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MY INTENTION IS TO make this book as interactive as possible. Sparking your curiosity is my goal. I want to encourage you to go exploring, and to help you do so, I’ve provided additional resources at the end of each chapter for investigating the topic more thoroughly. To assist in this process of exploration, each chapter has prompts and questions for group discussion as well as personal reflection. In the back of the book you will also find a glossary of key terms and a full list of all the cited sources. 

Throughout the book, you will find QR codes for various videos. As with other references to supplemental material, these videos are not here due to the endorsement of the videos’ producers; I include them because I appreciate the points presented and could not have communicated the concepts any better myself; so why reinvent the wheel? To access them, use your smartphone to scan the code, which should cause the link to the video to appear on your phone. If you do not have a smartphone, the links to the videos are also available in the “Additional Resources” section at the end of each chapter.
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A SWIRL OF SNOW WHIPPED past my window; it was Christmas time in Michigan. Christmas was always a magical time for me. I loved the scent of my mother’s raisin bread coming from the kitchen. On this Christmas, my teenage thoughts began to shift away from the delicious holiday foods, the excitement of Christmas morning, and the anticipation of gifts to more theological ones about the historical and cultural background of Jesus’ birth. Most of the images and songs depicting the Nativity present a world very similar to my own climate in winter: cold, snowy, and dark. However, this story’s setting is Israel in the Middle East, which for me evokes images of sandy deserts, scorching sun, and camels. As I watched the snowfall, hoping enough would accumulate for a snow day off school, I wondered: What was the first Christmas really like? I was curious about the details of the actual event. 

How old was Mary? 

Where was Jesus born—in a cave or a stable? 

When was he born? 

Who were the Wise Men? 

These questions about the first Christmas led me on an adventure that ultimately caused me and my family to move to Israel and live there for extend periods of time. 

Before moving to Israel, I was delighted to begin my studies at a traditional seminary, which teaches doctrine and theology. The word theology means the study of God, with the end goal of acquiring knowledge about him. I enjoyed wrestling through weighty theological issues, but seldom did the topics of the cultural background or historical realities become part of our discussions. Those details and their contexts matter. Theologians mine the Bible for knowledge about God, digging to discover theological gems. Those gems given to us in the Bible crystallized within a unique historical context and culture. The setting and circumstances in which those theological gems formed provide vital information as to the issue God was addressing in real time. Theology is not as straightforward as we’d like it to be. 

Scholars debate how those stories in the Bible made their way to us: When, where, and why were they written? Were they edited along the way, and, if so, by whom and why? I admit, I had not anticipated those academic discussions before I began my theological education. I simply wanted to know Jesus better. Unfortunately for me, my seminary studies seldom addressed the original questions that started my journey: I still desired to know more about the historical realities of the Bible and how our understanding of its context impacts theology. 

More concerning for me, discovering satisfactory theological answers did not always help me love Jesus and others more. Why? Wouldn’t more knowledge deepen my appreciation for Jesus? To answer that, I first have to answer another question: What is the end goal of Biblical scholarship? I believe the ultimate goal of our theological endeavors is to help us become more like Jesus. I know that is a loaded statement, but I believe most of our theological questions, masquerade the emotional needs behind our inquires. By disguising our genuine heartfelt needs in theological language, we attempt to shield ourselves from being vulnerable. What if God doesn’t answer? Or what if we receive an answer that is not what we hoped for? How do we process that disappointment? Our theological language provides a buffer to argue with God, the Bible and ourselves. In an act of self-protection, our head and hearts can become disconnected, leaving us emotionally unchanged. Acknowledging what is at stake, to ask honest and vulnerable questions takes courage. 

The people in the Bible asked similar questions, as when Job wails, “Why didn’t I die at birth?” (Job 3:11) Psalms 42:3 asks plainly, “Where is your God?” 

When I discovered reading the Bible in its cultural and historical context, I realized that being human has not changed in four thousand years. God relationally met the people in the Bible’s emotional and physical needs within their context. Reading the Bible from this perspective enables me to see I have much more in common with those Biblical characters and their circumstances than I might want to admit. Seeing how God worked in their lives provides me comfort and alleviates some of my anxiety, allowing me to ask more relational questions in addition to theological ones. 

