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Dedication
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To my new son, Curt—
If I could have looked the world over for a life partner for my firstborn,
I would have chosen you. No need. God already had.
My dear Curt, as I wrote this study, I often thought how very much you
favor the apostle John. You are a true man of vision, driven to the Logos
by godly affection. You are the essence of a deeply beloved disciple.
I love you.
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The Beloved Disciple explores one of the most intriguing relationships in history, between Jesus and His youngest apostle, and it traces the life of that young follower. John would certainly qualify as one of the most fascinating characters in Scripture. He anonymously penned the Gospel that most people consider their favorite. He identified himself only as the “disciple whom Jesus loved.” He took the other Gospel accounts of Jesus the Messiah and wrote as if to say, “You've heard what Jesus did, now let me show you who He really was.” Thus John shows us the cosmic Christ who created the world, died to redeem it, and lives to reclaim it.

The apostle John's life includes unbelievable moments of courage and greatness. Of the twelve, only John stayed near for the crucifixion, and he became the recipient of the capstone of Scripture: the Revelation. John walked in the inner circle with Jesus to places like the Mount of Transfiguration and the resurrection chamber of Jairus' daughter (Luke 8:51), yet between those mountaintops John experienced many long years when others stood in the limelight. From this disciple we gain an intimate and personal perspective of both Jesus and of a beloved follower.

So come along with me for a wonderful journey with the apostle John. Together we'll scale the heights and plumb the depths. My prayer is that in the process we'll come to identify personally with this long-lived follower of Christ. In the end, I hope you'll make the discovery that he did so long ago—the discovery that affection counts for more than ambition. That loving and being loved by Jesus matters more than all that the world can obtain or contain.

I hope you love your journey because I love you.


Part 1

FRESH WINDS
OVER GALILEE
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I love new beginnings. Don't you? I am honored to embark on this new beginning with someone like you. Let's count on God to take us places with Him we've never been and accomplish a work we didn't know He could. As James and John cast their nets on the sun-kissed waters of the Galilee, they had no idea the Son of God was casting His net for them. Soon they'd find themselves caught by His call and compelled by His love. Let's allow the same divine affection to catch us as we, too, are called to be disciples of Jesus Christ.


Chapter 1

SINCE THAT TIME

The Law and the Prophets were proclaimed until John. Since that time,
the good news of the kingdom of God is being preached. (Luke 16:16)
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The year was A.D. 28, give or take a few. For a chosen people who hadn't heard a word from God in four centuries, life was pretty good. The Jews had covered their insecurities with a blanket of sameness. The absence of a fresh encounter with God had them clutching to what they had left—the Law. Interesting, isn't it? The Hebrew people climbed to the summit of their legalism during the silent years between Malachi and Matthew. That's what really religious people do when they don't have much of a relationship with God.

In those days sons followed in their father's footsteps. Girls had no need of formal education. After all, they would simply grow up and do exactly as their mothers had done. The devoted uttered the same prayer in the morning that had fallen from their lips the last time the sun came up. Tomorrow would repeat the process.

Courtesy of a Herod who desperately needed their favor, the Jewish people finally had their temple, and, boy, was it a beaut. For the most part, they had things just the way they wanted them.

The Hebrew people wanted to know what they could expect out of life, so they formed themselves an expectation and enforced it with a vengeance. They arranged life the way they wanted it, threw it over their heads like a security blanket, and hid from change.

I can relate. I've done the same thing a few times.

If anyone questioned the status quo, the committed acted like the blanket had always been right there. No doubt many ascribed to the same prevailing attitude described by 2 Peter 3:4 many years later: “Ever since our fathers died, everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation.”

But they were wrong. Since the beginning of creation, things have never simply gone on. A plan of inconceivable perfection has been under careful execution. Always. Even in the silent years of Israel's history, God was never inactive.

We have no idea how busy God's hands are even when His mouth seems closed. Where God is concerned, silence never equals slumber. For those of us looking for an overall grasp of what the God of the universe is doing with planet Earth, few titles of Christ are more significant than those issued from His own mouth in Revelation 22:13. He is “the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End.”

I cannot describe how impressed I am with the manifold perfections and consistencies of Scripture. The book that unfolds with the words “in the beginning” draws to a conclusion with the One who declares Himself both that very Beginning and the End. Life on this planet had a precisely executed beginning, and it will have a certain end. He who planned them both to perfection did not leave everything in between to go on as it would...or as it always had.

