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Clothing Symbolism in the Elijah-Elisha Cycle and in 
the Gospel of John 

Juraj Feník 

Introduction 

Commentators on Luke have often observed similarities between this 
evangelist’s portrait of Jesus and the story of Elijah in 1–2 Kings, agreeing on 
the presence of Elijanic typology in the third Gospel. This phenomenon means 
that some stories in Luke (but also in other Gospels) are patterned on the 
narratives about Elijah and that Jesus is thus presented as a new Elijah1. 

This study, which focuses on 1–2 Kings and John’s Gospel, sets about the 
task of exploring the symbolism of clothing applied by the respective storytellers 
to paint the image of Elijah/Elisha and Jesus. Analogically to the above-
mentioned scholarly effort to ascertain connections between Jesus in Luke and 
Elijah/Elisha in 1–2 Kings, this essay assesses a type of correspondence between 
Jesus in John and Elijah/Elisha in 1–2 Kings, namely, the utilization of clothing 
symbolism, which plays a vital role in both narratives. In very general terms, the 
author of 1–2 Kings and the author of John on several occasions mention pieces 
of clothing belonging to their main protagonists and use clothing as a symbol that 
represents a particular trait or capacity of the hero. This study poses the question 
of thematic overlap between the two corpora as regards the symbolism of 
clothing. 

As regards methodology, the essay follows the lead of Vanni, who, 
limiting his remarks to the Book of Revelation, develops the thesis that the author 
of this writing exploits the symbolism of clothing as a subset of anthropological 
symbolism, which in turn represents a subcategory in the remarkable spectrum 
of symbolic language typical for apocalyptic writings2. The symbolism of 

 
1 E.g., the list in ALETTI, L’art de raconter, 53. 
2 VANNI, L’Apocalisse, 42-44. Vanni’s influence – though he was not the moderator 

– can surely be seen in a doctoral thesis on the clothing symbolism in Revelation at the 
Gregorian University published as PONCE RODRÍGUEZ, El símbolo antropológico de los 
vestidos en el Libro del Apocalipsis. 
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clothing means, generally speaking, that a biblical author does not draw attention 
to a clothing item in order to state that a hero is dressed and thus protected against 
cold, wind, sun, or inclement weather. Rather, the garment makes a statement 
about the life of the hero. The type of clothing, its color, and the hero’s action 
with it are vehicles for announcing a message, as the garment symbolizes 
a number of realities, such as character, condition, status, emotion, occupation, 
rank, inner world, social function, et alia. By implication, changing one’s clothes 
indicates a transition from one role to another or a change in one’s life-story. 
Clothing in biblical narratives performs a considerable social or personal 
function. 

Applying this perspective to the Elijah/Elisha stories and John, this study 
explores how clothing functions symbolically in these narratives. Needless to 
say, it builds on the premise that clothing here is not of interest to the author in 
its material sense, but in its symbolic sense. As so often in biblical narratives, the 
authors of 1–2 Kings and John show no interest in the stuff the clothing is made 
of, but in the function the clothing performs within the story. The question asked 
here is what kind of garment appears in the narrative, what does the hero do with 
it, and what such action signifies. The study will proceed by an analysis of 
clothing imagery in the Elijah/Elisha cycle (1) and in John’s Gospel (2), 
concluding (3) with a reflection on correspondences between Kings and John in 
clothing symbolism. To be clear, the purpose here is principally not to provide 
an exegesis, comprehensive or otherwise, of relevant passages, but to draw 
attention to the meaning of clothing imagery in them. 

That the theme of clothing continues to appeal to scholars is especially 
evident in several recent monographs. Bender has produced a comprehensive 
study of clothing and textiles in the OT in 2008 named Die Sprache des Textilen 
and the year 2019 has seen the publication of a bulky collection of essays 
Clothing and Nudity in the Hebrew Bible3. Both books include a section on 
clothing in the Elijah-Elisha story, and those insights will be honored here. By 
engaging both the books of Kings and John’s Gospel, this essay has a dual focus. 
To my knowledge, no study exists that would singularly address the issue of 
clothing symbolism in these corpora in the attempt to unearth correspondences, 
just as there is no contribution that would provide a sustained analysis of the 

 
3 Though the above works are the most systematic examinations of clothing texts in 

the Bible in recent years, a sea of partial studies on this theme grows steadily, even in Slavic 
languages. Note, e.g., Lapko’s sketch of clothing symbolism in Tobit’s canticle LAPKO, 
Tóbiho chválospev, 155, 223. 
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clothing symbolism in John and its relation to christology. Hence, what follows 
is a preliminary attempt to look at the story of Elijah-Elisha and that of Jesus in 
John through the window of clothing symbolism, possibly providing a stimulus 
for future projects that could revisit the theme of clothing symbolism in Kings 
and John. 

1 Elijah-Elisha and Symbolism of Clothing 

Among various objects mentioned in the narrative cluster of Elijah and 
Elisha (1 Kgs 17–2 Kgs 13), the mantle of Elijah bears particular significance, as 
acknowledged by virtually all commentators. Besides the verses that speak of 
Elijah’s mantle (1 Kgs 19:13.19; 2 Kgs 2:8.13.14; [also 2 Kgs 1:8]), 2 Kgs 2:12 
refers to Elisha’s clothing, as it describes the prophet’s tearing his clothes on the 
occasion of Elijah’s assumption. This means that the element of clothing is used 
to characterize both prophetic figures. That the prophet’s clothing cannot be 
treated as an irrelevance to the story is shown by its recurrence at some 
significant narrative points, such as Elijah’s encounter with God on mount Horeb 
(1 Kgs 19), Elijah’s call of Elisha (1 Kgs 19), and Elijah’s assumption (2 Kgs 
2)4. To refer to Elijah’s mantle, the Hebrew text always uses the noun ַתרֶדֶּא  
(“mantle, cloak of hair”), consistently translated by µηλωτή (“sheepskin, 
goatskin”) in the LXX. Elisha’s clothing is rendered by a general noun τὰ 
ἱµάτια/ דגֶבֶּ . 

1.1  2 Kgs 1:8 

An appropriate place to start a discussion of Elijah’s clothing seems to be 
2 Kgs 1:8, for here – despite the text’s opacity – Elijah’s clothing serves as a sign 
of recognition. No action of the prophet with his clothing is recorded here, and 
yet the clothing plays a crucial role in the episode that launches the narrative of 
2 Kings. 