Systematically pursuing knowledge about the Bible academically has a significant role to play in living out a life of faith. The Rabbis around the time of Jesus defined the highest form of worship as study, since we have to know who we are worshiping. And the more we know about God, the more we want to worship God—when worship is defined as a whole-life experience—because study ideally begins a cycle of transformation. As I began my studies, I took to heart seeking information about God through the academic process, but that was where I stopped. I became stuck in academic-only mode. A rabbinical statement says: “If you capture the head, the heart may follow, but if you capture the heart, the head always follows.” My academic studies of the Bible captured my head, but they did not naturally lead to changing my heart. I was missing the relational heart of God demonstrated throughout the pages of the Bible, calling me to walk with and be like him as a form of worship rather than just knowing about him. Undeterred, I continued to search. I eventually discovered a teacher who approached the Bible academically as well as a historical book about God engaging with real people, in a real time and a real place. He became a mentor and introduced me to Jerusalem University College in Israel, which offers a degree in Biblical History & Geography. Following in his guidance, my family and I moved to Israel. At JUC, I learned to ask different types of questions: 

How would the intended audience have understood these stories? 

Why are these stories included in the Bible? 

What would God want me to know and understand, today?

Those were the questions to which I really wanted answers. My focus shifted from mining the Bible for facts and data, to formulating theological conclusions, to seeing all those details as part of God’s pursuit of relationship with people. In other words, my persistence paid off.

Understanding the Four Moving Targets

DURING MY STUDIES, I came to realize that the Bible is a dynamic book read differently throughout the ages. Reading the Bible well today requires us to engage with four moving targets. The first moving target is seeking to understand how the original audience would have read and understood what was being communicated within their historical context. How did people read the Bible—or the parts that were available to them—within their own timeframes? The second moving target examines how the New Testament authors connected their writings to the Old Testament to explain and place Jesus within the larger framework of God’s redemption plan for the world. The third moving target acknowledges the evolving scholarly process of our understanding of the first two moving targets. Opinions of scholars change over time as we gain new insights through rigorous academic studies and new discoveries through archaeology and textual research. 

And the fourth and final moving target? That’s us. 

Let’s take, for example, the book of Isaiah. Written to an 8th-century-BC audience in Jerusalem, Isaiah’s writings reflect God’s communications to those people then, through his prophet. The book of Isaiah is not a time capsule meant only for us today. First, how would Isaiah’s words have challenged or encouraged God’s people living amid those uncertain times in the 8th century BC? Second, how did the New Testament writers incorporate Isaiah’s writings to frame the life and teachings of Jesus within their first-century-AD circumstances? Third, what is our scholarly understanding today of the first two moving targets? Have there been any recent changes in scholarship that impact our answers to the first two questions? Fourth, we are the final moving target. Each day impacts us and changes us in large and small ways; none of us are exactly the same people we were yesterday, nor will we be tomorrow. Therefore, we read the Bible differently each day we wake up and apply our newly acquired information from the previous day. 

The place to engage with these four moving targets is what I call the theological kitchen. All Christians work in their own theological kitchens: it’s the places where they decide what utensils to use and what information to ingest. Think of your favorite Bible teachers or authors; they all have access to most of the same ingredients, yet each carefully chooses which to include, which to omit, and what proportions to use in their theological delicacies. They are master theological chefs, who understand the ingredients and how they interact with one another and therefore can create exciting new dishes—in this case, new perspectives and insights on the Bible and its application. In contrast, a cook is someone who merely follows a recipe. Many people simply use the recipes of other theological chefs without knowing the purpose of each ingredient or why it was chosen. Depending on the chefs you follow, that can work out well... or not so well. Paul was confident and qualified enough to write, “Imitate me, just as I also imitate Christ.” (1 Corinthians 11:1 NKJV) Unfortunately, not every chef putting out recipes is as imitation-worthy as Paul.

This book invites you into the kitchen so you can learn about the ingredients, tools, and methods necessary to become a masterful theological chef. Gaining competence in your theological kitchen is about learning to ask questions and rekindling a curiosity for God, the Bible, and how you fit into the story.

[image: ][image: A diagram of text and words

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]What are the main ingredients that go into these theological recipes? In Walking the Text, Brad Gray identifies six major categories (Figure 1). Some are subtle, like literary design, and they are easy to miss unless you are specifically looking for them. Others are more obvious, as with the visual references, but can be obscured because we do not live in the same cultural and geographic environment. Some can be impactful but are left unspoken in the text, as is often the case with historical context. These six elements are examples of ingredients theologians use to create their insights and perspectives. 

