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    Preface


    The Biblical Imagination


    “On the last and greatest day of the feast, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink . . .”


    John 7:37 NIV


    At first it seems simple enough. Jesus is in Jerusalem for some sort of feast and is announcing to the crowd that if they come to him, he will somehow satisfy their thirst. A bit vague . . . It is the stuff of a nice devotional. That is how I read John 7:37 specifically and the Bible in general before someone helped me to learn to engage and really listen. If any single verse is responsible for opening the door of my imagination to engage with the Scripture, it is this verse.


    On a hot summer morning on the third floor of Cherry Hall at Western Kentucky University, William Lane opened that door by asking a few simple questions.


    “What feast?” he asked.


    None of us knew.


    “Look back at verse 2,” he said.


    Verse 2 of chapter 7 says the feast was Tabernacles, also known as Succoth, or sometimes Booths.


    “Does anyone know what occurs on the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles?”


    Another long uncomfortable silence . . .


    With an intensity we were slowly becoming accustomed to, Dr. Lane began to quote (from memory) an obscure passage from the Mishnah, the collected teachings of the rabbis between 200 B.C. to A.D. 200. From a section called Sukkah (4:1, 9-10) he explained that on the last and greatest day of the Feast of Tabernacles the high priest would lead a procession to the pool of Siloam. Before the congregation he would dip a pitcher into the pool. The crowd would return to the temple, chanting psalms like 118:25, “Save now, we beseech thee, O Jehovah” (ASV). When the crowd arrived again at the temple, the high priest would raise the pitcher high and pour its contents on the ground. This commemorated Moses striking the rock in the wilderness and the provision of water for the people of God. At this moment he would proclaim, “With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation,” a passage from the prophet Isaiah (12:3 ESV).


    “Now take that information and return to the passage,” Bill said.


    It is difficult to find the words to describe the difference reading John 7:37 with that background. This was the first time I had ever read the Bible with an informed imagination. The words on the page that a moment ago were a dry devotion became a motion picture in full color. I put two and two together and saw Jesus standing in the midst of that crowd, perhaps somewhere in the back. As the words of the high priest died out, a voice, a shouting voice, from the back of the crowd cries out, “If anyone is thirsty, he should come to Me and drink.”


    The thought of it still takes my breath away over thirty years later. If that is what engaging with the Scripture is like, I decided then and there that I would give the rest of my life to doing just that, delving deeper into the Bible to find the backgrounds that make the stories come to life.


    “We must engage the Scripture at the level of the informed imagination,” Bill said too many times to count. And many of the elements of that approach are evident in this story. First, we stopped and asked a few simple questions of the text, simple, yet better questions than we had thought to ask. John says it was the last day of the feast, trusting that we have been listening, assuming that we have read large blocks of his Gospel and not simply one or two verses. Thirty-five verses earlier he told us it was Tabernacles. He assumes we were listening. But I had not been paying attention.


    Next we did our homework, or Bill did our homework for us. Again it led to one of those better questions, “What happens on the last and greatest day of the Feast of Tabernacles?”


    It is always the informed imagination. We must become committed to doing the work, to finding the best sources, beginning with the primary sources, the earliest writings: Mishnah, Talmud, Josephus, Pliny, Suetonius and Tacitus. These ancient sources do not exist only for the scholars. They are all readily available, now more than ever with electronic books. (Many of them are free!) When we returned to the text with an informed imagination we were ready to engage, and what happened changed our lives, changed everything. The facts in the mind combined with the devotion of the heart, across that bridge of the imagination, all under the guidance and control of the Spirit and the Word came to life. You and I are there with the crowd in the cool fall air. (Tabernacles is a fall festival celebrating the harvest.) Our legs are sore since we’ve just climbed the steep hill from the pool of Siloam, at the bottom of the ridge, to the temple, which dominates the top of the hill. At the moment we are thirsty, thirsty and out of breath. We hear an ordinary voice shouting those luminous words from the back of the mob. How do we respond? To find him, to see his face, to fall down confessing our thirst, our sin, our need, our hunger for him. Once you experience this sort of engagement with Scripture, nothing will ever be the same.