 
4 Some authors rightly note the striking presence of the mantle in both stories related 

to the call/discipleship of Elisha (1 Kgs 19/2 Kgs 2). See OTTO, Jehu, Elia und Elisa, 221, n. 
300; SAUERWEIN, Elischa, 26. 
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The story narrates the sending of messengers by King Ahaziah to inquire 
of a foreign god on the chances of recovery for himself5. Apprehended by Elijah 
on their journey, the king’s delegates return to the surprised king, reporting on 
the encounter with an unknown man who told them to return. The king’s question 
in 1:7 (“What sort of man was he who came to meet you and told you these 
things?”) elicits the answer (1:8) that focuses on the physical description of the 
man (“a hairy man, with a leather belt around his waist”), which in turn leads the 
king to make a positive identification (“It is Elijah the Tishbite.”). Striking in this 
account is the fact that the king recognizes the man to be Elijah solely on the 
basis of the man’s physical description, with the man’s “hair” and leather belt 
being the only insignia mentioned. Here the garment – an item to be understood 
behind the reference to the “hair” – clearly symbolizes the person; it reveals the 
identity of Elijah to the king, as if it were the most conspicuous feature of the 
prophet. The text implies that Elijah is particularly well-known for his “hair” and 
leather belt, with the result that anyone can easily identify him upon the sight of 
these items, despite the messengers’ failure to do so6. While the text does not 
feature a word for garment, the language of “hairy man” שׁיאִ  )רעָשֵׂ לעַבַּ /ἀνὴρ 
δασύς) is standardly taken as a cipher for Elijah’s hairy animal mantle mentioned 
in both the preceding and the following narrative segments7, even though some 
authors understand the text literally as a reference to Elijah’s putative unusual 
hairiness8. The king’s identification of Elijah immediately upon hearing his 

 
5 See 2 Kgs 1:2 (“Ahaziah had fallen through the lattice in his upper chamber in 

Samaria, and lay injured”). Unless indicated otherwise, biblical translations follow the 
NRSV. 

6 Paradoxically the messengers are not able to identify Elijah, only depict his 
appearance. On the purpose of this rhetorical strategy, see COHN, 2 Kings, 7.  

7 BENDER, Die Sprache des Textilen, 127; MCKENZIE, The Trouble with Kings, 94; 
SWEENEY, I & II Kings, 270. CEB (“he wore clothes made of hair”); NAB (“he wore a hairy 
garment”); NIV (“he had a garment of hair”); EIN (“er trug einen Mantel aus Ziegenhaaren”); 
NLB (“er hatte ein haariges Gewand”); TOB (“un homme qui portait un vêtement de poils”); 
BFC (“il portait un vêtement fait de poils de chameau”); IEP/NRV (“un uomo vestito di 
pelo”); Botekov preklad (“človek s koženým plášťom so srsťou”); Katolícky preklad SSV 
(“muž v srstenom plášti”); SEB (“mal plášť zo srsti”); ČEP (“muž v chlupatém plášti”); NOV 
(“vir in veste pilosa”). 

8 E.g., PARK, 2 Kings, 6-7. As do some translations: ASV (“a hairy man“); KJV (“an 
hairy man”); NETS (“a hairy man”); NRSV (“a hairy man”); Roháčkov preklad (“vlasatý 
človek”). Genesis 27:11 (LXX) uses the same Greek phrase (ἀνὴρ δασύς) to describe the 
hairiness of Esau. 
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physical description points to what may be termed a unity between the prophet 
and his garment. As the story has it, Elijah is a prophet whose appearance created 
by his mantle is a sign of recognition for others and a feature of his personal style 
that distinguishes him from others. 

1.2  1 Kgs 19:13 

The setting for another occurrence of Elijah’s mantle is the prophet’s 
famous encounter with God at Mount Horeb/Sinai in the course of his flight from 
Jezebel. From a narrative viewpoint, in fact, 1 Kgs 19:13 is the first text in which 
Elijah’s mantle appears. None of the preceding scenes concerning Elijah has 
mentioned his attire. 

After hiding himself in a cave (19:9) and witnessing the spectacular 
elements of wind, earthquake, and fire (vv. 11-12), Elijah recognizes God’s 
presence behind “a sound of sheer silence” (v. 12b)9. The following verse 
describes the prophet’s exit from the cave, underlining the fact that Elijah 
“wrapped his face in his mantle” ( וֹתּרְדַּאַבְּ וינָפָּ טלֶיָּוַ )10 prior to leaving the cave 
and taking a position in front of it. The wrapping of the face in the mantle is 
Elijah’s reaction to God’s presence symbolized by the unusual silence that the 
prophet hears. Despite the silence of some commentators on the meaning of the 
gesture11, Elijah’s action with the mantle surely expresses his fear of God and his 
inability to look at God directly. The mantle covering the face is a symbol of 
Elijah’s respect in the presence of divinity, perhaps even a symbol of concern for 
his life12. 

As widely acknowledged, Elijah’s encounter with God at Horeb strikingly 
parallels Moses’ encounter with God at the same place (Exod 33)13. Part of the 
narrative describes God’s covering Moses with his hand so that Moses would not 
see God directly (vv. 22-23 “and while my glory passes by I will put you in a 
cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with my hand  H[ ] until I haveילֶעָ יפִּכַ יתִֹכּשַׂוְ
passed by; then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back; but my 

 
9 As Provan aptly puts it, “[t]he emphasis in 1 Kgs 19:11-12 ... is on God’s quiet 

ways.” PROVAN, An Ambivalent Hero, 145. 
10 Faithfully rendered by the LXX as ἐπεκάλυψεν τὸ πρόσωπον αὐτοῦ ἐν τῇ μηλωτῇ 

ἑαυτοῦ. 
11 E.g., BENDER, Die Sprache des Textilen, 127. 
12 Suggested by HENS-PIAZZA, 1-2 Kings, 190. 
13 Noted, for example, by DOZEMAN, Exodus, 730-731; GRAY, I & II Kings, 409. 
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face shall not be seen”). Interpreted in light of the immediately preceding 
statement in Exod 33:20 (“you cannot see my face; for no one shall see me and 
live”), the function of God’s hand is to prevent Moses from seeing the deity and 
thus to spare his life. One may see the function of Elijah’s mantle in 1 Kgs 19 
analogously. The juxtaposition of the two texts shows that Elijah’s mantle in the 
Kings narrative replaces God’s hand in the Exodus narrative in providing a shield 
that impedes the prophet’s uninhibited contact with divinity, a contact that could 
have disastrous consequences for the viewer. 

1.3  1 Kgs 19:19 

Elijah’s mantle plays a crucial role in the story subsequent to the prophet’s 
encounter with God at Horeb – the call of Elisha. According to 19:16 that 
preserves the wording of God’s direct speech to the prophet, Elijah is to anoint 
Elisha – who is here introduced for the first time in the narrative – as his 
successor (“and you shall anoint Elisha son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah as 
prophet in your place”). Regarding the mandate to anoint Elisha, Bergen, for 
example, notes that “Elisha is the only prophet ever anointed because he is the 
only prophet whose authority rests upon his being the legitimate successor of 
another prophet”14. 

The ensuing narrative (19:19-21) describes Elijah’s carrying out the order 
sounded at Horeb. Upon encountering Elisha plowing in the field (v. 19a), Elijah 
passes by him and casts his mantle over Elisha (v. 19b ַלֵשְׁיַּוI ַוילָאֵ וֹתּרְדַּא )15. The 
gesture nudges Elisha to abandon the oxen, run after Elijah, say good-bye to his 
parents, slaughter the animals, and follow Elijah as his servant. 

