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Widely reputed for his earlier focus on the use of Scripture in the Apostle 
Paul’s letters, within the past fifteen years, Richard Hays has turned his 
attention to the four Gospels resulting in his influential magisterial volume, 
Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels.1 This volume was prefigured by the pub-
lication of his much smaller Reading Backwards: Figural Christology and the 
Fourfold Gospel Witness, wherein he demonstrably reasons that all four of 
the Gospels, not only John’s, present Christ as “fully divine,” the one who 
completes Israel’s story. Thus, it was fitting that the November 2018 Annual 
Lecture for the Institute for Biblical Research featured Richard Hays, who 
presented “Figural Exegesis and the Retrospective Re-cognition of Israel’s 
Story” as a rejoinder to evangelical scholars who have reviewed and engaged 
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his two recent books on the Gospels which develops his continuing work 
on the use of the Old Testament (OT) in the New.2

With his IBR lecture, Hays responds to a persistent criticism raised by 
avowedly evangelical scholars both in reviews of Echoes of Scripture in the 
Gospels and in correspondence with him. He summarizes the gist of the 
complaint: 

Are you saying that the OT prophets didn’t make predictions about the coming of 

Jesus as Messiah? If you deny that, aren’t you undermining the divine inspiration 

of Scripture? And aren’t you diminishing the importance of authorial intention? 

If the Gospel writers were just ‘reading backwards,’ are you ascribing the figural 

correspondences between OT and NT to the narrative genius of the Evangelists, 

rather than to the divine inspiration of the prophets?3 

Or, as one inquirer succinctly wonders, “Is figural exegesis just ‘a literary 
trick’?”4 These reviewers implicitly include in their criticism a concern that 
Hays’ “Reading Backwards” interpretative framework concerning the four 
Gospels subverts divine inspiration of Holy Scripture. So, Hays endeavors 
to assuage evangelical readers who may fear that his “Reading Backwards” 
project subverts belief in Scripture’s divine inspiration, particularly the 
predictive elements of the OT.

This principal concern that some critics raise is warranted, understandable, 
and calls for clarification. Because Hays fixates on the Evangelists’ post-res-
urrection retrospective reading of the OT, he muddles necessary distinctions 
between two interfacing and inseparable domains, namely God’s revelation 
and human reception of that revelation. Of these two spheres, throughout 
the presentations in his two books and in his multiple essays on the four 
Gospels Hays gives human reception priority of place over God’s giving of 
revelation. The function and place of the Evangelists’ retrospective recognition 
of correspondences between Israel’s Scripture and the ministry of Messiah 
Jesus dominates his project on the Gospels. This justifies the question: “If 
the Gospel writers were just ‘reading backward,’ are you ascribing the figural 
correspondences between OT and NT to the narrative genius of the Evange-
lists, rather than to the divine inspiration of the prophets?” Understandably, 
this question arises because of confusing statements such as this: “Figural 
reading need not presume that the OT authors—or the characters they 
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narrate—were conscious of predicting or anticipating Christ. Rather, the 
discernment of a figural correspondence is necessarily retrospective rather 
than prospective.”5 It is reasonable to infer that, according to Hays, the four 
Evangelists use something akin to a “Reader Response” approach as they 
merge their reception of Jesus’s teaching with the OT text to produce a fresh 
reinterpretation of the OT Scriptures.6

The theme of Hays’s Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels is that the Evan-
gelists engaged in “figural interpretation” as he adopts Erich Auerbach’s 
terminology and representation of how the NT writers reinterpret the OT.7 
Hays adopts Auerbach’s “figural interpretation” as “a form of intertextual 
interpretation,” descriptive of his career-long project concerning the NT’s 
use of the OT. Because he fixates on interpretation, Hays contends that 
there is “a significant difference between prediction and prefiguration.”8 He 
explains, “Figural reading need not presume that the OT authors—or the 
characters they narrate—were conscious of predicting or anticipating Christ. 
Rather, the discernment of a figural correspondence is necessarily retro-
spective rather than prospective.”9 So, as Hays defines prefiguration no one 
prior to Christ’s resurrection could discern any OT prefiguration because 
prefiguration is discernible only retrospectively. Hence, he designates both 
his “hermeneutical strategy” and the title of his book, Reading Backwards.

