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Most believers, whether scholars or laypeople, psafesome acknowledgement
of the sovereignty of God. They trust and believe &ad is ruling in the world,
whether in visible ways or quietly behind the scenBsis leads inevitably to the
embracing of the doctrine of God’s providence. Henmgdden defines providence as,
“the continuous activity of God whereby He makes @le¢lients of the physical, mental,
and moral realms work out His purpose, and this purposehsigshort of the original
design of God in creatiort.” Yet it is interesting that although many of thesme
people who profess His providence in all these areiaty falso acknowledge that it is
this same providence which ordained the people of Isvdieke in a land located at the
crossroads of three continents. A land which haariety of climactic, geological,
topographical, and geographic peculiarities. Are all teasply a matter of
happenstance or does providence contribute to the omelity of the shaping of the
land as well? Speaking about this exact motif, BariizBlewrites,

“namely, that God prepared the Promised Land for Hisezhpgople to the same

degree that He prepared His chosen people for the promrsed.it was a

certain kind of landhat was selected and prepared by God, positioned at a

particular spot and designed to elicitspecific and appropriate responseHe

[God] has been at work in both history and geography.”

Acknowledging that God is at work in both history and geplgyait is quite logical to
proceed to the question of whether geography played atriie in the history of
Jesus’ earthly ministry as transmitted to us in the@eglosarratives. Do we assume that

Jesus, who we recognize as the creator of this waiddjot seek to take advantage of the

! Thiessenlectures in Systematic Theology 122.
2 Beitzel,Moody Atlas of Bible Lands (MABLp. 27.
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exact landscapes He created? To be consistent, weeapsind with an unequivocal
negative. This paper will seek to elucidate the wayghich Jesus used or deliberately
exploited his environmental surroundings for the sakBuafinating His teachings.
After a brief restatement of the omissions in #risa, | will begin highlighting these
illuminations in the chronological gospel of John arehtproceed to a few in the
Synoptic gospels.

It is paramount that we must again highlight that tlaeeestill many scholars that
minimize or completely ignore the role that geographysia the interpretation of
Scripture. To demonstrate this, we must ask ourselvaswa find when perusing the
Biblical commentaries available. We will find quitsadily those commentaries labeled
as: theological, philological, expository, applicationg @ven archaeological. There has
been a negligible attempt to bring the geographical dimensithe Scripture that is
certainly warranted. Why are we so soon to dismigoinish the fact that God
operates in time angpac® Further, one might agree to the premise that geographica
considerations are necessary when dealing with theopéebf place names mentioned in
the Old Testament, but will quietly disregard any contidsugeography might play in
understanding the New Testament teachings. Not tdhaayitere hasn't been writings
that highlight or give the history of archaeologicatplmames in the New Testament,
but this is missing the point. We must understand tisaisjeurneyed hundreds if not
thousands of miles in His itinerant ministry throughthé land of Israel. Yet we see that
Jesus at times travels scores of miles in seemingfijaient ways just to give a teaching

at a particular geographical location. We see thistakang at Caesarea Philippi which
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will be discussed later. New Testament Scholar Sesyné comments on the paucity of
material when he writes,
“The obvious explanation for these omissions in tis [gathat Biblical
scholarship was mainly concerned with the divine-humassage of the Biblical
books. Salvation history was the dominant focus &iowus theologies of both
the Old an New Testaments, produced by Christian sshalad the natural
world was of no particular interest or importance witiie dominant European
theological paradigms of the twentieth century...more tcére various social
scientific models employed by Biblical scholars for ustending the world of
Jesus have largely concentrated on economic and faatiails, failing to take
account of human connectivity with the eco- and bicesgth®
| will grant that Freyne’s main thrust here is hisdf¢hat Jesus was seeking to portray a
more environmentally-minded consciousness through Hehtegs. Freyne’s focus is on
Jesus’ respect for the natural environment. His psistill well made in that there hasn’t
been much emphasis in any form (even Freyne’s pantibalef) on the geographical
contributions to exegetical or hermeneutical studiesitzBl agrees on its importance
when he writes, “At the outset, it is imperative éae to see geography not as a
superfluity that can be arbitrarily divorced from Bibliinterpretation It is my goal in
this paper to follow through with this imperative. N&m#eo highlight interpretive
elucidations from a study of the geographical environrtieaiuding geographical

location) of Jesus’ teachings.