You might be thinking: How does knowing details (the ingredients) of Biblical geography, archaeology, linguistics, and history help me live a vibrant life of faith in Jesus? In many ways! Understanding the nuance of these details helps provide plausible explanations for what motivations might lie behind the Biblical characters’ decisions. It helps to explain cultural interactions and customs. How we read and understand these stories informs our theology and shapes our worldview. The Bible is a collection of stories, recording the history of real people, engaging with a real God, as told to us within their cultural language, which uses word pictures and other communication methods typical of worldviews very different from our own. My sincere desire for you is that you would begin to read the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation, as a relational book about how God pursues people. My hope is that this book will help you to understand stories that haven’t made sense to you before, provide some explanations as models for interpretation, and equip you with tools you can use to decipher Biblical conundrums for yourself. 

And who am I, your guide on this culinary journey? Currently, I serve as a country director for Athletes in Action, adjunct professor at Jerusalem Seminary, and executive director of Walk the Story. When I’m not traveling, Raleigh, North Carolina, is my home, where I live with my wife Janie; our three children Tate, Kenslow, and Sadie; and our dog Wrigley (go Cubs!). I earned my undergraduate degree from Purdue University and continued my studies with a Master’s degree in Biblical History & Geography from Jerusalem University College. Part of the inspiration for this book comes from the years my family and I have lived in Israel, which brought the Bible to life for me in vivid and life-changing ways. Over the past twenty years, I have had the privilege to walk with people through the land of Israel to experience the Bible in its context. With this book, I extend to you a written version of many of those adventures. Let’s step into the kitchen!
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The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.

L.P. HARTLEY

It’s a dangerous business, Frodo, going out your door. You step onto the road, and if you don’t keep your feet, there’s no knowing where you might be swept off to.

GANDALF IN THE LORD OF THE RINGS

Be Curious

ON MY FIRST TRIP TO Warsaw’s old city, I stumbled upon a quaint restaurant located in a basement on the main square. The smells wafting up the stairs enticed me to investigate. As I entered, the aroma of savory spices filled the air, mesmerizing my senses. Like a cartoon character in a trance following a trail of smoke, my nose led me through a maze of rooms until I eventually found myself standing in the middle of the kitchen. Snapping out of my trance, I suddenly realized I was standing in a place I did not belong. I froze awkwardly, trying to figure out what to do. The chef’s eyes caught mine, and he smiled and waved me over to the stove. There, he generously fed me samples of everything he was cooking. That was an amazing moment! I now know how good sauerkraut can taste, thanks to an authentic Polish chef and my ravenous curiosity.

This same hungry curiosity led me to pursue a seminary education. I felt equally out of place there, but I had questions, and it was time to seek some answers. However, attending several different seminaries, earning two master’s degrees, and learning a bit about Biblical languages and exegesis did not quell my questions. The most unsettling question was this: Why am I not experiencing the life the New Testament promises believers? 

I’d hoped more information would lead to deeper intimacy with the Lord; well, it did, and it didn’t. Gleaning tremendous amounts of information about God and Jesus helped me to know about him, but I didn’t feel like I knew him. This led me to pray with heartfelt sincerity: “Lord, I know you, but I want to know you.” How could I both know him and not know him? My education taught me to appreciate how words carry a cultural weightiness that does not always translate well into English, and one of those words is the Hebrew יָדַע , yada, which translates “to know.” This nuanced word conveys a much deeper sense of knowing than mere factual head knowledge. Yada embodies an experience of someone or something that leads to deep, lived, relational knowledge.​[1] When I gained a fuller appreciation of the Hebrew word yada, I realized it described my heart’s desire: I wanted to yada Jesus. 

Prescribing more Bible reading to resolve my issue did not feel helpful. I did not need more theological training. I thought: If Jesus is not actively engaged in the here and now, then all our Christian theology is at best wisdom literature until the eternal life insurance policy kicks in when we die. The Bible was not the problem. I needed to read it differently, which required me to venture out like Frodo and leave the emotional and intellectual safety of the seminary library. What awaited me to explore was the world of cultural context.

Then it Happened...