Hays fastens his attention to what he identifies as the “hermeneutical 
strategy” of the four Evangelists, which he classifies as “figural readings/
exegesis” and artfully labels “reading backwards.” The first of three illustra-
tions of “figural readings” in Hays’s IBR lecture features Jesus’s comments 
in Jerusalem’s Temple, reported in John 2. Hays joins several others who, 
throughout the past four decades, have focused on John’s Gospel to address 
how Jesus’s disciples failed to comprehend his fulfillment of the Scriptures 
prior to his crucifixion and resurrection, such as when “the disciples believed 
the Scriptures and the saying that Jesus spoke” when he said, “Destroy this 
temple and in three days I will raise it up” ( John 2:22, 19).10

Why does Hays differentiate prefiguration from prediction? This question’s 
import is magnified because he also seems to say the opposite when he claims, 
“All four canonical Gospels declare that the Torah and the Prophets and the 
Psalms mysteriously prefigure Jesus. The author of the Fourth Gospel puts 
the claim succinctly ... ‘If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he 
wrote about me’ ( John 5:46).”11 Again, he affirms, “The Gospels teach us 
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to read the OT for figuration.”12 He reinforces this anticipatory function by 
stating that the “literal historical sense of the OT ... points forward typolog-
ically to the gospel story.”13 By definition, is not prefiguration, which is an 
act of prefiguring, also predictive, especially when Hays affirms that where 
there is a figural meaning within an OT text, however latent it may be, which 
figuration typologically points forward to its coming fulfillment? How, then, 
does prefiguration not entail prediction even if prefiguration is not explicitly 
but implicitly predictive? Consequently, Hays’s statements are confusing 
and in need of amendment.

More than a decade ago D. A. Carson lamented that no one had followed 
on his exploration concerning how John insists throughout his Gospel “that 
the crucial events in Jesus’ life and passion and resurrection fulfill Scripture” 
but also how “the disciples themselves did not read Scripture this way until 
after” Messiah’s resurrection.14 Whether aware or not of the challenge Carson 
suggested more than three decades ago, Hays explores “the relation between 
John’s treatment of misunderstandings and that found in the various synoptic 
gospels.”15 Concerning Jesus’s linking the Temple to himself, Hays states, 

No one in ancient Israel or in late Second Temple Judaism thought, prior to Jesus, 

that the temple was a prefiguration of a coming Messiah who would himself be a 

new embodiment of God’s presence. This figural interpretation of the temple is 

a retrospective reading—as John himself tells us: the disciples remembered and 

understood only later, after Jesus was raised from the dead. As I have argued in 

Echoes, John is teaching his readers how to read. With the aid of the Spirit whom 

Jesus will send after his ascension, they are to read backwards to discover within 

Israel’s Scripture a rich web of prefigurations of Jesus.16

Hays’s critics legitimately wonder if he ascribes the figural correspondences 
between OT and NT to the interpretive and narrative ingenuity of the 
Evangelists rather than to God’s giving of revelation through the prophets 
because he anchors his discussion within the domain of hermeneutics. 
That interpretation controls his discussion is evident from his dominating 
nomenclature—“hermeneutical strategy,” “retrospective reading,” “figural 
exegesis,” “figural readings,” “figural interpretation,” and “revisionary retro-
spective hermeneutical move.”

When Alan Culpepper considers misunderstandings within John’s Gospel 
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he mentions but does not develop an intriguing comment by François Vouga 
that John’s misunderstanding motif derives from “his concept of revelation: 
inevitably those who did not accept Jesus misunderstood him.”17 Because 
these misunderstandings invariably are responses to Jesus’ revelatory words 
and deeds, it is understandable but unfortunate that Richard Hays fixates on 
the realm of human interpretation rather than the domain of divine revelation. 
John’s leitmotif of human misunderstandings, entailing misinterpretation, is 
principally dominated by the accumulation of divine revelation imparted by 
Jesus to his disciples with parabolically laden words and actions.

As I have argued elsewhere, D. A. Carson rightly affirms that the misun-
derstandings preserved in John’s Gospel and the Synoptic Gospels are highly 
instructive because they are “analogous to the dominant notion of μυστήριον 
in the Pauline corpus: the gospel is simultaneously said to be hidden in times 
past but now disclosed, and prophesied in times past and now fulfilled.”18 To 
clarify, I have demonstrated this elsewhere and reaffirm the claim here, that 
all four Evangelists literarily unfold how Jesus fulfills the OT Scriptures by his 
replicating scriptural revelation that entails mystery—publicity and revelation 
but also secrecy and concealment.19 Thus, with the advent of Jesus, the Word 
of God moves from inhabiting the prophetic speech of the OT Scriptures to 
becoming flesh and dwelling among humans. So, Jesus fulfills and replicates 
Scripture as deity veiled in human flesh who simultaneously reveals and 
conceals his glory with signs, riddles, parabolic teachings, prophetic acts, 
and most paradoxically with his suffering and crucifixion. Jesus’s anguish 
and death, the end his persecutors expected, are integral to the climactic 
revelatory turning point in the plots of all four Gospels, leading to the true 
and proper denouement, the resurrection of Jesus.