% Freyne Jesus, A Jewish Galileap. 25.
* Beitzel, MABL, p. 3.
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Let’s begin in the gospel of John. Scholars notedpart from the feasts
(Passover, Tabernacles, and Dedication) mentionée igdspel of John, the time period
of Jesus’ earthly ministry might continue to remausile. Another dimension given by
John is assomewhastraightforward presentation of Jesus’ geographicallgaveis well
known that that John is not interested in providing qusither gospel, but instead has
chosen 7 pre-resurrection signs and one post-resurregim{miraculous catch of fish
in 21:6-11) to persuade his readers to “believe that Jethes @Ghrist.” He makes use of
hyperbole when he mentions that Jesus had done numeosishat, if written down,
the whole world wouldn’t be able to contain them.

Our geographical study of John begins in his gospel wieeveaites stating that
John the Baptist was baptizing in Bethany beyond th#afo(1:28). Although John
doesn't record the actual baptism of Jesus, he recaedsaftist’'s recounting of the
event. He also tells us that Jesus was presensdbthtion beyond the Jordan. Most
scholars today universally reject the location ofliaptism as Bethbara as being a
fabricated description by Origen. R. Steven Notelyesrthat the proper terBnéevie
(Bethania)should be equated with the Old Testament region of Basliha
Transjordan. He quotes Conder as confirming this ineéasigon with the Targumim as
well as the phrase “beyond the Jordan” occurring in.¥» equivalent when speaking
of Bashan (Deut. 4:47; Josh 9:10). One final commentdigli}l mentions that even in
the Rabbinic writings, the wateabovethe Sea of Galilee were preferable for ritual
cleansing since the waters of the Yarmuk and Jordan hatiapable purity due to them
being “mixed waters> What's interesting about these comments is th#ades the

baptism of Jesus northeast of the Sea of GalileaildGhis also be why Jesus found

® Notely, The Sacred Bridgep. 350-51.
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Philip, who was from the NE city of Bethsaida so e®4dt is possible if this theory holds
true, but other scholars still maintain a southeratioa. Either location really is
insignificant in highlighting the geographical illuminatiomJesus’ first public miracle.

For the sake of this paper | am not going to differemtgeatly between a miracle and
public teaching. We know that Jesus used his miraclestasments of teaching as well
as his public discourses (cf. John 11:15). Jesus’ firsicteihappens in Cana where
Jesus turns the water into wine. If we assume a southesven southeastern (of Lake
Chinnereth) view, we envisage Jesus departing the bapsge most likely skirting the
city of Scythopolis, proceeding through Nazareth and Sepphpito Cana. Scythopolis
is well known for being one of the Decapolis citiehvpagan temples. It is known to
have at least three monuments high on the centi@balis dedicated to Zeus, Dionysus,
and Asclepiu§. Whether Jesus and his disciples passed through Scythtyeadiay

before the miracle at Cana misses the main poi$ pfoximity and importance in the
Galilee. The cult of Dionysus was well known throughthwet Hellenistic cities of the
Bible lands. It is quite interesting to mention tha more devout followers made claims
that on his feast day, water turned into wine atenisple in the west. The potential for a
poignant lesson was learned that day at a wedding indlilea®d town of Cana. So close
to the pagan Hellenistic cities surrounding the areathamiracle that Jesus used to
show Himself as superior to the pagan gods. It was evidanthe miracle performed
began to produce immediate fruit. Jesus manifested Hig @hak the disciples believed

in Him (2:11).