    Who Is John?


    John is ink-fingered and aged. He is a living legend near the end of life, far past where the end is supposed to be. He is the last of the Twelve. Paul considered him one of the pillars (Gal 2:9). His brother, James, the first of the disciples to die, was martyred almost sixty years ago (A.D. 44). John cared for Jesus’ mother till the day she died. Though death seems to be all around him now, unsettlingly close, he is still very much alive and quietly obsessed with a single question, What is love? It is the concern that ties his first and longest letter together.


    That we possess three of his letters seems almost a miracle. They are a precious glimpse into his pastor’s heart. Over and over again he tenderly addresses his readers as “dear children” and “dear friends.” In his last two frustratingly short letters he closes by saying that he would write more, but longs to see them face-to-face. The teenage eyewitness and follower has developed a pastor’s heart, and like most pastors’ hearts, it is broken. Sometimes I imagine him writing those words to me, “Michael, I would write more, but I long to see you face-to-face.”


    His voice is wonderfully present in the letters, so evident and clear and strong you can almost hear its tone. His amazement still echoes: what “we have heard . . . seen with our eyes . . . have touched with our hands!” (1 Jn 1:1). Any translation that does not insert an exclamation mark after that statement has missed the point entirely. They are the amazed words of a once angry young man. Decades later, having preached and taught the life of Jesus to his “children” and “friends,” he has developed what theologians refer to as a “high Christology.” For John, Jesus is light and life, and the One through whom God created the universe. Yet he had heard Jesus’ voice, had seen his luminous face, had even touched his hand.


    John was the junior partner in a successful fishing business with his father Zebedee, his brother James, and his friends Andrew and Simon, the sons of Jonah. The indications of their success were the fact that they had hired servants (Mk 1:20) and that John’s mother, Salome, was able to help support the ministry of Jesus out of her finances (Mk 15:41). One of the questions raised by scholars in the past has been how could John possess such intimate knowledge and interest in the city of Jerusalem when he was clearly from Galilee? He knows the name of the high priest’s servant as well as the slave girl who minds the gate at the house of Annas. She seems to know him personally (Jn 18:15-16). Perhaps the success of his father’s fishing business explains how a boy from the north of Galilee would know the big city of Jerusalem so well. Perhaps he had sold fish there.


    I find it fascinating that two of the Gospels were written by men whose mothers were among the first followers of Jesus. There is Mark, whose mother, Mary, opened her home to the church in Jerusalem (Acts 12:12). The other is John. Salome, his mother, was one of the women who followed Jesus during his first mission (Mt 27:56; Mk 15:40-41). She was at the cross (Mk 15:40) standing beside her son. She was present at the tomb on resurrection morning (Mk 16:1-2). She has been criticized for making what seems an overly ambitious request of Jesus, to allow her two sons to sit on either side of him in the kingdom (Mt 20:20-28). Given the fact that Jesus had just promised his disciples twelve thrones, it is not completely unreasonable that she wanted to adjust the seating arrangement in their favor.


    Perhaps most remarkable, we can infer from John 19:25 and Mark 15:40 that Salome may have been the sister of Mary, the mother of Jesus. This would mean Jesus and John would have been cousins. If this is true it would help explain Jesus’ remarkable request that John care for his mother, a request he made from the cross (Jn 19:26-27). And care for her he did, according to Eusebius, taking Mary with him to Ephesus, where he was present with her when she died.1


    The final piece of the puzzle of John’s life is the matter of his great age, so great in fact that it gave birth to a rumor that he would not die till Jesus returned (Jn 21:23). A preliminary answer is provided by some speculative math. Clement of Alexandria says John lived until the reign of Trajan.2 This would put his death around A.D. 98. Tradition says he was roughly one hundred years old. While remarkable, it was not unheard of for people to live this long in the first century. Ovid’s father lived to be ninety. Though we do not know his precise age, Simeon lived to an old age. The great Hillel, the foremost teacher in Israel just before the time of Jesus, lived to be 110.3 At a time when infant mortality was high and the average age of death was well before fifty, admittedly one hundred is near miraculous. Clearly the rumor which John 21:23 addresses was a result of John’s remarkable age.


