From the Dead Sea to Jerusalem

Part 2 of Day 7 of the 2019 trip presented on January 16, 2019

In our last stop we spent time at the Dead Sea and the oasis of En Gedi with David as he hid from Saul.  The Dead Sea is the lowest point on earth.  Small wonder it was there that King Saul acted in one of his lowest ways by going after the loyal David.  The journey from the Dead Sea to Jerusalem covers about 20 miles and 3700 feet in elevation.


In the Bible one always goes “up” to Jerusalem even when going south because Jerusalem is at one of the highest points in the land and from almost everywhere it is up.  This is especially true when coming from Jericho and the Dead Sea.  Jesus himself walked this way many times.


One of his great miracles and a sign of his Messiahship was the healing of the blind man, Bar Timaeus found in Mark 10:46-52.  “46 Then they came to Jericho. As Jesus and his disciples, together with a large crowd, were leaving the city, a blind man, Bartimaeus (that is, the Son of Timaeus), was sitting by the roadside begging. 47 When he heard that it was Jesus of Nazareth, he began to shout, "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!" 48 Many rebuked him and told him to be quiet, but he shouted all the more, "Son of David, have mercy on me!" 49 Jesus stopped and said, "Call him." So they called to the blind man, "Cheer up! On your feet! He's calling you." 50 Throwing his cloak aside, he jumped to his feet and came to Jesus. 51 "What do you want me to do for you?" Jesus asked him. The blind man said, "Rabbi, I want to see." 52 "Go," said Jesus, "your faith has healed you." Immediately he received his sight and followed Jesus along the road.” 

Bartimaeus had an explosion of faith as verse 50 would seem to indicate.  He is suddenly not acting like a blind man.  Since when to blind people toss their coat aside as though it would be easy to find later?  Only rarely do you see a blind person jump or run, but this one did.  There was no doubt in his mind what was going to happen. Jesus acknowledged as much when he said, YOUR faith has healed you.  (More particularly, it was his faith in Jesus that healed him.  Jesus was the healer but the man’s faith was the catalyst that allowed it to happen.)


I think it is worth noting that this experience did not happen in a vacuum.  Jericho was on one of the main routes from Galilee to Jerusalem via the Jordan River Valley.  As pilgrims traveled, they naturally told the stories of what was happening around Galilee with Jesus.   Each story Bartimaeus heard was a preparation for faith to take hold in his heart.

Leaving Jericho we follow the pilgrim road including a portion of the old Roman road.  It is a tough climb if you are walking but our bus rolls right along.  There is some notorious history in this wilderness area as well as some glorious history.  The wilderness is where Jesus spent 40 days fasting after having been baptized in the Jordan and anointed with the Holy Spirit.  He was tempted by the devil but overcame with the word of God.


The notorious history is that robbers have often taken advantage of pilgrims on this road since it is so isolated.  One of my old books from the 1800s has the story of a group who hired local guards to go with them to Jerusalem.  As it turned out, when the robbers showed up the guards fled and only returned after everything was over.


Jesus told his story of the Good Samaritan set in this same location as recorded in Luke 10:25-37.  “On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. "Teacher," he asked, "what must I do to inherit eternal life?" 26 "What is written in the Law?" he replied. "How do you read it?" 27 He answered: "'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind'; and, 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'" 28 "You have answered correctly," Jesus replied. "Do this and you will live." 29 But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, "And who is my neighbor?" 30 In reply Jesus said: "A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he fell into the hands of robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. 31 A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. 32 So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33 But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. 34 He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, took him to an inn and took care of him. 35 The next day he took out two silver coins and gave them to the innkeeper. 'Look after him,' he said, 'and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.' 36 "Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?" 37 The expert in the law replied, "The one who had mercy on him." Jesus told him, "Go and do likewise."  (NIV)

There are few stories better known or more loved.  We really like what Jesus said here.  He said to love God and to love our neighbor as ourselves.  These are the keys to pleasing God.  What we like about those requirements is their squishiness.   What exactly does it mean to love God and what does it mean to love our neighbor.  We do both, so long as no one tries to get too technical in defining the terms.

