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An introduction

For many people the gospels are a source book for theology. What did Jesus say about this issue or what did he say about that issue? So what should we teach about this or that? Or how should we act in this situation or that situation? Or what should the church teach about this or that?

While there may be such lessons in the gospels, this little book takes a different approach. It sees Jesus as a person with a mission, meeting people, talking to them, and reacting to them as individuals or groups each according to his situation and need. This means that what Jesus said to one person may not be applicable to another person.

If my approach is correct it is a warning to the theologian who is looking for theology in what Jesus said and did. He must first look deeper at the situation and the person. It is also a warning against simply taking what Jesus said in one situation or to one person and immediately applying it to a different situation or a different person without first trying to find a deeper understanding of Jesus and his ways. Such an approach is little better than the proverbial story of the man who wanted to know what he should do, so he opened the bible at random and read: “Judas went and hanged himself”. He didn’t like that verse so he tried another random verse. It came up: “Go and do likewise”. Fortunately the man did not copy Judas.

Let us look at this in a little more detail with some examples. Jesus met many people in his life. Sometimes he spoke in general terms to the crowds who came to him and sometimes he had a special message for individuals. John said of Jesus that “He knew about everyone, he didn’t need anyone to tell him about a man, because he himself knew men’s thoughts” [John 2:25].

When a paralysed man was brought to Jesus, he first said that God had forgiven the man for his sins. Then he healed him. Jesus knew that underlying the paralysis there was a problem with sin. When Jesus met a blind man, the disciples thought that the man must have sinned (or his parents). But this time Jesus said NO. In this case sin was not involved. When Jesus healed lepers he did not say they were ill because of their sin, though nearly everyone else thought it was because of their sin! This is all a muddle for the theologian looking for an answer to the question: “Did Jesus teach that illness is the result of sin?” He will probably decide that John, who told the story of the blind man, had one opinion, and Mark and Luke had a different opinion. In fact he will probably decide they represent opposing factions in the early church!!

However for an evangelist or pastor inspired by the Holy Spirit there is no problem. Such an evangelist or pastor will be used to the experience of being led by God to the right word for each individual. Just as Jesus the pastor and evangelist knew what was in a man, so God’s chosen evangelists and pastors will be guided by God in each individual case. They will listen to Him as they talk to people.

When Jesus called his first disciples, the fishermen Peter, Andrew, James and John, there was no theology. Nothing about sin, nothing about forgiveness. Nothing about being good or being kind. He just said in effect: “Come along with me, I’ve got a job for you. I want you to go fishing for men.”

When Jesus met the learned rabbi, Nicodemus, there was theology galore! “You must be born again. You must start a new life in the Kingdom of God, starting from the beginning as a baby. But don’t think people will understand you. They won’t because you will be like the wind. No one knows where it comes from or where it goes to.”

I became a Christian many years ago as a student. One of the things that convinced me that there was a God was that a Christian who spoke to me said something that had a special meaning for me which he could not possibly have known. Only God could have put those words into his mouth. (I wish I could remember what it was, but I have long since forgotten it.)

Jesus still has a special message for each one of us. What is it for me? What is it for you? It won’t be the same for all of us.

This book looks as what Jesus said to some of the people he met. Perhaps by looking at what Jesus said to them we might get some idea about what he is saying to us today, how he reacts to us, and how we should react to him and others.

I hope you enjoy reading the book and learn as much by reading it as I have learnt from writing it. If you have any comments, if you disagree with me on something, please write to me. I would love to hear your comments. May God bless you all.

Philip Gordon.

Introductory notes:

The Mishnah:

In a number of places in this book I refer to the Mishnah. This was a collection of Jewish religious teachings made after Christ. The history of the book is very obscure. It is not possible to decide how much was written down at any time. What is clear is that many of the sayings are very ancient and derive from the time of Christ. The fact that they illustrate the New Testament in so many areas is a good argument for their authenticity. I have therefore referred to the Mishnah freely while appreciating that there may be some doubts that some of its contents were current at the time of Christ. The edition I refer to is the translation by Herbert Danby DD published by the Oxford University Press in 1933.

Josephus:

Josephus was a Jewish writer who witnessed at first hand the Roman invasion of Israel about 70 A.D. He wrote several books that provide a mass of background information for the New Testament period. Josephus wrote in Greek and the translation I have referred to is that by William Whiston.

The quotations from the Bible:

I have made my own translations.

Jesus and the apostles

The Call of the Fishermen

John 1:35-51, Matthew 4:18-22, Mark 1:16-20, Luke 5:1-11

The story of the call of the first four disciples, the Galilean fishermen Simon Peter, Andrew, James and John, starts with John the Baptist, as we have seen in the chapter on Jesus and John the Baptist. John was at Bethany beside the River Jordan [*1], as usual baptising the crowds who came to him. In addition to the crowds who followed John, he had a number of closer disciples. These included Andrew, and probably also Simon Peter, Philip and Nathanael [*2].

After John had baptised Jesus he was standing one day with Andrew and another of his disciples when Jesus passed by. John pointed out Jesus to the two disciples and said: “That man is the Lamb of God.” Andrew and the other disciple went off with Jesus and spent the rest of the day with him.

The timing is a bit uncertain [*3] but the most obvious way of understanding it is that at about four o’clock in the afternoon Andrew went off, found his brother Simon Peter and brought him to Jesus. Andrew was by now convinced that Jesus was the expected Messiah and told Simon so.

The next day Jesus decided to leave for Galilee. Though not specifically stated the impression is given that Andrew, Simon, Philip and Nathanael all went with him leaving John the Baptist behind in Bethany.

Philip is most likely identified with the Philip who became one of the twelve apostles (Mark 3:16-19). Some people guess that Nathanael is the same as Bartholomew [*4]. Otherwise Nathanael is not mentioned again. We do not know what their jobs were.

Our attention next turns to the fishermen, Andrew, Simon, James and John. [Matthew 4:18-22, Mark 1:16-20]

Jesus was walking along the shore of the Lake of Galilee when he saw Simon and Andrew throwing their nets in the lake. These were a particular type of net called a “casting-net” which is still in use in some parts of the Middle East. I have seen it used on the White Nile at a dam called the Jebel Aulia Dam. The net itself is circular, maybe four metres across, with weights around the edge. The centre of the net is attached to a rope. It is wrapped up in a special way and thrown out into the water. In the water the edges are brought together by the weights and any fish are trapped inside. It is a slow and rather inefficient way of catching fish, but it does not require a boat, and so is cheaper. We know from elsewhere that Simon and Andrew did in fact also have boats, and they could have thrown their “casting-nets” from their boats.

Jesus said to them: “Come with me and I will lead you to catch men, not fish.” They immediately left their nets and followed Jesus.

A little further on he saw James and John, the sons of Zebedee. They were in a boat with their father cleaning the nets. Jesus called them as well and they left the boat and followed him.

This is a very simple story of how Jesus gathered together his first four disciples. There was no theology about anything that day. But how much did they understand? Simon and Andrew had been disciples of John the Baptist so they were clearly in agreement with his teaching about sin and repentance in its social context of how people were to behave towards each other, with special reference to their positions of employment. Then John the Baptist had told them that Jesus was the “Lamb of God” and probably also that he was the “Messiah”. They had already shown their willingness to leave home to follow John, so following Jesus would not have been a problem for them. This is also something that Jesus would have taken into account in choosing them.

Luke [in Luke 5:1-11] tells a story which is rather different in its details. Some people regard it as a different occasion and others regard it as the same occasion. I will treat it as the same occasion for three reasons. First because there is considerable similarity in the main points of the story and secondly because if there were two separate incidents it would be difficult to explain what had happened between them. Finally if we look at the reports of any two modern newspapers describing the same events, would we find the reports any closer than those of Matthew and Mark on the one hand and Luke on the other? I think not. [*5] Whatever the case, let us now look at Luke’s report.

The picture of the fishermen is largely the same. Most fishing takes place at night. So here we are in the morning with the fishermen cleaning their nets before going home to rest. The main fishing would have been done from the boats during the night with the normal nets, but Matthew and Mark have some of them making one last attempt to catch fish with the inefficient casting-nets.

In Luke the picture of Jesus is different. In Matthew and Mark, Jesus is walking beside the lake. In Luke he is teaching a crowd of people. But is there really much difference? Supposing a modern eyewitness to an accident was quoted in a modern newspaper. One might say that he was walking along the road where the accident happened. The other might say that he was a postman making his first delivery of letters for the day in the street when the accident happened in that street.

Jesus got into Simon’s boat and continued to teach the crowd with the boat bobbing about in the lake. By keeping the people from crowding right up to him he made it easier for his voice to reach the people further back. Also if the shoreline had a good slope at that point it would have formed a natural auditorium with the people further back looking over heads of those in front of them.

When Jesus had finished teaching he told Simon to go into deeper water and let out the nets. Simon was not very hopeful. He said that they had worked all night and caught nothing, but if Jesus said so he would do so. At this point Simon is showing the special regard in which he held Jesus. Luke has already told the story that Jesus healed Simon’s mother-in-law. If this did indeed take place before this event, Simon would have had a very special reason for doing what Jesus told him to do.

So Simon let down the nets into the lake and made a big catch of fish. They summoned their fellow fishermen [*6] in the other boat to come and help them and both boats were filled till they nearly sank.

Simon reacted in amazement and awareness of his own shortcoming. He wanted Jesus to leave him, to go away. How could he cope with the challenge of being with Jesus and the continuous awareness of his own failure? No. This was more than he could bear. But Jesus reassured him. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. And then he added his call to Simon to follow him: “From now on you will capture men.” [*7]

They all pulled their boats up onto the shore, left them there and went off with Jesus.

What a journey it was to be! They could scarcely have guessed the half of it! It took them all over Galilee, Samaria and Judea and for some of them beyond. They left behind their assured source of income to face uncertainty. Peter was eventually crucified upside down in Rome [*8]. Andrew was said to have gone to Scythia, the land of an ancient tribe living to the north who originated in Siberia and were notorious as fierce warriors [*9]. James was put to death on the orders of Herod Agrippa I [Acts 12:1-2]. John became the writer of the gospel and is said to have lived much of his long life and died in Ephesus [*10].

I became a Christian in 1962 while a student studying physics at university. In my own little way, certainly not to be compared with the apostles, it has meant an enormous change in life. I later studied theology, went overseas as a missionary, worked overseas in a variety of secular jobs, and am currently working as a translator in a little village in Cornwall. More than these external changes I have had to change in many other ways.

But to return to the four fishermen. Why did Jesus choose them and not some of the more educated people about, such as the religious leaders, the rabbis? We have already seen that two of the four, Simon and Andrew, had been disciples of John the Baptist. Their lack of education did not mean that they were unintelligent, especially as educational opportunities were few in those days, and largely restricted to religious education. The problem with education is that it can close a person’s mind to new ideas, just as much as it can open their mind. Persuading scientists and many other professional people to accept something new is a notoriously difficult problem! Jesus wanted “new skins for new wine”. This is why he did not choose any rabbis to be among the apostles, even if they had been willing to join him. Besides the fishermen and others Jesus chose to be his disciples were mostly closely related to the ordinary people, whereas the rabbis had become a class apart.

We should also consider the social status of both Jesus and fishermen. In traditional settled Middle Eastern societies land ownership is the key to social status. Among nomads it is the ownership of camels and other herds. People like carpenters, fishermen, ferry-boatmen and other tradesmen living in the villages were not farmers owning land. Hence they were among the lower social classes. This included Jesus and his first four disciples. James and John may have achieved some social status from the fact that their father, Zebedee, was an employer with employees [Mark 1:20]. Tradesmen were probably however to be ranked above the landless day-labourers who appear in Jesus’s parables.

There are some detailed points worthy of note in this story:

*1:
Bethany [John 1:28]. The location of this village called Bethany is not known. Some ancient manuscripts read “Bethabara” and this is supported by the ancient Christian writer Origen. Place names are easily misread by copyists dealing with hand-written documents. It is a problem I face all the time as a translator.

*2:
John, the gospel writer, certainly tells us that Andrew was one of John the Baptist’s disciples [John 1:40]. The presence of the others, Simon Peter, Philip and Nathaniel, in the same place as John the Baptist, away from their home village of Bethsaida, strongly suggests that they too were among John’s disciples.

*3:
John, the gospel writer, appears to count time in hours from sunrise with twelve hours between sunrise and sunset [see John 11:9]. Here he fixes the time as the “tenth” hour. Other times mentioned in the gospel are the “sixth” hour when Jesus arrived at the well in Samaria [John 4:6] and the “sixth” hour when Jesus was brought to Pilate. On this reckoning the “tenth” hour becomes four o’clock in the afternoon. Modern translations make this conversion to four o’clock whereas the older translations translate literally as the “tenth” hour.

*4.
This is because Bartholomew means “Son of Tholomew” in Aramaic, the language of the people in Jesus’s day. Tholomew was his father’s name. It is common in the Middle East today for people to be known as “Son of so and so”. I was often called “Son of Gordon” in the Middle East. People thought “Gordon” was my father’s name. This person then was known as “Son of Tholomew”, but we do not know his own name. Because Bartholomew comes next to Philip in the list of the apostles, it is thought that his own name may have been Nathanael.

*5
Questions like this are always complicated. On the one hand there are people who stand on their heads and perform all sorts of mental contortions to convince us that there are no differences, because to admit differences is to open the door to the possibility that the gospel writers are inaccurate and therefore unreliable and not to be trusted about anything. They are indeed right to be afraid of this, because many have taken this path to the point where the believe almost nothing the gospels record. But this does not mean that some of their attempts to “prove” that different versions are both exactly compatible are reasonable. On the other hand there are people who seem determined to find contradictions where there really are none. Perhaps a good starting point for any discussion of this matter is to ask whether the differences are greater than would be found in two reports by honest modern newspaper reporters.

*6.
The word for which I have used “fellow fishermen” means in general “partners, companions, accomplices”. The translation “partners” used in some versions might be taken to suggest there was a formal business partnership between them with agreed shares in the proceeds of the catches they took. While this is not uncommon in an industry such as fishing, even when on such a simple scale, the Greek word does not prove it here.

*7.
The word used for “capture” was particularly used in the sense of capture alive in battle rather than kill. Whereas Matthew and Mark used what was perhaps the original image of fishing for men that Jesus used, Luke has avoided the image and used a straightforward word meaning “capture”. He may have felt this to be more suited to his readers. As a translator I often have to consider which word of several might be more appropriate for the intended readers.

*8.
Peter’s death by crucifixion is recorded by the early historian of Christianity Eusebius in his book “Ecclesiastical History”, Book II, Section 25; Book III, Section 1. [Loeb Classical Library, Volume 1, Pages 179 and 191.]

*9
Eusebius, “Ecclesiastical History”, Book III, Section 1. [Loeb Classical Library, Volume 1, Page 191.]

*10.
Also Eusebius, “Ecclesiastical History”, Book III, Section 1. [Loeb Classical Library, Volume 1, Page 191.]
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Jesus meets a paralysed man at Bethesda

John 5:1-9

When someone who has been healed miraculously by prayer and the laying on of hands or who has laid hands on others with prayer for healing speaks about healing through prayer they are nearly always asked whether they are trying to say that God heals everyone.

On the one hand there is no record in the New Testament of any occasion where Jesus refused or failed to heal someone who asked him. On the other hand it is also true that he did not heal everyone.

Jesus came to Jerusalem as did many of his fellow Jews for a festival. While there he visited Bethesda Pool. This pool was beside the “Sheep Gate”. This gate was built, or rebuilt, at the time of Nehemiah and is mentioned in Nehemiah 3:1 & 32 and 12:39. Jerusalem had other gates named after animals, such as the “Fish Gate” (Nehemiah 3:3) and the “Horse Gate” (Nehemiah 3:28). It is tempting to suppose that these were the sites of the Jerusalem sheep, fish and horse markets. Certainly Jerusalem would have had such markets, probably just outside the city walls. Bethesda could then have been the pool supplying water for the sheep awaiting sale. The Sheep Gate was near the temple, which would have been a sensible location for a sheep market, as sheep would be required for sacrifice in the temple. In Jesus’ day of course there were sheep for sale inside the (expanded) temple area itself.

When he arrived at the Bethesda Pool he saw a crowd of sick people. Some of them were blind, some were crippled, some with limbs emaciated from paralysis. Others were sick with a great variety of other diseases. It was natural for them to gather together. In the outside world they would be despised. Their clothes were ragged, their bodies unclean, their hair unkempt. Not for them were the luxuries of an easy life. Not for them a steady income from trade in the capital city. Together they were amongst friends and fellow sufferers. No one but the visitors despised them there. It is the same in the market places and streets of the poor parts of the East today.

But there was something else, something special, that attracted them to Bethesda. From time to time the waters in the pool appeared to be unnaturally stirred. Tradition had it that the first person to enter the water after this stirring would be healed. Who knows? We should not automatically despise such stories as nonsense, but we are certainly not in a position to confirm this story either. Faith is something very strange, quite outside our understanding. It sometimes seems to have a power of its own almost independent of the object of that faith. Show us what faith is Lord.

So they came to the pool each morning, or perhaps some with nowhere better to sleep lived there permanently. The blind came with their sticks to ensure that they did not trip over anything. The crippled came in a variety of ways depending on where they were crippled. Some leaning on sticks dragging a lifeless limb behind them. Some shuffling along on hands and knees through the dusty streets with pads on their legs and arms where they touched the ground. What a sight. Arousing the compassion and prayers of the godly and humble. “O Lord, why and for how long must my fellow human being suffer like this? ... This could be me.” Stirring in the best of mankind actual practical help. Yet arousing the scorn of others, some of whom felt they were too good to suffer like that. Disaster would not befall them.

It was a Saturday morning. Jesus appears to be out for a stroll. There is no mention of the disciples with him. The sick are lying on bedding. Perhaps they had all slept there overnight They would not have been allowed to carry their bedding there on a Sabbath. Jesus arrives at the scene. Perhaps it was his first visit to that part of the city. I am sure that Jesus would have wanted to know as much as he could about the city whose condemnation he was later to pronounce.

What attracted Jesus to that particular man we do not know. We know now that he had been there for thirty eight years. We might ask why he had stayed there for so long when the situation was so hopeless. Did he still have a flicker of hope that one day he would be the person to be healed as the water was stirred? Or was it just that this was the life he had become accustomed to? It is very difficult to change a pattern of life, even for the better.

One evening as I was driving from Cornwall to London I picked up a couple of hitch-hikers. They were young men about thirty years old who had been living rough for ten years. They had spent a week or so at St. Ives and were on their way to Dorchester. It was the only life they knew. It was a life of freedom from the modern rat-race. In London they would sleep in shop doorways. The hostels they said were frequented by older men who were often drunk and fought each other, so they stayed away from hostels. They appeared happy with their way of life. In some ways I almost wished I could join them! But I don’t think I would have survived. I dropped them off in Honiton because there they knew of a dry archway in a cemetery where they could sleep the night and then continue with their journey in daylight.