    An impetuous young eyewitness who has matured through ministry and persecution into a gentle, brokenhearted pastor, John has taught the life of Jesus over and over to the point that his teaching has come together in themes and has developed into his high Christology. As a preacher he has had vast experience in recapturing the imaginations of his listeners, a style reminiscent in many ways of Jesus.


    Learning to Listen to John


    One of the keys to engaging with the text at the level of the informed imagination is to take the facts and learn to ask what they mean. If these facts about who John was are true and the speculations are even reasonably sound, what would we expect from such a person? It is not enough to collect facts like a stamp collector collects stamps. If we are to engage with our imaginations, we must learn to discover what the facts mean.


    If John was indeed an eyewitness, what might we expect from his account of the life of Jesus? Whenever eyewitnesses give their accounts of incidents, they offer details that only someone who was physically present would know. This is exactly what we find in John’s Gospel. He gives to us the time of day incidents occur (Jn 1:39; 4:6; 19:14). He whispers asides about the motivations of the characters in his stories (Jn 2:24; 7:7). He provides distances that only an eyewitness would have known (Jn 6:19; 21:8). Be on the lookout as we work through the Gospel of John for these kinds of eyewitness details.


    If John was indeed a pastor, as the later traditions and his three letters suggest, what might we expect from a Gospel written by a pastor? Certainly we would expect to find sermons, which is exactly what we find in John’s Gospel. The prologue (Jn 1:1-14) is one of the greatest sermons ever written. Later in the Gospel, John will provide what I refer to as “sermonic conclusions.” In these he will reach back into proceeding material and tie his various themes together. Frequently these smaller sermonic blocks will contain a single verse statement of the plan of salvation. The sermons are often mistakenly attributed to Jesus (Jn 1:1-5, 10-14, 16-18; 3:13-21, 31-36; 20:30-31).


    The location of the writing of a New Testament document is always a major consideration in terms of understanding its content. The Gospel of Mark was written in Rome just after the great fire of A.D. 64. This fact provides a helpful key to unlocking his Gospel. If Matthew was written in Galilee, which seems probable, this provides an important interpretive key. It helps us understand that much of Matthew’s unique content was written for Jewish Christians suffering persecution in the synagogue community in Galilee. The location of the writing of Luke’s Gospel (some scholars believe it was written in Ephesus as well) does not have as big an impact on understanding his work. It is a key that doesn’t unlock as many doors.


    If indeed John was written in Ephesus, as Ireneaus and Eusebius affirm, we would expect such a unique location to have an effect on the content of the Gospel. If John is writing initially to Ephesian ears (though his Gospel was quickly circulated throughout the Roman province of Asia and beyond), there are a number of expectations that come to the surface. What would we expect of a Gospel written in a city like Ephesus?


    Ephesus was a city dominated by pagan temples. After Augustus elevated the city to the status of the capital of the province of Asia, Ephesus began to flourish. This was long before John relocated there. The city was filled with temples dedicated to the worship of Rome, Augustus, Livia (Augustus’s wife), Tiberius and later to the Emperor Hadrian. Emperor worship was one of the most important features of the life situation of Ephesus.4


    John’s first readers, located in the center of emperor worship in the Roman province of Asia, would have been extremely sensitive to any claim Jesus or his followers would have made of him being the Son of God. This was a title that belonged solely to the emperor. Also John’s lengthy presentation of Pilate, an appointee of Emperor Tiberius, would have captured the imaginations of his first readers who passed Tiberius’s temple every day.