NO, SORRY... PROBABLY not what you are thinking. No angelic visitations, voices from heaven, or spiritual epiphanies; however, a specific moment did propel me out of the door of my Hobbit hole, onto the road to a journey with Jesus. I was introduced to a video series called That the World May Know by Ray Vander Laan. He filmed his lessons on location in Israel. The first lecture, at a place called Tel Gezer, explored that ancient city’s Biblical, historical, and geographical context. Ray answered a question I’ve wrestled with since I was a teenager: “Why did God put his people geographically in the land of Israel?” The answer he offered layered the text with geography, archaeology, ancient Near-eastern global economics, demographics, cultural insights, and more. His explanation was deeply rooted in the realities of the lives of people in the times in which the Bible was written. This was what I’d hoped to learn in seminary! This was what I desired to understand! You know that satisfying feeling when you have an itch that finally gets scratched? That’s what watching that lesson was like for me. My questioning brain finally experienced some relief. I also felt a jolt of hope. Energized and encouraged, I began to read the Bible very differently. Instead of judging and distancing myself from the Biblical characters, I saw myself in them and experienced compassion and empathy towards them. Their struggle to hear, listen, obey, and be faithful became my own struggle—and vice versa. Scratching that agonizing, decades-long itch led to a different way of reading the Bible. 

Those who have a similar itch often join me for a few weeks in Israel. Having led groups for twenty years in Israel, I’m often asked if I ever tire of hiking the same locations over and over, teaching the same lessons. I never do, because most people do not realize Hebrew is a concrete language, words imbued with meaning drawn from images in the land of Israel itself, and I see those pictures from new angles every time. The Bible is a word-picture book from Genesis to Revelation. Seeing the actual image associated with a Hebrew word brings that word to life along with the concept it is meant to convey. It is a privilege to be able to lead people through the Land, share these word pictures which connect lingering dots many have had for years, and make the Bible come alive. I feel like a spiritual Santa Claus each day, giving the gift of context that leads to “Aha!” moments. Recognizing context and looking for word pictures are important tools for interpreting the Bible. 

I’ve learned many lessons over the years while walking the dusty trails of Israel, and they have encouraged me to read the Bible with my heart and my head. I’m inviting you to join me as we travel together to a foreign country that may seem quite familiar and bring with you all your lingering questions about the Bible—the ones we don’t even ask anymore because we never felt we’d find a satisfactory answer. Let’s re-ask those questions and get a little uncomfortable, walking in the sandals of the people of the Bible to yada how they experienced God in their life circumstances. 

Reading the Bible well, like mastering any craft, requires becoming aware of several different disciplines of Biblical research, each contributing to help create a fuller understanding. In the first half of the book, I hope to awaken in you a renewed sense of self-awareness and wonder about who you are, when you are (your time in history), and how your philosophical understanding of history and communication impacts your ability to read, understand, and thus apply the Bible. This self-awareness begins by acknowledging that you are already in your own theological kitchen (so is everyone else). How well are you cooking? 

After the first half helps you gain a general understanding, the second half of the book digs deeply into familiar stories, re-reading them to discover the relational heart of God that can be sometimes buried under our theology. I chose specific stories in which applying these principles greatly deepened my faith while living in Israel. In this second half, we’ll see how combining all the ingredients adds flavor to create our conclusions. 

Every chef begins their time in the kitchen as a cook, following the recipes of faithful chefs who’ve gone before them. But if you’ve ever tried following a recipe precisely, only to have your dish come out not quite as you’d hoped, then you know there is more to cooking than simply following the recipe. The same is true for everyone who picks up the Bible. Great diversity of thought can come from the same passage. The Bible is the recipe for our lives. Not only do we need to read it well, but we also must gain the skills to know how to combine all the ingredients in a meaningful and faithful way. At various times in our lives, we realize that we need to own what we believe for ourselves rather than merely parroting the thoughts and opinions of others with whom we agree. This is the process of becoming a chef who knows what they believe and why they believe it. When we reach this inflection point, that is when our thoughts turn into action—our heads and our hearts begin to sync.

Let’s get into the kitchen and start making a mess. I promise it’ll be worth it.
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SECTION ONE:

The Ingredients
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SCHOLAR KRISTER STENDAHL describes how to approach Bible reading in this way: “The task of biblical studies, even of biblical theology, is to describe, relive, and relate, in terms of presuppositions of the period of the texts, what they meant to their authors and their contemporaries.”​[2] Translation: The best way to understand God’s actions, the words of the prophets, and Jesus’ life is to put ourselves in their historical and theological context. The Bible covers almost four thousand years of history, recording how God’s people adapted over time to meet ever changing circumstances; Jesus’ theological understanding and worldview weren’t the same as those of Moses, Elijah, or Daniel, nor even of Jews today. God has not changed, but our circumstances have, which impacts how we read and understand the Bible today.