The scene is filled with peculiarities, not least when compared to the 
command issued by God at Horeb. Perhaps most perplexing is the absence of any 
reported anointing performed by Elijah. Instead of anointing Elisha, Elijah 
performs a specific action by casting his mantle over Elisha, and this without 

 
14 BERGEN, Elisha, 47. See also CARROLL, The Elijah-Elisha Sagas, 403. 
15 Some authors and translations prefer to render the Hebrew prepositional phrase ֵוילָא  

as “to him”. E.g., KISSLING, Reliable Characters, 151; IEP (“gli gettò il suo mantello”). For 
LEVINE, Your Spirit, 42, “Elijah throws his coat before Elisha.” The majority, however, 
understand the phrase in the sense of “on/upon/over him,” as do numerous translations: LXX 
(“ἐπέρριψε τὴν µηλωτὴν αὐτοῦ ἐπ᾽ αὐτόν”); NOV (“misit pallium suum super illum”); NRSV 
(“threw his mantle over him”); ASV/KJV (“cast his mantle upon him”); EIN (“warf Elija 
seinen Mantel über ihn”); TOB (“jeta son manteau sur lui”); ČEP (“hodil na něj svůj plášť”); 
SEB (“hodil naňho svoj plášť”). 
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uttering any explanatory word. As Ott notes, such prophetic action is without 
analogy16. The “anointing” of Elisha is performed by Elijah’s casting his mantle 
over Elisha. That Elisha interprets the casting of the mantle as a call to become 
Elijah’s servant is evident from his actions subsequently described. In addition 
to narrating the unusual manner of Elisha’s call, the text lacks any specification 
as to what Elisha does with the mantle – it says nothing about Elisha’s catching 
it, wearing it, leaving it behind him, or returning it back to Elijah. 

While Elijah’s mantle is standardly understood as a symbol of prophetic 
authority with which Elijah wordlessly “calls” Elisha to become his follower, the 
primary narrative function of Elijah’s gesture is to create an association between 
him and Elisha. The casting of the mantle over Elisha optically expresses what 
is narratively performed at the end of v. 21: after dissociating himself from the 
family and the occupation, Elisha attaches himself to Elijah and becomes his 
servant ( וּהתֵרְשָׁיְוַ וּהיָּלִאֵ ירֵחֲאַ Iלֶיֵּוַ ). The casting of the mantle – expressing as it 
does a transference of Elijah’s clothing item to Elisha – symbolizes the 
production of a bond between the two characters, and one thus cannot but concur 
with Ott’s judgment: “Der Mantel repräsentiert also den Propheten Elija, und 
indem er ihn Elisha überwirft, macht er dessen Zugehörigkeit zu ihm deutlich”17. 
According to this interpretation, by casting his mantle over Elisha, Elijah 
associates the would-be follower with himself. Moreover, the throwing of the 
mantle appears to function as a prefiguration of the later investiture of Elisha as 
a prophet like Elijah, for the former becomes the possessor of the latter’s mantle 
in 2 Kgs 2. 

1.4  2 Kgs 2:8.13.14 

Elijah’s mantle figures prominently in the account of the prophet’s 
assumption (2 Kgs 2). Its first occurrence in this chapter evinces a narrative 
unevenness with its previous mention, because, while the mantle is thrown upon 
Elisha in 1 Kgs 19:19, here in 2 Kgs 2:8 it suddenly appears anew as Elijah’s 
property. A striking feature of the narrative is the use of the mantle by both 
prophets. 

 
16 OTT, Die prophetischen Analogiehandlungen, 36. 
17 OTT, Die prophetischen Analogiehandlungen, 36. An imprecise parallel can be seen 

in Ruth 3:9, where Ruth invites Boaz to cover her with his cloak: “I am Ruth, your servant; 
spread your cloak over your servant, for you are next-of-kin.” See the remarks in LACOCQUE, 
Ruth, 96-97; TYROL, Kniha Rút, 81-82. 
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The mantle is used in a very specific way in 2:8: Elijah rolls it up and 
strikes the water of the Jordan river with it ( ־תאֶ הכֶּיַּוַ םNגְיִּוַ וֹתּרְדַּאַ־תאֶ וּהיָּלִאֵ חקַּיִּוַ

םיִמַּהַ ) with the result that the water parts and the two prophets cross the river on 
dry ground. Without any instruction from God or explanatory word, the prophet 
performs the miracle of a parting of waters with the aid of his mantle. Here the 
mantle clearly possesses an importance beyond individual dress style. It is 
certainly very far from the intention of the biblical author to insinuate a magic-
like character of the mantle. Rather, the mantle symbolizes the divine-prophetic 
power with which Elijah is endowed and which enables him to perform the 
miracle. The mantle appears as an outer sign of an intangible inner capacity 
deriving ultimately from God. 

After Elijah’s assumption, the mantle reappears in 2:13-14, this time in the 
hands of Elisha, who picks it up once it was bequeathed by Elijah. Having 
returned to the bank of the Jordan, Elisha – with Elijah’s mantle in his hand – 
strikes the water and accompanies the gesture with a cry to God (“Where is the 
Lord, the God of Elijah?”). These words seem to be an appeal for God’s 
intervention that is to accompany the striking of the water18. The net result of this 
action is the same success as the one performed by Elijah – the waters separate 
and Elisha walks back across the Jordan. By accomplishing the same feat as 
Elijah, Elisha is shown to be an authentic prophet and Elijah’s follower. And the 
oft-noted similarity of the parting of waters in 2 Kgs 2 with Moses’ division of 
the Red Sea in Exod 14 secures the status of Elijah and Elisha as true prophets in 
the tradition of Moses19. 

In this story the mantle becomes Elisha’s property, signifying the 
transference of prophetic office to Elisha20, though, as Olley notes, “there is no 
active transfer, Elijah leaves it behind and Elisha picks it up”21! By picking up 
the mantle and using it in the same way as Elijah, Elisha becomes a second Elijah, 
which is also hinted at by the tearing of his own clothes (see below). The mantle 

 
18 See the apposite remarks in SAUERWEIN, Elischa, 19-20. 
19 E.g., WRAY BEAL, 1 & 2 Kings, 303. 
20 This is expressed by commentators in various ways. E.g., Long: “Elisha takes up 

the mantle of leadership as Elijah departs.” LONG, 2 Kings, 22. Sweeney: “The transference 
of power is demonstrated beginning in v. 13 when Elisha picks up the fallen mantle of 
Elijah…” SWEENEY, I & II Kings, 274. Foresti: “Il passaggio dello spirito profetico dal 
maestro al discepolo e la successione del secondo al primo sono espressi dalla trasmissione 
del mantello.” FORESTI, Il rapimento, 268. 

21 OLLEY, Yhwh and his Zealous Prophet, 41. 
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also symbolizes Elijah’s divine-prophetic power, and Elisha’s cry for God’s 
assistance very likely underscores this. The transfer of the mantle is a visible sign 
of the granting of power to Elisha, and the sons of the prophets, who witness the 
event (2:15), provide an interpretation in the words “the spirit of Elijah rests on 
Elisha”22. In sum, Elisha’s inheriting his master’s mantle symbolizes his 
continuation of Elijah’s mission, despite the disconcerting peculiarity that the 
mantle receives no further mention in the subsequent narrative of the book. Both 
protagonists wear the same mantle, which leads Schott to think that “one can 
perhaps interpret the mantle as the distinctive mark of the true prophet of YHWH 
more generally”23. Elijah’s mantle has also found its way to the NT, as Hebrews 
– in its encomium on Israel’s saints in chap. 11 – makes reference to the prophets, 
who “went about in skins of sheep and goats” (11:37 περιῆλθον ἐν µηλωταῖς, ἐν 
αἰγείοις δέρµασιν). The use of the noun μηλωτή here provides for a striking lexical 
similarity to the Elijah-Elisha stories in Kings and it is more than likely that the 
author of Hebrews has Elijah-Elisha in mind when writing of prophets who 
περιῆλθον ἐν µηλωταῖς, ἐν αἰγείοις δέρµασιν24. 