    Without question the greatest pagan presence in Ephesus was the cult of Artemis. Her temple, known as the Artemisium, four times the size of the Parthenon, was on the top of every ancient list of the Seven Wonders of the World. A local nativity myth even held that Artemis had been born in Ephesus. The temple was destroyed and rebuilt more than once, finally sinking into a swamp, only to be discovered in 1869, thirty feet below ground.


    The presence of the Artemisium, in effect, made Ephesus the pagan sister city of Jerusalem. They were both temple cities. So committed was the city to the goddess that she was regarded as “Artemis of the Ephesians.” Not only did the cult of Artemis flourish there, an entire economy was based on the activity of the temple (see Acts 19:23-41). Centuries before Jesus overturned the tables of the moneychangers for the first time in the temple in Jerusalem (Jn 2:12-22), the Artemisium had been a “place of merchandise.” For both Jerusalem and Ephesus, the economy of the city was based on its temple.


    When John used words like Lord or Savior in regard to Jesus, his Ephesian readers would have recognized terms that, in their city, had been applied to Artemis. His consistently negative use of the word world (kosmos) would have also echoed in the ears of his Ephesian hearers who had worshiped Artemis as the “Queen of the Cosmos.”


    One final connection between Ephesus and Jerusalem, which would have had an impact on John’s Gospel, was the substantial presence of a Jewish community in the city. Though an estimate of its precise population has eluded scholars, there is abundant evidence of a thriving Jewish community in Ephesus. Several inscriptions, primarily regarding funeral arrangements, have been discovered that mention the fact that coffins and other paraphernalia were paid for by Jewish citizens. Carved into one of the steps of the famous Library of Celsus is the image of a Jewish menorah.5


    The greatest source of information on a Jewish presence in Ephesus comes to us from Josephus. He records a number of Roman edicts concerning the Jewish community there. The Romans exempted the Jews in Ephesus from military service and allowed them to keep all of their religious customs.6 Most significant, the Jews in Ephesus were allowed to continue to contribute to the upkeep of the temple in Jerusalem via the temple tax.7 Josephus tells us this resulted in tremendous tension between the other Ephesians and the Jewish community due to the fact that so much income was being sent outside the city to another temple besides the Artemisium.8


    So John’s first readers, many of whom were from the Jewish community in Ephesus, would have been ostracized by the Romans for refusing to worship the emperor. Likewise, they would have been excluded from their own Jewish community for worshiping Jesus of Nazareth (see Acts 18:19-21; 19; 20:16; 1 Cor 15:32; 16:8).9 John’s presentation of Jesus as being consistently misunderstood and ridiculed, even by members of his own family, would have resonated with his first readers in Ephesus.


    John’s unique focus on the city of Jerusalem would have connected with his first listeners, who resided in a “temple city” of their own. Two-thirds of the action in John’s account of the life of Jesus takes place in the holy city. John’s Gospel has even been characterized as a “city story.”10 His experience of living in this well-known pagan sister city for over fifty years had a deep impact on the way he communicated all the various nuances of his portrayal of the life of Jesus. It affected both the way he wrote as well as the way his first listeners heard his Gospel.


    


    

  


  Major Themes


  The Motif of Misunderstanding


  Whenever you read through the Synoptics it is clear that Matthew, Mark and Luke display a strong dependence on the Law and the Prophets. Together they quote or allude to the first five books of Moses seventy times. They quote the Prophets seventy-four times. This is what we should expect given that the Law and Prophets are meant to prepare us to meet Jesus.


  We might expect a similar dependence on the Wisdom books (Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon), but surprisingly such is not the case. Matthew quotes the Wisdom writings seven times, Mark eight times and Luke only seven. This lack of dependence does not mean that the Wisdom books do not also prepare us to meet Jesus. In fact, we will see that they make us ready to meet him in an unexpected way.