Our fuzziness is quite like the ancient expert.  He wanted to get out of responsibility so he started a discussion.  Ask a question.  That always messes up the tester.  “Who is my neighbor?”

The answer that Jesus gave did not mention the word love again.  He just told a story.  It was a story of doing. Who was neighbor to the hurting man?  37 “The expert in the law replied, "The one who had mercy on him." Jesus told him, "Go and do likewise."  


In the end, it is about being a neighbor toward those who are in need.  In reality, this was not new teaching.  The Bible had always had an emphasis upon this.  What is love?  First, be a neighbor to someone in need.  Second, “Go and do likewise.  Third, Love is not a feeling but it is doing something. Isaiah said “When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide my eyes from you; even if you offer many prayers, I will not listen. Your hands are full of blood; 16 wash and make yourselves clean. Take your evil deeds out of my sight! Stop doing wrong, 17 learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow.”
  You can see that all those things are actions to be taken in behalf of others.

Driving through the wilderness you can see how barren things are although the hills can be covered in green during the raining months ending in March with many wildflowers blooming in the desert.  By April, the hills are already turned brown will remain so until late November.

Leaving the wilderness it seems we suddenly burst into Jerusalem.  Upon arrival in the city we turn to the right end of the ridge which is Mount Scopus.  Had we turned left the ridge would be called the Mount of Olives.  From Mount Scopus we are looking at Jerusalem from the northern side.  Over the centuries virtually every attack upon the city has originated on the north.  I am thinking particularly of the Roman Emperor Titus in 70 AD as well as the Crusaders in 1099.


For our next Bible lesson I would like to turn to Acts 3.  1 One day Peter and John were going up to the temple at the time of prayer-- at three in the afternoon. 2 Now a man crippled from birth was being carried to the temple gate called Beautiful, where he was put every day to beg from those going into the temple courts. 3 When he saw Peter and John about to enter, he asked them for money. 4 Peter looked straight at him, as did John. Then Peter said, "Look at us!" 5 So the man gave them his attention, expecting to get something from them. 6 Then Peter said, "Silver or gold I do not have, but what I have I give you. In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk." 7 Taking him by the right hand, he helped him up, and instantly the man's feet and ankles became strong. 8 He jumped to his feet and began to walk. Then he went with them into the temple courts, walking and jumping, and praising God. 9 When all the people saw him walking and praising God, 10 they recognized him as the same man who used to sit begging at the temple gate called Beautiful, and they were filled with wonder and amazement at what had happened to him. 

Peter and John were attending the evening service. Outside the Temple, evening prayers could lawfully be said any time after 12:30, according to the Rabbis.
  Inside the Temple, the service began at 2:30 with the slaying of the lamb.  At 3:30 the priests would lay the lamb upon the altar.  It would be accompanied by the offering of incense and prayers.  That service would go on until about four in the afternoon.  If they came for the time of prayer, it would actually be around 3:30, but they were there early.


From this passage we could emphasize healing.  Healing is an important signature of Salvation according to Heb 2:3-4 “This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. 4 God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.”


We could also emphasize testimony.  The healed man was not silent.  If he had been silent the impact would have been tiny.   When we are silent, or keep the testimony inside the walls of the church, we limit what God wants to accomplish through the signs that he gives us.


I would like to use the gate itself as my launching point.  This gate for me has been a little confusing.  Things that I read seemed to be contradictory.  I thought I must be a bit thick headed not to get it clear.  What I finally discovered was that it isn’t just me.  There is scholarly disagreement as to which gate is actually the gate called “beautiful.”