But let us return to Jerusalem. From the crowd of sick people Jesus picked out one man. Did his heavenly father point that man out to him? Did his heavenly father say to him: “There is a man I want you to heal?” Or was there some indication or sign in the man’s appearance that attracted Jesus’ attention to him? Or was it really some combination of the two? Somehow too he knew that the man had been there for a long time.

I go for a run most weeks along the beach and across the dunes near my home and I am always on the look out for people to stop and speak to. One recent run I felt God was telling me to take an unusual route and sure enough along the way someone stopped me to talk. On another occasion there was another person I had seen many times over several years and there was something about his situation which led me to pray for him every time I saw him. I prayed that someone better equipped than I would meet him and help him. Then one day he was standing on the very path I had been forced to take by the high tide and the Lord said to me: “Now you must talk to him.” I found a feeble excuse to stop and talk and was able to help him in his long standing distress. My experience is not peculiar. For me it is uncommon. There are others for whom it is a daily experience. I’m sure it was for Jesus. So in a way we really do not need to ask whether Jesus came to that man because of something he saw in him or because of a special word from God. Sometimes it is one, sometimes the other, and sometimes a combination of the two.

But Jesus was selective. He chose only one man to heal that day. One out of many who needed his help. If he came to a hospital ward today one must suppose that he might heal only one, or none or a few at most.

When I was a missionary in the Sudan I went to Juba in the Southern Sudan to run a summer training course for religious education teachers just after the end of the first civil war. While there I became ill with typhoid and travelled back to Khartoum where I was looked after by a missionary doctor’s family. One day while I was lying in bed with typhoid the doctor’s nine year old boy developed a very high temperature which she could not stop rising with drugs. It had already reached danger level and become life-threatening.

She came to me and told me what had happened. I started to pray. I asked Jesus to come and stand by the boy’s bedside and heal him. I felt Jesus say to me that he would send an angel to heal the boy. I said no. I wanted Jesus to come himself. I believe he did so, and the boy quickly recovered. I remained ill for several weeks more until drugs and nature took their healing course.

Bethesda was an occasion on which Jesus took the initiative. In most cases of healing the sick person came to Jesus or others brought them. On this occasion it was different. Jesus took the initiative.

He went to the man: “Do you want to be healed?”

The man of course had no inkling of what Jesus had in mind. His thoughts turned naturally to the pool and the hope of healing there was in the pool. Was Jesus perhaps the man who would help him in at the appropriate moment? We then see too that the companionship of the sick at the pool had another competitive aspect to it. “Who would be first in the pool?” was in the minds of them all. One can easily imagine fights breaking out between them. Shouting and arguing. Pushing and shoving for the best position. Recriminations when no one got in because of the argument. Shouting when someone fell in at the wrong moment! The weakest, the most in need, would be the last. How would we have reacted if we were a sick person among the sick at that pool? If we believed we should put others first there would be no point in being there!

As I write this chapter it is the week of the massive Turkish earthquake of 1999. Over ten thousand bodies have been found and over thirty thousand are reported missing. Food is still scarce in many places and television pictures show people fighting over the scarce supplies of food arriving for distribution. I cannot imagine how people feel. How would I react in that situation? Would I fight like the others, pushing back those weaker than myself to feed myself and my family? Or would I let myself and my family go hungry? I pray that I may never have to suffer such a test.

At Bethesda they fought for health. We must wonder how many if any were really healed at that pool and how much was just imagination.

But Jesus had something better for the man than the uncertainties of getting into the pool of water at the right moment: “Get up, pick up your bedding, and go on your way.” Immediately the man was healed, he picked up his bedding and walked away.

But pathetic, ritualistic, legalistic religion was walking the streets of Jerusalem. Jesus had found it bad enough in Galilee in a place out of sight but not out of mind of the darkened and distorted minds of the religious establishment. But here he was under their very noses. He had told the man to carry his bedding on a Sabbath day within a hundred yards of the holy temple. He had defied their authority. Their pedigree was unchallengeable. Here in Jerusalem lived the priests, the human descendants of Aaron to whom the promise was given in the holy covenant that his descendants and they alone would be priests for ever. To challenge their authority was surely to challenge the authority of the covenant itself, to challenge the authority of its mediator, Moses, and to challenge the authority of the mighty God and Creator who gave it. In their minds Jesus had challenged that authority.

But we are not looking in this chapter at those decrepit and moribund specimens of humanity. Bringing sense into their lives cost Jesus his life. Oh yes. He loved them too and wanted them healed of their false religion, but that is another story. Here we are looking at the man who was healed.

So the religious leaders told the man: “It is a Sabbath day. It is illegal for you to carry your bed on a Sabbath day” (verse 10). When Jesus healed the man with the withered arm the dispute with the religious leaders related to healing on the Sabbath. Here the issue they raised was different. It related to carrying things on the Sabbath. There are several pages in the Mishnah discussing what may or may not be carried on the Sabbath. The rabbis disagreed over whether a man with a wooden leg could walk about with it on the Sabbath! Those who allowed wooden legs allowed cripples to wear knee-pads if they crawled along on their knees. Sandals could not be worn if they had nails in them. Normal women’s ornaments, such as earrings, were apparently allowed and it is specifically stated that a girl with pierced ears but no earrings could wear threads passed through the pierced ears to prevent them closing. Though beds were not specifically mentioned it is clear that with concern over such minute things something as large as a bed would certainly be ruled out.

When challenged for carrying his bed, the man said that the person who had healed him had told him to carry it. Perhaps he was just passing the blame or perhaps he felt that a person who could heal him had the right to be obeyed. For the religious leaders the miracle Jesus had performed was of no interest or consequence! All they could think about was that he was carrying a bed on the Sabbath. Obsession with trivial matters of religious law is just as common in the church today as it was in Jerusalem in the first century. The religious leaders naturally wanted to identify the criminal who had encouraged the man to break the law, but Jesus had disappeared in the crowd.

In a church I once belonged to the vicar has proposed a motion at the church council meeting that only “canonical” services may be held. The motion was of course passed, with only me opposing it. The fact that people are turning away from antiquated services in which they sit passively in pews is irrelevant to such people. They would rather see the church die than reconsider their ways. The vicar even went on to say that the matter could not be discussed again.

The man then went into the temple. To thank God? Jesus too went into the temple and spoke to the man. He told him not to sin any more or something worse might happen to him. It appears the man did not appreciate this. He went away and told the religious leaders that it was Jesus who had healed him.

There are some detailed points worthy of note in this story:

Verse 1:
John does not tell us which Jewish feast it was. Jews particularly went to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover and the Feast of Tabernacles.

Verse 2:
The exact name of the pool is somewhat uncertain but it was something like “Bethesda”. The problem we face is that the early manuscripts give different spellings. This is easily explained. It is in fact a problem I face daily in my translation work. Imagine a hand-written document with the words “a school teacher” in it. If the second “o” is not clear, or it looks like an “e”, your knowledge of the language tells you that it must be an “o”. But supposing you are faced with a foreign name you do not know, like “Dongola” and the “g” looks a bit like a “y”, you may make a mistake and think the place name is “Donyola”. If you are a scribe copying the document, you would pass on an erroneous spelling. The ancient scribes did not have comprehensive atlases and reference books to check with! A bible dictionary or commentary will give the details of variant spellings. 

Verse 4:
It is generally agreed that verse four has been added at some stage to some of the old copies of the New Testament. It is missing from some of the earliest and most modern translations leave it out or put it in the margin.

Verse 5:
I would assume that the length of time the man had been there was either learnt by Jesus talking to the man or was learnt by later enquiry.

Verse 10:
Carrying things on the Sabbath: See the Mishnah Shabbath 5:1 - 6:10. The wooden leg is discussed in Shabbath 6:8.
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Jesus meets Nicodemus

[John 3:1-21]

One night Jesus had a visitor. His name was Nicodemus. He was an important man. He was a member of the Jewish ruling council in Jerusalem. You didn’t reach that position without being very learned in your religion and very respectable. We do not know exactly how many members there were in the Ruling Council. The Council acted both as a ruling council and as a court. To try certain people, such as a high priest or a false prophet, a court of seventy one members was required. If allowances were made for illness and members travelling outside Jerusalem one might guess at say ninety to a hundred members entitled to attend. This is about a sixth of the size of the British parliament. We are also told that Nicodemus belonged to the religious party of the Pharisees. The Pharisees were well represented in the Ruling Council, but the Sadducees (most priests were Sadducees) were also represented, and the High Priest was Chairman of the Council.

Jesus was in Jerusalem at the time, which was during the Passover Festival (John 2:23). Nicodemus came to him at night. There was already antagonism or at the very least suspicion between Jesus and the Jewish leaders, and no doubt Nicodemus wished to hide his visit from his fellow leaders. We do not know whether Nicodemus was already sympathetic to Jesus or just wanted to hear what Jesus had to say at first hand instead of relying on hearsay evidence.

My own experience as an outspoken person with controversial ideas is also that people will privately express support for me, and might even vote for me in a secret ballot, whereas they will be unwilling to show such support openly - either because they are afraid of being associated with me or because they feel out of their depth and would rather I handled the situations in which I am controversial.

Nicodemus addressed Jesus as “Rabbi”. This was a mark of great respect which originally meant “My lord”. Then he said: “We know you have come from God as a teacher. No one could do these powerful signs which you do unless God was with him.” (verse 2). Nicodemus, the learned man, recognised that Jesus, a carpenter, was a true teacher sent by God. The language also suggests strongly that Nicodemus regarded Jesus as a prophet, for who but a prophet would be a teacher sent by God? For Nicodemus the miracles that Jesus performed were proof of this. There is also a suggestion that Nicodemus recognised that he and his fellow rabbis lacked the spiritual authority of teachers sent by God. Their teaching was based on human effort. The plural “we” most naturally means “us rabbis”. It is an interesting admission that there were others among the established teachers who recognised Jesus as a prophet, even though they dare not say so publicly. There are other places in the New Testament which indicate the same fact.

On other occasions when Jesus was approached by other people he was careful to ask them what they wanted. He wanted them to say more and explain themselves more fully. This was part of his approach to them. An example of this is the blind man Bartimaeus who I have written about in another chapter. Here, however, Jesus did not do this. Perhaps he felt that Nicodemus had already voluntarily stated enough. Jesus also ignored the element of praise or flattery in what Nicodemus said.

So Jesus immediately replied, and it was a strange reply: “Unless a person is born again he cannot see the Kingdom of God.” (verse 3). Nicodemus didn’t understand. He said: “How can a person who is already old be born? Surely you don’t mean to say he can enter his mother’s womb again and be born a second time!” (verse 4). So Jesus continued: “If you are not born from both water and spirit you cannot enter the Kingdom of God. A child  born of flesh is flesh. A child born of the Spirit is spirit.” (verses 5-6).

With a little thought the picture Jesus used is clear. When a baby is born it leaves the world of the womb where everything is dark and sounds are muffled and it enters a world of light and sound. For the first time its eyes work and its ears hear clearly. The new birth Jesus spoke of is similarly dramatic. The Kingdom of God cannot be seen by a person who has not been born again. They are still living in the womb where their eyes cannot see anything. They may hear faint muffled sounds of spiritual things but these sounds are unclear. The Kingdom of God is a new world which has to be entered by a process like birth, a movement from one world into another, from an enclosing womb to a world outside it. Jesus spoke of seeing the Kingdom of God and entering the Kingdom of God - just as a child at birth sees and enters the world outside the womb.

Jesus also emphasises that there are two births. The first one is from water, or flesh, and the second from the Spirit. Some people see in the mention of water a reference to baptism, but I think it more likely to refer to the fluid surrounding a child in the womb.

Jesus continued: “Don’t be surprised, Nicodemus, that I have told you that you must be born again.” (verse 7) He implies that what he had said was really rather obvious. Isn’t it?

Have you been as faithful to the church and your religion as Nicodemus was to his? Perhaps you have and perhaps you haven’t! But Jesus says to us all: “Have you been born of the Spirit?”

Check it out. Jesus said: “The wind blows here and there. You can hear it but you don’t know where it has come from or where it is going. Everyone who is born of the Spirit is like that.” (verse 8) Are you like this? To me it suggests being unpredictable and not understood.

Jesus also told someone else: “Real worshippers worship God in spirit and truth. God is spirit and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth”. (John 4:24). Is that how you worship God? Or is your worship just ritualistic like Nicodemus? Do you enjoy meeting God daily at home in private? Or is the Sunday service your only worship? Have you been born again? Or are you just religious? You must be born again. Jesus said it. Don’t blame me!

Christians often argue about the meaning of being born again. There are those who have had a particular experience at a particular moment in time when they were born again, and they expect others to have had a similar experience if they are to be considered genuine Christians. For others this is too narrow an interpretation. The latter might point out that Nicodemus was an adult who therefore needed a conversion experience, whereas others have often been brought up in a Christian family and can remember no such experience. Those who can remember a particular moment when they were born again should not become complacent. Jesus asks us to look at the present and ask if I am today experiencing the work of the Holy Spirit.

I personally did have a conversion experience at the age of twenty. One of those who helped me become a Christian, Peter Bradley, had also had a conversion experience, but another, James Casson, had been brought up in a Christian family and could remember no time when Christ was missing from his life. For what it is worth I believe we have to respect both experiences, but in both cases we should expect to see evidence of the work of the Holy Spirit in their lives. This is not an easy way out for someone who shows no evidence of the work of the Holy Spirit in their lives. There are many who have been brought up in church-going families who have no commitment to Christ whatsoever and no understanding of His ways.

Nicodemus then asked: “How can this come about?” or “how can this happen?” (verse 9). I feel that at this point Nicodemus genuinely wanted to know. I do not feel that he is being challenging. Perhaps for this reason Jesus feels that he can rub home the ignorance displayed by Nicodemus and that this will be accepted humbly. So Jesus said in a mildly humiliating and slightly mocking fashion: “You are the teacher of Israel, but you don’t know these things!” (verse 10). He then went on to contrast Nicodemus’ ignorance with his own knowledge. He put himself above Nicodemus, the officially recognised teacher. Nicodemus had of course already recognised that Jesus is “a teacher sent by God”. So Jesus said: “I can assure you however that we speak about things that we know and are witnesses to the things that we have seen. But you [plural] do not accept our eye-witness evidence.” (verse 11).

“When I talk to you about ordinary human earthly things, you don’t believe me. So how could you possibly believe me if I were to talk to you about heavenly things!” (verse 12).

“Furthermore, no one has gone up into heaven except the Son of Man, who has come down from heaven.” (verse 13). This is a stupendous claim. As always in the gospels Jesus used the title “Son of Man” of himself. So he is saying that he has come down from heaven. No prophet ever said that. Prophets were ordinary human beings who God called to deliver His message to various people. The closest they got to heaven was to have visions of heaven in which God spoke to them. Angels of course come from heaven. They appear at times in human form, but they are not like Jesus, born from a mother’s womb, and they do not stay permanently on earth through to death. So Jesus was claiming to be something different.

“The Son of Man must be lifted up just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert so that everyone who puts his trust in him can have eternal life.” (verses 14-15). The incident of Moses and the snake took place when the ancient tribe of Israel were in the desert on their journey from Egypt to Canaan (modern Palestine). (Numbers 21:4-9). As so often on their journey the people of Israel were rebellious and impatient complaining about their fate and blaming God and Moses. God sent a plague of poisonous snakes among the people and many of them died from snake bites. The people then came to Moses and admitted that they had done wrong in complaining about God and Moses. They asked Moses to pray for them and ask Him to take the snakes away from them. Moses did pray for them. However God did not remove the snakes. He told Moses to make a snake and lift it up on a pole so that anyone who had been bitten could look at it would live. Moses did as he was told, making a bronze snake. When someone was bitten and looked at the snake he recovered.

With a picture or parable it is often difficult to decide how many of the details should be applied. Here Jesus himself goes on to explain how the story of the snake is a picture of him and his work. He is not like the poisonous snakes sent to punish people for their rebellion: “God did not send the Son into the world to execute judgement on mankind, but so that mankind could be saved through him.” (verse 17). He was like the bronze snake which Moses put on the top of a pole: “The Son of Man must be lifted up just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert so that everyone who puts his trust in him can have eternal life.” (verses 14-15). And: “God loved mankind, so he gave His only Son so that anyone who puts their trust in him will not be lost but have eternal life.” (verse 16). Of course there is a difference. By looking at the bronze snake the people in the desert gained life for a time. But they eventually died. Jesus is the path to eternal life. There is also a parallel. The people in the desert had to believe that by looking at the snake they would be healed - a rather preposterous idea for us, but perhaps less so for people more accustomed to magic. All that we are required to do is to put our trust in Jesus. That is very simple. With hindsight we may conclude that when Jesus spoke of being lifted up he was referring to his death on the cross. It is unlikely that Nicodemus would have understood it this way.

In the desert those who looked towards the bronze snake did not die, but those who did not believe were already dying because of the poison from the snakes which had bitten them. Here again there is a parallel with Christ: “Those who put their trust in him are not condemned, but those who do not believe have already been condemned because they have not put their trust in the only Son of God.” (verse 18).

Jesus then leaves the picture of the desert incident and goes on to the general situation in which people live. “This then is the ruling: ‘Light has come into the world, but people prefer darkness to light because what they do is wrong.’” (verse 19). He then expands further: “Everyone who does bad things hates the light and does not come to it so that he will not be found out. On the other hand those who do what is right come to the light so that what they do can be seen because what they do is done in God’s strength.” (verse 21).

This is a challenge to all of us. Would we like everything we do or say or think to be scrutinised? How would we feel if our friends or relations could see everything we do or say or think? I suspect that like me you are pleased they can’t see everything. How horrible it would be for the whole of our past lives to be laid out. I wouldn’t even want to look at it all myself. So how humble we need to be if we are to come into Christ’s light. Thankfully God is very merciful. He doesn’t rub our nose in it all. He puts it all aside. But he does expect us to be honest.

I suspect that Nicodemus lived in a dark world of plots and skulduggery of the highest degree. Such is the world of rulers in all ages, especially when there is no democratic control. I doubt whether it was possible to become a member of the Ruling Council without being pretty dishonest, approving a lot which you knew to be wrong, flattering those rogues who had the power to promote you! That is why I think Jesus chose to speak to Nicodemus about light and good deeds, darkness and bad deeds.

Some detailed notes:

For further details on the Ruling Council, also called the Sanhedrin, see a bible dictionary. A good source document is the section of the Mishnah called “Sanhedrin” (Danby pages 382 - 400).