°® BAR 16:04 [1990].
" Schein Following the Way31.
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Our next geographical illumination in John has Jesweling from Jerusalem on
His way back to the Galilee (John 4) through the regid®amaria. We are told that
Jesus spent time in the region of Aenon near Salimenthe Baptist ministered. After
this brief stay, Jesus then departed to the city ah&@ywhere he has His interaction with
the woman at the well. After their discussion conicgy living water the disciples return
as she heads to the city to tell of her meeting Yagus. She returns with those she has
recruited to come see first-hand the “prophet who tolcdiMesver did”. As this group
of people are approaching the city, Jesus speaks to Higelsthat “behold the fields,
for they are already white for harvest” (4:35). linieresting that the chronology would
put this soon after the Passover (early May) whethénheat of May afternoon fields are
white from drying wheat, and flowers and grass withetherhills.”® The lesson is clear.
Just as the farmers crops are readying themselvearogdt, so too are the people of
Sychar ready for harvest. It is also important tteribat the spiritual sowing that the
Baptist has been doing just east of here (surely tadacBamaritans) is now ready to be
harvested by others who did not participate in the pignti

Jesus continues on his trip through Samaria back to Wae@ the water was
turned to wine. John tells us that a royal offiaiahfi Capernum has heard that Jesus has
returned from Judea. He also heard about the signs ardergathat He did while in
Judea. The official’'s son is sick and so he decidesaterthe hike up through the plain
of Gennesaret through Arbel to Cana and speak to ther hdasus shares His frustration
that people are only after signs and wonders, but tdaeahhis son will live. Again, we
might ask ourselves why John has included this particutacike. | am sure there are

many theological implications, but again the miractatmn demonstrates its proximity

8 Ibid., 68.



Armondo Gonzales - 7 -

to the pagan gods in the Hellenized cities of the @alilkss was mentioned before, the
city of Scythopolis has monuments related to many pegties. One of these is
Asclepius, the god of healing. Can we imagine thatrtlyial official thought of taking

on offering south to the Asclepius shrine at Scythojditead of heading west to Cana?
There is no explicit mention of this, but | think imments of desperation, we would try
anything to save one of our children. Jesus again shawself, while in the Galilean
town of Cana, to be superior to those pagan gods whichihttuded themselves into the
True God’s land of promise.

Soon after this Jesus travels to the feast of Talotgs in the fall. After healing a
man who had an infirmity for 38 years, Jesus begincamanious discussion with
Jerusalem leaders in the temple. During the discusssmis deentions that all who are in
the graves will come forth unto resurrection. Whavegsas he talking about? It is
obvious that Jesus is referring to the resurrectiall gfaves at some point in the future,
but the teaching is more affecting in that Jerusalesunounded with thousands of
graves. Just east of the temple in the Kidron vadlélge supposed tomb of Absalom,
Zechariah and many others. There are hundreds of tomitte western slope of the
Mount of Olives that beckon travelers to ponder thein deaths at some time in the
future. As Jesus is teaching about the resurrectioautdanot be unreasonable to
believe that he could have pointed to all the surroundiagegrto press home his point.
Jesus chose this location as opposed to the shoredilee®o give His teaching on the
resurrection.

We must remember that this discussion was during tret Béd@abernacles.

During this time four large lamps are set up in the cofutamen (also called the
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treasury in 8:20). These lamps were set up and illuminbgedrttire temple complex.
This is the first of 2 Feasts of Tabernacles thatreetold that Jesus attended (the other is
John 7-8). At this one Jesus is teaching in the teamuledescribes John the Baptist as
“the burning and shining lamp, and you were willing foingetto rejoice in his light”
(John 5:35). As Jesus was standing in the temple asees Begins to describe John the
Baptist in terms of light! The light was given at tf@ast as representative of the light of
God and Jesus uses this imagery to help authenticaigltheflJohn the Baptist and his
message. It's a message that affirmed Jesus’ autHorityye Baptist testified of Jesus’
arrival and ministry. The fact that Jesus brings Jghat this time and this location is in
direct relation to four giant lamps standing at the temple