Wikipedia came through for me with this summary:  “Attempts by scholars to agree on the identity of the gate by one of its recognized names have met with little success although both the upper inner gate, the Nicanor, and the lower outer gate, the Shushan, have been suggested as candidates. The Greek adjective used to name the gate (w`rai,oj) can be defined as '1. happening or coming at the right time —2. beautiful, fair, lovely'. Some scholars believe the word may refer more to ripeness than to beauty. 


In addition to these, scholars also suggest the Golden Gate as a candidate. If you visit Jerusalem today you can enter the Old City by one of seven gates.  Most gates are related to directions.  Jaffa Gate faces West towards Tel Aviv and Joppa. The Damascus Gate is on the North side as if you were leaving for Syria and Damascus. The Eastern Gate faces East. The Zion Gate is on Mt. Zion. Other gates relate to their function such as the Dung Gate, the Water Gate, and maybe even the Sheep Gate (or, St. Stephen's Gate, or Lion's Gate.)  
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The present walls and gates were built around 1540 by Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent after the Ottoman conquest of Israel. The coin shown here was in my collection until I sold it to a friend last Christmas. It is Suleiman’s coin with the obverse legend containing the Sultan's titles. The reverse reads 'Sultan Suleyman Shah son of Selim Khan', followed by the mint and date.  He built all the present gates except the Eastern Gate also called the Golden Gate. 

The Golden Gate is the most important and most impressive gate in Jerusalem, and the only visible entrance to the city of Jerusalem from the East. This oldest of all the gates to the city was the only one not rebuilt by Suleiman the Magnificent in AD 1539-42. Monolithic stones in the wall just above ground have been identified as 6th Century BC masonry from the time of Nehemiah, (Biblical Archaeological Review [BAR], Mar/Apr 1992, p40). 

The ancient Eastern gate to Jerusalem could be the one mentioned as the "Beautiful Gate" in Acts 3. The term Golden Gate may have been derived from the Latin Vulgate version of the Bible:  "In the earliest Greek New Testament, the word for 'beautiful' is oraia. When Jerome translated the New Testament into Latin in the 4th Century he changed the Greek oraia into the similar sounding Latin aurea, rather than to the Latin word for 'beautiful.' So the Latin Vulgate text read 'Golden Gate' instead of 'Beautiful Gate.'" (BAR, Jan/Feb 1983, p.27).

The Golden Gate has long interested many Muslims, most Jews and Christians as the place of the Last Judgment. Historically, judgments were rendered in the gates of the city (Gen. 19:1, 23:10, for instance). Since the Messiah was to come from the East (Matthew 24:27), it was concluded that his judgment would be at the Eastern Gate. Some Muslims place Allah's final judgment at this location also. Jews link the Messiah's arrival with this gate and Christians have for centuries associated the Golden Gate with Palm Sunday and also with the Second Coming (Luke 19:35-38).

Jews expect the Messiah to come through the Golden Gate, Muslims also expect Jesus to return to our world at the end of the age to participate in the final judgment. Christians believe it will be Jesus Christ who will conduct that final judgment. Zechariah 14:4-5 clearly states that the Messiah of Israel will return to Jerusalem from the summit of the Mount of Olives and then surely proceed into Jerusalem from the East, in the direction of the Golden Gate.

Muslims compare the final judgment of mankind to the crossing of a narrow knife blade which stretches from a mountain (the Mount of Olives is often mentioned in Arab legend) to the "gate of heaven." This knife-edged bridge evidently spans the Kidron Valley - as did an ancient stone bridge in Roman times.

Because of the Messianic association with the Golden Gate - which clearly symbolizes both judgment and mercy because of the Arabic names attached to the gate - adherents to all three faiths have wanted to be buried as close as possible to the Golden Gate. 