The complaint that some evangelical critics have registered concerning 
Hays’s “figural exegesis” project of “reading backward” has warrant even if his 
exegetical insights concerning the OT in the NT are often fruitful, brilliant, 
and commendable because his expositions of Scripture regularly exceed the 
constraints of his figural interpretation that is his default nomenclature for the 
domain of his orientation. Just as in his two books and many essays on the 
Gospels, throughout his IBR lecture and his BBR essay, Hays unwittingly 
privileges the act of human interpretation over the divine act of revelation. 
Imperceptibly he slips from Scripture’s intertextual revelatory production 
through the OT prophets and the NT apostles to the four Evangelists’ reception 
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of Scripture through intertextual interpretation.20 Witness how he shifts from 
featuring God’s speaking long ago through the prophets of old and, more 
recently, through the writers of the Gospels to the four Evangelists’ inter-
pretive reading of the OT. 

Someone has testified somewhere: “Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in 

and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by 

a Son” (Heb 1:1-23). The “someone” who offered that testimony is, of course, 

the anonymous author of the Letter to the Hebrews. That testimony can serve 

as a stimulus to consider what is at stake in the distinction between the ways 

that God spoke long ago through the prophets and the way that God has spoken 

afresh in the Gospels.

My book Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels seeks to address precisely this distinction; 

it traces the many and various ways in which the writers of the four canonical 

Gospels received and reinterpreted Israel’s Scripture in light of the astonishing 

new ways that God spoke in and through Jesus Christ. One key emphasis in my 

book, however, has provoked a certain amount of murmuring in the academic 

guild: the practice of figural exegesis in the interpretation of the Gospels. This essay 

will seek to clarify a few points am as I shall suggest—to explore the possibilities 

of a renewed, Spirit-inspired freedom in biblical interpretation.21 

Observe that when Richard Hays points to the precise distinction his book 
addresses, he seems not to realize that he swaps domains. The province of 
his entire first paragraph is the divine production and giving of revelation in 
two movements: first, God’s speaking in the OT through the prophets, then, 
God’s speaking through his Son by way of the NT writings of the apostles 
and evangelists. However, in the second paragraph Hays slips to the domain 
of human reception and use of Scripture, specifically how the writers of the 
four Gospels “received and reinterpreted Israel’s Scripture in light of the 
astonishing new ways that God spoke in and through Jesus Christ.”22 Thus, 
Hays claims that his book aims to address “the ways that God spoke long ago 
through the prophets and the way that God has spoken afresh in the Gospels.”23 
His claim confuses because his two books on the four Gospels present only 
oblique commentary on how God reveals and speaks through Jesus Christ 
from the beginning of his ministry through his death and resurrection.
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Instead, throughout his considerations of the Evangelists’ echoes, allu-
sions, and citations of the OT Scriptures as fulfilled in Jesus’s mission, Hays 
regularly subsumes the province of God’s revealing through the OT and 
through Jesus to the domain of the Gospel writers’ figural reading. Thus, he 
regularly portrays the Evangelists as “reinterpreting Israel’s Scripture in light 
of the story of Jesus.”24 He elaborates, 

This means that for the Evangelists the “meaning” of the Old Testament texts was 

not confined to the human author’s original historical setting or to the meaning 

that could have been grasped by the original readers. Rather, the Evangelists 

received Scripture as a complex body of texts given to the community but God, 

who had scripted the whole biblical drama in such a way that it had multiple senses. 