  “The Law, the Prophets and the Writings”: this is a phrase with which we are familiar. It describes for us the three major sections of the Old Testament, but in Jesus’ day this three-part structure wasn’t fully established.


  The Judaism of the time of Jesus wasn’t a single unified entity. It was divided and subdivided. There were the priests, a hereditary group established by the law of Moses, as well as their associates, the Levites. There were the Sadducees, a powerful party that had purchased control from the Romans. (The Sadducees make no appearance in the Gospel of John.) There was a mysterious group referred to in the Gospels as the Herodians; we have no other reference to them in the ancient literature. Some scholars see them as the vestiges of Herod the Great’s political dynasty. More recently some scholars have begun to wonder if this is not the New Testament’s name for the Essenes. It is striking that we find no reference to the numerous and powerful Essenes in the New Testament. Owing to the fact that Herod the Great gave his support and protection to the Essenes, it is not too far-fetched to posit that in Jesus’ day they might have received the name of their former patron. There were developing radical terrorist groups like the Zealots and the Sicarii, who were hoping to overthrow the Roman oppressors. Finally, there were the Pharisees, the “separated ones.” They were a back-to-the-Bible movement whose clout was based in the popular support they received from the people and the emerging rabbinic movement.


  Our three-part designation for the Old Testament—the Law, Prophets and the Writings—was an idea we inherited from the Pharisees. They were the only group that embraced all three sections of the Old Testament. The Sadducees rejected the Prophets and the Wisdom writings; the Essenes were divided on the question. The issue of the three-part Old Testament was settled by the Pharisees around A.D. 90 in a rabbinic gathering known as the Council of Jamnia. After the distruction of the temple by the Romans in A.D. 70, the Pharisees were the only group left standing. The temple was gone; this effectively ended the role of the priests and Levites. Since the Sadducees powerbase was also the temple, they were out of the picture as well. The Essenes were virtually wiped out by the Romans, many of them crucified. It was left to the Pharisees to reform Judaism. They were allowed to relocate to the town of Jamnia (Javneh), where a group of rabbis led by Johannan ben Zakkai and Gamaliel II gave shape to the Judaism we know today. In the city of Jamnia the Pharisaic council established the final structure of the Law, the Prophets and the Writings as the accepted canon. It is no coincidence that in far-off Ephesus John was writing his Gospel at precisely the same time (c. A.D. 90).


  John virtually bases his Gospel on the Wisdom books. He quotes or alludes to the Wisdom writings twenty-seven times. When the Synoptics tell of the second temple expulsion (Mt 21:12-17; Mk 11:12-19; Lk 19:45-48), Jesus has the words of the Prophets on his lips. When John provides his unique account of the first temple expulsion, the disciples find meaning for the event from the Psalms: “zeal for Your house will consume Me” (Jn 2:12-22; Ps 69:9).


  If it is true that John bases his account of Jesus on the Wisdom writings, we might be tempted to simply say that for him Jesus is the Wisdom of God. And certainly this is true. But a closer look at the Wisdom books reveals a surprising, more pervasive theme: the inadequacy of Wisdom.


  The book of Job is a novel about the inadequacy of the wisdom of Job’s friends (and of Job himself!). When God finally appears at the end of the book, it is not with answers on his lips but with more unanswerable questions. The answer in Job is God himself showing up.


  The psalms celebrate the power and wisdom of God surely, but numerically most of the songs are laments, which beg God to answer the deep and disturbing questions of human existence. As with Job, the answer in the psalms is the presence of God, his “showing up.”


  Ecclesiastes is the clearest portrayal of the inadequacy of wisdom in the Wisdom writings. Solomon, the wisest man who ever drew breath, laments again and again the vanity of wisdom (and wealth and power). The Song of Solomon celebrates something completely other than wisdom: romantic love. While Proverbs contains the greatest wealth of practical wisdom and some beautiful personifications of wisdom’s captivating beauty, none of the Gospel writers refer to them.