After the feast He then returns sometime befordale@ving Passover to the
Galilee. He crosses over the lake, performs thectaic feeding the 5000 and then
proceeds to the city of Capernum. It is here in titystbat Jesus proclaims to them that
He is the bread of life. This is a city that wasatied in what we would call one of the
breadbaskets of the land of promise. It was in whatasvn as the Galilee-Beth-shan
Basin. Rainfall here is sufficient for farming witltarrigation though it is also watered
by springs. In this area almost every kind of Paliestiorop is to be foundit’s
important to note that Jesus didn’t give this teachingentemple area, but instead
deliberately chose to teach this in a geographicatitotéhat was conducive to his
audience. His audience would have been quite familiarneittonly their own
agricultural blessings, but also all the grain (bread)wmaild be coming from across the
Sea of Galilee from the region of Bashan which isimdor its fruitfulness. Bread was

the staple of life and what better audience would there ksrael then for Jesus to

° Baly, The Geography of the Biblp, 196.
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choose at this place a teaching on the true BreadBrEa&l from heaven which will
provide not just daily sustenance, but instead eteraal if

The next chronological sequence we have in the bodkluof tells us that Jesus’
brothers tried to goad Jesus to go back to the Jerusatbmn leeast of Tabernacles that
fall. Their intent was for Jesus to declare Himsplnly, but He told them that His time
was not yet. Later Jesus journeyed to the feast amal lzggan one of his discussions
with the leadership. Another tradition at the timehaf Feast of Tabernacles that began
in the few centuries before Jesus was that of a galetainer filled with water from the
pool of Siloam being carried in procession by the Higkg®P back to temple. As the
procession came to the Watergate on the S side ofrtbetemple court, three trumpet
blasts were made to mark the joy of the occasiore priests would march around the
altar and then offer the water as a sacrifice to §mebolizing the blessing of adequate
rainfall and the receiving of lif€ It was on the last day of the feast that Jesusiaipo
and said He was the one who would offeéng water. The intentionality on Jesus’ part
here is unmistakable. This tradition of the sacrifi€avater that pointed to the extension
of physical life was used as a platform for Jesus ter ¢iffe water of eternal life. The
location and timing of Jesus shows how the environmestexploited to illuminate
Jesus’ message.

It was mentioned earlier that there were four laagepk also during this feast
which sought to provide a traditional motif for the rembeance of God’s goodness to
His people. It was at a time and location where tla@ge lamps were shining brightly
that Jesus chose to declare to the people, “I angihtedf the world” (8:12). The lamps

were representative of the light or shekinah that spbk&od as the light of His people.

19 MacArthur,MacAthur Study Biblg).1596.
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Yet we see here that Jesus is declaring Himself to segerall previous light and that He
Himself will be the one who now provides light to God&ople. We can see here that
Jesus chose this geographical location and environmgmesent Himself as the light of
the world. It is becoming increasingly axiomatic thesus was deliberate in the choice
of His geographyin presenting His teachings.

There is much more to glean from the gospel of Jalirnthe scope of this paper
cannot be limited to this gospel alone. We will nowgered to highlight just a few of the
contributions to Jesus’ teaching that geography bringedo. We will begin our brief
synoptic journey in the gospel of Matthew. We ard tol4:23 that Jesus was teaching
throughout Galilee in their synagogues. Beginning in 5:Gs)gsttles on a mountain
where he proceeds to give His sermon on the mount dgeolost scholars believe the
sermon took place on the NW shore of the Sea ofé@ghbssibly south of Tabgha. It's
important to remember that even though Galilee edfWith many Jews it also has its
foreigners as well s their culture. In Matthew 6:5, 1€udaises the Greek word
vokpital Which denotes someone who is an actor in thedtérether Jesus actually
spoke the Greek word or its Aramaic equivalent is ireglev The text uses the word for
actor and the people sitting there would have known gxatiht Jesus meant. There
were many Roman theaters in the land of promise.h&Ve archaeological evidence of
theaters found in Sepphoris, Jerusalem, Sebaste, Jetiabsarea, Sidon, Decapolis and
Tiberias. Three of these cities are found within ysgaurney of the exact location the
sermon is being given in. Jesus’ uses the cultural®éantor as one who pretends.