Priming the Pump

“PRIMING THE PUMP” REFERS to an old crank handle pump used to draw water out of a well. Often a can of water would be found next to an old pump. Drawing water from the well efficiently required first pouring water from the can into the pump, before one started to crank the handle. In doing so, the water removed all the air pockets which may have formed inside the pump’s casing and suction lines. Without taking this necessary step, all your efforts to crank the handle could be in vain. So, let’s prime our mental pumps before we begin by asking some questions:


	What do you believe about the Bible? Is it true? Is it just a story? Is it still relevant today?

	Would you say you know God personally or know stuff about Him?

	How does studying Scripture help you connect with God?

	What do you hope to gain from reading this book?
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1. The Ingredient of Time: Feel the Context
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God’s story happens within history. If you divorce God from the historical circumstances in which He moved and acted, 

then you take His words and make them mean whatever you want.

PAUL WRIGHT, PRESIDENT EMERITUS, JERUSALEM UNIVERSITY COLLEGE

For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, 

plans to prosper you and not harm you, 

to give you hope and a future.

JEREMIAH 29:11 NIV

The Context of Time

THE BIBLE CAN BE A source of comfort amid difficult circumstances. Jeremiah’s famous words prophesied in 588 BC offered hope to the people of Judah: “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for prosper you and not harm you, to give you hope and a future.” Today, this inspiring verse finds itself framed on the walls of homes and inked on bodies as a visual reminder of God’s loving heart, transcending momentary struggles, and forging a deeper relationship. Misreading this verse potentially sets us up for tremendous disappointment. If we take this verse out of its larger context and timeline, then we can place unhealthy expectations upon God, misunderstand his intentions, and question his motives. We create the potential to miss seeing how we’ve created our own discomfort by neglecting our relationship with Him. The context of timing is an important ingredient because of how it flavors our understanding of God and ourselves as we read the Bible.

Let’s Go Back to the 6th Century BC

WE ALL INTERPRET HISTORY through the lenses of the present, because it is the only set of lenses we own. But how we read and understand the Bible shapes our perception of reality, God, ourselves, and others. Let’s go back for a moment to the circumstances surrounding the time of the prophet Jeremiah. 

Throughout Israel’s history, God sent prophets to call his people to return to a right relationship with him. The Hebrew word for prophet, נָבִיא , nabi, comes from the verb to bubble up like a fountain, pouring forth God’s word.​[3] When we hear the word prophet, we often think of someone who predicts the future. However, a Biblical prophet was someone who poured forth God’s word to cause his people to acknowledge the incongruence between how they were living unfaithfully and the faithfulness called for in God’s word. The hope is God’s people would repent. If the prophet’s efforts failed, then he would predict God would seek to get their attention through unpleasant means.

Let me offer a modern-day example. I am often a “prophet” as a basketball coach, saying things to my players like: “If we don’t start playing defense, we’re going to lose.” No special revelation or insight is required to make this prediction, because the future outcome is easily discernible. Like coaches bawling out unwelcome realities, true prophets of God are often despised for pointing out the people’s unfaithfulness. They often lived a solitary, thankless, and even life-threatening existence. According to Jewish tradition, Jeremiah’s predecessor Isaiah was sawn in two.​[4] Unsurprisingly, the Bible mentions many false prophets who told the people what they wanted to hear, not what they needed to hear.​[5]

[image: ][image: ]For years, the leaders and elite of Jerusalem and Judah worshiped the gods of the surrounding nations, took advantage of the poor, and cared only for their personal comfort and security (not the first nor the last time this has happened). For twenty years, Jeremiah poured forth God’s pronouncements, attempting to call God’s people to repent—no one listened. God then instructed Jeremiah and the scribe Baruch to write down a summary of Jeremiah’s message and deliver it to King Jehoiakim, who responded by cutting their scroll into pieces, section by section, and burning them in a fire. (Jeremiah 36) God’s message was delivered but not received.