Verses 3f: The word “again” in “born again” can also mean “from above”. There is clearly a double meaning here. Nicodemus interpreted it as “again” and used the unambiguous expression “a second time”. Jesus followed this aspect through, speaking of two births (verse 6). However there remains the suggestion that the second birth is “from above” in that it is by the [Holy] Spirit. The language of “rebirth” was used in some Greek religious circles. Nicodemus may have been aware of this, especially as his name is a Greek name. Certainly if John wrote his gospel with Greeks specially in mind it would have been sensible for him to include this encounter between Jesus and Nicodemus. The image suited Jesus’ purpose very well.

Verse 11: “But you [plural] do not accept our eye-witness evidence.” “You” perhaps again refers to “you, the Rabbis”. “Our” is presumably a sort of “royal we”.

Verse 12: It is tempting to link verse 12 to what Jesus has said earlier. That is to regard what Jesus has said about a second birth as being something ordinary, human and earthly. I doubt this and prefer to understand Jesus as talking in wider terms about his teaching, meaning: “I have spoken to you on many occasions about ordinary human life but you have not listened to me.”

Verse 13: Interpreters have difficulty with the words “has gone up to heaven”. They apply well to “no one” but do not apply well to “the Son of Man”, because he had done the reverse! He had not started on earth and gone up to heaven, he had started in heaven and come down to earth. Perhaps we should understand: “Furthermore, no one has gone up into heaven except the Son of Man, who has come down from heaven, and therefore has been in heaven.”

Verse 14: The bronze snake was preserved for several hundred years. The Israelites adopted the practice of offering sacrifices to it! It was eventually under the orders of King Hezekiah (715 - 687/6 B.C.) that it was destroyed. (2 Kings 18:4).

All with dynamic links.doc
Jesus meets his ordinary followers

Matthew 5-7
When we read the bible we often concentrate on those special people such as prophets and apostles who had a very special mission. Their lives were exciting and they learnt many things about God. But in many ways their lives were exceptional, whereas most of Jesus’ followers in his day and most of Jesus’ followers today live ordinary lives. They have wives, husbands and children. They live in ordinary homes and go to work day by day to earn the income to support themselves and their families. So what did Jesus have to say to ordinary people?

The classic record of Jesus talking to ordinary people is the so called Sermon on the Mount.

The crowds were following Jesus so he went up a hillside, presumably to find a good site where he could be seen and heard by a large number of people. He then sat down. It was normal for Jews when preaching to sit down [*1]. Perhaps they saw it as a sign of humility. They were not to stand up looking down on those they spoke to. They were to sit down, making themselves lower than those they spoke to, or at least on the same level.

It is not my objective here to go through the sermon paragraph by paragraph and expound them all. There are plenty of books which do that. My aim is firstly to pick out a few key points and stress that Jesus is talking to ordinary people whose primary call is simply to live a Christian life in the communities where they live, and secondly to comment on the background to some of the things Jesus said.

Firstly Jesus said that people whose lives were characterised by certain attitudes of mind and ways of behaving would be blessed by God. These first nine paragraphs are commonly called the beatitudes.

The first characteristic for which people will receive a blessing is “the poor in spirit”. Many interpretations are given for this. My own preference is to interpret it as those who do not have an aggressive spirit, who are not pushy in ensuring that they get their own way all the time, riding roughshod over the valid rights and wishes of others. We might contrast them with selfish people who set out to ensure that they get everything they want. They push other people aside in their arrogant drive to achieve their goals. They work their way into positions of power and use those positions to domineer over others, regardless of the needs of the weak they dominate. Selfish and arrogant people achieve what they want in this world; “the poor in spirit” however will gain the kingdom of heaven. The vision Jesus puts before them is of a future reward, not a reward in this lifetime.

The next characteristic in people which Jesus praises is those who grieve. Whatever the cause of the grief it indicates an awareness of the plight of others and an awareness of the situations in the lives of others which cause grief and sadness. Such people are open to others, they are not selfish, thinking only of their own happy situation. In modern terms we might think of those who grieve for the victims of major disasters such as earthquakes, those who grieve for the victims of human evil who live under tyrants, those who grieve with those who are afflicted by personal disasters such as illness, family break-up, unemployment and so on. These are the people who will receive consolation in the life to come.

Ultimately it is the humble who will inherit the earth, not the rapacious who seize everything that comes their way, which is what we see happening now.

Those who long for right to succeed will eventually find it.

Those who are merciful to others will find mercy from God. They do not seek to pursue their victims demanding recompense for every debt, driving home against any sign of failing or weakness. They let the other person off the hook. They recognise that there are times when they need mercy too. The opposite are those who use every failure in their opponents to press home their demands with vindictiveness. They will do anything and everything to bring down their opponents.

Then there are the pure in heart. In our usage the heart is the place of emotions, not the place of thought. We say for example “I listened to my heart not my head,” meaning I ignored what was sensible, what it was logical for me to do. I acted emotionally. When we call someone “hard-hearted” or “soft-hearted” we are referring to the instinct that drives them, not the way they think logically. When we say someone is “heart-broken” we mean that they have been severely emotionally affected by some sad event. However in the bible the heart is also the place of rational thought. In the story of Noah we read: “The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil.” [Genesis 6:5] Modern translations correctly avoid the word “heart” because it does not fit the normal English idiom. The hard heart of the Pharoah who refused to listen to Moses is a reference to his stubborn plotting and changing of his mind. So who are the pure in heart? They are those whose thoughts are pure. They do not plan to do evil things. They do not plot against others. They don’t engage in deceit and deception. They don’t tell lies to seek some advantage for themselves. They don’t engage in tricks to get their own way. They will see God, who is pure.

Those who make peace will be called sons of God. This reminds us of the saying: “Like father, like son.” Such people will be called “sons of God” because they behave like God. Harmony might well be considered the ultimate test of goodness. What is not harmony is evil.

The last two beatitudes are rather different. They don’t describe the behaviour of the blessed. They encourage those who are persecuted in some way for being upright and being followers of Jesus. Once again the focus of the reward is on the future, in the kingdom of heaven.

Jesus then encourages his followers by telling them how important they are. They are like salt and light. But there is also a warning.

Salt:

“You are the salt of the earth, the ground, [*2]” said Jesus. Much of Palestine consists and consisted of barren, rocky hills. But among the rocks there are occasional deposits of salt, rock salt [*3]. Most of the rock is of little immediate value. It is just part of the crust of the earth. But the salt in the rock is different. In hot climates where people sweat more it is especially important. It is extremely precious. It is not just a matter of enhancing the taste of food. Indeed it is crucial to life. During one visit to the desert in the Sudan I visited a one-man salt producer. First he dug out the raw rock salt from a nearby hill. Then he took it back to his house in a small cart drawn by his donkey. He dissolved what would dissolve in water and poured the solution into a vat in the sun. In the heat of the sun the water evaporated to leave the salt behind. The salt was for sale. He took the undissolved material, depleted of the salt mineral, and threw it out of the house. There people walked on it as they passed. I am sure that it was this centuries’ old process that Jesus was referring to in his parable: “You are the salt of the earth. If the salt becomes depleted [*4], what can put the salt back again? It is of no use at all except to be thrown out for people to walk on.” Jesus was therefore saying that his followers are like the deposits of salt in the mountains. They are special, they are rare, not plentiful like the rest of the rock; and they have a special value. The salt itself has to be purified. The pure salt can be used. The remnant of the process of purification is thrown away. It becomes just like the rest of the ground. It is tempting to wonder whether there was a deposit of rock salt in view of Jesus when he was speaking!

Light:

The second picture Jesus gives of his disciples is that they are light. “You are the light of the world,” he said. Jesus lived long before the days of powerful lights such as lighthouses sending their beams miles into the distance [*5]. The only light of human origin that could be seen at a distance was the multitude of small lights in houses in a town between sunset and bedtime, or the occasional fire lit as a beacon on special occasions such as to warn of an invasion. Again the lights in a town could only be seen if the town was high up, on a hill. This is why Jesus says that a town on a hill cannot be hidden. Its lights will be visible from a distance. In the smaller context of a house an oil lamp would be lit and placed high up where it would spread its light all round the room. Good works are to be the mark of Jesus’ followers, the ordinary men and women who were to be his disciples, and this would bring glory to God.

The law:

[Matthew 5:17-48]

The Jewish Bible, our Old Testament, is divided by Jews into three parts. These are called “the Law”, “the Prophets” and “the Writings”. The Law was the first five books of the Old Testament, Genesis to Deuteronomy. The Prophets included what we call the historical books, such as Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, and what we recognise as the prophets. The Writings are the remaining books. [*6]

“Don’t imagine I have come to tear up the law or the prophets. I didn’t come to tear them up but to complete them. Not a letter or part of a letter will disappear from the law until the sky and the earth disappear, until everything is done.” So said Jesus.

I can imagine many people who saw Jesus and listened to him imagining that he was opposed to the law. After all he had healed people on the Sabbath in contravention of the current interpretation of the law regarding the Sabbath. So for someone who accepted the current interpretation it was no step at all to assume that Jesus was tearing up the law. Jesus was not foolish. He could easily see what people would say, even if he did not hear them actually say it. Some people would have been outraged that Jesus should appear to be flouting the long-accepted law which they accepted had been given by God through Moses. Others were perhaps rather pleased at the thought! Freedom at last! Whatever people thought Jesus would have felt that he needed to make his position clear.

So Jesus make his position clear. “If anyone abolishes even one of these little commands and teaches other people to do the same, he will be reckoned the lowest in the kingdom of heaven.”

So Jesus made it clear that he was a true Jew who upheld the Jewish law. He might and certainly did argue with the religious leaders about the relevance of certain parts of it, and about what to do when there was conflict between the various parts of the law, such as rescuing sheep from pits or healing sick people on the Sabbath. But he had not come to set the law aside. Indeed he takes a violent swipe at the religious leaders who we must assume were behind any criticism of him on this matter: “In fact if you don’t do better than the scribes and Pharisees, you won’t even get into the kingdom of heaven.”

There are some detailed points worthy of note in this story:

*1
See also Luke 4:20 where Jesus sat down to teach in the synagogue in Nazareth.

*2
The word “earth” [Greek “ge”] is often misinterpreted here as meaning “people”, or “the whole of mankind”, or “the inhabitants of the earth”. In fact it means “earth” as opposed to “heaven”, “land” as opposed to “sea”, a particular “area of land”, such as a country, the “land” or “ground” as used for agriculture, or a particular area of cultivated land, or particular kinds of earth or minerals. [See Liddell and Scott.] In the next parable, “You are the light of the world”, a different Greek word is used [kosmos]. This is used of the whole of the universe, including man. In the Old Testament the Hebrew word “erets” is like the Greek word “ge”. Hence I would maintain that the picture Jesus is primarily describing is of the veins of rock salt in the ground as exposed in barren mountains.

*3
See the Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2001 DVD Edition, Articles “Dead Sea” and “Rock Salt”. In a wet climate salt deposits originally near the surface have long since been leached out by rain, but in dry climates they can still be found near the surface.

*4
“depleted”: It is difficult to find the right word to use here. The problem is to find an adjective that is suitable as a description of “salt”, that is the “salt rock” from which the salt has been extracted and also to describe people who in the picture are like the worthless salt. The Greek text has used a word normally used of people, meaning “daft, silly, foolish, stupid”. It doesn’t describe salt very well. “Depleted” is the best I can think of that fits the “depleted” salt and the “depleted” people. Jesus was probably speaking Aramaic, and presumably had a word that fitted both salt and people well.

*5
The lighthouse Pharos in Alexandria was built about 280 B.C., but was unlikely to have been known in Palestine. The Romans started building lighthouses in the first century A.D. See the Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2001 DVD Edition, Article “Pharos of Alexandria”.

*6
In detail, the Law [Hebrew “Torah”] is Genesis to Deuteronomy. The Early or Former Prophets are Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings. The Later Prophets are Isaiah, Jeremiah, [not Lamentations], Ezekiel, [not Daniel], then Hosea to Malachi. The Writings are Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, Chronicles.
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Jesus meets a paralysed man

and the religious leaders part #

[Matthew 9:1-8, Mark 2:1-12, Luke 5:17-26]
Jesus came home. Not to the home where he had grown up in Nazareth, but to his new home in Capernaum by the Lake of Galilee.

The story of the paralysed man appears quite simple. Jesus was at home in Capernaum. The news got around and the house filled up with people. One imagines a hundred or so would be enough to block a house.

Four men brought the paralysed man on some sort of bed. Traditional beds in the Middle East are often a simple rectangular wooden frame with four legs and with rope woven to form the top. They are then covered with a thin mattress. They are light and are carried by a single person. When someone is lying on the bed they are easily carried by a man at each corner. Indeed they are used in this way as a bier to carry out a dead person for burial.

The four men could not get to Jesus through the crowd, which showed the selfishness so typical of the crowd in the gospel stories. So the men carrying the bed with the sick man climbed onto the roof of the house, opened up the roof and lowered the man on his bed in front of Jesus. Getting onto the roof would have been quite easy as many houses had steps up the outside for that very purpose. As the bed was lowered through the roof one imagines willing hands below raised to take hold of the legs of the bed, with plenty of shouting of instructions! The chap was quite probably well known to all the locals. Jesus must have watched for some time in amazement. Certainly his teaching would have been interrupted for some time while the roof was opened up and the man lowered with much excitement.

Jesus noted the strength of the belief the four men had. Belief that Jesus could heal the man. They also had love. Many would not have bothered with him. They would have run to Jesus themselves with not a thought for the poor man who could not get there without their help. How many of us would bother to take a sick person to a healing service? Those four men bothered.

Now Jesus knew what was inside a man [John 2:25]. He looked at the man, we don’t know for how long, and then said: “Your sins have been forgiven”. Jesus saw deeper than the superficial. He could see that the man was paralysed by a feeling of guilt. I wonder how many of his friends had guessed that his feelings of guilt had paralysed him. If there were real grounds for his feelings of guilt they might have known what he had done wrong. He may have committed some notorious crime. Perhaps they had decided that God was punishing him for his sin. But we don’t know.

Christians today are familiar with the idea of forgiveness. It is the heart of the Christian message. Christ has told us to use food and drink as the sign of that forgiveness so that wherever we are, whoever we are and whatever guilt burdens us we can especially remember whenever we eat and drink that we have been forgiven. That quite simply is the meaning of communion.

It is not easy to discover what the people in Capernaum or the visiting Pharisees and Scribes thought about sin and forgiveness. If we carried out a survey into this today using modern methods we would get a great variety of answers! To carry out a survey among dead people is not possible!

The Old Testament does give us some help. During the time of Moses when the people of Israel were living as nomads in the desert the normal process for seeking and obtaining the forgiveness of sins was to go to the Tent of Meeting and offer a sacrifice. The priest would perform the sacrifice for him and he would be forgiven. When Solomon built the Temple in Jerusalem he was aware that the people were now widely spread. To go to Jerusalem to offer a sacrifice would not be practical. So he asked God to forgive people when they turned towards the temple in Jerusalem from any part of Israel, or beyond, and asked for forgiveness. A number of Psalms include prayers for forgiveness. There were also a few occasions on which Moses and other prophets were involved in prayers for forgiveness, but usually for the nation turning away from God.

But let us return to the paralysed man. It would appear that he felt no assurance of God’s forgiveness and had received no healing of a sensitive or guilty conscience.

So Jesus pronounced him forgiven.

In the minds of the religious leaders who were present this was a great offence. “Who is this fellow speaking like this. This is blasphemy.” Jesus was certainly not a priest assuring a penitent person who had brought a sacrifice to the temple. Beyond that only God could forgive sins: “Only God can forgive sins”.

For Christians of course Jesus is divine, he is a high priest, though not descended from Aaron, and he is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. This latter statement had already been made by John the Baptist to some of the disciples. But for the Jews in Capernaum at that time the situation was very different. What Jesus claimed was quite out of order. It was blasphemy. And the penalty for blasphemy was death.

The ordinary people probably didn’t care very much for religious niceties. But for the Scribes and Pharisees this was a major issue. Jesus knew what they were thinking. He knew their ways of thinking well enough to pick that up without any difficulty - whether they voiced it openly or not.

He could have ignored the matter, healed the man and continued with his teaching. But he chose not to. He confronted the religious teachers. He made an issue of it. “O.K. then. Which is easier: to tell the man that his sins are forgiven or to tell him to get up, pick up his bed and start walking?”

I imagine Jesus pausing here to give them time to think. Perhaps: “Well it’s easy enough to tell someone his sins have been forgiven. And who can tell, only God knows. Unless he’s claiming to be a prophet. But it’s still blasphemy. As for telling a paralysed man to get up and walk, well that’s easy to do, anyone can say it, but ... oh dear ... we know he has healed people before ... oh dear.”

I don’t think it then came as a surprise that Jesus healed the man. But what he claimed would have stayed with them. “The Son of Man has authority to forgive sins on earth.”

This answer is strange. It introduces something new. Jesus did not say: “I am a sort of priest so I can say that God has forgiven sins without a sacrifice being made”. He didn’t say: “Yes I am a prophet so I am able to state that God has forgiven this man’s sins”. He didn’t state: “I am God, so I am able to forgive sins”. He said in effect: “I do have authority to forgive sins. I am something special - the Son of Man - and I am not going to explain anything more about that”. And here is the proof: “So that you may know that the Son of Man has authority to forgive sins on earth ...” And Jesus then healed the man.

So the healing becomes an outward sign of the inner hidden forgiveness.

As for the paralysed men, Jesus told him to go home - out of the way of further disputes. The man may have felt that he should stay and listen to Jesus teaching. But Jesus said in effect: “No. Go home.” A crowd and disputes were not the place for the man who had just received forgiveness and healing.

As for the crowd: Well they praised God for the miracle of healing. I suspect they forgot the issue of forgiveness. It would have passed over their heads. But seeing the miracle they were full of praise for God and fear because of the powerful force let loose before their very eyes.

We are not told what the religious leaders were saying or thinking as they left the scene.

There are some detailed points worthy of note in this story:

Matthew, Mark and Luke all introduce the story differently. Matthew has already told us (Matthew 4:13) that Jesus has moved to Capernaum, so he can say that Jesus “came to his home town” and we know that this is Capernaum. Mark has previously stated that Jesus has been to Capernaum (Mark 1:22) but has not told us that Jesus has made his home there, so he places Jesus specifically in Capernaum on this occasion. Luke does not tell us where Jesus was.

Luke alone tells us from the beginning of this story that there are some Pharisees and teachers of the Jewish law listening to Jesus. He also tells us that they have come not only from Galilee, in which district Capernaum was situated, but also from Judea, and in particular the capital and heart of Judaism, Jerusalem. So Luke warns us from the beginning of the conflict to come. But this is the first time Luke has mentioned Scribes or Pharisees in his gospel. Matthew and Mark have previously mentioned them.