God in heaven has a will for this Earth. Before He ever uttered, “Let there be light,” every day of His kingdom calendar from beginning to end was filled with events. Man can refuse to cooperate, but he cannot keep God from executing the critical events on His schedule. And thankfully, no amount of tradition can stop God when He has a mind to change things.

Just about the time the establishment got things the way they wanted and swore they had always been, someone had the gall to stick his head out from under the security blanket. Sooner or later he'd lose his head for doing it, but in the meantime he'd shake a few things up. Don't miss the implication of a very deliberate God keeping a precise schedule on a kingdom calendar. Luke 3:1–2 says, “In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar...during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas” something very critical happened. The word of God came to a man named John.

Somehow John got labeled “the Baptist,” but “the preacher” would fit better. He came declaring, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire” (Luke 3:7–9).

I began this chapter with a quote out of Christ's own mouth: “The Law and the Prophets were proclaimed until John. Since that time, the good news of the kingdom of God is being preached” (Luke 16:16). Jesus referred to the life of John as a pivot point of change on the kingdom calendar. After four hundred years of silence, suddenly the Word of God came.

After such a long wait to see God reveal Himself afresh to mortal creatures, I wonder if all of heaven hushed to hear it. Of course, those on earth didn't have to hush. The Baptizer talked nice and loud. Loud enough, in fact, that according to Matthew's version, Pharisees and Sadducees from Jerusalem went all the way to the fringe of the security blanket on the banks of the Jordan to see what all the commotion was about (Matt. 3:5, 7). Theirs were among the few heads that stayed dry that day. They held their security blankets over their heads to keep from getting doused in change.

Always one to swim against the current, John the Baptist's message traveled the Jordan upstream into the waters of a handful of fisherman in a village called Bethsaida. Drawn like fish to bait, several of them trekked to hear him and hung on every word he said. In fact, John 1:35 refers to them as disciples of John the Baptist.

Don't let the term disciples seem heretical to you. The label seems almost sacred to many of us in evangelical Christianity, but keep in mind the only thing that made the twelve disciples of Christ sacred was the One they followed. Disciple simply indicates a pupil and follower of someone's teaching.

Thankfully, John the Baptist turned out to be a man worth following precisely because they followed him straight to Jesus.

The religious leaders challenged the baptizer: “What do you say about yourself?” Who was he? Was he Elijah? Was he the Christ? Some other prophet? The preacher clearly declared, “I am the voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Make straight the way for the Lord’...I baptize with water...but among you stands one you do not know. He is the one who comes after me, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie” (John 1:22–23, 26–27). John the Baptist defined himself in two ways:

1. He was not the Christ.

2. He was the one sent to prepare for the Christ.

The question the religious leaders asked isn't a bad one for us to ask ourselves as we launch this boat together. So, what about you? What do you say about yourself? What we don't say in words, we ultimately say in deeds. Daily we say all sorts of things about ourselves. Sometimes what we say about ourselves is not necessarily accurate, but it's what we believe.

Trust me. I know about this one. I lived much of my life with a highly inaccurate estimation of who I wasn't and who I was. As a young person, I swung dizzily between feelings of “I am a victim and I'm not as good as anybody else” to “I'm no one's victim and I'm going to be better than everyone else.” As I stare at that brief testimony, I sigh at the recollection of it all. Believing and living a lie was so exhausting. What finally got me off of the swing? Learning to see myself in relationship to Jesus Christ.

Don't get the idea that I've arrived or that whatever I've learned so far hasn't been a process. I still struggled with my identity even as I got a little healthier. Still do at times. During my first years of ministry, I tried so hard to be just like my mentor and to do everything just as she did it.

Have you discovered that trying to be someone else is exhausting?

Because of Jesus, John knew who he was and who he wasn't. Who wasn't he? The Christ. Much of his public was plenty willing to hail him as the Messiah had he let them. He didn't.

So who was John the Baptist according to his own definition? “I am the voice of the one calling in the desert, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord.'” I find what he said about himself very refreshing. He understood the greatness of Christ and how unworthy he was in comparison, but he didn't give himself the value of an inchworm under a rock. His life had value through its connection to the Messiah. John the Baptist introduced a concept that another John will carry on for us throughout our travel together. Among many other things, we're going to learn how to define ourselves by our relationship to Jesus Christ. We'll arrive at an important place of maturity when we're able to accurately assess and articulate who we are...and who we are not.