1.5  2 Kgs 2:12 

Still within the assumption account in 2 Kgs 2, one discovers a reference 
to Elisha’s clothing, unmentioned in the preceding narrative units and imbedded 
here in the description of Elijah’s departure. When Elisha is no longer able to see 
the departing Elijah, “he grasped his own clothes and tore them in two pieces” 
( םיעִרָקְ םיִנַשְׁלִ םעֵרָקְיִּוַ וידָגָבְבִּ קזֵחֲיַּוַ ), an act that narratively precedes Elisha’s 
picking up Elijah’s mantle recorded in the following verse. Evidently the act of 
tearing the clothes is symbolic, yet its precise significance is difficult to interpret, 
with several possibilities worth considering. 

The first, traditional option is to see in the tearing of the clothes an 
expression of Elisha’s grief over his master’s departure25. This possibility has the 
support of several other biblical passages, where tearing the clothes evidently 

 
22 The identification of the mantle with Elijah’s spirit is found in Bergen: “He is the 

inheritor of Elijah’s spirit, Elijah’s mantle…”. BERGEN, Elisha, 64. See also WÜRTHWEIN, 
Die Bücher der Könige, 275. 

23 SCHOTT, Elijah’s Hairy Robe, 482. See also Zech 13:4. 
24 See ATTRIDGE, Hebrews, 350. 
25 E.g., HENS-PIAZZA, 1-2 Kings, 235; WÜRTHWEIN, Die Bücher der Könige, 275. 
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signifies grief over a beloved’s death26. An intriguing possibility is raised by 
Cohn, who interprets the tearing of the cloak as signifying the ending of the union 
of the two prophets27. In support of this hypothesis, one may point out that the 
text explicitly speaks of a tearing of the garment into two pieces, which could 
symbolize the termination of the camaraderie between the two prophets due to 
Elijah’s assumption. Yet Cohn himself brings in another interpretative option: 
By tearing his garment Elisha divests himself of one identity and by picking up 
Elijah’s mantle he in turn assumes another – that of Elijah28. This hypothesis has 
a link between v. 12 and v. 13 in its favor. Elisha’s tearing his garment precedes 
his picking up the mantle of Elijah and is thus narratively oriented to this action29. 
Since Elisha’s garment can be taken as a symbol of his person, the tearing of the 
garment can symbolize a “destruction” of self, a termination of identity, which 
is to be replaced by another identity – illustrated by the picking of Elijah’s 
mantle. Given the fact that the tearing of the garment is followed by receiving 
another garment standing for the power of Elijah, the destruction of old clothing 
can symbolize a cessation of the prophet’s former status. As Schott has 
insightfully written, “[w]ith this act of tearing his clothes, the transformation of 
Elisha as Elijah’s servant to his successor begins”30. Rather than expressing his 
grief over Elijah’s departure, the tearing of Elisha’s clothes stands for the ending 
of his previous identity and the beginning of a new identity. Henceforth he takes 
on the identity of Elijah. 

The act of destroying Elisha’s clothes thematically parallels the prophet’s 
bidding farewell to his family and the destruction of the oxen (1 Kgs 19:19-21), 
for all these actions describe him as bringing closure to his former life31. Just as 
the slaughter of the oxen signifies the end of his previous occupation and 
lifestyle, so the destruction of his clothes spells the end of his former personality, 
a personality to be replaced by that of Elijah. In sum, the tearing of Elisha’s 

 
26 See the references in KÖHLMOOS, Tearing One’s Clothes, 304. 
27 COHN, 2 Kings, 15. 
28 COHN, 2 Kings, 15. Also FORESTI, Il rapimento, 268. 
29 Gilmour opines as follows: “Elisha now has Elijah’s mantle, so he no longer needs 

his own garment.” GILMOUR, Juxtaposition, 88. The text, however, clearly speaks of 
a reverse sequence, as Elisha first destroys his clothing and only then takes Elijah’s mantle. 

30 SCHOTT, Elijah’s Hairy Robe, 481. 
31 Eloquently put by Kissling, for whom Elisha’s actions “show his determination to 

make a clean and decisive break with the past and begin his new life as the eventual inheritor 
of Elijah’s prophetic work.” KISSLING, Reliable Characters, 154. 
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clothes in all likelihood symbolizes his break with the past and is to be seen as 
a gesture that readies the hero to take up a new identity. 

2  Jesus and Symbolism of Clothing 

The long stretch of the Johannine passion-resurrection account (chs. 13–
21) mentions Jesus’ clothing in the following order32. The footwashing scene 
makes two references to Jesus’ outer garment that he puts down (13:4) and takes 
up (v. 12) and two references to a linen towel that he wears for the duration of 
the footwashing (vv. 4-5). Later, a purple mantle is worn by Jesus in the scene of 
his mockery by the soldiers (19:2.5). His outer garment is mentioned again in the 
division of clothing scene, along with his tunic (vv. 23-24). The account of Jesus’ 
burial contains a reference to burial cloths (v. 40), which are later seen by the 
disciples in the empty grave, along with a face cloth (20:5-7). This survey 
indicates that for some reason the evangelist evinces much concern for Jesus’ 
clothing in his passion-resurrection account. The following paragraphs are 
intended to sketch the symbolism of Jesus garments. 

2.1  John 13:4-5.12 

The Johannine footwashing scene includes several references to Jesus’ 
clothing and his actions with it. In what is generally acknowledged as a strikingly 
detailed and vivid piece of narration (13:1-12), Jesus “took off his outer robe (τὰ 
ἱµάτια) and tied a towel (λέντιον) around himself” and “began to wash the 
disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel (λέντιον) that was tied around 
him”. After the completion of the service, he “had put on his robe (τὰ ἱµάτια)”. 
Apart from other peculiarities, the footwashing scene stands out on account of its 
unusual emphasis on Jesus’ clothing. The account speaks of Jesus’ outer garment 
(τὰ ἱµάτια)33 that he lays down before the footwashing and takes up after it, as 

 
32 As regards Jesus’ clothing, chapters 1–12 speak only of a strap of Jesus’ sandal, 

mentioned in John the Baptist’s testimony in 1:27. 
33 According to well-established scholarly consensus, the unusual plural τὰ ἱµάτια 

here designates Jesus’ outer garment – his cloak (mantle, coat). See BEASLEY-MURRAY, 
John, 233; BEUTLER, Das Johannesevangelium, 378; SCHNELLE, Das Evangelium nach 
Johannes, 279; SCHULZ, Das Evangelium nach Johannes, 173; WILCKENS, Das Evangelium 
nach Johannes, 208. Many biblical translations attest to this understanding: NRSV (“took off 
his outer robe”); NJB (“removed his outer garments”); NLB (“legte sein Obergewand ab”); 
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well as the linen towel (λέντιον)34 that becomes a part of his apparel during the 
footwashing. In contrast to the other scenes in the Gospel in which Jesus’ apparel 
appears, the footwashing pericope describes Jesus’ actions with his clothing by 
making Jesus the subject who performs them. In this way the evangelist 
underlines Jesus’ freedom and sovereignty in handling the clothing. 