Some of these senses are hidden, so that they come into focus retrospectively.25 

What Hays affirms here seems judicious and right. Yet, when he identifies 
this as reinterpretation, he engenders and reinforces confusion by insisting: 
“If we follow the example of the Evangelists, we will recognize that Scrip-
ture must be reinterpreted in light of the cross and resurrection.” However, 
to describe the Evangelists as engaged in reinterpretation conflicts with his 
next claim that is more judicious: “The Evangelists were convinced that the 
events of Jesus’ life and death and resurrection were in fact revelatory: they 
held the key to understanding all that had gone before.”26 Indeed, everything 
about Jesus’s mission is revelatory, entailing fresh acts of revelation and con-
cealment that reaffirm, re-dramatize, disclose, and fulfill the OT Scriptures 
that simultaneously reveal and conceal the Messiah. Hays overstates and 
misdirects when he claims that the Evangelists engage in “reinterpretation” or 
“transformations of the Old Testament texts.”27 Simultaneously he understates 
Jesus’s role of revealing and concealing in the tradition and patterns of the 
OT Scriptures that accounts for his disciples’ numerous misunderstandings 
and subsequently their post-resurrection clarity while he overstates the role 
of the Evangelists as re-interpreters of Scripture.

Hays’s fixation on what he calls the Evangelists’ re-interpretive reception 
of Scripture rather than on their writing of Scripture as conveyors of divine 
revealing and concealing through Jesus Christ’s words and deeds muddles 
needed clarity concerning the numerous scriptural echoes, allusions, and 
quotations that are fulfilled in and by Jesus. Consequently, what dominates 
Hays’s writings on the Gospels is not the act of God’s speaking but the human 
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act of hearing. His principal interest is how the writers of the four Gospels 
hear or receive God’s fresh speaking through Jesus and how this correlates 
with their understanding of God’s previous speaking throughout the OT. 
Consequently, he foregrounds the four Evangelists’ post-resurrection herme-
neutics so God’s speaking through Jesus conveyed by the Gospels recedes 
toward the background. Hays’s primary interest is not how God speaks through 
Jesus but how the Gospel writers hear Jesus. Thus, he designates the post-res-
urrection hermeneutics of the four Evangelists as a “figural reading” of the 
OT Scriptures, that the Gospel writers are “reading backwards, reinterpreting 
Israel’s Scripture in light of the story of Jesus.”28

Hays’s project concerning the Gospels’ common use of the OT Scriptures 
is commendable and instructive though subject to some crucial correctives. 
Elusive though Hays’s switching of categories may be, recognition of his 
unperceived slippage from the domain of revelation to the domain of inter-
pretation is essential. Failure to recognize Hays’s subtle shift from God’s 
speaking through the prophets to the Evangelists’ interpretation of God’s 
speaking will sustain his confusion of categories even as he does in his IBR 
lecture and BBR essay.29 His critical reviewers have registered some legiti-
mate complaints. So, his responses are needed, but they remain inadequate 
because he persists in foregrounding the Evangelists’ post-resurrection inter-
pretation of God’s speaking through his Son and calling it “figural reading” 
while the revelatory activity of God’s speaking through his Son recedes to the 
background. That he foregrounds human hearing rather than God’s speaking 
seems to escape Hays’s realization.

We do more than misspeak when we use either Hays’s nomenclature of 
“figural interpretation” or “typological interpretation,” terminology that 
others prefer, to represent the NT writers’ use of the OT Scriptures. We 
also disorder the location of Scripture’s types, foreshadows, and prefigure-
ments from the realm of revelation, where they belong, to the domain of 
hermeneutics, where they do not belong. As I have previously argued and 
do so again in this presentation, we should cease prefacing interpretation with 
adjectives, either figural interpretation or typological interpretation. Instead, 
we properly describe as figural or typological God’s revelation throughout 
the OT that entails persons, places, events, and institutions. Jesus reveals 
himself and his mission in the same vein, through figurations, reenactments, 
prophetic signs, and parabolic miracles and teachings, which account for his 
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disciples’ misunderstandings until his crucifixion and resurrection brought 
clarifying light to reveal that his suffering and glory were already made known 
throughout the OT Scriptures and throughout his own teachings whether 
in parabolic speech or action.