Matthew and Mark speak of “Scribes”. Luke speaks of “Pharisees, teachers of the Jewish law, Scribes” in different parts of his narrative. These differences are superficial. The two main religious parties were the Pharisees and Sadducees, who differed in various aspects of religious beliefs. The Scribes were a body of religious teachers who both preserved and taught the law, and most of them were Pharisees. There name presumably comes from their work in writing out copies of the Jewish bible. The priests were mostly Sadducees.
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Jesus meets the man with the withered arm

Matthew 12:9-14, Mark 3:1-6, Luke 6:6-11
One Saturday Jesus went to the synagogue to join the people in prayer. Luke even tells us that Jesus was there to teach. He had no recognised qualification for religious teaching. Jesus was for the Jews at that time just an ordinary person, just a carpenter. It was apparently easier for a Jew who was just an ordinary person to speak in a synagogue than it is for an ordinary Christian to speak in most churches today. Later on Jesus was probably banned from the synagogues. [*1]

The story in brief is as follows:

There was a man in the synagogue with a disfigured arm. Jesus had the reputation for healing, and the congregation wondered whether he would heal the man on the Sabbath. This was forbidden by Jewish religious law at that time. But Jesus said that doing good was more important than the law.

Jesus then told the man to stand up, and he healed him. The man showed great courage in the face of the religious leaders and was rewarded for it by being healed.

There were also some Pharisees in the synagogue. They were on the side of the law, indeed they had invented much of it, and when Jesus healed the man they went out and started plotting to kill him. They were condemned by their attitude of putting law before what was right and good.

When Jesus asked the congregation whether it was permitted to do good on the Sabbath they all remained silent. They were cowards and Jesus was both angry and sad at their obstinacy and stupidity.

Let us look in more detail at the story.

We do not know exactly what was wrong with the man’s arm. Some of the old translations say “hand”, but in the Middle East the word “hand” is used for the part of the body from the shoulder downwards. So modern translations are right to say “arm”, which is more accurate. Such a disfigurement can be from birth, as is the modern case with the children who were born disfigured because their mothers used the drug thalidomide in the early sixties. Paralysis of the arm caused by infection or injury leads to the wasting away of the muscles so that the arm appears thin and disfigured. Whatever the cause of the problem the person is not able to live a fully normal life. They will be unable to perform certain tasks and other tasks will be difficult. We should never underestimate the impact of disability on people however well they may appear to cope. The aids now available for disabled people were not available in Jesus’ day.

As usual the religious leaders were quick to spot an opportunity against Jesus. There was Jesus, with his reputation for healing and outspokenness. There was the man who needed to be healed. There was the Sabbath. And finally there were the accusers waiting to pounce. It was a drama waiting to unfold - a drama as powerful as anything produced by a playwright. Let us not be deceived into thinking the matter was a light matter. The religious leaders were not going to rebuke Jesus, or accuse him with a flurry of harsh words. They were going to bring him to trial in a formal court. The Sabbath law was one of the ten commandments. It was a sign of the holy contract between the Jewish people and God which was made by Moses at Mount Sinai. The penalty for breaking the Sabbath law was death. [*2]

The law in the Old Testament prohibited “work” on the Sabbath. The religious leaders interpreted this strictly. We might interpret it as work involved in earning our living. They however included any action in preparation for life on the Sabbath that could have been done the day before. The Mishnah as so often helps us understand how they thought. It contains a whole chapter on the Sabbath, but here we will concern ourselves with the issue of healing on the Sabbath. A person who was suffering from toothache on the Sabbath was not allowed to apply vinegar as a remedy. If he was suffering from pain in his limbs he was not allowed to rub on vinegar or wine as a remedy [*3]. They were prohibited from using emetics if appropriate. They were not permitted to straighten a deformed child’s body or set a broken limb [*4]. Imagine that! Someone, perhaps your seven year old child, breaks her arm and you are not allowed to set it in a splint! What ghastly people those religious teachers must have been! No wonder Christ was so appalled and uncompromising in his attitude towards them.

There in the synagogue Jesus had to make a decision. To heal or not to heal. To offend the religious leaders or not offend them.

Let us be absolutely clear, he did not have to offend them and their traditions. He could have compromised. He could have said to the man: “Come and see me after sunset (the Sabbath ended at sunset)” or he could have said: “Come and see me tomorrow.” But Jesus sought no compromise. He did not want any form of reconciliation which was based on a denial of fundamental principles. If Jesus had given way and compromised, his principles would have been lost to us for ever.

I am sure Jesus cared about the religious leaders and teachers. It would not be to their benefit for him to compromise. They needed to change. They needed to have their ideas challenged, because how could they change if they were not called upon to do so? To compromise with them would not be to love them. Love demanded that Jesus should stand up against them and refute them.

So Jesus made his decision. He would heal the man. He told the man to stand up.

What went through the man’s mind we can only guess. This could be his only chance of healing. If he had said to Jesus: “Can I come to you this evening?” what might Jesus have said? Jesus might not even be in the village that evening, or he might be busy with other things. The man had the certainty of healing then and there. Set against it were possibilities too many for that man or us to consider - him in the haste and drama of the moment or us at our leisure!

He decided. He stood up. Was it desperation? Was is courage? Or was it the courage born of desperation? Was he normally a man of courage who would stand against the crowd, or was it a sudden flush of courage that came to him in that situation? Now he had sided with Jesus against the law. He had sided with Jesus against the rulers of his nation.

But he had to wait a little. Jesus wanted to explain his action and his defiance of the rules.

He turned to the whole congregation. Matthew records a different question from Mark and Luke. In Matthew Jesus said: “Which man of you who has a sheep which has fallen into a pit on the Sabbath will not take hold of it and lift it out?” I imagine Jesus waiting for a while to give the audience time to consider their answer. Of course they would rescue the sheep. But they might have spotted the consequence of thinking that and been afraid to even think it. That was a decisive moment for them. Dare they think the unthinkable? Dare they align themselves with Jesus? What would be the consequences? I can imagine many of them thinking: “We don’t want to hear this.”

Jesus went on: “Should we treat men differently from sheep?” Jesus explicitly made the connection that I am sure was in the minds of them all. Then he went on: “So it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”

Mark and Luke leave out the reference to the sheep. They start with the question put to the congregation: “Is it lawful to do good on the Sabbath or to harm someone? Is it lawful to save a person’s life or to kill him?” The answer is obvious, but Jesus wanted them to say it. He wanted them to stand for truth against religious nonsense and claptrap. They wouldn’t. They were cowards.

If I was asked what word best describes Christians in England today I would say “Cowardice” - without any shadow of doubt. There are of course exceptions, many brave exceptions, but in general cowardice reigns in our churches the length and breadth of this country. It is fear of being different within the petty cocooned little communities we call churches. These people are a disgrace. Jesus, faced with the cowardice of the congregation standing in front of him, was angry. Yes angry. Mark says: “He looked around at them with anger.” I imagine him looking at them one by one, eyeballing them. But one by one they would look down, too ashamed to look back. And “he was greatly saddened at their stubbornness.”

They remind me of their ancestors in the desert after Moses had led them out of Egypt. The people Moses led out had been slaves in Egypt. They were downtrodden. Hence they lacked the courage to enter the promised land. Only Joshua and Caleb stood with Moses. The rest could not. So they failed to enter the land. They died in the desert. It was left to their children brought up in freedom in the desert to enter the promised land with Joshua at their head.

What do we make of the disciples? We are actually not told that they were there, but I think we may fairly assume they were. We are not told how they reacted, but without showing any reaction they would be assumed to be with Jesus. They did not interfere. It was best left for the master to handle the situation.

Jesus then turned away from the congregation to the man. “Stretch out your arm,” he said. The man did so and was healed. One might say that the man was healed by his faith and his courage. Ultimately of course it was by the power of Jesus the healer.

But the story is not yet finished. The Pharisees had been unable to argue with Jesus, but they held many of the strings of power in the land. And they could plot. So they immediately went to their arch rivals and enemies, the supporters of Herod the Tetrarch. Recognising a common enemy, they plotted together as to how they could kill Jesus.

Within the terms of their own logic they were right to want to kill Jesus. In their eyes he had broken the Sabbath law. The penalty for that was death. It was laid down by Moses on God’s orders. The problem was that they were so locked into their religious logic that they could not see the need for reassessing the foundations of that logic when faced with Jesus and his healing powers. Could not the simplest of people see that Jesus was doing something fantastic in healing a man with a deformed arm? But this did not fit their view of the world. They only knew their own world of religious law.

The churches in this country are facing new challenges. Gone are the days when people were forced to attend church or pay a fine. Yet many parts of the church are hanging on to irrelevant or even harmful rules and traditions. These may have been appropriate hundreds of years ago in totally different circumstances. Christ calls us to meet people’s needs and put that first. Not rules and tradition. Is the church with Christ or against him?

Some detailed notes:

*1
It is nowhere said specifically that Jesus was banned from the synagogues, but there are the following indications:

1.
In John 9:22 (the healing of the man born blind) it is stated that the Jewish authorities had decided that anyone who acknowledged Jesus to be the Messiah would be banned from the synagogue. The argument is that if followers are to be banned, surely the teacher himself was banned.

2.
In John 12:42 it is said that even a number of people in authority believed in Jesus but they were afraid of being banned from the synagogue. Similarly the argument is that if followers are to be banned, surely the teacher himself was banned.

3.
In John 16:2 Jesus warns his disciples that they will be put out of the synagogues. This at least shows how Jesus viewed the synagogues as sources of opposition to the gospel. [Also in Matthew, Mark and Luke]

*2
The ten commandments can be found in Exodus 20. The penalty for breaking the Sabbath law is stated in Exodus 31:12-17. See further my book entitled: “The Framework of Christianity or: Are you party to this contract”. I also deal in that book with the relationship between the Jewish Sabbath and the Christian Sunday.

*3
See the Mishnah, Shabbath 14:4 [Danby page 113].

*4
See the Mishnah, Shabbath 22:6 [Danby page 119].
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Jesus meets the Rich Young Ruler

The gospels tell us a story of a rich young ruler who came to Jesus and asked him what must be one of the most important questions Jesus was ever asked: “What must I do to win eternal life?”

Jesus asked him about some of the ten commandments. The man said that he had kept them. Fine. Then Jesus got more personal. He asked the man to give up all his wealth and give it to the poor and then follow him. That was hard because the man was rich.

We have perhaps all had to give up something to become followers of Christ. What have you had to give up? What about writing it in next month’s parish magazine, anonymously if you like? For me it was my future as a scientist. I was a promising student in one of the country’s best universities, perhaps the best, with a promising future ahead of me as a scientist. But God had other ideas. He wanted me to go as a teacher and missionary to Africa. That was the end of a career in science or in anything else!

Africa was sometimes tough. At times I had little money. Finding housing was a problem. Illness was often a problem. For a long time there was not much chance of finding a suitable wife, and I certainly could not afford marriage. But I had other exciting experiences. I saw parts of the world that few have seen. I started to see life and my own country in a different light. Then at an older age than most men, as my time in Africa was coming to an end, I found a super wife and there followed three super children. I had lost my career, but now back in England I have a good job. It was all very much worth it. God knew what was best for me in the long run.

In the New Testament story Peter said: “We have left our belongings to become your followers”. Jesus replied: “There is no one who has given up home, or wife, brothers, parents, or children, for the sake of the kingdom of God, who will not be repaid many times over in this age, and in the age to come have eternal life.”

See Luke 18:18-29.
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Jesus meets the Widow of Nain

As Jesus came to Nain he met a funeral procession. A widow had just lost her only son. Now she had no means of livelihood. Jesus had pity on her in her great distress and need. He brought her son back to life.

God does not change.

When I was in Africa as a missionary the baby son of the caretaker of the school became ill. By chance the next morning I read the story of Jesus with the widow in Nain and I somehow knew that God would heal that baby boy just because of his love for the caretaker and his wife. When I went to breakfast I learnt that the boy had been taken to the mission hospital early that morning and was very ill.

A week later I heard the doctor describe what had happened. She had done all she could for the baby and then gone to the capital giving up all hope of him living. When she returned she was surprised to find him alive and well. She said it was a miracle.

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and for ever.

See Luke 7:11-17 and Hebrews 13:8.
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Jesus and the disciples

Part #: Their relationships

[Matthew 23:8-10]
“But as for you, don’t allow yourselves to be called “Rabbi” because you have only one teacher. You are all one another’s brothers. Furthermore don’t call any one among yourselves on earth “Father” because you share one father, your Heavenly Father. And don’t allow yourselves to be called “Guide” because you have only one guide, the Messiah.”

This little saying from Jesus comes almost as an add-on to a violent attack on the Scribes and Pharisees. Essentially he is saying: “The Scribes and Pharisees are like this, but you must be different”. He was addressing the crowds and his disciples. Jesus did not go round Galilee and Judea founding churches in the sense of groups of followers, but this is one of a number of passages where he speaks of how his followers are to behave towards each other.

So let us first look at the criticisms Jesus had of the Scribes and Pharisees.

First he describes the fact: “The Scribes and Pharisees have sat themselves down in Moses’ seat.” Moses received the law from God and taught it to the people of his day. Now the Scribes and Pharisees have taken upon themselves the role of teaching the law. The Mishnah was written from the point of view of the Rabbis and puts it this way: “Moses received the law from Sinai and handed it on to Joshua. Joshua handed it on to the elders and the elders to the prophets. The prophets handed it on to the men of the Great Synagogue.” The Mishnah then goes on to list a succession of Rabbis up to the time it was written. This list includes the great Jewish teachers Hillel and Shammai, who were alive when Jesus was young, and Hillel’s grandson Gamaliel, who was the apostle Paul’s teacher and who also appeared in the trial of the apostles in Acts 5:33-40.

The way Jesus describes the Scribes and Pharisees as having sat down in Moses’ seat opens up the possibility that he regards them as usurpers of that role. He does not say as they claim in the Mishnah that the law was handed down to them. Nevertheless Jesus goes on to tell his listeners, who were of course Jews, to “do or keep whatever they tell you”. It appears that in spite of certain specific criticisms of their teaching, such as that regarding the Sabbath, Jesus accepted that they were maintaining correct Jewish teaching. However he goes on to say: “but don’t do what they do, because they teach things which they then do not put into practice themselves”.

Jesus then continues with his criticism: “They tie up heavy loads and place them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves won’t even exercise a finger to shift a load!” The picture is taken from the typical Middle Eastern market place. Loads are tied up into bundles, usually with rope made from palm leaves. Perhaps the contents were wrapped in cheap cloth. There were no cartons or boxes of merchandise! To carry a heavy load a man would bend down from the waist and place the load across the back of his shoulders and neck. He may need two fellow porters to lift it up onto his shoulders. I have seen sacks of grain, bales of cotton and even a fridge carried in this way. A Rabbi would not lift his purchases in the market place. He was far too important for that, entering the market in his fine robes. He would not even move a small finger-sized load with his finger! He would call a porter.

Jesus was not only talking about loads in the markets of Jerusalem! He was criticising the Scribes and Pharisees for the way they burdened people with burdensome legal requirements while they themselves would not even keep the less onerous ones. What they did in the market place was reflected in their religious teaching and behaviour.

“Everything they do is done to be observed by their fellow men”. The best commentary on this is perhaps Jesus’ own words in the Sermon on the Mount (See Matthew 6:1-18). They wanted their religious behaviour to be seen. They would not do it privately. It had to be announced to the world.

They even wore distinctive clothes so that their religious position could be seen by everyone. “They have extra wide phylacteries and extra large tassels on their robes”. Phylacteries were small leather packets containing verses from the law written on parchment inside. They were worn on the forehead or on the hand. The idea came from Exodus 13:9 and Deuteronomy 6:8-9, but they appear not to date much further back than the time of Christ. Tassels on the robes come from Numbers 15:38-40 and Deuteronomy 22:12. The point is that they wanted their distinctive religious position and leadership to be recognised. In days now when clergy are mostly held in ridicule by the mass of the population one wonders to what advantage they wear distinctive clothing.

Jesus continues his attack with: “They love the top places at feasts and the front seats in the synagogues”. The top places would be the places nearest to the host. They would be given to the most honoured guests. The Scribes and Pharisees loved to be those honoured guests at feasts. In the synagogues they liked the front seats. These seats may in some cases have been separate from the ordinary seats in the synagogue. Honour, respect, praise - that is what they wanted.

I remember to this day an incident at a special service in a church in support of overseas missions. There were about six hundred people present. When it was time to go forward for communion everyone started going forward in an orderly fashion from the front row on the right of the aisle. There were no stewards. When those about two thirds of the way back started going forwards someone suddenly appeared from the back of the church and went forward. He was followed by people from all over the place. The orderly system was broken. I was told that the person concerned was the local archdeacon. He was within his right according to the Church of England Prayer Book which states: “Then shall the Minister first receive the Communion in both kinds himself, and then proceed to deliver the same to the Bishops, Priests, and Deacons in like manner, (if any be present,) and after that to the people and also in order, into their hands, all meekly kneeling.” So the Prayer Book enshrines and institutionalises the right of precedence given to church leaders which Jesus specifically criticised in Jewish leaders! And look at the way they so often have special seats at the front even if they are not involved in the service! How far removed this all is from the way of Christ!

Jesus continued: “[they love] the greetings they receive in the market places and to be addressed by people as ‘Rabbi’.” The word “Rabbi” was originally a Hebrew word meaning “My Lord”. It was a title of great respect. It came into use as a form of address for Jewish religious teachers. Once again what the teachers wanted was honour, respect and praise from their fellow men.

Jesus then went on to state the sort of relationships he wanted and what he did not want in the religious community he had started to form.

“But as for you, don’t allow yourselves to be called “Rabbi” because you have only one teacher. You are all one another’s brothers.” The title “Rabbi” was prohibited to Christians. What would Jesus have to say about such titles as “Reverend”, “Venerable”, “His Holiness” and so on if they had been current in his day? We find it easy to accept Jesus’ prohibition of the title “Rabbi” because we don’t use it, but Christian leaders have invented for themselves titles to which the same objections could be made! Also the onus is on the leaders not be be called by these titles. Jesus said: “Do not be called ‘Rabbi’”. He did not say: “Do not call someone ‘Rabbi’”. That is implied, but the responsibility for preventing use of such harmful titles is here placed on those they are addressed to - the leaders, not the led.