This is illustrative of those who for their own imad@retend” or act our their prayers in
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a grandiose performance. Jesus’ teaching on prayersgesdll such ostentatious
displays of false piety.

In Matthew 5:14 Jesus is describing the goal of vibradtcmntagious faith. He
teaches that we are the light of the world and tlettyaon a hill cannot be hidden. Just
west of the sea of Galilee was the city known as Smjgphlt sat on a ridge just north of
Nazareth. It was at one time rebuilt by Herod Antigag made the capital of Galilee.
Yet later its distinction was lost when he made Tidsethe new capital. At the time of
Jesus it was still a bustling city with palaces and ntigbh The imagery of a city on a
hill would certainly of brought to mind Sepphoris. Jesusube Greek wordbiic (city)
as opposed tewuny (vilage). Luke 8:1 uses both of these words togethesaridmost
likely implies that they were not always used as syneny

One of the most striking examples of Jesus’ use of gpbygta illuminate His
teachings is that of Matthew 16:13-20 (Mark 8:27-30). Thisasoinly time in the
biblical record where Jesus visits the site of CasRiglippi. This was a region in the far
NE of the land of Israel beyond the Sea of Galilethatbase of Mount Hermon. It is at
this region where the headwaters of the Jordan regnb Also located here was a
pagan city with temples dedicated to the god Pan. It idssgplace where there was a
large rock face that had a cave with a spring in itvd$ here that the pagans believed
was a gate to Hades or the underworld. It was atpbisfe location that Jesus chose to
ask His disciples who they thought He was. They repfiatidome thought He was
Elijah, or John the Baptist brought back to life. Hsaat this point that Jesus directly
asked them who dgousay that | am. This is one of the greatest monfentihe

disciple Peter who boldly claimed that he believed #said was the Messiah, the Son of
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the living God. It was at this time that Jesus hoadteter by telling him that he has
blessed with this revelation from His father in heav He says/And | also say to you
that you are Peter, and on this rock | will build My church, and the gdtelades shall
not prevail against it.” Jesus is making a play on words hgeegraphicallyand
culturally. First is that very near them was this higé foot tallrock face. It was here
that Jesus begins to describe His intent on buildinghtisch. The play on words
involves Peter's namélétpoc) and that which he is going to build His church edq).
Without getting into all the theological discussionss bbvious that Jesus is seeking to
instill in them a vision of conquering false pagan goliso, here is the cave which was
thought of as gates to the underworld. Jesus is sayinguba these “gates of Hades”
will not be able to conquer His building of His churdNe see quite clearly that Jesus
chosen this particular location to bring about the legia of the success and victory of
the church over all pagan forces, including hell itself.

The final example to be used in this paper is thatukEl19:11-16. We are told
that Jesus entered and passed through Jericho on Hesfregdt to the city of Jerusalem
where He would be crucified. As Jesus was leaving d&eHehtold a parable for the sake
of those who thought the kingdom of God would appear immégdialesus’ intent in the
parable was for His followers to understand that Jesusddanot be inaugurating a
physical political kingdom at this time, but that ther@wd be a delay in realizing this
aspect of His mission. He tells the parable of damén who went into a far country to
receive for himself a kingdom and then to return. Batdlwere citizens who hated this
nobleman and sent a delegation after him declaringhbgitwould not have this man