As we try to compare ourselves to John the Baptist, we might be tempted to think, “Well, one thing is certain. No one's going to get me confused with Christ.” On the contrary, some people will try to make anyone with a semblance of spiritual maturity and identity their personal saviors.

Have you ever had anyone try to make a savior of sorts out of you? Our most convenient response might be shifting all responsibility to the poor, confused person. After all, can we help it if someone mistakes us for more than we are? John the Baptist's example might suggest that we can and must “help it” whenever possible. Like him, when circumstances and relationships call for appropriate reassessment, we don't want to fail to confess, but to confess freely, things such as


	“I'm so sorry if I've led you to believe otherwise, but I am not your salvation. I have no power to deliver you.”

	“I can't be our entire family's rock. If you're all standing on me for stability, we're all about to have a sinking spell.”

	“Not only do I not have all the answers; I'm still trying to figure out the questions.”



So do we just let everyone down? No, we ask them to let us down—right off that man-made pedestal of toothpicks. Our role in the lives of those God authentically sends our way for help is not altogether unlike John the Baptist's. We become a voice in their desert helping them prepare a way for the Lord.

I can't wait to see why God has invited me along on this journey. I have no preconceived notions. No idea where this study is going. An unknown adventure lies ahead of me as surely as it does for you. I've rarely been more excited about starting a study because I simply have no idea what awaits us.

I dearly love an adventure! I can't wait to see all the stops we'll make and all the keepsakes we'll pick up along the way. But when all is said and done, I have a feeling we will learn much about identity. Whose? Christ's and two of His very important disciples. One we'll meet in our next chapter. The other you can meet in the nearest mirror.

As we conclude this first chapter, let's form a baseline of our present perceived identity so we'll be able to draw comparisons as we get much further down the road on this journey. Please be completely honest. Just between God and you, who have you discovered that you aren't? And who have you discovered that you are?

I'm so glad you've joined me. Let's have a blast in the Word of God. We'll begin with a look at one of the most important elements in Jewish life...family.


Chapter 2

THE IDENTITY OF FAMILY

Going on from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of
Zebedee and his brother John. (Matthew 4:21)
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Family. Only God Himself could be more important. To the devout Jew, the familial could not be detached from the spiritual. God Himself wove the two together from the beginning when He created Eve as the complement to Adam (Gen. 2:21–22)—a spiritual act if you'll ever find one. Then, in Genesis 4:1, God added the first child to the mix.

Family life became synonymous with family problems almost from the start, but God never abandoned the concept. Indeed, family was a very good idea and became a powerful medium through which God has worked throughout history. The meshing of the familial and spiritual was emphasized so strongly in the Old Testament that space permits me only a few of many references: Exodus 12:25–27 says, “When you enter the land that the LORD will give you as he promised, observe this ceremony. And when your children ask you, ‘What does this ceremony mean to you?’ then tell them, ‘It is the Passover sacrifice to the LORD, who passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt and spared our homes when he struck down the Egyptians.'”

Joshua 4:5–7 says, “Go over before the ark of the LORD your God into the middle of the Jordan. Each of you is to take up a stone on his shoulder, according to the number of the tribes of the Israelites, to serve as a sign among you. In the future, when your children ask you, ‘What do these stones mean?’ tell them that the flow of the Jordan was cut off before the ark of the covenant of the LORD.”

Hebrew parents and children talked. The Lord did not say, “if your children ask you,” but, “when your children ask you.” Fathers were even more involved in the education of their children than were mothers. In a typical ancient Jewish home, communication was virtually constant; to remove the spiritual significance from their conversation would have served to nearly silence them.

You are probably Gentile by heritage, just as I am. Any time we study the life of someone steeped in an entirely different culture, we have to be very intentional about seeing them in their world rather than ours. We can make countless applications to our world but only after we have viewed the historical figure such as John in his or her own. Not only was ancient Orthodox Judaism an entirely different culture than ours, God made sure it compared to none. He did not want His nation to be like any others. I'll let God talk for Himself from Deuteronomy 14:1–2: “You are the children of the LORD your God...for you are a people holy to the LORD your God. Out of all the peoples on the face of the earth, the LORD has chosen you to be his treasured possession.”