Many things have to be learnt from a teacher. How could we learn Geography, History, Mathematics and so on without a teacher? In the study of the Jewish law according to a sect such as the Pharisees, teachers were required. How else could the teachings of the sect be passed on? But the Christian community was to be different. Every member has the Holy Spirit to teach him. He, the Holy Spirit, is the teacher. John put it this way: “I have written these things to you about the people who are leading you astray. But as for you, the anointing which you received from him remains in you, so you do not need anyone to teach you. As his anointing teaches you about everything, and is truthful and not a liar, remain in him as he has taught you.” [1 John 2:28-27]. Christian teaching is about God and living with him in fellowship with other Christians. So what better teacher is there than God himself? And God has in fact given us the Holy Spirit to teach us. So what more do we need? The picture of a Rabbi surrounded by his pupils was one Jesus rejected for the Christian community. Yet this is the picture most commonly seen in churches today. There is a pulpit into which the one teacher climbs while the rest of the congregation sit and listen passively to his words. Do they not have the Holy Spirit to teach them also?

Relationships in the Christian community were to be like relationships between brothers. These are essentially relationships of equals. A teaching process becomes more of a mutual-learning process with the Holy Spirit as the teacher.

Of course there will be those in the Christian community who have a greater knowledge of the history and background to Christianity and so on. But how important is this? Is its importance not over emphasised? Does it not become the means by which “teachers” obtain and retain their exalted position? Surely the learning that God wants most of all is related to how we should live our lives and what we should be doing as churches to take his gospel to those who have never heard it? This is the sort of thing the Holy Spirit teaches, and in this area we are all equals and all brothers. Did you know that there are no sermons preached in churches in the New Testament? The nearest to that is a talk by a visiting missionary (Paul) in Troas. The preaching was all outside the church to those who had not heard the gospel. These days there is much preaching inside the churches and little preaching outside!

Next Jesus turns to the title “father”. He said: “You are all one another’s brothers. So don’t call any one among yourselves on earth “Father” because you share one father, your Heavenly Father.” The picture of relationships Jesus lays down for the Christian community is clear. We are all brothers (or sisters) of each other. The head of the family, the father, is God himself. If we are all brothers (and sisters) with God as our father, how can we call one or more of ourselves “father”. We can’t. And Jesus forbids it. To call someone “father” is to place them in the position which should be enjoyed by God alone.

For so many who love to call their human Christian leaders “father” it is an escape from the responsibility of a direct relationship with God himself. The human spiritual “father” places fewer important demands on them. He is not with them all the time. Sadly for them he will not be at the “gates of heaven” to open the door to them and let them in. He will not be able to argue in their own favour that they “did what the minister asked of them”.

The Christian leader who sees himself as a “father” or calls himself “father” is at great risk of usurping the position of God himself in the Christian community. Such people often treat members of their congregations as their “children”. They look upon them as spiritual inferiors in need of “fatherly” guidance. They fail to treat them seriously or as adults, whatever their spiritual or worldly standing. When disputes arise among the “children” the “father” tries to behave like a human father towards his children. He feels insulted and aggrieved if he is not respected as the “father” of the Christian family. He appeals to his “authority” to subdue the disobedient “child”. Jesus tells him to see himself as a brother, which means settling disputes in a “brotherly” manner, but that he cannot understand. He suffers and everyone suffers. Responsible adults will not be happy with and generally will not enter such a community. So they stay away from such churches. These churches become the happy home of insecure people who lack the courage to rely on and work with a heavenly father. They want an earthly “father” to rely on. They ignore Christ’s teaching in favour of the earthly “father’s” teaching. Such congregations are generally elderly. Their culture predates the second world war. Those brought up after the educational changes of the nineteen sixties are rarely found in such places.

The title “father” like the title “Rabbi” was known to the Jews. Jesus was not imagining a title which might occur in the future. A whole section of the Mishnah is called “The Fathers”. It contains sayings of the Rabbis who predated the collection of the Mishnah. The earliest Rabbi to be given the title of “Father” in the Mishnah is Father Saul, who was active in the second century A.D., although this was after the time of Christ. It is a fair assumption from what Jesus said that the title was also used to address religious leaders in his day.

Today of course in the Roman Catholic Church the title “Father” is fully entrenched for the “priests” who lead it. This is a specific violation of Christ’s teaching. The same title is used in some parts of the Church of England with many of the harmful consequences I have described above. There are many churches which would never dream of using such a title and where its use is even preached against. Yet in many cases their ministers behave in exactly the same way as if they were fathers! The heart of man is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked.

From “father” Jesus goes on to the third title to which he objects. “And don’t allow yourselves to be called “Guide” because you have only one guide, the Messiah.” Some translate the word as “Teacher”. They then say it is a repetition of verse 8! However the word is quite different. It is true that the word was used of teachers, but it also means in general a “Guide”. When it is used of teachers it is looking upon them in their role as guides.

The modern equivalent may well be the “Spiritual Directors” and the burgeoning industry of “Spiritual Counsellors”. They presumably aim to guide their “clients” through short-term or long-term difficulties. In the context in which Jesus is speaking the question which must be asked about these “counsellors” is whether they point to Christ (the Messiah) as the true Counsellor or Guide, or whether they seek to come in between and guide their “clients” themselves. Do they see the people they seek to help as Christian brothers and sisters or do they see them as inferiors in need of their superior wisdom?

The section in which Christ deals with these abuses of power continues with a warning and a threat: “The great ones among you will become your servants because all those who raise themselves up will be brought low but those who humble themselves will be raised up.”

The passage in Matthew continues with further attacks on the Jewish religious leaders. Further abuses of their position. For Christians the important issue is that Jesus did not want his community to be like that in Israel. He wanted his followers to treat each other as equals, brothers and sisters. This is not what we see in churches today.

Some detailed notes:

For my comments on the Mishnah see the introduction to my book. The quotation is from the Section called Aboth, which means “Fathers”, chapter 1 verse 1. The list of succession follows that verse to the end of the chapter. The elders are those referred to in Joshua 24:31. In the Jewish bible the books Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings are called the “Early Prophets” and the books we regard as the prophets, Isaiah to Malachai, but excluding Lamentations and Daniel, are called the “Later Prophets”. Hence for the Jews there is a succession of prophets from the “elders” referred to in Joshua. The Great Synagogue was a body of 120 elders who returned from exile with Ezra (Danby page 446). The Scribes and Pharisees of Jesus’ day were the pupils of the Rabbis in the succession listed in the Mishnah, or pupils of pupils and so on. Paul claimed to have been a direct pupil of the great Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3).

For the history of phylacteries, consult a bible dictionary. Many strict Jews still wear them. Also desert Arabs often wear similar leather pouches containing verses of the Quran as protection against evil. They are usually worn around the arm or neck. It is possible that the Arabs adopted the custom from Jews living in Arabia.

The word I have translated as “top places” at the feasts really means the “top beds”. In a poor house in the Middle East there is no separate dining room with tables and chairs. A room in the house would have beds in it, made of wood with a rope base, and a table. The beds are used for sleeping on at night or in the heat of the afternoon. They are also used for sitting on while eating at the table.

The title “father” was also used in the bible of what we call the “Patriarchs”, that is Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. They were “fathers” in a very different sense. They were the physical forefathers or ancestors of the Jewish people.

Paul called himself “father” to Timothy in Philippians 2:22 and called Timothy his “son” in 1 Timothy 1:2 and 2 Timothy 1:2. He is sailing rather close to the wind there! In the first passage he is describing their working relationship in their missionary work. He, Paul, is the master missionary while Timothy is like an apprentice to his father. In 1 Timothy 5:1, Paul urges Timothy to respect those elder than himself as he would respect his father or mother. That is in spite of the teaching role Timothy had! Others he is to treat as brothers or sisters.

In 1 Thessalonians 2:11 Paul wrote to the Christians in Thessalonica saying that while he was with them he treated them as a father would his children. Perhaps he saw himself as having that right in his position as the one who had led them to faith in Christ. It is also interesting to note that the only place in which a New Testament writer tells us to obey our “leaders” is where those leaders are defined as “those who first spoke the message about Christ to you” (Hebrews 13:7 & 17). The word used there for leaders is quite different from that used of church elders.
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Jesus meets Bartimaeus

[Mark 10:46-52]
Bartimaeus was blind. We do not know much about him. In an age when writing was slow and expensive the gospel writers did not have the space to say very much and we have to use our imagination if we are to understand more.

Blindness is a terrible disability. It was and still is very difficult for a blind person to earn his or her own living, so they become very dependent on others, which is a humbling experience. If those they depended on were poor, or they had no one to support them, begging became the only option. We are left to understand all this and more from the simple statement that Bartimaeus was a blind beggar.

Bartimaeus had heard about Jesus and concluded that he was the Son of David, the expected Messiah. Physically blind he may have been, spiritually blind he was not.

Then one day, almost miraculously, he heard a crowd coming and that Jesus the Messiah was the cause of the crowd. He must have almost burst with excitement and he shouted out for Jesus to have pity on him. He would only get one chance. If the crowd passed on he would not be able to follow and it was very unlikely that Jesus would pass that way again. In fact we know that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem where he was killed and never passed that way again. For Bartimaeus it was now or never.

Many of the people in the crowd told him to keep quiet. Handicapped people were often despised as if their handicap was their own fault and many of the crowd had not learnt the way Jesus thought and worked, even though they were physically following him. Perhaps too the people in the crowd would have known that Jesus was making an important journey on the way to celebrate the Passover in Jerusalem. It was too important to stop or delay for a blind man. But for Jesus Bartimaeus was important. A few minutes delay on the 25 Km / 15 mile journey were of no consequence and Bartimaeus was in need.

Bartimaeus was insistent. He shouted as loud as he could: “Jesus, Son of David, help me”.

Fortunately Jesus heard him. He told the crowd to call Bartimaeus, In this way he involved them in the action. Where they had turned Bartimaeus away, they now had to bring him. They were made to change their attitude. Bartimaeus himself was so excited and in such a hurry that threw off his outer cloak so that he could go all the faster.

Jesus then asked Bartimaeus what he wanted. I am sure Jesus knew, but he wanted Bartimaeus to say it. So Jesus healed him and he followed Jesus among the crowd on the road to Jerusalem.

For me the most important lesson of this story is that Jesus healed people and that he has the power to heal today. But we must not fall into the trap of thinking that because Jesus healed Bartimaeus he will heal every blind person today.

There are also some lessons to be learnt about the faith and understanding that Bartimaeus showed. There were several steps to this. Firstly he had heard about Jesus, probably that Jesus was healing people. This encouraged him in his faith and longing that Jesus would heal him. Secondly he concluded that Jesus must be the Messiah who all Israel expected to come at some time. Unlike the religious leaders he was not threatened by this thought, so he was free to believe it. Thirdly he was awake to the fleeting opportunity as Jesus passed within earshot. Fourthly he was so eager for healing that he would take no rebuttal from the people who were following Jesus. He shouted out in determination to be healed. Fifthly, after he was healed, he joined with the disciples and crowd following Jesus. These are all pointers to the sort of faith that we should have.

We should also look at ourselves and compare ourselves with the crowd. Would we turn away someone from Jesus because we consider them to be to unimportant? Would we be ready to turn back to that person if Jesus called him?

There are some detailed points worthy of note in this story:

The name of the blind man “Bartimaeus” actually means “Timaeus’s son”. “Bar” meant “son”. It is quite common in the Middle East even today to refer to people as the son of someone or the father of someone. While I was in the Middle East I was often called “Abu Timothy”, meaning “Father of Timothy” (my first son) or “Wad Gordon” meaning “Son of Gordon”, it being erroneously thought that my father’s name was “Gordon”.

The crowd apparently told Bartimaeus that “Jesus of Nazareth” was coming. For them Jesus was a man from Nazareth. But for Bartimaeus Jesus was the “Son of David”, something much more.

In fact it was common and still is in the Middle East to call a person after their town or village of origin. This was also done in England in the past. My wife’s maiden name is “Chard”, presumably from the town of that name in Somerset.

“Son of David” was a well-known title of the Messiah.

Blind people had strong legal protection under the Old Testament [e.g. Leviticus 19:14]. It was a great offence to lead a blind person astray. However if a blind person was a priest he was also denied certain religious rights normally granted to priests [e.g. Leviticus 21:18].

Bartimaeus addressed Jesus as “Rabbouni”. The Greek Mark’s Gospel does not translate this word. It uses the original Aramaic word. This means literally (like the similar word “Rabbi”) “my master” or “my lord”. It was used as a term of respect for religious teachers in Judaism. Some English translations leave the word “Rabbi” and some translate it.

Jesus said to Bartimaeus: “Your faith has healed you”. We have seen of course that it was Jesus who healed the man in response to his faith. Perhaps we might say that it was the man’s faith in coming to Jesus and shouting out for his attention that led to his being healed. Or perhaps I am missing something.

Some people will look at the story and see it as a picture of Jesus healing those who are spiritually blind. My own feeling is that this is acceptable as long as it is not used as an excuse to deny the physical healing.
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Jesus meets the disciples part #

[Matthew 19:10-12]
Jesus is often seen as serious about everything, no laughing, no banter. But this was not I believe the case. If we look at this short story from the perspective of Jesus engaging his disciples in discussion it shows Jesus as laughing and joking with them. Unfortunately the story, like so many other stories, has become the hunting ground for theology and Jesus the person and the disciples as people have been ignored.

The story starts with Jesus coming to Judea from Galilee. There the Pharisees raised a legal issue with him: “Is it legal for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason?” I want to jump over the argument with the Pharisees to move on to the discussion between Jesus and his disciples, but the final statement made by Jesus to the Pharisees is important as an introduction.

Jesus concluded with his own legal judgement: “anyone who divorces his wife when she has not committed adultery and marries someone else commits adultery.” This sparks off the disciples’ response: “If this is the situation regarding a man and his wife, it’s best not to marry.” They are shaken. The prevailing attitude among men was that they could divorce an unsatisfactory wife and find another! This was what the law permitted.

In England divorce has to be approved by a court. Throughout the twentieth century the grounds of divorce have become more and more trivial, but the court still has to give formal consent. This was not the case among the people of Israel, nor is it the case traditionally among Muslims in the Middle East. All a man had to do was to decide to divorce his wife. Then under Jewish law he had to issue a writ of divorce. As most people were illiterate this would generally be written by a scribe using the prescribed formula and certified by witnesses. The only penalty imposed on the man was that he may have to pay the wife a sum of money. However this sum was not very high. [see the notes].

So there were really no legal controls on men’s behaviour. If they found a more attractive, perhaps younger, woman they could divorce the first wife and marry her. The only resistance would come from the second woman’s father who might not agree to the marriage, because he might fear that the husband with the roving eyes might at some future stage move on to yet another woman!

However the disciples are stunned at Jesus’s defence of wives. No divorce in order to marry another woman is permitted unless the wife has committed adultery. This was a total upset of men’s treasured marriage rights. Their response is immediate: “If this is the case it is better not to marry at all!” This almost certainly reflects the way in which most men of Jesus’ day would have reacted. One can imagine the disciples gasping in horror and shock and looking round at each other with astonishment! Their response was certainly very spontaneous, open and frank; from the heart. Here indeed was teaching with a different ethical content.

Jesus takes up their suggestion that it is better not to marry. Men who have reacted in alarm to the idea that their sexual impulses might be so severely controlled are unlikely to be good candidates for abstention from marriage! So Jesus says: “Not everyone can accept that idea (of abstention from marriage). That is only for those for whom fate has decreed it.”

He then goes on to remind them that there are three types of eunuchs. There are those who have been born eunuchs. There are those who have been castrated by men. There are those who have castrated themselves for religious reasons.

The first type are well known to the medical profession. The cause can be some genetic defect or some form of biochemical defect. While the causes were of course not known in Jesus’ day the effect was well known and is mentioned in the Mishnah. This states that a man who has not shown the signs of puberty by the age of twenty is to be considered a eunuch.

The second type are well known historically. Men were castrated for use in harems in the Middle East from early times. This type of eunuch is also mentioned in the Mishnah. The church, particularly in Italy, castrated boys to enable them to sing in church choirs without their voices breaking until it was banned by Pope Leo in 1878.

The third type is also well documented around the time of Jesus. Josephus, the Jewish historian, states in his book The Antiquities of the Jews, (Chapter 8, Section 40): “Let those who have castrated themselves be detested. Avoid any contact with those who have deprived themselves of their manhood and of children who God has given for the increase of the species.”

So Jesus was not inventing the legal concepts of “eunuchs who were born eunuchs” and “eunuchs who have been castrated by men” and “those who have castrated themselves”. He was using the terms current among his own community. Their meanings were well known and physical. They were not psychological.

Modern translations, such as the New English Bible, which translates “eunuch” as “incapable of marriage”, need to be treated with caution. I assume that translation was used as a euphemism because the blunt “eunuch” would appear tasteless to some “refined” modern minds. However Jesus used no euphemism. He used the words “eunuch” and “castration”. He lived in a more down-to-earth, frank community in which people spoke more openly about such matters than they do in Western societies today, and furthermore the practice of castration was still relatively common and familiar, though Josephus recorded that (for Jews) it was unlawful to castrate men or animals. (Same reference). The passages in the Mishnah show that there were legal consequences for a person who was a eunuch and these are set out in detail. They were undoubtedly taught in the synagogues. Eunuchs may not have been numerous but for legalists like the Rabbis even the rarest situation had to be covered. Indeed one’s reputation would be made by thinking up situations and rules to meet them which others had not dreamed of!

Then Jesus concludes: “However if you can (abstain from marriage) get on with it!” I don’t think he expected many takers and I can imagine the disciples laughing and realising how ridiculous the idea was in practice. If their wives were present I can imagine them laughing heartily!

Jesus of course did abstain.

There are some detailed points worthy of note in this story:

Verse 7:
The rule about issuing a writ of divorce was laid down in Deuteronomy 24:1. Details of how this was implemented are recorded in the Mishnah, Gittin (Danby pages 307 - 321). It was important for the divorcee to have a written notice as only then would she be able to marry someone else.

When a Jew married the normal procedure was to write a marriage contract, called in Hebrew the “ketubah”. This would of course state the names of the husband and wife, but it would also state the bride price (also called in Hebrew the “ketubah”). The bride price was the amount of money the husband would owe the wife. It could be paid at any time during the marriage but any outstanding amount would have to be paid either when the husband died or when the husband divorced his wife. The Mishnah sets the standard bride price for a virgin at 200 denars, perhaps a hundred pounds or so of today’s money. However the amount was not fixed. Any amount could be agreed to in the marriage contract. See the Mishnah, Ketubah (Danby pages 245 - 264)

The parallel in Islamic law is also interesting. The bride price is divided into two parts in the marriage contract. The down-payment is stated and is payable at the sitting when the contract is drawn up and signed. The deferred payment is also stated and is payable to the wife either from the husband’s estate when he dies or payable by the husband if he divorces his wife. I have seen contracts in which the down-payment is very small, a few pounds, but the deferred payment is very high, thousands of pounds. This discourages the husband from divorcing his wife!