rule over them. After this nobleman received his kimyd@ returned, met with his
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stewards, and then slayed those did not want him t@owlethem. What is interesting
about this story is this is exactly what happened Wéhod’s son Archelaus. After his
father Herod’s death, he journeyed to Rome to recévkirgdom. We know from
Josephus that a Jewish embassy also came to proteseétnming kind? Nevertheless,
he was awarded an ethnarchy and subsequently proved honself ruthless ruler and
was later deposed by Rome to be replaced by procurakbeslocation of this is
important because we know from Josephus that,
“When Archelaus had entered into his ethnarchy, andcaaee into Judea, he
accused Joazar, the son of Boethus, of assistingdit®ss, and took away the
high priesthood from him, and put Eleazar his brothérsiplace. He also
magnificently rebuilt the royal palace that had beefesitho.*?
Here again we have a geographical contribution to a lea@d by Jesus. He
deliberately told this parable as He was leaving Jerigks He was speaking it, His
listeners would have been able to see the royal phialtdy Archelaus himself and
hearkened back to the story surrounding his rise anddall power. His listeners would
have had a geographical and historical backdrop to undersgaiesus’ departure from
this world to receive His kingdom and then to returndacevengeance on His enemies.
It has been my attempt to highlight succinctly howeh®as been a great
omission in interpreting scripture without focusing on agyaphical contact. It seems
quite evident that the providence of God must truly bevatbto demonstrate itself in
recognizing that God has been at work in both histodygeography. It is my desire that

more people will dig into the Scriptures looking for theysven which Jesus intentionally

11 Ant. 17:300
12 Ant. 17:339-340
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arranged for a deeper and more elucidating understanding efitmenment and His

teachings.



Armondo Gonzales - 15 -

Bibliography

Baez-Camargo, GonzalArchaeological Commentary on the Bibl&arden City:
Doubleday & Company, 1986.
Baly, Denis. The Geography of the Bibld&New York: Harper & Row, 1974.
.Geographical Companion to the Bibl&lew York: McGraw Hill Book
Company, 1963.
.Basic Biblical Georgraphy.Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987.
Beitzel, Barry.Moody Atlas of Bible LandsChicago: Moody Press, 1985.
Blaiklock, E.M. Out of the Earth: The Witness of Archaeology to the New Testament.
London: The Paternoster Press, 1961.
Bourbon, Fabio and Enrico Lavagn®he Holy Land Guide to the Archaeological Sites
and Historical MonumentsVercelli: Barnes & Noble Inc., 2001.
Cornfield, Gaalyah.Archaeology of the Bible: Book by Bookew York: Harper &
Row, 1976.
Doyle, StephenThe Pilgrim’s New Guide to the Holy Land/ilmington: Michael
Glazier Inc., 1985.
Edersheim, Alfred.The Life and Times of Jesus the MessiBeabody: Hendrickson
Publishers, 1993.

Sketches of Jewish Social LiReabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1994.

Freeman, Jame$he NewManners & Customs of the BibMNorth Brunswick: Bridge-
Logos Publishers, 1998.

Freyne, Seanlesus, A Jewish GalilearNew York: T&T Clark International, 2004.



Armondo Gonzales - 16 -

Keener, CraigThe IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testani®niners
Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1993.

Kelso, JamesAn Archaeologist Looks at the Gospétaco: Word Books, 1969.

Losch, Richard.The Uttermost Part of the EartiGrand Rapids: Eerdman’s Publishing
Company, 2005.

Mathews, Victor Manners and Customs of the BibReabody: Hendrickson Publishers,
1991.

MacArthur, John FThe MacArthur Study BibleNashville: Word Publishing, 1997.

Okkema, Bruce, and Lois Tverbergistening to the Language of the Bibiolland: En-
Gedi Resource Center, 2004.

Rainey, A., and R.S. NotleyT'he Sacred Bridge: Carta’s Atlas of the Biblical World.
Jerusalem: Carta, 2006.

Schokel, Alonso.Journey Through the Bible Landdlilwaukee: Bruce Publishing
Company, 1964.

Schein, Bruce Following the Way.Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1980.

Thiessen, Henry Clarencé.ectures in Systematic Theologgrand Rapids: Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 1979.

Thompson, J.A.The Bible and ArchaeologyGrand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1982.

Vander Laan, RayFaith Lessons on the Life and Ministry of the Messi&lnand

Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1999.