Hays’s interpretation of three passages that correlate the use of the OT 
with resurrection—John 2:13-23; Mark 12:18-27; and Luke 24:13-35—
has played a paradigmatic role throughout his work on the Gospels. Of 
these three, only the first and third refer specifically to Jesus’ resurrection. 
Elsewhere I have addressed Jesus’ use of Scripture in the Temple narrative 
of John 2:13-23 above. So, in the remainder of this essay, I will engage with 
Luke 24:13-35, which is one of the decisive passages on which Richard Hays 
builds his argument for “figural interpretation.” Concerning Luke 24, it is 
understandable, that, given his dominating retrospective orientation from the 
domain of interpretation rather than from the realm of progressive revelation, 
Hays claims, “it would be a hermeneutical blunder to read the Law and the 
Prophets as deliberately predicting events in the life of Jesus. But in light of the 
unfolding story of Jesus, it is both right and illuminating to read backwards 
and to discover in the Law and the Prophets an unexpected foreshadowing 
of the later story.”30 Against this, it seems that according to the Evangelist in 
Luke 24:13-35, Jesus deliberately prevents his two disciples from reading 
the OT Scriptures backward from knowledge of the resurrected Messiah, as 
Hays contends. Jesus does this by constraining their recognition of him and 
instead demonstrates to them that the suffering and resurrected Messiah is 
revealed forward in figuration and explicit prophecy, beginning with Moses 
and spanning all the Scriptures.

Concealing and Revealing—Luke 24:13-35

It would be so unlike any of the four Evangelists if Luke’s Emmaus Road 
narrative included a transcript of Jesus’ commentary on the OT when “begin-
ning with Moses and all the Prophets he thoroughly explained what was 
said concerning him in all the Scriptures” (24:27). Instead, the account 
instructs readers regarding the mystery of God’s revelatory speaking whether 
through the OT Scriptures or through Jesus Christ. Concerning this episode 
Richard Hays contends that for Luke’s readers, Jesus’s discourse with his 
two disciples on the road to Emmaus provides “a hermeneutical corrective 
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to the preresurrectional understanding of Jesus that the Emmaus pilgrims 
articulate.”31 This inadequately explains the greater function of the passage 
for Luke’s readers. While the narrative does entail a hermeneutical element—
understanding, seeing, and believing—what dominates Luke’s account are 
Jesus’ acts of concealment and of revelation. As Jesus has revealed himself 
to his disciples and to Israel by way of miraculous signs, parabolic teachings, 
and dramatized acts, once more, with acts and speech, he dramatizes for two 
of his benighted disciples how both he and the Scriptures simultaneously 
reveal and conceal the promised Messiah.

This account is instructively rich because it replicates for Luke’s readers 
the experience of the two disciples as they walk with Jesus, unaware that the 
one who talks with them is the risen Lord. Readers who know that Jesus 
is risen from the dead need to inquire, “Why does Jesus not show himself 
plainly and suddenly to the two disciples as he later does to Saul on the 
Damascus Road? Why does he prevent these two from recognizing him 
until after he expounds the Scriptures that portend that Messiah had to suffer 
and die before being glorified?” Failure to pose this question runs the risk 
of becoming contented with incuriosity in two noteworthy ways. One is the 
notion that the sight of the resurrected Messiah adequately accounts for the 
Evangelists’ and the Apostles’ numerous appeals to the OT to ground their 
preaching that the Messiah is Jesus without the need to trace OT warrants 
that validate their uses. A second, that reinforces the first, is to overlook an 
essential detail Jesus dramatizes and Luke narrates by placing side by side 
two distinguishable but inseparable dimensions that function at two levels: 
(1) the concealing and revealing of Jesus’s identity; and (2) the concealing 
and revealing of the OT Scriptures.

The more apparent dimension of concealing and revealing is the one on 
which the entire account hangs. The episode hinges on the divine restrain-
ing of the disciples’ eyes from recognizing Jesus (ἐκρατοῦντο, 24:16) until 
the appointed moment when Jesus lifts the restraint to open their eyes to 
recognize him (διηνοίχθησαν, 24:31), at which time Jesus suddenly becomes 
invisible to his two disciples (ἄξαντος ἐγένετο).32 For the benefit of these two 
disciples, Jesus dramatizes the blessing he announces to Thomas: “Because 
you saw me, you believed; blessed are those who do not see but believe” ( John 
20:29). For these two disciples on the Emmaus Road Jesus reverses the order 
that John experienced when he ran ahead of Peter to Jesus’s tomb. The Fourth 
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Gospel affirms, “He saw and believed,” and adds the editorial explanation 
that both disciples “still did not understand from Scripture that Jesus had 
to rise from the dead” ( John 20:8-9). John believed that Jesus was raised 
from the dead because of what he saw; subsequently, his belief concerning 
the resurrected Messiah became grounded in the Scriptures.