Verse 12:
The objection is raised that Jesus says: “Those who have castrated themselves for the kingdom of heaven” and surely the kingdom of heaven is a Christian concept? Firstly note that the verb is past tense. Jesus is referring to a known fact at the time he is speaking, so it is not future and Christian. People had already done it. Secondly the Kingdom of Heaven / Kingdom of God was a well-known Jewish concept which Jesus adopted, modified and used for his own teaching. It was not a new idea. Perhaps in Christianity we could almost translate it as “the sphere of the spirit” except when it refers to the literal concept of some Jews who were expecting a physical reign of the Messiah on earth.
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Honour your father and mother

[Matthew 15:1-14]
“Then a number of Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and asked him: ‘Why do your disciples violate the traditions handed down by the elders? They don’t wash their hands before eating.’”

All the religions I know about have their basic rules or teachings and additional traditions. In Judaism the basic rules were the laws laid down in the Old Testament, but as time went on the religious leaders and teachers found naturally that these laws did not cover every situation in sufficient detail. This is obvious! No rules can every cover every human situation. Today parliaments of all types all round the world are permanently employed in drawing up new laws to meet new situations or fill in gaps in old well-known laws. Then the gaps in these laws, or statutes, are filled in by ministers issuing further regulations, and so the mountain of regulation grows. This happened with the ancient Jews. The result was the Mishnah. Although this came a while after Jesus it contains many of the “traditions” or regulations which were in force in Jesus’ day.

In Islam the same happened. The basic laws are to be found in the Quran. The inevitable gaps were filled in by tradition, called in Arabic the “Sunna”. These are sayings of Muhammad, called “Hadith” in Arabic, which were originally passed down by word of mouth and later recorded with the lists of those who passed on each separate tradition. Different Islamic legal schools accept or reject different traditions. Remaining gaps are filled in by the judges using their initiative, called “Ijtihad” in Arabic.

Christianity is somewhat different because, unlike Judaism and Islam, it does not lay down civil or criminal laws for a community or nation or attempt to control a nation (though this principle was perverted in the Middle Ages, for example). Christianity has no laws stating what should be done with thieves, murderers or adulterers. It is concerned with the general principles of a person’s relationship with God and his or her relationship with his or her fellows. However within the churches numerous regulations have been made to regulate these churches. In some churches these are called “Canon Law”. Another line of approach has been to introduce rules from the Old Testament which often have no place in Christianity. [*1]

Two major problems arise for all these religions. One is that the general principles are lost or even altered by the subsequent traditions. The second is the inflexibility of laws, which means that they cannot cope with new situations, and this is why secular governments regularly have to update their laws.

Let us return from generalities to the specific case described by Matthew. This starts off with an issue about washing hands. The Mishnah has a whole section about hands. It is called “Yadaim” in Hebrew. In the translation by Danby it is over six pages long. The first two pages lay down the rules for washing hands. Most of the rest relates to what makes hands unclean, in a religious sense, not in our modern sense of having dirt on them.

First of all for a valid washing of hands a minimum amount of water must be used. If a number of people are to share the same water for washing different quantities are laid down. Four times the quantity required for one person is adequate for up to a hundred people. Then the rules state what sort of container must be used and that the water must not be poured out of the sides of a broken container or poured out of the cupped hands of one person onto the hands of another. There follow rules about what water can be used and what water cannot be used. For example if someone has soaked bread in the water it is invalid for the purposes of washing hands. Next comes a discussion of how much of the hands have to be washed and what happens if the water is poured on the hands a second time. And so on and so on. [*2]

The matter was serious for the religious teachers because they taught that unclean hands touching a food container would make the whole container and the food unclean, in a religious sense. [*3] In fact one teacher, by the name of Eleazar ben Enoch, was put under a religious ban, a sort of excommunication, for throwing doubt on the teaching about washing hands. Because of this excommunication, when he died the court ordered a stone to be put on his coffin as a sign of stoning! [*4]

So the matter the Pharisees and scribes raised was quite unlike a parent today telling his child to wash his hands for fear of transmitting some bacteria or virus! If Jesus could be shown to have objected to teaching his disciples the appropriate Jewish rules on hand-washing he could have been excommunicated as Eleazar ben Enoch was. [*5]

After a side-track Jesus returns to the question put to him by the Pharisees and scribes. He calls the crowds together and very publicly counters everything that the religious leaders taught on hand-washing, uncleanness and purification by saying: “Listen and take careful note. It is not what goes into a person’s mouth that defiles him, it is what comes out of his mouth that defiles him.” No wonder the Pharisees were so furious with him.

But we have missed out something very important. Before he answers the question Jesus throws a counter accusation against the religious leaders: “Why do you use your traditions as a means of breaking God’s commands?” This accusation must have shocked and stunned them. Surely they were working harder than anyone to keep God’s laws. Surely their traditions were a means of keeping God’s laws more completely and accurately? But no! “Not so!” said Jesus.

So Jesus went on to give them an example: “God said: ‘Honour your father and mother’ and ‘Anyone who curses his father or mother must be put to death.’” This was straight from the Old Testament. Jesus then poses a situation which I understand as follows: Someone has promised or dedicated a large portion of his wealth to the temple but has not yet actually delivered it. Then his parents fall on hard times and need his help. What should he do? According to the religious teachers he can’t help them because his wealth has already been dedicated to the temple. This was the teachers’ ruling. But Jesus points out that the person concerned has failed in his duty to his parents, a duty which was imposed on him by God Himself in the Old Testament. So the teachers have used their rules in their traditions to invalidate God’s own commands.

Let us look a little deeper at the person who has dedicated things to the temple. Why has he done this? Without doubt it is to obtain favour from God. In his mind he is “better” in religious terms for supporting the temple with his gifts, and will no doubt be rewarded for his support. Also in his mind the temple and God have become one. Giving to the temple is equal to giving to God.

The person has either made a rash vow, dedicating so much to the temple, in his mind God, that he is no longer able to care for his parents, or he has deliberately turned his back on them for some reason. In either case he has not taken adequate account of his responsibilities as laid down in the Old Testament. So what should he do? According to the Pharisees and Scribes Jesus was talking to, such a person had to carry out his vow. That took precedence over his duty to his parents. According to Jesus the parents’ needs came first, so the man should break his rash or undutiful vow and obey God. To put it another way the duty to care for the needy was higher than the desire to gain God’s favour by giving to the temple.

This was not the only time Jesus said things like that. He said that if a person was about to make an offering at the altar and remembered that someone had something against him he should leave the gift at the altar and first make it up with the other person. His relationship with God was based on his relationship with the people round about him, not on his “religious” performance.

So what of today? Have attitudes changed? I don’t think so. Firstly the confusion between giving to God and giving to religious institutions remains. In Jesus’ day the institution was the temple. Today it is the church. The Church of England has produced a booklet entitled “First to the Lord” [*6]. What it really means is “First to the church”! The attitude of the writers is clearly that giving to the church is to be identified with giving to God. By not questioning this assumption they are sneakily proposing it to the readers as if it were a basic idea which the readers must undoubtedly agree with. But Jesus did not agree. For him giving to one’s parents in need and by a wider extension to one’s “neighbour” was the higher demand. For Jesus “First to the Lord” meant “First to your neighbour”.

Of course there are churches which use the money they receive to serve others, but I don’t think I have ever been in the happy position of living in the vicinity of such a church. Last year my own church gave away only £150=. Some £18,000= went towards the vicar’s salary and several thousand on building insurance and maintenance and other administrative costs.

Of course under the British taxation system in operation today if the money is given by a taxpayer under a covenant the church can claim back the tax paid. There are therefore sound financial reasons for making such a pledge. But can such a pledge not become rather like the rash promise of the person Jesus spoke of? The pledge is made. It is irreversible, even if circumstances change and the money is later needed in caring for parents, relations or friends. There is therefore a dangerous risk in making such a pledge. To ensure that such pledges are kept the booklet “First to the Lord” recommends that churches should take action on the question: “who is responsible for following up those who default on their planned giving?” [*7] I cannot see Jesus approving chasing up people who defaulted on their, perhaps rash, pledges to give money. Can you?

There is another issue. Giving to a church or similar religious body can salve one’s conscience on the financial side. But we are surrounded on all sides by people near and far who desperately need help. In recent years I personally have been asked to help someone who needed a few hundred pounds to put down as a deposit on a flat she wanted to rent to enable her to escape from the damp and dilapidated flat she was living in at the time. Again someone out of work needed help in paying the mortgage on his family house to keep the mortgage company off his back. Not long after that some friends went through a divorce and the wife was left with an insufficient income to meet the mortgage repayments on the house in which she and her children lived. These were immediate and urgent needs. Putting up money to pay a vicar to perform church services was clearly a much lower priority.

But let us not despise all giving to churches, missionary societies and charities. What Jesus was indicating was that giving to the religious institution must not be seen as a way to gain favour with God. For God, care for one’s “neighbour” comes first, and this takes priority over any pledges made to the religious institution. We should also look carefully at where our money really goes when we give. Giving to a church is often no more than giving to obtain a service for oneself - a religious performance in a church - rather like going to the cinema. What does your church do with the money you give to it?

It is often taught from the pulpit that there is a duty to give to the church regardless of how the money is used. In other words the duty to God is performed by the act of giving. Many Christians are deceived by this concept. It certainly does not match what Jesus taught. We should give responsibly, with our first responsibility towards the needs of our relations, friends and neighbours in the widest sense.

But to return to the Mishnah. The teaching there in fact agrees with Jesus on the duty to one’s parents. One section states that if a man saw some people eating his figs and says to them “They are dedicated, so you cannot eat them” but then discovers that the people include his father, his brothers and some others with them, the School of Shammai taught that the vow was not binding for his relations but was binding on the others. However the School of Hillel taught that the vow was not binding for any of them. [*8]

There are some detailed points worthy of note in this story:

*1
For more details see my book: “The Framework of Christianity or: Are you party to this contract?”

*2
See the Mishnah, Yadaim especially 1:1 to 2:4, Danby pages 778 to 780.

*3
See the Mishnah, Tebul Yom 2:2, Danby pages 774-775.

*4
See the Mishnah, Eduyoth 6:1, Danby page 432. I suspect they had actually wanted to stone him while he was alive but were not permitted to do so by the civil authorities, just as the Romans did not permit them to put Jesus to death, which meant of course that they had to bring Jesus to Pilate for the death sentence.

*5
I do not know the dates for Eleazar ben Enoch. He could have lived before or after Jesus, but the attitudes of the religious leaders appear not to have changed much on any matter, so one can safely assume that their attitude to Jesus was similar to their attitude to Eleazar ben Enoch.

*6
“First to the Lord”. It is sneakily sub-titled: “Funding the Church’s Mission.” It is “a report prepared by a drafting group set up by the Archbishops’ Council’s Finance Committee, for consideration and action in the Church of England.” [Third Impression 1999].

*7
Page 36, paragraph 82 of “First to the Lord”. There are many good ideas for churches in this booklet, but the underlying philosophy is seriously flawed.

*8
See the Mishnah, Nedarim 3:2, Danby page 266.
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Jesus and the apostles

In the garden at Gethsemane

Matthew 26:30-46, Mark 14:26-42, Luke 22:29-46

This has been for me one of the most difficult chapters to write. I found it so hard to go with Jesus into the garden at Gethsemane. I wanted metaphorically to stay out of the garden just as the disciples, as we shall soon see, wanted to avoid the situation by going to sleep.

After his initial temptation in the desert Jesus had in many ways lived on a “high”. He had demonstrated the power of God as no one else before him. People were right to ask the question: “When the Messiah comes will he do greater things than this?”. Yet it was not a demonstration of naked power such as is often seen in modern television heroes. The power Jesus demonstrated always related to human need. As I hope this book shows Jesus acted in relationships with people. His power was used for human benefit. That was much harder than a naked demonstration of power. It required Jesus to meet people and interact with them in their own human need as individuals or as groups, and with it came the anguish of human interaction with people who have their own freewill.

So Jesus had lived “on a high” for several years in meeting the people. He had also “wiped the floor” with the religious leaders. They could not stand up to his arguments. They were immensely jealous because Jesus was always one step ahead of them in the argument. He pulled the carpet away from under their beautiful theological structures by questioning the assumptions on which they were built.

Now they were about to catch up with him. He always knew they would, but that day had always been in the future and Jesus was able to live with it without being over-burdened by it. We all know that experience when we are faced with something fearful in the future. Perhaps an unpleasant coming interview or some frightening school exams. Sometimes we do become over-burdened, but mostly we survive.

After supper that evening, the last Jesus would have on earth, as he told his twelve disciples, he went out of Jerusalem with them. It was a beautiful full moon (Passover was always at full moon). The full moon was by now quite high in the sky (a full moon always rises about as the sun sets on the opposite side of the sky) and several hours had passed since sunset. Behind them were the last flickering lights of Jerusalem from the oil lamps and candles in the homes of people who were still awake - and of course the high priest’s palace was still very much awake. As they went on the moon cast their moving shadows on the ground and they wove their way through the shadows of the trees  thrown onto the ground.

They had sung their last song in the upper room at the end of the Passover meal. Now it was time for the eternal Passover to be killed.

Jesus then made clear to the remaining eleven disciples what was to happen. (I cannot bring myself to call them apostles at this stage.) “Tonight you will all be caught unawares and fall down because of me.” But Jesus could still see them as his apostles. “After I have been raised up I will lead you into Galilee.” Led by Peter they all pledged their allegiance.

But we are delaying entering that garden. [*1]

“Sit down here while I go over there to pray.” Sitting on the ground is so much more difficult for us than it is for those who are used to it. We do not know whether to put our legs forward and lean back on our arms or tuck our legs backwards. Either way we are uncomfortable. But in the Middle East where people are accustomed to sitting on the ground they can sit with their legs tucked back for a long period of time without tiredness or discomfort.

Eight of them sat down, but Jesus took three of them, Peter, James and John, with him to pray. These were the three who had been with him on the mountain top when they saw his glory and Moses and Elijah appeared to them. Now they were to see their leader in anguish.

They were desperately tired. Not for them were the late rises at seven o’clock or later in the morning with bedtime at eleven o’clock! Where artificial lighting had not yet been developed beyond the candle and the oil lamp people rose well before dawn at first light and called it a day not that long after sunset and supper [*2]. The disciples had had their supper and had now left the city. It was already past their bedtime!

Reams have been written about the anguish Jesus felt. “I am almost dying from the strain,” he told them. “Stay here and remain alert.” That for them was easier said than done.

Jesus then went on a little further to pray. [*3]

We mostly pray silently unless we are praying with a group and wish the others to join in. But a number of places the New Testament suggest a tradition of praying aloud, even personal prayers [*4]. So it would not be strange for Jesus to have prayed aloud.

“Father, if it is possible let this cup be taken away from me.” Jesus knew what was going to happen to him. He knew that Judas had gone out to betray him to the priests. He knew that they wanted him dead because he had made them so angry and made fools of them in the temple in front of the people they had always impressed with their false dignity. He knew that he would be charged with being a false prophet for which the penalty was death. He knew the rule imposed on the Jews by the Romans that the Jews could not legally carry out a death penalty. So he knew that he would be brought to the Roman governor, Pilate, for sentence of death and execution. He knew well the barbarism of the Romans, who were not satisfied with simply carrying out a sentence of death - they would beat and mock the prisoner before they killed him. And he knew the method of execution used by the Romans - that most barbaric method of crucifixion [*5]. He knew all this because many so called bandits (often freedom fighters by another name) in his lifetime had suffered that fate.

So he prayed: “Father, if it is possible let me be saved from this fate.” “But may your will be done, not mine.”

Theologians will of course go on to talk or write about the atonement and additional pain suffered by Jesus resulting from that, but our purpose here is to talk about Jesus and his relationship with the disciples as seen in these events.

Jesus came back to his disciples and found them asleep. True they were physically tired and had eaten a large meal. But perhaps too they lacked the energy to share Jesus’ suffering with him. Sleep was their way of baling out. We too so often lack the energy to share other people’s suffering, whether we are physically tired or not. When that suffering lasts for a long time, months or maybe years, we so often bale out by blaming the sufferer for his or her own misfortune. It is we who cannot cope so we leave our friends or relations to cope alone. Charming! But we all do it. Don’t you?

“Did you not even have the strength to stay awake with me for one hour, Peter?” “Stay awake and pray so that you don’t fail the test. [*6] You may have an eager spirit but the body is weak.” How often we fail the test in a tricky situation because we have not prayed that morning or not prayed before entering upon the situation. We are eager to do the right thing but our own particular weakness or our common human weakness overcomes us at the critical moment. Have pity on Peter, an hour is quite a long time for most people to pray. And there is perhaps another whole hour or two of prayer in front of him. Peter had been warned to pray in readiness for the coming test. He failed to pray and later failed the test. Isn’t that a familiar story in our lives? It is in mine.

“Father, if indeed it is not possible for this to pass me by so that I do not have to suffer it, may what you want be done.” The faint hope Jesus expressed in the earlier prayer: “if it is possible” has now gone. Jesus himself had to come to terms in stages with what was going to happen to him the next day.

Jesus returned again to the disciples and found them asleep. They were so ashamed they didn’t know what to say.

A third time Jesus went away and prayed as he had done the second time.

Could any of us have stayed awake for perhaps three hours praying with Jesus in his distress? Could any of us pray for three hours faced with such danger and such a threat as Jesus did? The closest of Jesus’ disciples failed him at this time of need. We have looked into the garden briefly for a few minutes. Do not we want to flee from it?

Some detailed notes:

*1
Only John tells us that it was a garden John 18:1. The name means “oil press” so we are led to suppose that it was an olive orchard where the olives were grown and the oil pressed out from them.

*2
We reckon days from midnight to midnight. In the Middle East days finish at sunset! Then a new day starts. For example, eight o’clock on a Friday night is already Saturday in the Middle East. Hence the Jewish Sabbath starts at sunset on a Friday.

*3
Jesus lay down to pray here. People pray in different postures. When overcome with stress or limp in God’s hands lying down is the only possible posture.

*4
People in the Middle East often read aloud as well - even when there is no one to hear them.

*5
As far as I know crucifixion is only used today in a few Muslim countries like the Sudan. It is one of the methods of execution laid down in the Quran for those who fight against or wage war on God and his prophet (Surat Al-Maida, verse 33). Such barbarities were of course common throughout the world in times past, including England, and still flare up from time to time in most places. Not satisfied with just killing an enemy there was a tradition of inflicting maximum pain before and during the means of execution. People of all religions and none have of course been disgraceful in the way they have accepted and used such extraordinary methods of killing their enemies. From the Romans the church adopted burning for its enemies. It is so easy for the enemies of religious authority to be dubbed “the enemies of God” and punished “on behalf of God”.