Numerous scholars have pointed out that the use of the verbs τίθηµι and 
λαµβάνω in this passage (v. 4 and 12) is an intentional echo of 10:17-18, where 
the identical verbs are engaged to phrase the act of Jesus’ laying down his life (at 
crucifixion) and receiving it back (at resurrection), which drives them to state 
that Jesus’ actions at the Last Supper – τίθησιν τὰ ἱµάτια and ἔλαβεν τὰ ἱµάτια 
αὐτοῦ – symbolically prefigure his death and resurrection35. On this view, the 
laying down and the picking up of his clothing is a symbolic gesture that evokes 
Jesus’ death and resurrection, just as the footwashing itself is a symbolic act 
representing the death of Jesus and its necessity for salvation (13:8 “unless I wash 
you, you have no share with me”). 

Nevertheless, the clothing items in the footwashing scene may bear yet 
another symbolic meaning. It is, once again, useful to recall the sequence of 
actions with clothing performed by Jesus. At a certain point during the supper 
Jesus removes his outer garment (v. 4a), ties a towel around himself (v. 4b), then 
wipes the disciples’ feet with the towel (v. 5), and finally puts on his outer robe 
once again after the footwashing (v. 12). The text describes two actions that refer 
to a clothing replacement. In the beginning of the footwashing the outer garment 
is replaced with a towel, and at the end the towel – though the evangelist does 
not mention this explicitly – is replaced with Jesus’ outer garment. The putting 

 
Schlachter (“legte sein Obergewand ab”); Zürcher Bibel (“zieht das Obergewand aus”); 
French Bible en français courant (“ôta son vêtement de dessus”); IEP (“depose il mantello”); 
ČEP (“odložil svrchní šat”); SEB/Pravoslávny preklad evanjelií (“odložil si vrchný odev”). 
And numerous biblical passages employing τὰ ἱµάτια as a designation for outer garment 
could be adduced: Matt 5:40; 9:20-21; 14:36; 21:7-8; Mark 10:50, etc. Some authors propose 
that τὰ ἱµάτια includes both cloak and tunic, arguing that the sentence describes Jesus’ 
disrobing himself to a loin cloth. E.g. MORRIS, The Gospel according to John, 547. 

34 CEB (“linen towel”); EIN (“Leinentuch”); NLB (“ein Tuch aus Leinen”); Panczová 
(“ľanový uterák”). PANCZOVÁ, Grécko-slovenský slovník, 768. 

35 Among many, BRODIE, The Gospel According to John, 447; BROWN, The Gospel 
According to John (XIII–XXI), 551; INFANTE, Giovanni, 319; KĽUSKA, Uczeń ikoną 
Chrystusa, 91; RIDDERBOS, The Gospel according to John, 458; THYEN, Das 
Johannesevangelium, 583. 
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on of the towel signifies Jesus’ transition into the appearance of a slave36 and the 
putting on of the outer robe at the end stands for his transition back into the 
original form. Though the Johannine text nowhere explicitly states that Jesus 
became a slave to the disciples, the putting on of the linen cloth symbolizes 
precisely this reality – Jesus’ temporary status as a slave. Clothing in this passage 
is a symbol of Jesus’ “metamorphosis” into the appearance of a slave. 

In the interpretation of Jesus’ action that follows, the footwashing is 
defined as an example to be imitated by the followers (13:15): they are to act just 
as Jesus has acted. Through this sentence, Jesus establishes a community ethic 
that flows from his example set forth in the footwashing. As the ensuing verse 
(13:16) implies, the disciples are obligated to act in a manner conforming to his 
footwashing action, because they are merely servants who cannot excuse 
themselves from imitating their master. In light of these remarks, it could be 
cautiously proposed that the linen cloth worn by Jesus at the Last Supper 
becomes a symbol of the ethic he demands from his followers, despite the 
obvious absence of any direct literary linkage between the references to the linen 
cloth and the verses that enshrine the ethical message of the pericope. 

2.2  John 19:1-3.5 

The mockery of Jesus by Pilate’s soldiers compositionally constitutes the 
central scene of Jesus’ trial before Pilate37. The significance of the scene does 
not derive from its compositional placement only; it also flows from its content 
– here Jesus receives his kingly attire and is crowned as a king38. After the 
flogging (19:1), the soldiers put a crown of thorns on Jesus’ head and dress him 
in a purple robe (19:2), repeatedly coming to him with the salutation “hail, king 
of the Jews” and slaps on the face (19:3). In this short scene Jesus remains 
completely passive; the soldiers (and Pilate) are those who perform the actions. 

 
36 Though the NT writings never make a connection between servanthood and λέντιον 

– the word appears only in John’s footwashing scene – , three Lucan texts mention the girding 
(with an apron/towel) as a characteristic of a slave (Luke 12:35,37; 17:8). The connection 
between these Lucan texts and the Johannine footwashing scene through the motif of 
a girding of a slave is noticed by BRUCE, The Gospel of John, 280; RIDDERBOS, The Gospel 
according to John, 454. 

37 Recently BEUTLER, Das Johannesevangelium, 489; CAMPBELL, Kinship Relations, 
133. 

38 See ZUMSTEIN, Das Johannesevangelium, 704. 
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Though surprisingly ignored by a few scholars39, the act of enrobing Jesus with 
a purple robe (ἱµάτιον πορφυροῦν) is of primary interest here. 

Speaking representatively for a chorus of writers, Brown argues that the 
purple robe “suggests royal or even imperial attire”40. Compared to its Synoptic 
parallels (Matt 27:28 χλαµύς κοκκίνη; Mark 15:16 πορφύραν), the Johannine 
version speaks of ἱµάτιον πορφυροῦν. It is historically more plausible that the 
soldiers used a scarlet, readily available military cloak in mocking Jesus41, but 
for the evangelists it evoked a royal purple garb, hence John’s ἱµάτιον πορφυροῦν 
and Mark’s πορφύρα. John’s choice of language here is probably to be accounted 
for by his intent to underline his royal christology. To name but one biblical 
example of the use of purple apart from John 19:2, 1 Macc 10:20 reports the 
granting of a purple robe and golden crown to Jonathan upon his elevation to 
high priesthood and royal status (καὶ ἀπέστειλεν αὐτῷ πορφύραν καὶ στέφανον 
χρυσοῦν)42. Enrobing Jesus in a purple robe – accompanied by the crowning with 
thorns and the salutation that uses the word “king” – means that the soldiers mock 
Jesus as a king. The scene is an example of Johannine irony – the soldiers 
unwittingly proclaim the truth about Jesus by deriding him as a king, for in the 
evangelist’s perspective Jesus truly is a king43. 