  If the strong underlying theme of the Wisdom writings is the inadequacy of wisdom, we should expect to see this theme reflected in John’s Gospel. In fact, the inadequacy of wisdom is the fundamental theme of John’s Gospel. Jesus is more than simply the Wisdom of God, he is the one who is constantly and consistently misunderstood. If God showing up is the answer in Job and the psalms, Jesus’ incarnation, celebrated in John’s high Christology, is the ultimate answer to every question for all time. Jesus will posit himself as the answer only in John’s Gospel, via the “I am” sayings.


  Each time Jesus reveals himself in John, he is phenomenally misunderstood. When he opens the door of the kingdom to Nicodemus and reveals the great mystery of the new birth, all the old man can utter is “How can these things be?” When Jesus appeals to the Samaritan woman at the well with the offer of the living water, which is really an offer of himself, all she can say is, “Is it because you don’t have a bucket?” (see appendix B).


  The motif of misunderstanding presents Jesus not as the great Teacher but as the misunderstood Messiah. As the Gospel progresses, Jesus will become increasingly lonely until finally, on the cross, he is all alone. His luminous answers were all misunderstood. (They will finally be comprehended only at the coming of the Holy Spirit [Jn 12:16; 14:25].)


  The Prophet Like Moses


  “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own brothers. You must listen to him. . . . I will put My words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command him. I will hold accountable whoever does not listen to My words that he speaks in My name.”


  Deuteronomy 18:15, 17-19


  Though John may be unique in his use of the Wisdom writings, this does not mean he disregards the rest of the Old Testament. The other principal theme of his Gospel is based on a passage from the book of Deuteronomy. It provides the basis for Jesus’ self-understanding as the “Sent One” (Jn 4:34; 5:23, 30, 37; 6:38, 44; 7:16, 18, 28, 33; 8:16, 18, 26).


  It is clear that Jesus’ relationship with God is understood as a relationship to his Father. In John he refers to God as his Father 107 times. This degree of intimacy with God as Father gets Jesus into hot water more than once. In the Jewish world, to claim to be the Son of God was a claim to being equal with God (Jn 10:31-33).


  A facet of Jesus’ unique relationship with the Father that only John brings out is wrapped up in the prophecy of Deuteronomy 18. In response to the people’s fear of God, he promises to send another prophet like Moses. By Jesus’ day this individual was simply referred to as “the Prophet.”


  His likeness to Moses would be centered on two concepts; he would only say the things God told him to say, like Moses had done, and he would be the “Sent One,” deriving his authority solely from the One who sent him.


  In John’s Gospel we first see the notion of “the Prophet” as an investigative committee of Pharisees confronts John the Baptist. It is important to the writer of the Gospel to make clear from the outset of his story that the Baptist has no claim to this title, though he understands himself as having been sent from God as well. Of the four times in John’s Gospel where the phrase “the Prophet” occurs, the first two are in relation to John the Baptist (Jn 1:21, 25). The other occurrences come later in the Gospel when twice the crowd affirms that Jesus is the “Prophet” who is come into the world (Jn 6:14; 7:40).


  The theme of the prophet like Moses is expressed in John’s Gospel in a multitude of ways. When Jesus is referred to as “the One Moses wrote about” (Jn 1:45), the connection back to Deuteronomy 18 is evident. In John 3:34 (during one of John’s sermonic conclusions) when the statement is made that “the one whom God has sent speaks the words of God” (NIV), the images define each other. This Sent One is the same one who speaks the words of God (see appendix D).


  In Jesus’ mind, every aspect of his coming as the Prophet like Moses was wrapped in humility and subordination. He speaks the words of the Father: he seeks to please the One who sent him. It is not his teaching but the Father’s. His total dependency and reliance on the sufficiency of the Father is grounded in the theme of the Prophet like Moses.
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