*6
Literally “do not enter into the test”, but the implication is almost certainly “do not fail the test”. “So that” after “pray” and similar words should correctly express a wish. However in the New Testament in particular the word is often used for the result rather than the wish.
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Jesus meets Herod Antipas

The New Testament story of Herod Antipas starts with John the Baptist. This Herod was called Herod the Tetrarch or Herod Antipas to distinguish him from his father who was called Herod the Great and from other members of the Herod family. Their lives are well recorded in ancient history books and any bible dictionary will give a summary of the essential features of their lives.

The father, Herod the Great, ruled over most of Palestine from 37 - 4 B.C., and it was he who tried to kill Jesus when he was an infant [Matthew 2:1-20]. That Herod had been appointed by the Romans, who gave him the title “King of the Jews”, and he was loyal to them as overlords throughout his reign. Before Roman involvement in Palestine and before Herod the Great, the Jews had been ruled by the Maccabees, who combined the roles of king and high priest. As a result of the Roman take-over and the role of Herod the Great on the side of the Romans there was considerable resentment on the part of the Jews against the Herod family. Even though Herod the Great was a Jew by religion his father was an Edomite by descent and Israel and Edom were ancient enemies, as is well recorded in the Old Testament.

When Herod the Great died in 4 B.C. his kingdom was divided into three parts and each part was given to one of his sons. Herod Archelaus ruled over Judea and Samaria [Matthew 2:21-23]. Herod Philip took over Ituraea and Trachonitis, which were to the North and East of Galilee [Luke 3:1]. Herod Antipas, the Tetrarch, received Galilee and Perea. Perea was to the East of the River Jordan. In 6 A.D. Herod Archelaus was deposed by the Romans following complaints, and Judea and Samaria became a directly ruled region of the Roman Empire. Pontius Pilate was one of these rulers.

It was into this world of political intrigue, simmering conflict and skulduggery that John the Baptist was born. He would have been about twelve years old when the Romans imposed direct rule on Judea and Samaria. John was not brought up in the desert. He was a priest. Yes. Priesthood in Israel was inherited from father to son and John’s father, Zechariah, was a priest [Luke 1:5]. We do not know whether John ever officiated in the temple. As temple service started at 25 or 30 years old [Numbers 4:3 & 8:23-24] and there were more priests than were really needed it is unlikely that he ever officiated. However he was brought up in a priestly family, no doubt trained for eventual work as a priest, with many priests, his relatives, as visitors to the home, and he would have become aware from an early age of both the ancient and more recent laws of Israel and the opinions of the priests on current political events.

John left this privileged position and went into the desert to fulfil his God-given mission. It was this that paved the way for his conflict with Herod Antipas.

Herod Antipas married the daughter of a neighbouring king, King Aretas IV of Nabata. No doubt this was a political marriage designed to secure harmony between the two rulers rather than a marriage of love. At any rate, Herod divorced her and married Herodias, the divorced wife of his half-brother Herod Philip [Matthew 14:1-12, Mark 6:14-29]. This Herod Philip was not Herod Philip, the Ruler of Ituraea and Trachonitis, but another brother. It was illegal under Old Testament law for someone to marry his brother’s wife while that brother was still alive [Leviticus 18:16]. So this was a grave offence against the Jews and John the Baptist shared this outrage. Herod should have been tried and punished, but because he was a ruler he was too powerful.

So John told Herod that he had no right to marry his brother’s wife. It appears that in the old tradition of the ancient prophets John actually went to Herod, obtained an audience and spoke to him. That was a very bold move indeed. It is always dangerous to rebuke a tyrant! Herodias, the wife, appears to have been most greatly offended and wanted John arrested, so Herod arrested him. Where the arrest took place we are not told. Perea, on the Eastern bank of the River Jordan was part of Herod’s territory, and we know that John used to preach along the Jordan, so it could well have been there. John was then bound or shackled in a prison. It was common not only to lock someone in a cell or dungeon but to shackle them in the cell or dungeon as an additional precaution.

Herodias wanted to go further and have John put to death but Herod did not want to harm him any more because he recognised John to be a holy man and was afraid to harm him. He heard a lot about John which puzzled him and he even liked listening to him personally. Prophetic insight into the world of politics, nations and society is not easily understood by worldly people who leave God out of the picture. I am not talking about the naive “lovey-dovey” approach of many Christians today. I am talking about the insight of prophets, which is very different. After thirty five years in power Herod was well experienced in political manoeuvring and manipulation and in dealing with power struggles. A totally different line of approach in which God is lord and judge of all nations would have been very strange. It is difficult to see how there could be any starting point for creating an understanding.

Then Herod’s birthday came around. As with great men there was to be a great celebration. Senior civilian and military personnel were invited together with the native leaders of Galilee. Herodias’s daughter, whose name is given as Salome in historical records, came in and danced. It is not clear whether Salome was a young girl showing off her first dancing steps or whether she was nubile and performing a dance which would have had sexual connotations [See notes below]. Herod was so enchanted that he made his foolish promise to give her anything she wanted. In traditional old world fashion he followed it up with an oath. This was serious because in Old Testament teaching oaths made to God had to be kept [Numbers 30:1-3]. One man, Jephthah, even killed his daughter as a ritual sacrifice as a result of a foolish oath [Judges 11:29-40].

The girl did not know what to ask for so she consulted her mother, Herodias. She seized her opportunity to retaliate against John the Baptist and told her daughter to ask for John’s head on a plate. Sad but trapped he issued orders for John to be beheaded.

When Jesus became more prominent, Herod thought that he must be John raised from the dead! He clearly had a guilty conscience. He even wanted to meet Jesus [Luke 9:9]. Jesus warned his disciples to be wary of Herod [Mark 8:14-15]. The Pharisees reported that Herod wanted to kill Jesus, but I am not sure that we can trust their motivation. Jesus described him as “that fox”. Not very complimentary [Luke 13:31-33].

Herod wanted to meet Jesus. He had liked hearing John, at least intellectually, and now he wanted to hear Jesus. He wanted to see a miracle for himself. At last he got his chance when Pilate sent Jesus to him for trial [Luke 23:1-16]. Herod was in Jerusalem at the time. Perhaps he had come for the Passover. Rulers tend to be very observant of the religious rituals of the people they rule over. This is important if they are to keep the obedience of the people. It was not so important that they actually believed anything! So it is not at all improbable that Herod had come for the Passover. As relations between Herod and Pilate had been bad, Herod was not in Jerusalem on a social visit!

Herod was very pleased to see Jesus and put many questions to him, but Jesus did not reply. We might have expected Jesus to tell Herod to repent, or persuade him to give up his evil ways, or tell him the good news of the Kingdom of God. But Herod had already turned his back on all the opportunities he had been given. So God had nothing more to say to him and Jesus, the messenger, remained silent. Herod already knew what he needed to do and was not willing to do it. So Herod gave up and mocked and ill-treated Jesus. Then he sent him back to Pilate.

Somehow these events brought reconciliation between Herod and Pilate. Perhaps it was the mark of respect and recognition which Pilate had shown to Herod by sending Jesus to be tried by him - even though we suspect that Pilate really wanted to hand over a difficult situation. Perhaps it was a sense that they faced a common enemy and shared a common bond.

The focus of these studies is the meeting between Jesus and other people. Hence we will focus on the meeting between Jesus and Herod. The lesson here must be that Herod had turned his back on God, rejected what the messenger, John, had to say, and then killed the messenger. God had nothing more to say to Herod. So when Jesus met him, Jesus had nothing to say. Herod could only wait for God’s final judgement.

There are of course other lessons to be learnt from Herod’s downward path. His illegal marriage was followed by arresting John for rebuking him. Then he kept John in prison though he knew him to be a holy man. This posed a risk to John and made it easier for Herod to be trapped. To avoid taking the first steps towards temptation must be the message here. Then Herod committed the crime of murder in order to observe a less important law about keeping ones oaths, and in order not to lose face. In the long run however I suspect those who witnessed the events would have seen him as a fool and not thought much the less of him if he had broken his oath. He and they were probably in a drunken stupor in any case.

My own interest in Herod Antipas started when I was a student. Members of the Christian Union used to go out to local churches on a Sunday to take their services for them. One of us would preach, another arrange the hymns and a third would read the lessons.

On one occasion I remember it was my turn to preach. It was not a church we had been to before so we had no information about it. I was desperate to give the congregation a message of hope and encouragement, but the more I prayed about what I should say the more I felt God leading me to talk about when Jesus met Herod the Tetrarch. So I did.

I then asked that congregation whether God was still speaking to them or whether there was nothing more for him to say. Talking to them afterwards I became convinced that the message had been the right one for them. I doubt if their church survived much longer. Of course I am not suggesting that they were bad people, but I suspect they had stopped listening to God.

There are some detailed points worthy of note in this story:

Matthew and Luke call Herod “the Tetrarch” which was officially correct. Mark calls him loosely “the King”. Perhaps that is what the people called him.

Salome’s age at the time is uncertain. The Greek word used to describe her, “korasion”, is also used in Mark 5:41. There the girl’s age is given as twelve. This was probably eleven by our reckoning because in the Middle East when a child is in the first year of life they are said to be one year old and so on, whereas we count only completed years. Hence Salome could have been a little girl showing off her dancing skills rather than an older girl performing to show off her body. Her lack of confidence in knowing what to ask from her uncle without consulting her mother also suggests a young age.

The story of Herod killing John the Baptist is also told by the Jewish historian Josephus [Antiquities, Book 18, Chapter 5, Sections 1-2]. However his perspective is different in that he says that Herod feared that John would lead a revolt and put him to death for that reason. Josephus also says that when Herod Antipas was defeated by Aretas IV, the father of the previous wife, who had escaped, in 39 B.C., this was seen by many Jews as punishment for killing John. He also names the location of the prison where John was kept as inside the Fortress of Machaerus. This was just to the East of the Dead Sea in the South of Perea.

Luke says little about Herod killing John. Luke’s gospel and his book of Acts were addressed to someone called His Excellency Theophilus. Some think these two books were written to explain Christianity to the Roman authorities. This might explain why he does not dwell on the action of Herod, who had been a local ruler on behalf of the Romans.
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Jesus and John the Baptist

It is the gospel writer Luke who provides us with information on the origins of John the Baptist. John’s father was a priest, who, when it was his turn, participated in the worship in the temple in Jerusalem. John’s mother also came from a priestly family. The priests of Israel were descendants of Aaron, the brother of Moses, in theory at least [*1]. Of the twelve clans of Israel, they belonged to the clan of Levi. John could therefore have been a priest and followed in his father’s footsteps as a revered priest with the honour and privilege of participating in the temple services in Jerusalem. However he turned his back on this life. Like him, a few of the prophets of old, for example Jeremiah and Ezekiel, had been of priestly descent, although most prophets were not.

As a priest John could have received a share of the tithes paid by the people. These were a tenth of their income, or with some items a tenth of their capital. But he turned his back on this way of life, and instead of eating the food provided by the people, he chose a life in the wild, living off what was available there. The gospels specifically mention wild honey and locusts. With the modern collection of honey by amateur and professional bee-keepers and its sale in shops we have lost sight of the potential of wild honey. We perhaps only come across it in the stories of Winnie the Pooh! But in other countries it is a reality, just as it was for John. Locusts too are still part of the diet of people in rural communities in some parts of the Middle East. They can be a pleasant addition to an otherwise monotonous diet. They are generally fried before eating and can even be bought on stalls in some rural markets. The gospels are commenting not so much on the quality of the food as on John’s lifestyle. He lived off what nature in the wild had to offer him.

As a priest John could have worn both the everyday clothes of his time, perhaps distinctive for priests, and on occasion could have worn the full priestly garments special to serving in the temple. Instead he wore clothing made of camel’s hair. Camel’s hair is still used in the Middle East for making tents, bags and rugs. It is not very smooth! Goat’s hair is more common as camels do not have much hair.

The gospels tell us nothing about where John lived. He may have lived in caves, he may have lived in a tent. What we do know is that deserts can be very hot at times, and very cold at night when the dry wind blows and the sky is cloudless.

God had planned John’s mission before he was born. The Jews were familiar with the prophets of old through the Old Testament. The Spirit of God would come upon them and they would gain particular insight into the events of their day. They would call the people to repentance, warn of disasters to come, and rebuke the rulers and priests and those who stood in their way. They were well aware too of their own weakness and sinfulness, as is shown most beautifully in the vision Isaiah had when he was called to deliver God’s message (Isaiah 6).

Now after about four hundred years without a recognised prophet, Zechariah was told by the angel that his son, John, would be great in the presence of God and filled with His Spirit from birth (Luke 1:15). Being in the presence of God is pictorial language. God is seen as a king and the prophets and others were like his ministers and servants. John was to be of high rank in the presence of God. For him, like all prophets and saints, that relationship with God was at the heart of all he achieved.

It was during his time in the desert that John received his message (Luke 3:2). Deserts are places of silence and stillness. Unless you are beside a hill, your own voice travels off into the distance with no echo. In the isolation of a desert there is nothing else to make a noise. The only movement on a windless day is that of ants and beetles, with the occasional lizard or spider, and the very occasional scorpion or snake, perhaps attracted by any water you may have spilt on the ground. The desert is therefore perhaps the perfect, though not the only place to be alone with God.

Some have suggested that John might have had connections with the people of the Dead Sea Scrolls found at Qumran. He may well have known them, we have no evidence either way, but I cannot see him as a member of a religious order with all its rules and regulations. If he ever had been a member, I reckon his independence of thought would have led to his excommunication!

So John appeared in the Judean desert ready to perform his mission and preach his message. What was his mission and how did he perform it?

Once again it is Luke who gives us the clearest answer to the aims of John’s mission: 

“He will turn many of the people of Israel back to the Lord their God ... He will change fathers to love their children and lead the ungodly to the wisdom of the righteous and make a people ready for the Lord.” (Luke 1:15-17).

These words were spoken by the angel Gabriel to Zechariah. There are three parts to this mission.

The first part is to “turn many of the people of Israel back to the Lord their God”. This was the never-ending mission of the prophets. It had to be repeated in every new generation. With John it was a message to individual members of the nation. The angel did not talk of reforming the nation’s religious institutions. He talked about people and turning them back to God. The second part relates to the all important relationships within a family between parents and their children. The third part is to prepare the people for the coming of the Lord, who in Christian interpretation is taken to mean Jesus.

So how did John fulfil his mission?

To answer this we have to look at his message. His basic theme was that people should repent. There is no one who does not have quite a lot to be sorry about, and who could not find things they wish they had done better on a daily basis. It only takes a few thoughtless words to hurt others. There are other people who have become entrapped in a life or style of behaviour which is more obviously damaging to themselves or others. John was not short of people willing to go to him and listen to what he had to say. They came in plenty from all over Judea, including the capital Jerusalem. This was not an hour’s drive in a comfortable car! The distance from Jerusalem to the River Jordan, where John was preaching, was about twenty miles, a good day’s hike! And when they arrived, what did John say: “I welcome you in the name of God. I hope you enjoy this service of worship”? No. He said: “You bunch of snakes! Who told you to flee from the coming wrath?”

Let’s make this clear. He wasn’t talking to thugs, murderers and thieves in the local prison. He was talking to ordinary people. Matthew is even more specific. This message was particularly for the Pharisees and Sadducees - the religious leaders of the “chosen” people. Most of the priests were Sadducees. I bet he knew many of them. As his father Zechariah was a priest, I bet John had heard their deceitful machinations and plots while as a boy he brought them food and drink in his father’s home! Of course he knew their almost total scorn and disregard for the ordinary people, their bigotry and their arrogance.

It is not only the New Testament which records this arrogance and scorn. The Rabbis own early publication, the Mishnah, records the same attitude. Strict Pharisees would not eat with the “common people” because they might not have tithed the food properly. They would not even buy from them or sell to them (Mishnah, Demai 2:2-3). Food containers belonging to the “common people” were considered unclean (Mishnah, Eduyoth 1:14), as also were their clothes (Mishnah, Tohoroth 4:5). They sought superiority through knowledge and trivial religious practice. They failed to recognise the ability of ordinary people to achieve progress, and failed to help them. How like they were to many religious leaders today!

John has seen their deceit and is frankly rude to them: “You bunch of snakes!” Jesus after him used the same words for the Pharisees and other leaders (Matthew 23:33). The word for “snakes” is sometimes translated as “vipers”, but it is not clear that a particular species of snake in the modern sense is meant. The word I have translated, somewhat loosely, as “bunch”, because it gives the best overall idiomatic sense, is better translated literally as “young” or “offspring”. It gives the picture of a nest of poisonous snakes with the mother, perhaps, in protective attendance. A snake in the open will probably slink away from an approaching human. At the nest it will rear up and fight. Both John, and Jesus after him, were challenging the religious leaders in their lairs. No wonder they found them to be snakes! The same is true of many church leaders today. Pass them by at a distance and they will appear harmless, prod into their lairs and they will reveal their real venom. The only way to win such people for true religion is by severe rebuke. Soft words never win through a hard outer shell.

There was one lair of the priests John did not enter. Jerusalem! That would have meant certain and immediate death at their hands, as Jesus found.

Yet some of these Pharisees and Sadducees made the journey from Jerusalem and elsewhere to hear John. Had they perhaps seen something of the error of their ways? Were they perhaps tired of the emptiness of their barren doctrines? Or did they merely want to be sure they knew what was going on, like spies afraid of insurrection? They probably came from a variety of motives.

Some priests and Levites did come to John as a formal deputation. This certainly shows official concern on the part of the religious authorities. The Jewish state was a religious state and the religious leaders saw themselves as responsible for the religious behaviour of everyone in the state. There was no such thing as religious freedom. So the deputation asked John who he was (John 1:19-28). Clearly uppermost in their mind was the question of whether John was the expected Messiah, or whether he was claiming to be the Messiah. If he had said “Yes” they would undoubtedly have tried to assassinate him as they did when Jesus made that claim. But as he wasn’t the Messiah, and said so, he was safe on that charge.

They then reveal two other common expectations. The first was that Elijah would return. This expectation probably derived from the record in the Book of Kings that Elijah did not die, but was taken up to heaven in a chariot of fire (1 Kings 2:1-18) and the prophecy in Malachi (4:5-6). Whether the expectation was of a physical return, in which Elijah would suddenly appear as a mature adult, or whether the expectation was that Elijah would be reborn in some form of reincarnation, or whether the expectation was merely of the return of prophecy, Elijah being the representative prophet, is uncertain. Probably different people had different views, with most being exceedingly vague about what they expected! John denied being Elijah, but in what sense is not made clear. Jesus, of course, later said that John was the expected Elijah, perhaps with a different sense in mind.