 
39 BARRETT, The Gospel According to St. John, 540; BRODIE, The Gospel According 

to John, 536; SCHENKE, Johannes, 353; SIEGERT, Das Evangelium des Johannes, 567-568. 
40 BROWN, The Death of the Messiah, 865. Mention may be made here of the proposal 

of Fehribach, who argues that dressing Jesus in a mantle and a crown symbolizes preparation 
for his wedding. FEHRIBACH, The Women in the Life of the Bridegroom, 123. Needless to 
say, such an interpretation is rather atypical as compared with the standardly advocated 
kingship hypothesis.   

41 Argued by BERNARD, John, 615; LEON-DUFOUR, Lecture de l’évangile selon Jean, 
94. Appositely Bruce: “So they dressed him up in a military cloak to serve as a royal robe 
…”. BRUCE, The Gospel of John, 358. For further discussion, AMEDICK, “Jesus Nazarenus 
Rex Iudaiorum”, 59; DAVIES – ALLISON, Matthew 19–28, 601-602; DELBRUECK, 
Antiquarisches, 125-133. 

42 For further remarks regarding the function of purple robe in the royal ideology of 
First Maccabees, see DELBRUECK, Antiquarisches, 138-139. 

43 What Davies and Allison have written concerning the parallel passage in Matthew 
certainly applies here: “But when the Roman soldiers, acting evidently not on order but on 
their own, give Jesus, who in this paragraph is an utterly passive object, a robe, a crown … 
and then hail him king they are making fun of him for their own amusement: their homage is 
pretended. Yet the truth is that the seemingly hapless criminal before them is indeed a king 
…”. DAVIES – ALLISON, Matthew 19–28, 598. See also recently WRIGHT, The Governor and 
the King, 146. According to Frey, Johannine irony in this passage means “dass selbst Jesu 
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Structurally the passage (19:1-3) is framed by references to acts of physical 
violence against Jesus (Pilate’s flogging Jesus in v. 1 and the soldiers’ slapping 
his face in v. 3b), with vv. 2-3a centering on the idea of Jesus’ kingship, 
proclaimed in two complementary ways. Jesus’ kingship is heralded verbally by 
the soldiers’ direct speech: χαῖρε ὁ βασιλεὺς τῶν Ἰουδαίων. And the purple 
garment projects it visually, for by dressing Jesus in purple the soldiers, in fact, 
change his appearance and ensure that Jesus looks like a king. As Weidemann 
has concisely yet eloquently phrased it, equipping Jesus with the insignia of 
kingship is an “optische Umsetzung”44 of the salutation that follows. Striking in 
the Johannine account vis-à-vis the Synoptic parallels in Matt 27:31 (“after 
mocking him, they stripped him of the robe and put his own clothes on him”) and 
Mark 15:20 (“after mocking him, they stripped him of the purple cloak and put 
his own clothes on him”) is then the absence of a reference to Jesus’ being 
undressed from the clothing of mockery. Jesus continues to wear the purple robe 
upon exiting the praetorium in v. 5 (“so Jesus came out, wearing the crown of 
thorns and the purple robe”) and the Jewish leaders are able to see him dressed 
in it (v. 6 “when the chief priests and the police saw him”). Since John nowhere 
mentions the taking off of the purple robe, still more remarkable is the fact that 
he imagines Jesus wearing his ordinary clothes at the crucifixion, as clearly 
shown by the clothing division scene in 19:23-2445. 

In the scene under discussion the clothing imagery serves to underline 
a central theme in the Johannine passion – the kingship of Jesus46. A closer 
inspection of the passion narrative reveals John employing at least three 
strategies to draw attention to Jesus’ kingship. John elaborates Jesus’ kingship 
verbally (by having a character say that Jesus is a king), through writing (by 
having a character write that Jesus is a king), and optically (by having a character 

 
Gegner in Verkehrung ihrer eigenen Absichten seine wahre christologische Würde 
aussprechen müssen.” FREY, Heiden – Griechen – Gotteskinder, 230. 

44 WEIDEMANN, Der Tod Jesu, 338. 
45 One could perhaps agree with Moloney: “Jesus goes to the cross dressed as a king.” 

MOLONEY, Glory not Dishonor, 139. Yet one must postulate a narrative gap between 19:5 
and 19:23-24. Evidently Jesus must have been disrobed of the kingly attire and dressed in his 
own clothes, though the evangelist nowhere mentions this. See, e.g., BROWN, The Death of 
the Messiah, 952; DELBRUECK, Antiquarisches, 130. 

46 E.g., La Potterie: “… tout le récit johannique de la passion … est dominé par le 
thème de Jésus-βασιλεύς”. LA POTTERIE, Jésus roi et juge, 239. Recently also THEOBALD, 
Teufel, Tod und Trauer, 260. For a cutting-edge study on the influence of the Johannine 
kingship theme on visual arts, see JUHÁS, Quod scripsi, scripsi, 48-60. 
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make Jesus look like a king). A verbal proclamation of Jesus’ kingship occurs in 
19:14 by Pilate (“He said to the Jews, ‘Here is your King!’”), who is also the 
author of a written declaration in 19,19 (“Pilate also had an inscription written 
and put on the cross. It read, ‘Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews’”). These 
two ways are complemented by a visual proclamation by Pilate’s soldiers, who 
enrobe Jesus as a king in 19:2, thus announcing his kingship in a way that can be 
seen. The purple robe as a symbol of kingship served best for this purpose. 

2.3  John 19:23-24 

The basic narrative dynamic of the division of Jesus’ clothes scene is 
simple. By dividing Jesus’ outer garment into four parts and casting lots for his 
tunic, the soldiers fulfill (ἵνα ἡ γραφὴ πληρωθῇ) Ps 22:19 (LXX 21:19 
διεµερίσαντο τὰ ἱµάτιά µου ἑαυτοῖς καὶ ἐπὶ τὸν ἱµατισµόν µου ἔβαλον κλῆρον)47. 
The intent of the pericope on the historical level – Jesus is robbed of his clothing 
prior to his death – is to underline Jesus’ utter humiliation and deprivation of 
dignity48, to reveal the evangelist’s anti-docetic tendency49, and to hint at the 
Roman practice of despoliation. 

The pronounced emphasis on the intact tunic is a distinctive feature of the 
Johannine passion narrative, absent from the Synoptic counterparts. This is the 
reason for a widespread symbolic understanding of the tunic, which claims that 
the evangelist’s intent is not only to underline the fulfillment of a Scripture 
passage, but also to imbue the tunic with deeper significance50. Though the 
division of the outer garment is seldom viewed symbolically, the unity of the 

 
47 According to Weidemann, John cannot be faulted for misunderstanding the 

principles of Hebrew poetry, that is, for misreading the synonymous parallelism of the psalm 
verse – a view advocated by a number of scholars, such as BARRETT, The Gospel According 
to St. John, 550; and many others. Rather, by describing two different actions with two 
separate items of apparel, John shows that he reads the Psalm as an example of synthetic 
parallelism whereby the second action (casting lots for the tunic) complements the first action 
(division of outer garment). See WEIDEMANN, Der Tod Jesu, 380. 