To get Judah’s attention, God sent the powerful nation of Babylon to subdue Jerusalem and its leaders. A close reading of the text reveals that the deportation of Jews to Babylon began in 597 BC and would eventually include King Jehoiakim himself. (2 Kings 24) Judah’s final rebellion in 586 BC against Babylon resulted in a siege of Jerusalem. Death, starvation, and uncertainty followed, leading to the ruin of Jerusalem, destruction of the temple, and exile of the elite of Judah to Babylon. Jeremiah prophesied that the exile would last seventy years because of their unfaithfulness in their covenant relationship with the Lord. (Jeremiah 25) 

Put yourself in the sandals of a person walking the streets of 6th-century-BC Jerusalem, facing starvation due to the Babylonian siege, grieving loved ones who starved to death or were killed, then marching to Babylon as a captive and settling in a foreign land. How painfully disorienting! This person’s choices may have contributed to these horrific circumstances because they ignored Jeremiah’s warnings, or they could be an innocent bystander suffering along with those responsible. When you gain a sense of the geopolitical realities in which Biblical stories take place, you realize that many of the events that transpire are natural consequences of the choices made by the people involved.

The time horizon of Jeremiah’s promise is crucial to having proper expectations of God. Imagine reading Jeremiah’s letter after twelve years of living in exile, knowing there would be fifty-eight more. How would you respond? Depending on your age, you might not even live to see his promise come to fruition. Your life of faithfulness would be lived for your children and grandchildren, so they could return to the promised land. 

If you are familiar with the story of the Bible, that familiarity can erase any emotional tension you might otherwise feel for these individuals, because you know how the story ends. Maybe you are one of those who likes to read the last page of a mystery novel before you begin. Knowing whodunit lessens the emotional tension as you read. You also clue into details associated with the guilty character that might have otherwise gone unnoticed. Similarly, when reading the Bible, you can be critical of a character’s actions, judgmentally thinking, “That would never be me.” Or you can escape to the safe haven of theological explanations to justify why the people of Judah deserved what happened to them. Knowing the larger historical timeline, you can see how this horrible moment fits into God’s larger redemptive plan. But none of that erases the individual pain of someone who lived through at that time. I wonder what kind of questions might they have been asking of God? When you face painful difficulties, what kinds of questions do you ask of him? 

Sometime during those twenty years between the start of the siege and the exile to Babylon, Jeremiah wrote a letter to his fellow Jews already in exile containing those often-misapplied verses of hope: “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not harm you, to give you hope and a future.” God gave this promise to his people as they headed into seventy years of captivity because of their unfaithfulness in their covenant with him. God allowed these events and the seventy years in exile to draw them back to himself, reaffirming his love and faithfulness to his people. The world would see their repentance and restoration back to their promised land, displaying how to live faithfully with God, ultimately leading to the future messiah. Keeping this verse within its cultural and historical timeline leads to a fuller understanding of hope: It is truly defined as being in right relationship with God, through repentance, leading to restoration. And it might take seventy years. 

God is a relational God. His story is told through his relationship with people, specifically the Hebrews; they were real people, like you and me, who lived in unique times and a set of circumstances in which God engaged them. These real people were not fictional characters contrived to be used as theological props to convey a moral message to us today. When you gain a sense of the geopolitical realities of the times in which Biblical stories take place, you realize the events that transpire are natural consequences of the choices made by the characters involved. To take a verse or their story out of its context could cause us to misunderstand and misapply what God would like us to know about himself and our relationship with him. 

God’s purposes manifest themselves in his people individually and collectively so that the world can know who God is. This verse offers us hope of relational restoration, after neglecting our relationship with God, so that we can once again participate in God’s purposes. The prosperity, hope, and future God promises us is a deeper connection to him, not necessarily a quick fix to our problems that we’ve created and exacerbated over years. The circumstances leading up to and surrounding the Hebrews’ exile and return highlight both where their relationship with God went sideways and the process of their restoration. 

Today, God is speaking to us through the specific circumstances in which Jeremiah delivered God’s promises. If we take Jeremiah’s words out of this larger context or timeline, then we can make his words mean whatever we would like them to mean. In a sense, we can become like a false prophet, telling ourselves what we want to hear. Our wishful thinking may not line up with the actual circumstances we experience later. The disconnect between what we mistakenly understood God’s promise to mean and what it really means can be disorienting, even devastating to our spiritual, mental, and emotional wellbeing. 

Imagine the alternative: suppose that one day, we experience an exile because of neglecting our relationship with God. The self-inflicted damage we’ve done to our lives by living unfaithfully might take years to restore. But if we understand Jeremiah 29 in context, we’ll realize that the hope and future Jeremiah promises offer us reconciliation to God so that the whole world can see his love displayed through our lives. Knowing that God is playing a long game, hasn’t rejected us, and is working patiently to turn our repentance into restoration, puts a whole different perspective on the hardships we go through.