The people we will study together were Jews at a time when Judaism had perhaps never been more Jewish. By this expression I mean that although they were under Roman rule, they enjoyed significant freedom to live out their culture. They were firmly established in their land and had their temple. Every sect of religious life was functioning at full throttle: the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and the teachers of the law, to name only a few.

Life in the Galilean villages of Capernaum and Bethsaida must have seemed light-years away from the hub of religious life amid Herod's temple in Jerusalem, but one thing varied little from Hebrew to Hebrew: YHWH* was life. Provider, Sustainer, Sovereign Creator of all things. To them, to have little thought of God was to have little thought at all.

Our John the apostle came from the rural land to the north. If the more sophisticated Jew in the Holy City thought the simple settlers on the Sea of Galilee envied him, he was surely mistaken. Neither was without the inevitable troubles that make living part of life. Each had his preferences. Each had a point of view. One awakened to the brilliance of the sun dancing off the gleaming walls of the temple. The other saw the sun strolling on the surface of the lake. A fisherman would have been hard to convince that the glory of God dwelled more powerfully in a building made of stone than in a bright pink and purple sunset over the Sea of Galilee. I know this for a fact. I live with a fisherman.

Two pairs of sons grew up not far from each other on the northern tip of the Sea of Galilee. Four pairs of feet earned their calluses on the pebbles of a familiar shore. From the time their sons were knee-high to them, Zebedee and Jonah were responsible not only for making sure their rambunctious offspring didn't drown but for harnessing their insatiable curiosity with their trades. The fathers were the walking day-care centers for their sons, and their sons' mothers would be expecting them home in one piece before dusk or after a long night of fishing.

Peter, Andrew, James, and John. They were trees planted by streams of water being raised to bring forth their own fruit in season (Ps. 1:3). If those fathers had only known what would become of their sons, I wonder if they would have raised them any differently. Come to think of it, I doubt it. They were simple men with one simple goal: to teach their sons all they knew.

Our task is to piece together what our protagonist's life might have been like in childhood and youth before a Lamb came and turned it upside down. We first meet John on the pages of the New Testament in Matthew 4:21. There we read that the fishing boat contained “James son of Zebedee and his brother John.”

Scholars are almost unanimous in their assumption that John was the younger brother of James. In the earlier references, he is listed after his brother, James, which was often an indication of birth order in Scripture and other ancient Eastern literature.

In their world, if any name existed more common than James (a hellenized form of Iakob or Jacob), it was John. Since the family used the Hebrew language, they actually called him Jehohanan. It may sound a little fancier, but the name was as common as could be. I don't get the feeling James and John were the kinds of boys about whom the neighbors mused, “I can't wait to see what they'll turn out to be. Mark my word. They'll be something special!” Those who watched them grow up assumed the sons of Zebedee would be fisherman. Just like their father.

If we're right and James was the older brother, he held the coveted position in the family birth order. Special rights and privileges belonged to him as well as a birthright that assured him a double portion of his father's estate. The firstborn was a leader in the family, commanding a certain amount of respect for a position he did nothing to earn. John? He was just the little brother.

Most of us have experienced the ambiguity of being known by little more than our relationship to someone else. I love being Keith Moore's wife, Amanda and Melissa's mother, and Curt's mother-in-law, but that's probably because I've lived enough of life to figure out who I am. I can remember feeling lost in a whole line of siblings growing up. I have fond memories of my mother calling me every name in our big family but mine. I often grinned while she scrambled for the right one and then, exasperated, finally would say, “If I'm looking at you, I'm talking to you!” I'd giggle, “Yes, ma'am!” and run off while she was still doing her best to remember what my name was.

What about you? Can you identify? Have you been identified by your relationship to others?

Some things about parenting must be universal. Surely Zebedee looked straight at Jehohanan and accidentally called him Iakob at times. If so, would young John have been the type to let it go unnoticed, or might he have said, “Abba! I am Jehohanan!” These are thoughts I love to explore imaginatively when studying a character.

Either way John was no doubt accustomed to being Zebedee's other son and James's little brother. However common his name, the meaning was extraordinary: “God has been gracious.” 1 Growing up on the shore of Jesus' favorite sea, John had no idea at this point just how gracious God had been. He would soon get a glimpse.

John may have been an ordinary name for an ordinary boy; but based on maternal persuasions through the ages, we can be fairly certain he was extraordinary to his mother. We will discover later in our journey that she considered nothing too good for her sons. Who was this woman anyway, this wife of Zebedee and mother of James and John?