This gate is the one that Ezekiel saw where God’s glory filled the temple.  It seems to be a future prophecy.  (Ezekiel 43:1-5) “Then the man brought me to the gate facing east, 2 and I saw the glory of the God of Israel coming from the east. His voice was like the roar of rushing waters, and the land was radiant with his glory. 3 The vision I saw was like the vision I had seen when he came to destroy the city and like the visions I had seen by the Kebar River, and I fell facedown. 4 The glory of the LORD entered the temple through the gate facing east. 5 Then the Spirit lifted me up and brought me into the inner court, and the glory of the LORD filled the temple.” 

The Golden Gate was walled up by the Arabs in the year 810. It has remained closed now for nearly 12 centuries.  Prophecy suggests this gate is to remain shut until some future day.  Ezekiel 44:1-3 reads, “Then the man brought me back to the outer gate of the sanctuary, the one facing east, and it was shut. 2 The LORD said to me, "This gate is to remain shut. It must not be opened; no one may enter through it. It is to remain shut because the LORD, the God of Israel, has entered through it. 3 The prince himself is the only one who may sit inside the gateway to eat in the presence of the LORD. He is to enter by way of the portico of the gateway and go out the same way." 

We have, then, considerable association with this gate as relating to the last judgment. 

Matthew 25 has Jesus describing what the judgment will be like.  (Matt 25:31-46)  "When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. 32 All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 33 He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 34 "Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. 35 For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, 36 I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.' 37 "Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39 When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?' 40 "The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.' 41 "Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42 For I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43 I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after me.' 44 "They also will answer, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?'   45 "He will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.' 46 "Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life."  


Acts 3 has Peter and John without silver or gold standing in front of a man who hopes for alms.  With no money they give him something even better. If the Golden Gate is the beautiful gate of Acts 3, and if it is the place where the judgment of Matthew 25 will take place, then we have an interesting intersection of almsgiving stories at this gate.


The Feast of Tabernacles reminds us of God tabernacling with Israel in the wilderness and prophetically speaks of his return in the future.  There is a possible connection of the Beautiful Gate of Acts 3 with the Feast of Tabernacles.  Here I am relying upon “The Journal of Biblical Studies” and an article by Rick Strelan called “Keys to the Gate Beautiful.” 


He says, “The first key is to read the adjective w`rai,oj not in its aesthetic sense of “beauty”, but according to its common meaning, “ripe”; the second, to locate Acts 3:1-10 as taking place during the Feast of Tabernacles (Sukkoth); and the third key is to use the Hallel Psalms, recited during Tabernacles, as a text through which to read the passage. 

First, Strelan notes that gates were often named after their functions.  The water gate was named for a particular ceremony of Tabernacles.  He thinks the particular name, “ripe” is for a particular occasion, also probably that of Tabernacles. Pentecost appears to have passed (2:43-47) and the next major festival in the Jewish calendar for which it was expected that all male Jews should go to the Temple was Tabernacles. The adjective w`rai,oj is used in the Septuagint (and elsewhere) of trees, fruit, speech, vessels, apparel, the messianic king, and other persons.  But it is used very commonly to indicate “ripeness”. Josephus uses it regularly of ripe fruit (Ant 2.83 and 8.153, for example) including the ripe fruit that grew from Aaron’s rod (Ant 4.65).  The word w`rai,oj is also used of first-fruit festivals, not only in Jewish literature in relation to festivals like Castullus and Tabernacles, but also in Greek festivals. At the Jewish Castullus festival, people brought “vessels filled with every different species of fruit borne by fruit-bearing trees” into the Temple, as required by Deuteronomy 26:1-2. These pointed-bottom vessels were called “castulli”, and were used to carry “the fruits of the season” (ta. w`rai/a, Spec. Laws, 2.220). Josephus also knows of the command to bring “the ripe fruits” (ta. w`rai/a) to the Temple in thanksgiving to God for his rescue of Israel from Egypt (Ant 4.241-43). 

The Feast of Tabernacles was celebrated to give thanks for the produce of the land. On the first day of this eight-day festival, pilgrims brought the ripened tree fruit to the Temple. Lev 23:40 commands: “You shall take on the first day the fruit of goodly trees branches of palm trees, and boughs of leafy trees, and willows of the brook; and you shall rejoice before the Lord your God seven days”. 
Strelan suggests that the gate or door through which they entered for that festival “is the one called Ripe.”  In other words, the gate is so-named because ripe fruit was carried through it. 