The Ingredient of Humility

TAKING ONE VERSE OUT of its historical timeline can have drastic implications. We can misinterpret God’s call to repentance and restoration, remaining unchanged. Unfortunately, we are vulnerable to more than taking a single verse out of context; if we are not careful, we can take a whole people group out of context and miss out on all that we could learn from them. But with a little humility, we can even learn from the enemies of God’s people. Humility is an essential ingredient for seeing ourselves in the lives of those we read about and learn from their relationship with God in a way that produces genuine transformation. 

For example, a people group often cast as antagonists in the Bible are the Canaanites. They are labeled as “pagan” for worshiping Baal, the god of rain and storm—but let’s take a moment to seek to understand why the Canaanites worshiped Baal before we pass judgment. Life in the Middle East, then and now, is challenging on its best day and downright impossible on its worst. In biblical times, it didn’t take much to tip the scales from life to death. An obvious essential is rain, which in Israel only falls during the late autumn through the winter months and into early spring. These four or five months of rain provide the water necessary to grow barley and wheat. Without it, people will die. End of story. If a drought occurs, few if any places will have excess food to purchase.​[6]

Humans worship what we need. The Canaanites worshiped Baal—the god of rain and storm, often depicted holding a lightning bolt—seeking to guarantee rain for their crops and herds. Their worship of Baal sought to make their life more predictable in a very unpredictable environment. We can think this is silly, seeing no correlation between worshiping a god we don’t believe exists and his ability to provide rain. However, we do similar things. Do you know anyone who, while watching their beloved team play, crosses their fingers, puts their baseball cap inside out and calls it a rally cap, wears their lucky socks or jersey, and sits in their lucky lounge chair? Intellectually, we know our rituals have no effect on the outcome, yet we do them anyway. We lack any ability to produce our desired outcomes, and yet we want to do something—anything!—to give us a sense of control and hope. Behind our self-acknowledged silly superstitions, our hearts seem awfully like those of the Canaanites. Yet we label the Canaanites as unsophisticated pagans. Being human hasn’t changed in four thousand years. What has changed is only what we think we need to survive and what we think we need to do to get it.

Our lives are equally unpredictable today as we pursue our essentials. What are your deepest needs? Your hopes? Take a moment to consider them and write them down. Our physical needs are easily identified: a job, car, home. Identifying our hopes and desires can be more elusive. What makes you happy or sad? When was the last time you felt deeply disappointed? What would you have liked to see happen? These are helpful cues for getting beneath the surface. 

Looking at that list, we’d love to be able to do something to guarantee our desired future outcomes, thus taking away our anxiety and lessening the unknowns of tomorrow. Even as a follower of Jesus, we can unintentionally pursue God like the Canaanites sought rain from Baal. With a greater degree of sophistication, those who believe in God and the Bible can fashion our theology into a tool to make life more predictable and, in a sense, controllable. We think that if we can understand God’s rules of how the world works, then we can make choices based on those rules, thus obligating him to respond in a more predictable manner of our choosing. This seeking of controlled outcomes is just repackaged superstition. Inherent in this behavior is a presupposition that we know what is best. However, if we’re emotionally honest, we’ll admit we are out of control just as much as anyone who has ever walked this planet, including all the people we read about in the Bible.

Emotions are powerful engines that propel us to act. Feeling along with the characters of the Bible, during their timeline, encourages us to learn from their situation and respond appropriately. If you’ve read through the Bible and are familiar with the stories, your challenge is to set aside the known ending, keeping the characters in their historical timeline amidst their unresolved tensions. 

As for the exiles Jeremiah wrote to in Babylon: We know they eventually return to the land. Similarly, we know David eventually becomes king even while reading about him hiding from Saul in a cave. But can we sympathize with them in their times of uncertainty and waiting? Can we feel the pain and confusion with the disciples the day Jesus died on the cross, or do we judge them for not understanding what seems so obvious to us now? We know how those stories end—but at that moment, none of these characters knew it would all work out. Often, their uncertainty didn’t resolve the next day. After being anointed king by the prophet Samuel, David was chased by Saul for years before he eventually sat on the throne. Twenty-five years passed between when God promised Abraham a son and Isaac’s birth. What is missing from the text of the Bible is feeling the time elapse. In one page, an issue can be resolved, but in their lived experience it took years. Focusing on how the stories end, we can miss appreciating the Biblical characters’ faithful perseverance (or their lack thereof) in how they responded to living with uncertainty. Reading the Bible with humility releases grace and compassion to those we read about, but it also allows us to seek and receive grace as well when we recognize we are just like them.