Let's look ahead just a moment for the sake of her identification. By comparing Matthew 27:55–56 and Mark 15:40, we learn that her name was probably Salome. Most scholars I have researched believe John's mother is positively identified by name in the latter verse. Some scholars go as far as saying that Salome was actually Jesus' mother Mary's sister, based on a comparison of John 19:25: “Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother, his mother's sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene.”

As you can see, we have no way of knowing if John identified three different women or four. Mary the wife of Clopas could have been the one identified as Jesus' maternal aunt, but two daughters in one family with the name Mary seems a little peculiar. On the other hand, to draw an airtight conclusion that Salome was Mary's sister from comparing lists like these is probably risky. Although I don't doubt the families may have known each other and even been somehow related, I tend to agree with R. Alan Culpepper, who wrote, “Surely, if John had been Jesus' first cousin, this relationship would have been recognized more prominently in the early Christian traditions about the apostle.” 2

As you and I will learn in the coming chapters, a fair amount of tradition was recorded by the early church fathers about John, but we find little mention of him being Jesus' maternal cousin. I am certainly no expert, but from what I have gleaned from those who are, I will write from the basis that familiarity probably existed between the two families; however, I'm not convinced of blood relationship. Thankfully, at the cross, all those who wished to have relationship with Jesus Christ became blood relatives.

I have made very few sacrifices to do what God has called me to do. Without a doubt, Christ is the one who made the significant sacrifices. One occasional sacrifice brings me small waves of heartache from time to time. I don't get many opportunities to cultivate new relationships of great personal depth. I am a people person. I can sit in a shopping mall happy as a clam to become a student of people who walk past me! When I drive by a house in the country, I always want to know what the people inside are like. I love people! But seasonally my calling pulls me away from studying and exploring the uniqueness of individuals with any depth.

I have just realized as if hit with a sudden burst of revelation that in-depth Bible study focused primarily on the life of one figure is an utterly creative way God has given me to do two things I love most. In this hideaway office where I must be alone with God to write, I'm about to get to know a “new” person very well. You are too!

______________________________

* YHWH is the divine name of God, never pronounced by the Jews; in English it is often referred to as Yahweh or Jehovah.


Chapter 3

FOR THEY
WERE FISHERMAN

Without delay he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat
with the hired men and followed him. (Mark 1:20)
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Passover was just around the corner. * Soon the hillcrest of Eremos in northern Galilee would be covered in red anemones and blue iris. Spring had finally arrived but not a moment too soon for a band of fisherman who spent their days on the water.

Winter temperatures ranging anywhere from fifty to sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit during the daytime may not seem so cold to landlubbers, but fisherman have a different point of view. Sometimes their wet, sandaled feet felt like blocks of ice, and their fingers were so frigid they would temporarily lose their dexterity. During the winter season they spent their few hours at home trying to get the chill off their bones. Just about the time they thawed, the boat had to be pushed from shore back into the water. They were fortunate to get any sunshine at all.

The Sea of Galilee is a freshwater lake called by three other names in Scripture: the Sea of Chinnereth, which is the Hebrew word for “harp-shaped” and describes the general outline of the lake; 1 the Lake of Gennesaret, named for a fertile plain nearby; and the Sea of Tiberias, associated with the capital of Herod Antipas.

At the time Andrew, Peter, James, and John were casting their nets on those waters, a vigorous fishing industry was booming all over the lake. Many villages populated the shores of this body of water. Not only was it the food basket of the region; the sight was breathtaking. It still is. The surrounding hills cup the lake like water in the palm of a large hand. I've seen with my own eyes how the early spring sunrise hangs lazily in the clinging winter mist. Since the first time I saw the Sea of Galilee, I understood why Christ seemed to favor the villages near its shore over the metropolis of Jerusalem.

Bethsaida lies at the northern tip where the Jordan River feeds the lake. The name Bethsaida means “house of fishing,” 2 and it lived up to its name. The Sea of Galilee boasts eighteen species of fish, 3 so fishing could be profitable almost anywhere. Near Bethsaida the warm springs at the foot of the Eremos hill bubbled into the lake, attracting the fish looking for a blanket in winter. The fish that have since been labeled “Peter's fish” are tropical and often swarm the warmer temperatures where the springs flow into the lake, giving our fisherman a decided advantage over many of their competitors.