48 Stressed by OBERMANN, Die christologische Erfüllung, 294-295. 
49 Advocated by LANG, Johannes und die Synoptiker, 222. 
50 E.g., Stibbe: “… the idea of the tunic is the centre of theological symbolism in this 

episode …”. STIBBE, John as Storyteller, 176. 
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tunic has loosed a torrent of symbolic interpretations, despite the skepticism of 
a number of writers51. 

While the interpretation of the tunic as a sign of Jesus’ high priesthood has 
been abandoned nowadays due to the absence of priestly christology in John52, 
the hypothesis viewing the tunic as a symbol of unity of believers still has 
numerous adherents53. The most compelling arguments have been marshalled by 
Eckert, who insists that the continuation of the tunic scene in the mother-beloved 
disciple passage in 19:25-27 must be regarded as its interpretative key in the 
sense that the communion of the mother with the beloved disciple represents 
a unity of God’s people symbolized by the untorn tunic in the preceding scene54. 
Such interpretation dovetails nicely into the remainder of the Gospel, where the 
theme of unity of believers is prominent. The use of the verb σχίζω in the negative 
hortatory subjunctive µὴ σχίσωµεν αὐτόν to refer to the soldiers’ decision to 
preserve the tunic echoes the other instance of σχίζω in the Gospel – the untorn 
net symbolizing the unified crowd of Jesus’ followers (21:11 οὐκ ἐσχίσθη τὸ 
δίκτυον). Therefore – so the argument runs – the untorn tunic also signifies the 
ecclesial unity of believers. 

Nevertheless, Eckert himself, while advocating the ecclesiological 
symbolism of the tunic, admits another interpretative option by considering that 
“die schriftgemässe Nichtzerteilung des Gewandes Jesu wie das Nichtzerbrechen 
der Beine des Gekreuzigten” could “zeichenhaft die Jesu Geschick umgreifende 
Macht seines himmlisches Vaters anschaulich zum Ausdruck bringen”55. On this 
view the untorn tunic signifies the Father’s all-encompassing power that protects 
the Son (even when he dies on the cross). 

At least one lexical detail unmentioned by Eckert or by other interpreters 
can be brought forward in support of this hypothesis – the prepositional phrase 

 
51 BECKER, Das Evangelium nach Johannes, 589; BRUCE, The Gospel of John, 370; 

DIETZFELBINGER, Das Evangelium nach Johannes, 300; LAGRANGE, Évangile selon Saint 
Jean, 491-492; LINCOLN, The Gospel, 476; OBERMANN, Die christologische Erfüllung, 294; 
THYEN, Das Johannesevangelium, 735; WILCKENS, Das Evangelium nach Johannes, 294. 

52 As noted by OBERMANN, Die christologische Erfüllung, 293-294. 
53 Recently INFANTE, Giovanni, 432-433. 
54 ECKERT, Die johanneische Erzählung, 25-33. 
55 ECKERT, Die johanneische Erzählung, 34. A similar interlocking of two 

interpretative avenues (ecclesiological and christological) is found in Beutler: “Diese Einheit 
des Untergewands Jesu könnte auf die Einheit des Leibes Jesu selbst und seiner Kirche 
deuten.” BEUTLER, Das Johannesevangelium, 502. Also GRASSO, Il Vangelo di Giovanni, 
730. 
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ἐκ τῶν ἄνωθεν in a phrase that specifies the quality of the tunic (“woven in one 
piece from the top” [ἐκ τῶν ἄνωθεν]). The construction ἐκ τῶν ἄνωθεν functions 
as a signal that points to other instances of similar vocabulary in the Gospel. The 
adverb ἄνωθεν is used elsewhere in John to denote God’s sphere. The dialogue 
with Nicodemus contains a statement that one must be born from above (3:3.7 
ἄνωθεν) in order to enter the kingdom of God. Jesus’ correction of Pilate’s claims 
informs the procurator that he would have no power against Jesus if it had not 
been given to him from above (19:11 ἄνωθεν). John’s witness includes a sentence 
on Jesus’ heavenly origin phrased as “the one who comes from above (ἄνωθεν) 
is above all” (3:31). The adverb ἄνω bears a similar function, as it designates the 
sphere of God to which Jesus turns his eyes prior to his calling Lazarus out of the 
grave (11:41 “and Jesus looked upward” [ἄνω]) and the sphere of Jesus’ divine 
origin as explained to the unbelieving Jews during a controversy in Jerusalem 
(8,23 “I am from above” [ἐκ τῶν ἄνω]). This survey shows that the adverb ἄνωθεν, 
along with ἄνω, functions as a cipher for Jesus’ heavenly origin. 

Since nothing prevents the suggestion to see in the tunic a symbol of Jesus’ 
person or his life, the construction ἐκ τῶν ἄνωθεν in 19:23 – in the light of the 
remaining uses of the term in John – can be taken as a signal standing for the 
origin of Jesus’ existence. This yields the following proposal: The untorn tunic 
woven from the top emerges as a symbol of Jesus’ divine, heavenly existence 
that cannot be destroyed. The intact tunic bespeaks the truth that, despite the 
crucifixion, the life of the Son of God cannot be taken from him, because it has 
been “woven” from above. In the division of clothes scene Jesus’ indestructible 
existence, which the Father constantly protects, is symbolized by his tunic that 
the soldiers leave untouched. Even though it must be conceded that the 
symbolism of the tunic remains elusive, the lexical and conceptual link between 
the ἐκ τῶν ἄνωθεν of 19:23 and the other ἄνωθεν/ἄνω instances allows for an 
understanding that has just been sketched. 

2.4  John 19:40; 20:5-7 

A noteworthy feature of the Johannine passion-resurrection narrative are 
the funeral textiles mentioned in connection with Jesus’ burial and the discovery 
of the empty tomb. While the Synoptics mention only σινδών (a single-piece 
sheet for wrapping the entire body)56, John is careful to distinguish between 

 
56 Mark 15:46; Matt 27:59; Luke 23:53. 
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“linen clothes/wrappings” (19:40; 20:5.6.7 τὰ ὀθόνια) and a “facial cloth” (20:7 
τὸ σουδάριον)57. 

For the purposes at hand, two characteristics of the burial clothes as 
presented in John’s text seem worth highlighting. First, the burial clothes appear 
in direct relation to Jesus’ dead body in 19:40, representing an item that is used 
for wrapping the body (ἔδησαν αὐτὸ ὀθονίοις). Second, the burial clothes represent 
the direct object of a verb of seeing that relates the action of Peter and the beloved 
disciple upon the inspection of the tomb (20:5 βλέπει κείµενα τὰ ὀθόνια; vv. 6-7 
θεωρεῖ τὰ ὀθόνια κείµενα, καὶ τὸ σουδάριον), with the body left unmentioned. 

The juxtaposition of the two texts – the first referring to the burial clothes 
in conjunction with the body and the second describing them without the body – 
allows the proposal that the burial clothes seen in the tomb signify, first and 
foremost, the absence of Jesus’ body58. As has often been observed, the well-
ordered positioning of the clothes is a sign that the body was not stolen in a rush59. 