For his two Emmaus Road disciples, Jesus conceals his identity from them 
even as he opens the Scriptures to establish their belief in the resurrected 
Messiah within the OT Scriptures. John, Peter, and Thomas each believe first 
and subsequently, come to understand from Scripture that Messiah had to die 
and then rise from the dead. For these other two disciples, Jesus rearranges 
the order of belief and sight. For them, he does not grant them the belief 
that is inherent in seeing him. Instead, he prevents them from recognizing 
him because he purposes to ground their belief concerning the resurrected 
Messiah in what the Scriptures say concerning him. Thus, Jesus first expounds 
the Scriptures to elicit belief that the Scripture’s promised Messiah had to die 
and rise from the dead. Only after expounding the Scriptures to them does 
he bestow belief to them by opening their eyes, causing them to recognize 
him as the risen Messiah. Without them realizing it, Jesus casts these two 
disciples as types of us, who, though we have not seen him, we love him, and 
though we do not see him now, we believe in him (cf. 1 Peter 1:8).

Jesus does not resolve his two disciples’ sorrow by revealing to them his 
resurrected glory.33 By constraining their recognition of him, Jesus estab-
lishes their belief in Scripture’s testimony concerning the full dimension 
of Messiah’s mission that includes his sufferings and the glory that would 
follow (Luke 24:26, 46) by rehearsing the OT plotline concerning Messiah 
“beginning with Moses and all the Prophets he thoroughly explained what 
was said concerning him in all the Scriptures” (24:17). Only later, after his 
Scripture-expounding walk with them, at his breaking of bread, a reminiscent 
symbolic act, Jesus suddenly opens their eyes, signifying their belief (24:31, 
35).34 They instantly understand that they are in the presence of Jesus whom 
they had been mourning and that he is the promised Messiah raised from 
the dead. Now that they recognize Jesus, he abruptly becomes invisible as 
he conceals himself once again from their vision.35

Now, just as Jesus’s identity was concealed and then revealed to the two 
disciples, a second dimension of concealing and revealing becomes recog-
nizable within Luke’s narrative. When Jesus opens their eyes and reveals his 
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identity by way of his reminiscent act of breaking bread, Cleopas and his friend 
promptly speak of another opening: “Were not our hearts burning within us 
while he was speaking to us on the road as he opened the Scriptures to us?” 
(24:32). This implies that to the degree the Scriptures required opening to 
that same degree they were concealed. Here, the subject of concealing and 
opening are not eyes but Scripture itself. Not to put too fine a point on this 
opening of the Scriptures, it features the OT as revelatory more than the OT 
interpreted. Though inseparable, these are distinguishable. The OT is like a 
fully furnished but dimly lit room which, when light is brought into it, noth-
ing is added that was not already there, but the light dispels dark shadows, 
and things shrouded begin to emerge with clarity even as shadows linger.36 
Scriptures’ shadows yield discernible shapes that were always there but 
now are illuminated by the resurrected Messiah. What was there all along 
now becomes clear, for the OT coheres in Messiah the Scriptures promise.

Thus, Luke’s account first instructs readers that God’s speaking through 
the OT Scriptures and through Jesus entails concealment and revelation. 
As the Scriptures conceal and reveal by foreshadowing the Messiah, so Jesus 
conceals and reveals by foreshadowing the climax of his mission, his crucifix-
ion and resurrection. For the two disciples on Emmaus Road Jesus unpacks 
in a forward manner, “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets,” what the 
OT Scriptures say concerning himself. While it is true that Jesus is speaking 
retrospectively after his resurrection, he is instructing his two disciples that 
within the OT Scriptures, the Messiah is revealed forward. From the books 
of Moses through the books written by the Prophets, Scripture progressively 
advances as it discloses at many times and in various ways that Messiah is 
both to suffer and to be glorified.

Jesus does not project Messiah onto the OT by reading backward, nor does 
he reinterpret the OT text. Instead, Jesus expounds the Scriptures beginning 
with the Pentateuch and progressing to the Prophets to demonstrate that 
what the Scriptures say concerning the Messiah is revealed forward. All God’s 
speaking to Israel through the Scriptures foretells the Messiah’s suffering 
and glory, whether portrayed with figuration or directness, climaxes in the 
one called Jesus of Nazareth.

