarnated,
but he would operate with the same anointing, boldness, and
purpose—to turn people’s hearts back to God and prepare the way for
Jesus.

3.  The  Principle  of  Typology

This apparent contradiction is easily resolved when we understand a
biblical principle called typology. In Scripture, a type is a person or
event that points to a future reality. Elijah was a type of prophetic
forerunner, and John the Baptist was the fulfillment of that role.

Elijah confronted sin, called for national repentance, and prepared the way for God’s
movement.
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John the Baptist did the same in his generation, preparing the way for the arrival of
Jesus, the Messiah.

So, Jesus calls John “Elijah” in a prophetic, typological sense, not a
literal or physical one.

4. So, Is There a Contradiction?

Not at all. The Bible is consistent when rightly interpreted:

Jesus spoke spiritually and prophetically.

John answered literally and personally.

Both statements are true in their own context.

Are You Prepared?

Just as John was sent to prepare people for Jesus’ first coming, God is
calling people today to prepare for Christ’s second coming. The
signs are clear: the return of the Lord is near. Have you surrendered
your life to Him?

The same Spirit that empowered Elijah and John the Baptist is still at
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work—calling hearts to repentance and readiness.

“Behold,  now is  the accepted time;  behold,  now is  the day of
salvation.”
— 2 Corinthians 6:2 

Give your life to Jesus today. There is no better time than now.

May the Lord bless you and give you understanding through His
Word.
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