I would add to Strelan’s analysis that the Feast of Tabernacles is also about the coming of the Lord and remains a prophetically unfulfilled Feast.

Second, Strelan points to the language to suggest the event happened at the Feast of Tabernacles.  Peter and John “were going up into the Temple” at the ninth hour of prayer. The verb is a “standing formula” for going to Jerusalem and to the Temple especially for a feast.  The ninth hour probably refers to the daily afternoon sacrifice (tamid) offered in the Temple, as commanded in Ex 29:38-41. Such sacrifices were maintained also throughout the Festivals and, in fact, “the supplies of the sacrifices are more numerous” at Tabernacles (Philo, Spec. Laws I.189). 

The type of healing may have relationship to the Feast.  The beggar cannot walk and the Apostles don’t have an offering.  The Talmud lists the lame among those who were not “bound to appear” at the Temple during the major festivals. The Mishnah specifically states that those “unable to go up by foot” were exempt from temple attendance (Hag 2a), and it argues from Ex 23:14 that “the pilgrim must have use of both feet” (Hag 3a). Thus “going by foot” or “walking” was a significant aspect of pilgrimage to the festivals. In order to participate in a feast, a man had to be able to walk - something the lame man of Acts 3 cannot do. 
Peter and John are expected to have thank-offerings with them and they are expected to give alms. But they claim to have no “silver or gold”.  It is possible that Peter is saying that he does not have the offering that festival pilgrims were expected to make. Beth Shammai held that the pilgrimage offering must be worth at least two pieces of silver and the festal offering at least one ma’ah of silver. If Peter is referring to this offering, then why does he not have the obligatory “silver and gold” as he goes into the Temple?

A beggar who cannot participate because he cannot walk and two Apostles who cannot participate because they have no offering find other ways to celebrate Tabernacles.  With the miracle, the man who could not walk is now “walking and leaping and praising God.” The Apostles had no offering, but the Holy Spirit was tabernacling with them.  God was with them on Temple Mount as he will be with us some day when he returns.
“Walking” is particularly significant at Tabernacles.  Tabernacles was the feast at which “all the people” – and not only the priests – “walked around the altar” once every day and seven times on the seventh day of the Feast (Suk 43b). As they walked, they would recite from Ps 118:25: “We beseech You, O Lord, save now; we beseech You, O Lord, make us now to prosper” (Suk 45a).
“Leaping” is also significant since it is synonymous with dancing. The Feast of Tabernacles was marked by joyous celebration that followed the afternoon prayer, the evening sacrifice, and the rejoicing at the place of water-drawing (Suk 53a), and central to that celebration was dancing. The Talmud says that at Tabernacles “men of piety and good deeds used to dance before them with lighted torches in their hands, and sing songs and praises”, and Levites “without number” accompanied the songs with many instruments, including the trumpet (Suk 51b). 
Isaiah 35:6 prophesies that when God acts in glory and for Israel’s salvation, “then shall the lame man leap like the hart.”  The Acts 3 miracle happening at Tabernacles might have been interpreted by some as a sign of the age-to-come as Jesus said in Matthew 2:4.  For Israel, joy at Tabernacles was an obligation since “the Lord will bless you ... so that you will be altogether joyful” (Deut 16:15). 

In Acts 3, the ripe fruit of the Gospel was brought into the Temple with great rejoicing signalling that the Kingdom of Jesus had indeed come to Israel.

� Isaiah 1:15-17


�Information on the prayer service comes from Edersheim, Alfred, The Temple, Its Ministries and Services, (Grand Rapids:  Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 1986) page 144.


� Taken from an article by Lambert Dolphin.


� Roman gold coins were called aureus.  





