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Jocelyn McWhirter
Rejected Prophets: Jesus and His Witnesses in Luke-Acts. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2013. 
Pp. 144.

A fine example of exegetical expertise, Jocelyn McWhirter’s Rejected Prophets: 
Jesus and His Witnesses in Luke-Acts provides a careful reading of Luke-Acts 
with a conservative, yet convincing, thesis: “Luke portrays Jesus and his wit-
nesses as prophets because Israel’s prophets set a precedent for Gentile inclu-
sion, Jewish rejection, and condemnation of the temple” (4).

McWhirter substantiates this thesis by moving clearly and systematically 
through the text of Luke-Acts, pointing out as she goes the ways in which Jesus 
and his witnesses fit into the paradigm of rejected prophets such as Hosea, 
Zephaniah, Zechariah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. The first chapter lays the 
groundwork for this thesis by discussing the role of prophets in Luke-Acts as 
those who follow Israel’s prophets in supporting Gentile inclusion, suffering 
Jewish rejection, and preaching condemnation of the temple. Chapter 2 de-
scribes the Lukan Jesus in terms of his role as Messiah and Savior of sinners, 
while Chapter 3 discusses the ways in which Luke paints both John and Jesus 
as parallels to Samuel in order to establish them as trustworthy prophets. 
Chapters 4–6 focus primarily on the characterization of Jesus in relation to Is-
rael’s prophets and comment on the parallels with Jesus’ resuscitations of chil-
dren, rejection, and prophetic utterances concerning the destruction of the 
holy city. The final chapters of the book (Chapters 7–9) discuss the themes of 
rejection that emerge in Acts as witnesses to Jesus such as Peter, Philip, Ste-
phen, and Paul experience rejection as they aid in the spread of salvation to 
the Gentiles. The book’s conclusion offers a helpful summary of the preceding 
material along with some modest suggestions of its implications for ongoing 
research.

One detects in McWhirter’s book echoes of her doktorvater, Donald Juel, 
and his own arguments for the early Christian practice of reflecting on Jesus’ 
significance through the exegesis of Scripture. McWhirter’s argument is of a 
similar ilk. She explains that Luke “makes Jewish rejection one of the central 
themes … . [H]e shows how it fulfills prophecy and is … part of God’s plan … . 
Luke shows how the rejected Messiah was a prophet” (57). By connecting the 
story of Jesus and his witnesses to the stories of Israel’s own rejected prophets, 
McWhirter suggests that Luke reassures a “skeptical audience that the Chris-
tian message of a rejected messiah … is in fact the truth” (19) and that “Jewish 
rejection and Gentile inclusion [are] part of God’s plan” (123).

McWhirter advances her thesis by noting how Luke-Acts alludes to the sto-
ries of Israel’s own rejected prophets. This argument entails isolating Luke’s 
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tactic of using scriptural allusions to paint the picture of Jesus as a rejected 
Messiah. It is at this point, however, that it becomes more difficult to follow 
McWhirter’s strategy. At the outset of the book, McWhirter acknowledges her 
acceptance of the Two-Source Theory (5). However, despite this admission, it 
is not always clear how McWhirter distinguishes Luke from its sources. For 
example, in a discussion of Jesus’ passion predictions (61–64), McWhirter 
makes the point that the Lukan Jesus predicts the Messiah’s rejection, but she 
notes that four of the six predictions in Luke are from Mark or Q and thus not 
original to Luke. It is difficult to ascertain, then, how McWhirter envisions 
Luke as doing something unique in comparison to the Gospel’s sources. Her 
argument would benefit from further differentiation of Luke’s plan from Mark 
and/or Q.

Where McWhirter does clearly distinguish between Luke and Mark, though, 
her results are insightful and illuminating. In examining Jesus’ speech from the 
cross, for example, McWhirter observes how Luke’s nod to the spirit (Luke 
23:46) differs from Mark’s cry of dereliction (Mark 15:34) in order to pave the 
way for the introduction of the Holy Spirit at the beginning of Acts (Acts 1:5) 
and to allude to 2 Kings 2 where Elisha inherits Elijah’s spirit (91–92).

Methodologically, McWhirter’s approach is an intertextual one, and she 
does well in noticing connections between Luke’s text and Israel’s scriptures. 
However, given her adoption of this approach, it is rather surprising that she 
does not draw more upon scholars such as Charles Kimball or Kenneth Litwak 
who have already applied such a method to Luke’s text. Even Richard Hays’s 
work on criteria for determining scriptural allusions is given but a cursory nod 
in a footnote (6 n. 12).

Given that McWhirter’s project relies heavily on detecting scriptural allu-
sions in the text of Luke-Acts, it is strange that she spends only a little over a 
page (5–6) to explain her method and criteria for identifying allusions. These 
criteria themselves are rather slippery. For instance, McWhirter’s first criterion 
(“If neither author nor audience has access to the supposed referent, then the 
author does not allude to it” [5]) stands in tension with her admission, “It is 
impossible to tell which Greek version (or versions) Luke knew” (6 n. 11). As 
many of McWhirter’s arguments throughout the book rely on identifying lexi-
cal similarities between Luke’s text and the Old Greek version(s) of Hebrew 
scriptures, it is difficult to know how McWhirter balances this first criterion 
with the admission of ignorance about Luke’s access to Greek translations of 
scriptures. In short, while McWhirter’s thesis is clear and persuasively argued, 
her methodology remains a bit murky.

McWhirter’s close attention to the primary text also means that readers 
hoping for more critical engagement with the secondary literature will likely 
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be disappointed. The absence of a bibliography may make this volume some-
what frustrating for those hoping to find a list of other sources to consult in 
further study. Nonetheless, what may be counted as a deficiency by some could 
very well be viewed as a strength by others. McWhirter’s meticulous attention 
to the text of Luke results in a reading that is careful and sound. Her dedication 
to the primary text is a brilliant example of close reading and solid exegetical 
work, and her book would provide students of Luke-Acts with an excellent 
model to emulate.
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