Hope in Things Unseen

IT IS HARD TO BE PATIENT. Go back and reread the list you wrote of your needs and hopes. Now ask yourself: Are you able to confidently trust God as you wait for him to move in your life? You could be tempted to act like a Christian Canaanite, feeling like you should do something to entice God to act on your behalf (read your Bible, go to church, put money in the offering, help someone, etc.). Or you may struggle to believe God will respond, feeling like he’s let you down in the past. These are honest feelings, and there are no simple solutions. Keep in mind that one of God’s attributes is mystery. We are unable to fully know or comprehend his character. This reality is actually a blessing; I do not wish to worship a God I can completely understand, because that would mean he is on my level. I need God to be smarter and more compassionate, loving, and forgiving than I. Knowing (yada) that he is a God who loves perfectly allows me to trust him even when I don’t understand. This fuels my ability to persevere while trusting in his timing. I learned this from so many Biblical characters who responded similarly, and I would have missed the lesson if I’d taken the Bible out of its historical, cultural, and literary context.



Questions


	How can you see these ingredients shifting your perspective of others and yourself?

	Where in your life are you struggling to trust God? Where might you be holding on to control when God is asking you to let go?

	How might God be using that situation to reconcile you to Himself?

	What is your greatest fear in pursuing God?

	How might your response to God affect not only your life but the lives of others you care about?

	What is a Bible story you’d like to go back and reread now?

	Have you ever wondered if there’s more to your relationship with God or your Christian lifestyle? Do you ask yourself the same question I did: why am I not experiencing the life the New Testament promises believers?

	Throughout Scripture, God meets practical needs by stepping into the lives of people right where they are. Take out that list of needs you wrote down one more time, and in humility, ask God to care for you where you need it.





Additional Resources

GRAY, BRAD: The #1 Mistake Most Everyone Makes When Reading the Bible

Rainey, Anson F., and R. Steven Notley: The Sacred Bridge: Carta’s Atlas of the Biblical World

Richards, E. Randolph, and Brandon J. O’Brien: Misreading Scripture with Western Eyes: Removing Cultural Blinders to Better Understand the Bible

Spangler, Ann, and Lois Tverberg: Sitting at the Feet of Rabbi Jesus: How the Jewishness of Jesus Can Transform Your Faith

The Bible Project: “Old Testament Overviews > Jeremiah”

https://bibleproject.com/videos/jeremiah 
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2. The Ingredient of First-Century Culture: Torah, Rabbis, Synagogues, and a Jewish Jesus
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No one should live without a rabbi, 

nor die without making a disciple.

RABBINICAL ADMONITION

On three things the world stands: 

on the Torah; on the [temple] cult;

and on demonstrations of piety.

m. ‘Avot 1:2

Hitting the Reset Button on Jesus

WHEN I TRAVEL IN A foreign country, the sights, sounds, smells, and tastes provide a constant reminder that I’m not in a familiar place. But over the years of reading and study, I’ve become so familiar with the Bible that I can forget I’m traveling in a foreign place when I read. I wish the Bible was a scratch-and-sniff book, able to provide supplemental sensory input to remind me that I’m not in North Carolina anymore.

Modern depictions of Jesus can actively hinder our ability to see him in his context. A picture of Jesus hung on the wall of my childhood church. He looked very European: He had pale skin, blue eyes, and the haircut of a kid who plays in a California garage band. 

However, Jesus was neither European nor American. The God of the universe entered human history as a Jewish man, living in Judea in the first century AD. Jewish men native to the Middle East then and now typically have olive skin, dark hair, and brown eyes. If I picture Jesus looking like me, I lose one of the sensory inputs that help me keep the story in its context. Seeing Jesus as a Jewish Rabbi in Judea during the first century is an essential ingredient.

Let’s Start at the Beginning

THE NEW TESTAMENT REMINDS me of the first installment of the Star Wars saga from 1977, titled Episode IV: A New Hope—letting us know that this story starts in the middle of a larger one. Picking up the Bible for the first time, many begin with the New Testament and the story of Jesus. However, God’s story told in the Old Testament records more than two thousand years of history leading up to the time of Jesus, so reading the New Testament disconnected from its historical timeline can cause us to miss how Jesus fit within his cultural context. His life, death, and resurrection only make sense when viewing him within the larger chronological story of God’s people.
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