Like their old covenant forebears, Cleopas and his companion are char-
acters in God’s unfolding drama of redemption that simultaneously reveals 
and conceals, eliciting their believing inquiry while eluding their grasp. They 
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understand the Scripture’s revelation sufficiently to anticipate the promised 
Messiah, but because the promised one is also veiled in figurations, in types, 
in foreshadows, and embedded in prophecies that await greater illumination, 
their misunderstanding awaits the lifting of the veil. For his two disciples, by 
beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, Jesus casts light upon the Scriptures 
bringing clarity to the figures, the types, and the foreshadows that adorn the 
Scriptures, all prefiguring him, even as he prevents them from recognizing him.

While Jesus illumines Messiah’s fulfillment of Scripture’s portents, his two 
disciples occupy roles they do not comprehend during their encounter with 
him that bristles with divine mystery. Jesus dramatizes the mystery nature of 
divine revelation for the two men by veiling recognition of himself while in 
the act of unveiling his messianic identity from Scripture. Jesus’ revelatory 
actions replicate Scripture’s concealing and revealing of Messiah. The truth 
about Messiah concealed in plain sight both objectively within Scripture 
(24:25-27) and subjectively within the disciples’ vision (24:16) is now revealed 
plainly to the two whose eyes become divinely opened (24:31) to recognize 
Jesus as the glorified Messiah announced in advance by Scripture (24:32). 
And just when he opens their eyes he suddenly vanishes from their sight.

Luke’s account of Jesus’s discourse with his two disciples on their way to 
Emmaus is a literary replication that calls for readers to anchor their belief 
concerning the resurrected Messiah within the biblical storyline’s mystery, 
the tension of revealing that entails concealing. Jesus prevents them from 
seeing himself as the climactic resolution of redemption’s mystery apart 
from recognizing the Messiah revealed within the countless divinely hidden 
disclosures throughout the OT. These foreshadows of Messiah’s suffer-
ing and subsequent glory are consequential to the grand story’s dramatic 
climax. By expounding Scripture’s plotline concerning Messiah’s suffering 
and death, Jesus obligates his two disciples to ponder the mystery’s presag-
ing clues embedded throughout the OT before revealing to them that he, 
the resurrected is the one who was crucified and that he has reversed the 
circumstances they failed to anticipate from these same Scriptures. Divine 
concealing and revealing resolve in Messiah’s self-disclosure, for in him 
converge (1) two covenants—promise and fulfillment, (2) two ages—the 
old and the new, (3) two realms—the earthly and the heavenly, and (4) 
two forms of revelation—the objective unveiling of Messiah and subjective 
clearing of occluded vision.
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Conclusion

Accumulating revelation brings clarity to the prior revelation that came in var-
ious forms—trope, type, foreshadow, parable, allegory, etc. Dimness recedes 
as the dramatic escalation of the biblical plotline unfolds but especially when 
the climactic finale emerges from the shadows and light breaks forth from 
death’s tomb. As expressed earlier, the analogy is backward but instructive, 
μυστήριον biblically conceived, is akin to how writers craft mystery novels. 
Within characters, events, settings, and plotted conflicts throughout the sto-
ryline of mystery novels, authors embed hints, foreshadows, prefigurements, 
harbingers, and portents that incite anticipation of full and final resolution 
to be revealed with surprises, invoking belief that seeks understanding. It is 
this way with Scripture’s unfolding storyline, not for readers only but first for 
characters who inhabit the story, including, Adam, Noah, Abraham, Sarah, 
Hagar, Isaac, Moses, Ruth, David, Mary, and Jesus with Cleopas and his fellow 
disciple on the Emmaus Road. As they perform their redemptive-historical 
roles, for each of them, the unfolding story engenders hope that anticipates 
the promised Seed who brings salvation (cf. Hebrews 11).

For the Bible’s characters and readers alike, integral to the plotted conflict 
of escalating hope are other cast members, events, places, and institutions 
laden with symbolism, sometimes layered, and posing as puzzling shadows, 
enigmas, riddles, conundrums that tantalize, and prefiguring types of things 
to come, yet veiled from full comprehension as they await further disclosures. 
All build toward the plotline’s climactic resolution. When the time is fulfilled 
and the mystery is at last revealed with its variegated culmination converging 
in Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth, readers of Scripture, like the two disciples on 
the Emmaus Road, palm their foreheads and exclaim, “Did not our hearts 
burn within us? There he was all along on the pages of the OT. He was right 
there before our eyes from the beginning. How could we have missed him? 
How could we not have seen him until he made himself obvious to us?”