The other expectation which is mentioned here is that a special prophet will come. This probably derives from a passage in the Book of Deuteronomy: “The Lord your God will raise up a prophet for you, from among you, from your fellow-countrymen, one like me.” (Deuteronomy 18:14-19). The passage then goes on to tell the people how to distinguish a true prophet from a false prophet. To my mind it is clear that the intended meaning is not that there will be one special prophet, but there will be more than one, just as actually happened. However it appears that the reverse interpretation became predominant among the Jews so that the people were expecting one particular prophet. John denies being that prophet. Let us not be deceived. The history of the people of Israel is littered with the assassination of prophets, just as the history of the church is littered with the assassination, by burning and other means, of reformers (with numerous unrecorded cases of skulduggery, threats and penalties!). If John had claimed to be the Messiah, or Elijah, or the prophet, he would have faced attempted assassination at the hands of the authorities. The deputation from Jerusalem had come to see if such a charge could be brought against John. There would have been a trial, just as there was a trial to condemn Jesus. The Mishnah records that the trial of a false prophet required a council, called a Sanhedrin, of seventy one men and that decision making was by a majority verdict (Mishnah, Sanhedrin 1:5-6).

So how did John reply to their question about who he was?

He said that he was “a voice of someone crying in the wilderness: ‘make straight the Lord’s highway’”. (John 1:23). There was no law against someone who claimed to be a “voice”! So the religious leaders could not put him on trial for that. The Pharisees then have to approach the issue from another angle: “If you are not the Messiah or Elijah or the prophet, why are you baptising?” (John 1:24-25). Here we are somewhat lost because we do not know enough about Jewish baptism, either when it was performed, what it meant, or who performed it. It was not a mainstream Jewish practice from the Old Testament and it is not mentioned in the Mishnah, though we do know that it was performed by the sect associated with the Dead Sea scrolls. We can only assume that it was not customary for “just anybody” to perform baptism. John was breaking with tradition in some way. He was of course a priest, which is perhaps why only the Pharisees in the delegation, not the priests, questioned whether John had the right to baptise. This would not be a safe basis of a charge against John in a Sanhedrin containing members of both religious parties. It could have led to a split, with the priests claiming that of course a priest had a right to baptise, and the Pharisees arguing the opposite. It was not pursued.

John ignores the question and goes on: “I baptise in water, but among you, though you do not know him, stands the one who is to come after me. I am not good enough to unfasten his shoes.” I wonder how many of the delegation understood this thinly veiled reference to the Messiah. We do not know what the delegation reported back, but no further action appears to have been taken by the authorities.

It was not only the religious leaders to whom John made specific comments. Luke gives us some further details (Luke 3:7-18 ):

John said to the crowds who came to be baptised by him, "You brood of snakes! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit worthy of repentance. And don’t even think of saying to yourselves, 'We are descended from Abraham.’ For I tell you God can make descendants of Abraham out of these stones. The axe is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown onto a bonfire.”

Then the crowd asked. "So what should we do?”

John replied, "The man with two cloaks should share it with someone who hasn’t got one, and someone who has food should do the same.”

Some tax collectors also came to be baptised. They asked: “Teacher, what should we do?”

He replied: "Don't collect more than you have been instructed to.

Then some soldiers asked him, "And what shall we do?”

John replied, "Don't extort money by force and don't accuse people falsely be satisfied with your wages.”

John had a clear message for everyone that their manner of living should change to reflect their repentance. In particular it meant giving help to the poor. Reliance on their origins would not help them. They would be judged individually, not by association with others. This is a lesson not easily learnt. There are many church members today who behave as though they are relying on their membership. They look to their leaders for guidance rather than think for themselves.

John also deals with people at work and the ethics involved in their work. First there were the tax collectors. Tax collecting was different in some respects in the Roman Empire from what it is now. The emperors and other organs of government were persistently living beyond their means and so always short of cash. To cover the shortage they had to borrow, but instead of collecting taxes through a government machinery and paying off their debts, they gave the creditors the right to collect taxes to pay off the debts. One creditor might, for example be given Greece, another Egypt and so on. The creditors would then appoint other tax collectors in a pyramid system down to the local collector. The local collector would collect what he had to pass on to his superior in the chain, plus his own share. This was privatisation of tax collection beyond the wildest dreams of any modern capitalist (at least I hope it is!). There were no controls over sums to be collected, no tax rate set by the government, no appeals board. Yet the government was involved. O yes! The tax collectors could call upon the armed forces of the state to impose their taxes! It is against this background that John said: “Don't collect any more than you are instructed to”. It should also be noted that the taxes were required for the support of the rulers and the maintenance of the security of the empire against enemies outside and enemies inside. Unlike a modern society, there were no services provided for the people in return for the taxes paid, no education, no health care, no social services! We at least receive services in return for taxes paid, however much we may complain about the level of taxation.
To the soldiers who came to him John said: “Don't extort money and don't accuse people falsely, be satisfied with your pay.” These were not soldiers in barracks learning how to use the latest piece of military equipment or on the borders of the Empire keeping out the enemy, they were part of a foreign army of occupation. As such they had power to arrest and imprison disruptive elements. Their word was unlikely to be questioned. What an opportunity for extortion! They could make false accusations and then extort money “to ignore it”. They could easily be bribed to arrest someone’s private enemy. John’s message to them might be summarised as: “Don’t abuse your position”; but John gives specific examples of such abuse. It would do us all well to think about our work and where we have to make ethical decisions. The accepted ethics of the profession might not be up to God’s moral standards.

The gospels do not record here the degree of success achieved by John. However later on Jesus addressed the crowds following him as having been followers of John (Matthew 11:7). And later still he says to the priests and elders (Matthew 21:32): “John came to teach you the truth, but you did not believe him. However the tax collectors and the prostitutes did believe him. Even after you had seen that, you didn’t repent and believe.” So John was successful in building up a following among the despised classes of society.
The Jewish historian Josephus also records the success John achieved. In his book The Antiquities (Book 18, Chapter 5, Section 2) he wrote: “Herod feared that the great influence John had over the people might enable him and encourage him to start a rebellion, because people seemed to do everything he recommended.”

When at a later stage the chief priests and elders came to Jesus in the temple and asked him by what authority he was acting he asked them whether John’s baptism was from God or man. They were not able to say that it was of human authority because they were afraid of the people who considered John to be a prophet. This too is evidence of the strength of John’s following among the ordinary people. (Matthew 21:23-27).

By the time of the visit made by the official delegation of religious leaders from Jerusalem to John, Jesus had already been baptised by John in the story recorded for us by the first three gospel writers. Matthew gives us more details than the others (Matthew 3:13-17):

Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptised by John, but John tried to stop him, saying, “I need to be baptised by you. Why have you come to me?” Jesus replied, “Let it be so now. This way it is appropriate for us to do everything correctly.” Then John agreed. As soon as Jesus was baptised, he left the water and that very moment heaven opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and resting on him. Then a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, who I love; I am well pleased with him.”

Quite how well John knew Jesus and what he knew about him is uncertain. Elizabeth, John’s mother, and Mary, Jesus’s mother, were related (Luke 1:36). This relationship is not stated precisely. Elizabeth was from the clan of Levi, on her father’s side at least, (Luke 1:5) but we do not know the clan to which Mary belonged, unless one of the two genealogies in Matthew and Luke actually relates to her. For the angel to mention Elizabeth to Mary, and later for Mary to visit Elizabeth, suggests a fairly close family relationship. It was therefore inevitable that John and Jesus knew of each other at the very least.

The passage quoted above (Matthew 3:13-17) indicates that John knew rather more about Jesus than just knowing him as a relation. He apparently looked upon him as a superior, and was thus reluctant to baptise him, feeling that it should be the other way round. Jesus is however insistent on being baptised by John. Perhaps the importance of this is that Jesus is showing solidarity with the reform movement that John has started, and paving the way for the followers of John to become his followers.

It also leads to the result which John states, as recorded in John’s gospel (John 1:29-34)

The next day John saw Jesus coming towards him and said, “There is the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! This is the person I was talking about when I said, ‘A man will come after me who is superior to me because he was before me.’ I did not know him, but the reason I came baptising with water was so that he might be revealed to Israel.”

Then John gave this witness: “I saw the Spirit coming down from heaven like a dove and rest on him. I did not know him, but the one who sent me to baptise with water told me, ‘The man you see the Spirit come down on and remain on is the person who will baptise with the Holy Spirit.’ I have seen and I bear witness that this is the Son of God.”

That is, John now knew for a certainty that Jesus was “the Son of God”.

The next stage of the relationship between John and Jesus is that John introduces some of his disciples to Jesus. (John 1:35-51). This is the first mention of John’s disciples. It shows us that in addition to calling upon the crowds to repent, John had gathered round himself a number of special disciples, as Jesus was to do later. That is, he was starting a religious movement which would live on after him. By introducing his disciples to Jesus, John is further preparing the way for his followers to become Jesus’s followers. As a result of this introduction Jesus had four followers. They were Andrew, Peter, Philip and Nathanael. The text only specifically states that Andrew was a disciple of John, but the presence of the others away from their home, Bethsaida, and in the vicinity of John, encourages us to believe that all four were disciples of John.

John continued with his mission and continued to baptise while Jesus himself, with some of his disciples, also baptised. It is John the apostle who tells us about this. (John 3:22-30):

After this Jesus and his disciples went out into the territory of Judea, where he spent some time with them, and baptised. John also was baptising, at Aenon close to Salim, because there was plenty of water there, and people kept coming to him to be baptised. (This was before John was thrown into prison.) A dispute arose between some of John’s disciples and a certain Jew regarding ritual washing. So they came to John and told him, “Rabbi, that man who was with you on the other side of the Jordan, who you gave witness about, is now also baptising, and everyone is going to him.” 

John replied, “A man can’t receive anything unless it given to him from heaven. You yourselves can give evidence that I said, ‘I am not the Messiah but I was sent ahead of him.’ The bride belongs to the bridegroom. The best man who attends him and carries out his wishes waits is happy when he hears the bridegroom’s voice. That joy is now mine. He must become greater, while I must become less.

At some point a dispute arose between John’s disciples and one or more Jews about the meaning of ritual purification, no doubt in relation to John’s baptism. (A copyist’s error at a very early date means that some early manuscripts have a single Jew and some have more than one.) We can surmise that the Jew did not get on very well in the intellectual debate, so he turned to John in attempt to stir up jealousy between him and Jesus - it is quite normal for those who lose a debate to insult the opponent or create trouble for him in some other way! The attempt failed. It failed because John was not jealous. He had come to prepare the way for Jesus, and now that Jesus had started his ministry, he, John, would become less important. More than that he was pleased that Jesus had come! Like the best man at a wedding he was enjoying the occasion.

In passing we note that at least one Jew felt that John’s ideas on baptism were not correct. This should warn us against interpreting John’s ideas in terms of what we know about Jewish baptism at the time. John had taken an outward form that was known, but apparently given it a different meaning. John’s baptism was symbolic of repentance, and, inevitably, an initiation into a new religious movement. As far as we can tell it was a once only baptism for each person, but this is not certain. As a symbol of repentance one might expect it to be something to be repeated, as an initiation one would expect it to be once only.

John’s movement was a preparation for the coming of the Messiah, and it was firmly based in Judaism. John did not seek to set up a rival religion, nor are there any indications that he established any structure for his followers, such as a hierarchy of leaders. We are left to imagine that people came to hear John, were baptised and then returned to their daily lives, together with a continuation of attendance at the synagogue and participation in all the other aspects of Jewish life.

The time had now come for John to disappear from the scene. At some time he had upset Herod who was the civil ruler of the northern territory, Galilee, and Perea on the East bank of the Jordan. Herod had married the wife of his half-brother, Philip, who was still alive at the time [*2]. This was prohibited in the Old Testament (Leviticus 18:16 and 20:21). John told Herod that he was not entitled to marry her. (Mark 6:18). This was not solely a matter of moral right or wrong in a secular state. Jewish law applied, and that law dealt with all aspects of law, the criminal, the civil and the religious. Or, more accurately, the religion of Judaism itself encompassed all aspects of the life of the nation and the religious law was comprehensive of all areas of life.

The passage in Leviticus lays down the penalty for breach of the law relating to close relatives a man may not marry. In the words of Leviticus 18:29:

Everyone who does any of these detestable things must be cut off from his people.

Two possible interpretations of “be cut off” spring to mind. One is the death penalty, and the other is denial of all rights as a member of the nation, perhaps with the idea that God would then deal with them Himself. The latter appears to be the meaning in the Mishnah, though the former has much to commend it. The reason for the severity of the punishment for marrying a close relation is that in any society, but especially in a traditional rigidly controlled society, a man would have closer access to close relations by blood or marriage and was therefore in a greater position of trust. Breach of that trust would be particularly damaging to the close social relationships of the family. Outside these close relationships, access to people of the opposite sex was restricted.

However these are details requiring study in their own right. What concerns us here is that Herod the Tetrarch broke the law and by virtue of his position as the autocratic ruler was immune from any human court. It was traditionally in these circumstances that prophets acted. John acted. The text implies that he confronted Herod face to face because he addressed Herod as “you” he did not talk about him in his absence as “he”. The actual words in Mark 6: 18 are:

John had said to Herod, “You are not allowed to marry your brother's wife.”

Not unnaturally he was arrested and thrown in prison [*3]. I am sure the prison was not a very pleasant place. He was however allowed visits from his disciples. Added to the effects of prison life, being a prophet in a hostile environment carries with it special stresses and strains. The classic example is that of Elijah, who, following his great success over the prophets of Baal at Mount Carmel, sunk into severe depression at God’s apparent failure to follow the success through. John appears to have suffered similarly. He had achieved great success in having the crowds come to him and be baptised. He had suffered the strain of conflict with the religious leaders. He had finally been arrested for rebuking a tyrant who broke the law in an issue with moral implications. In the enforced inaction of prison following the intense activity of his life he had become depressed. This is an experience well known to those who lose their jobs and find themselves at home all day.

So he started to question himself: Was he really right about his own ministry? Was Jesus really the Messiah? Would not the real Messiah take over as ruler of Israel and establish a just society? Why did Jesus not use his power to release him, John? All these questions and many more would undoubtedly go through the mind of someone in John’s position. So we see John sending his disciples to Jesus with the question: “Are you the coming one, or should we expect someone else?”

At the time Jesus was healing many people, so he replied to John’s messengers:

“Go back to John and report what you have seen and heard: The blind recover their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor hear the good news. Blessed is the man who does not fall away because of me.” (Luke 7:22-23)

First Jesus points to the evidence. This was evidence in a special sense, because it uses the words of a number of passages in Isaiah which John would reasonably have interpreted as referring to the Messiah. These are particularly Isaiah 35:5-6 and 61:1. These read:

Isaiah 35:5-6: “Then the eyes of the blind will be opened and the ears of the deaf released, the lame will leap like a gazelle, and the dumb will shout for joy.”

Isaiah 61:1: “The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the broken-hearted, to proclaim freedom for captives and release from darkness for prisoners of war.

Secondly Jesus gives a warning to John, or perhaps to all his hearers: “Blessed is the man who does not fall away because me.” This in effect means: “don’t let what I am doing cause you to fail.” This may seem harsh for someone who had done so much in preparing the way for Jesus, but often the plain reality is more helpful than vague sympathy.

Then during one of Herod’s birthday parties, John was beheaded. The details of that story belong more to the study of Herod.

Jesus had a number of things to say about John and his role, both before and after his death.

Matthew 11:7-19 reads:
As John’s disciples were leaving, Jesus began to talk to the crowd about John: “What did you go out into the desert to see? A reed swayed by the wind? If not, what did you go out to see? A man dressed in fine clothes? Of course not. People who wear fine clothes live in kings’ palaces. Then what did you go out to see? A prophet? Indeed, I tell you, and more than a prophet. This is the person it was written about:
“ ‘I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way.’

I tell you the truth: Among those born of women there has not arisen anyone greater than John the Baptist. But the person who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than John. From the time of John the Baptist till now, the kingdom of heaven has been forcefully advancing, and strong men lay seize it. All the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John, and if you are willing to accept it, he is Elijah who was expected. He who has ears, let him hear.
“To what can I compare this generation? They are like children sitting in the market-places and calling out to others:
“ ‘We played the flute for you, but you did not dance. We sang a dirge, but you did not mourn.’

John came not eating or drinking, and people say, ‘He is possessed by a demon.’ The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and people say, ‘He is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.’ But wisdom is proved right by her actions.”
First we note that Jesus addresses the crowds as those who had been into the desert to see John. This is one more indication of the success John had in preparing the people for the coming of Jesus. That is it was not only in preparing some special disciples, as we have seen with regard to Andrew and some others, it was also in preparing larger numbers of people whose role would be less distinctive. John’s gospel also gives us evidence of this. (John 5:33 & John 10:41).

Jesus then said that John was a prophet, indeed more than a prophet. He was the one of whom God said through the prophet Malachi (3:1): “I will send my messenger, and he will prepare the way before me. Suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant, who you desire, will arrive.” says the Lord Almighty.
Finally, Jesus said that John was the Elijah who was to come. This is probably a reference to the last two verses in Malachi (4:5-6): “I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers. We have already seen that there were several possible interpretations of this when we looked at the incident when some priests and Levites came to John as a deputation.

After Herod had John beheaded, John’s disciples came to Jesus and told him what had happened. Jesus got into a boat and went off to a lonely place, no doubt to grieve the loss of a great prophet and colleague, and to think through the implications of this development for his own ministry (Matthew 14:13).

Some detailed notes:

*1
The situation was rather chaotic at times. Even King David’s sons acted as priests [2 Samuel 8:18] although David was descended from Judah, but there is no evidence that this was passed on to their children. After the return from exile in Babylon the priests and Levites were reorganised [Ezra & Nehemiah].

*2
Josephus tells the story in much greater detail [The Antiquities, Book 18, Chapter 5, Section 1]. When Herod was on a visit to Rome he met Herodias, who was his half-brother Philip’s wife, and agreed that she would later join him on his return to Palestine. Herod’s existing wife was the daughter of Aretas, who was King of the Arabia Petrea. She learnt of the proposed relationship and escaped from Herod to her father. This and other matters led to war between Herod Antipas and Aretas.


Neither the New Testament nor Josephus actually make it clear that Herodias had become formally separated or divorced from Philip before she “married” Herod. The relationship could have been an adulterous one, though any such legal hair-splitting would not have interested Herod!

*3
Josephus [The Antiquities, Book 18, Chapter 5, Section 2] records that the prison was the Fortress of Macherus.
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