The presence of Jesus’ burial clothes in the tomb provides for a major 
difference between the Johannine empty tomb discovery scene and that of the 
Synoptics. All three evangelists report that the women visiting the tomb see an 
angel or angels in or near the tomb (Mark 16:5 “they saw a young man”; Matt 
28:2 “for an angel of the Lord, descending from heaven, came and rolled back 
the stone and sat on it”; Luke 24:4 “suddenly two men in dazzling clothes stood 
beside them”). Moreover, none of the Synoptics mentions Jesus’ burial clothes 
in the empty tomb pericope, though all three reference them in their accounts of 
the burial (Mark 15:46; Matt 27:59; Luke 23:53). In addition, the three 
evangelists cohere in placing the same sentence in the angel’s mouth, a sentence 
that points up Jesus’ absence in the place of his burial: οὐκ ἔστιν ὧδε (Mark 16:6; 
Matt 28:6; Luke 24:6). Thus, when John is put next to the Synoptics, it is evident 
that the burial clothes mentioned by him in the empty tomb story perform the 

 
57 For a stimulating study that compares the textiles in John’s account of Jesus’ burial 

to material evidence from archeological contexts, see ZANGENBERG, “Buried According to 
the Customs of the Jews”, 873-900. See also a succinct yet insightful analysis JANČOVIČ, 
Traja svedkovia a tri svedectvá, 4-5. 

58 Representatively Blanquart: “…le narrateur parle ici … des linges et du suaire 
comme de deux signes d’un corps absent…”. BLANQUART, Le premier jour, 38. See also the 
remarks in MAHONEY, Two Disciples at the Tomb, 253-258. 

59 E.g., GRASSO, Il Vangelo di Giovanni, 759; HAENCHEN, Das Johannesevangelium, 
568. 
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same function as the angel in the Synoptic accounts60 – they point to Jesus’ 
absence from the tomb, as if saying οὐκ ἔστιν ὧδε, emerging as silent witnesses 
to his resurrection61. In fact, it would be more proper to say that the Johannine 
burial clothes speak, thereby paralleling the Synoptic angels. The burial clothes 
can thus easily be viewed as a symbol of Jesus’ resurrection that he himself left 
behind him. 

Conclusion 

It must have become apparent by now that the Johannine clothing scenes 
– aside from the shared general word for clothing (ἱµάτια) – evince no clear 
lexical or thematic overlap with clothing passages in the Books of Kings. This 
principally results from the very nature of the content of the two corpora. The 
heroes’ actions regarding apparel in the Elijah-Elisha cycle differ from the 
actions undertaken with clothing in John. Alongside this negative assessment of 
a possible correspondence between the two writings on the level of clothing 
symbolism, there are clues to a more nuanced, and a bit more positive evaluation, 
at least on several counts. 

The respective authors call attention to the hero’s garment when depicting 
the end of his life. Elijah’s mantle bequeathed to Elisha at his ascension (2 Kgs 
2:13) broadly corresponds to Jesus’ burial cloths left at his resurrection in the 
grave for the disciples to see (John 20:5-7). In both stories a clothing item points 
to the hero’s absence, that is, to his transit to another world. 

Both stories contain a vivid narrative piece speaking of a tearing of the 
hero’s clothing. Elisha’s tearing his clothes into two parts (2 Kgs 2:12 διέρρηξεν 

 
60 Boring, among many, notes that “[r]eferences to angels are conspicuously rare in 

John …”. See BORING, The Influence of Christian Prophecy, 115. John, in fact, does mention 
angels in the tomb, but not within the empty tomb discovery passage (20:1-10). They are 
introduced only subsequently (20:12-13), when Mary of Magdala inspects the tomb (20:11 
παρέκυψεν εἰς τὸ µνηµεῖον), and their principal function is merely to pose a question about 
the reason for her tears, not to mediate the message of Jesus’ absence from the tomb. It should 
be nevertheless admitted that the precise description of the angels’ position in relation to the 
spot where Jesus’ body was laid (20:12 ἕνα πρὸς τῇ κεφαλῇ καὶ ἕνα πρὸς τοῖς ποσίν, ὅπου 
ἔκειτο τὸ σῶµα τοῦ Ἰησοῦ) reveals that the angels, besides stating their question to Mary, point 
to the absence of Jesus’ body. 

61 See, e.g., the contribution by Jančovič, who considers two pieces of burial clothes 
in conjunction with Scriptural passages (20:9) as witnesses that move the beloved disciple to 
come to faith in Jesus’ resurrection. See JANČOVIČ, Traja svedkovia a tri svedectvá, 5. 
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αὐτὰ εἰς δύο ῥήγµατα) contrastingly echos the preservation of Jesus’ untorn tunic 
evident in the soldiers’ words µὴ σχίσωµεν αὐτόν in John 19:24. The tearing of 
Elisha’s clothes can be taken as a “termination” of his previous personality, 
a “destruction” of his former life in view of the upcoming assumption of Elijah’s 
status augured by the picking up of his mantle. The preservation of Jesus’ tunic 
signalizes the “un-tearing” of his life – the impossibility to do away with him in 
a definitive manner. On this level the clothing symbolizes the life of the hero. 

Moreover, the clothing in both corpora lends itself to be seen as a badge of 
the hero’s unity with God. A comparison can be drawn between the mantle of 
Elijah which signifies his prophetic power deriving from his union with God and 
the tunic of Jesus which stands for Jesus’ indestructible oneness with the Father. 

These, in my estimation, are possible correspondences between Elijah-
Elisha and Jesus as regards the use of clothing. No suggestion of a possible 
Elijanic typology in John on the level of clothing symbolism is hereby advanced, 
yet the above parallels are rather intriguing, and they perhaps could be taken up 
as an object of intertextual analysis in future. 
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Zhrnutie 

Príspevok si všíma zaujímavý fenomén antropologického symbolizmu v Biblii a zameriava 
sa na jeho pod-tému – symboliku šiat. Konkrétnou snahou je poukázať na symboliku šiat 
v cykle Eliáša a Elizea, najmä zmienok o Eliášovom plášti (1Kr 19,13.19; 2Kr 1,8; 2,8.13-
14), a Ježišovho odevu v Jánovom evanjeliu (Jn 13; 19; 20). Článok analyzuje relevantné 
state so zameraním na symboliku šiat a kladie otázku, či môžeme hovoriť o korešpondencii 
medzi Ježišom a Eliášom na úrovni odevnej symboliky.  

Kľúčové slová: antropologická symbolika, odev, Knihy Kráľov, Jánovo evanjelium, Eliáš, 
Elizeus. 

Summary 

This contribution recognizes the captivating phenomenon of anthropological symbolism in 
the Bible and focuses on its sub-category – clothing symbolism. Its specific goal is to sketch 
the clothing symbolism in the Elijah-Elisha narrative, especially the texts referencing Elijah’s 
mantle (1 Kgs 19:13.19; 2 Kgs 1:8; 2:8.13-14), and in John’s Gospel, as regards the instances 
of Jesus’ clothing (John 13; 19; 20). The article analyzes the passages in question and poses 
the query of a possible thematic correspondence between Elijah-Elisha and Jesus on the level 
of clothing symbolism. 

Keywords: anthropological symbolism, clothing, Books of Kings, John’s Gospel, Elijah, 
Elisha. 
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