What is now revealed is what was always hidden in plain sight, seen by 
both Scripture’s characters and readers though dimly. This is how the OT 
reveals Messiah. This is how Scripture bears witness to him. This is how Jesus 
reveals himself. Throughout his ministry, even to the end, Jesus, veiled in 
flesh, replicates Scripture, concealing even while revealing with his incar-
nation, with symbolic acts (miraculous or not), with teachings (parabolic 
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or not), and with his passion and resurrection. How could it be otherwise, 
the Creator making himself known to his creatures?

If we persist in viewing the function of biblical types principally as a 
species of interpretation, we perpetuate confusion. To attach typological, 
figural, figurative, or literal as modifiers of interpretation improperly fixates the 
clash of ideas on hermeneutics rather than on the typological or prefiguring 
nature of divinely given revelation that the discussion should feature. The 
NT writers do not interpret the symbol-laden OT allegorically, figurally, 
figuratively, or typologically. None of these modifiers properly represents the 
interpretive activity of the NT writers nor should we use them to describe 
how NT writers read the OT. Rather, they are terms that properly describe 
how God conveys his revelatory acts in history to foreshadow his consummating 
acts in Messiah, revelatory acts that he authorized holy men of old to inscribe 
in Scripture for us on whom the ends of the ages have come.

The OT’s types are divinely imbued revelatory foreshadows concealed 
within plain sight, some disclosed more fully than others, designed to tutor 
the first recipients concerning heavenly things but also written down in 
Scripture, pointing forward to greater disclosures in the fullness of time 
with the coming of Messiah as expounded in the apostolic proclamation of 
the gospel for the instruction of God’s people in the last days. So, the same 
Scriptures that conceal while simultaneously revealing foreshadowing types 
now make them known to us at the ends of the ages, a divine wonder the 
apostle Paul identifies as “mystery” (μυστήριον; Rom 16:25-27). Instructive 
concerning the nature and function of biblical types is the Apostle Paul’s 
double admonition derived from Israel’s divinely arranged experiences under 
the old covenant: “Now these things took place as types for us lest we desire 
evil as they did. . . . Now these things occurred typologically to them and they 
were written down for our admonition, on whom the ends of the ages have 
come” (1 Cor 10:6, 11; emphasis added).

Ironically, those who read Richard Hays’s Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels 
would benefit by reading his book backward by beginning to read pages 
358-360 and then find their way to the beginning. Here, Hays decries both 
“skeptical modern critics and staunch evangelical apologists” for painting 
themselves into the “same hermeneutical corner” where the former debunk 
the Evangelists’ “interpretations of the Old Testament,” and the latter insist 
“desperately that the authors of the Old Testament’s narratives and poems 
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actually did intentionally forecast the details of Jesus’ life.” Then, he offers a 
flicker of clarity, albeit muddled, by saying,

But the canonical Evangelists, through their artful narration, offer us a different 

way to understand the New Testament’s transformational reception of the Old 

as a paradigm-shattering but truthful disclosure of things ‘hidden from the foun-

dation of the world’ (Matt 13:35; freely quoting Ps 78:2). This hermeneutical 

sensibility locates the deep logic of the intertextual linkage between Israel’s 

Scripture and the Gospels not in human intentionality but in the mysterious 

providence of God, who is ultimately the author of the correspondences woven 

into these texts and events.37

Unfortunately, the flickering ember fades when he overstates that these 
“correspondences . . . could be perceived only in retrospect.”38

Discerning readers will realize that Hays’s “reading the Gospels backward” 
project features the human act of retrospectively interpreting Scripture from 
the vantage point of the glory of Jesus’ resurrection following his sufferings 
instead of highlighting God’s act of revealing forward the Scripture’s simulta-
neous unveiling and veiling of the coming Messiah’s sufferings and subsequent 
glory by way of both direct and prefiguring portrayals discernible within the 
OT’s text for Israelites with perceiving eyes. Instead of highlighting God’s for-
ward figural revelation of Messiah’s suffering and glory to follow, Hays fixates 
on the post-resurrection hermeneutical imagination of the four Evangelists 
as the domain for explaining Scripture’s figural disclosures of the Messiah.

Hays is to be commended for properly criticizing “skeptical modern 
critics” and for appealing to “staunch evangelical apologists” who overstate 
the authorial intention of OT prophets and poets. Yet, even as he offers his 
corrective, his “reading backward” project unwittingly privileges the narrative 
and interpretive skills of the Evangelists over the divine act of revealing and 
concealing the Messiah throughout the OT Scriptures.
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