We know for a fact that Andrew and Peter were from Bethsaida, and we can safely assume Zebedee also raised his sons in the village since they were all partners. As we will soon discover, at some point Andrew and Peter moved to nearby Capernaum where Peter lived with his wife and mother-in-law (Mark 1:21, 29). We don't know for certain which of the two villages housed James and John at this point in their lives, but we do know they all continued to work together.

Obviously Zebedee was the one who owned the fishing enterprise. We read in Mark 1:20 that James and John “left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men.” While I don't want to intimate that Zebedee was wealthy (since few villagers were), we'd probably be mistaken to think him poor. The reference to the hired servants tells us that he owned his own business and was profitable enough to have servants in addition to two healthy and able sons. Both boats might easily have been in his ownership. Peter and Andrew could have fished from one (which was considered “theirs,” Luke 5:3) while a little farther away (Mark 1:19) James and John fished from another.

God wisely equipped us with four Gospels because we learn far more from hearing several accounts of anything especially noteworthy. The facts one writer included may not have been noted by another because each point of view was tinted by the individual's perspective and priorities. While writing Jesus the One and Only, I learned I could almost always expect Luke to be a little more specific than the other Gospel writers, which made perfect sense to me. He was a doctor, and a good doctor pays attention to details. You'll find this principle to hold true in the passage at hand.

In his fifth chapter Luke recorded the call of Peter, Andrew, James, and John. Simon Peter told Jesus that they had fished all night. Obviously our little band of fisherman worked the graveyard shift at times. I can only think of one thing worse than fishing in the cold. That would be not catching anything. It happens to the best of fisherman. When it happens to my husband Keith, I always ask him the typical sanguine woman question: But did you have fun with your friends anyway? My personality is given to the philosophy that the question is not so much whether you succeeded or failed but if you have fun in the process. I wish I had a picture of Keith's face when I ask him that question. I'd put it in the margin for your amusement.

I can go no further without musing over Christ's divinely uncanny ability to waltz right into a life and turn it upside down, inside out, and every which way but loose. Just think how many times those fishermen had prepared and cast their nets together. Picture how many years they had practiced a routine. They weren't fishing for the pure enjoyment of it as my husband does. Fishing was their job. I don't doubt they loved it as most men would, but don't think for a moment it wasn't work.

Peter answered Jesus, “Master, we've worked hard all night and haven't caught anything.” They worked hard. Day in. Day out. Then one day Jesus walked up and everything changed.

Oh, beloved, isn't that exactly like Him? Jesus walks right up, catches us in the act of being—again today—exactly who we were yesterday, and offers to turn our routine into adventure. Hallelujah! Have you allowed Christ to do that for you? If you're bored with life and stuck in a rut of routine, you may have believed in Christ, but you may not yet have agreed to follow Him. Christ is a lot of things, but boring? Not on your life! Life with Him is a great adventure.

You don't necessarily have to leave behind what you do if He proves your present course to be His will, but I assure you He will have you leave the boredom and routine of it behind. When Jesus Christ takes over our lives, things get exciting! Consider where you are in this present season of your life. Keep in mind that even our “spiritual” or religious practices can become very routine. Also keep in mind that living in what we'll call the Great Adventure doesn't mean you don't have challenges or even times of suffering, but it means that you can “see” and take part in the breathtaking work of Christ in your life.

Notice that Simon called Jesus “Master.” We can assume that these fishermen had familiarity with Jesus. John's Gospel clarifies by telling of an earlier encounter. Two disciples were with John the Baptizer (John 1:35). Verse 40 identifies one as Andrew. As a rule John did not identify himself in his writings. Many scholars believe that John the disciple was the other. We know for certain that Peter met Christ at this earlier time because John 1:42 tells us Andrew brought him to meet Jesus.

The words “Jesus looked at him and said…” put chills up my spine. According to Strong's Concordance the Greek word for “looked” means “to look on, i.e. to observe fixedly, or (absolutely) to discern clearly.” 4 I think Christ looked Peter straight in the eyes with a penetrating look that could have drilled a hole through him and said, “‘You are Simon son of John. You will be called Cephas’ (which, when translated, is Peter).”

To our knowledge Peter and the other fishermen didn't receive their call from Jesus until after the encounter recorded in John 1. Without a doubt, at the time of the Luke 5 event, Peter, Andrew, James, and John knew Christ at least by reputation based on John the Baptist's faithful ministry, and at least several of them knew Him by a prior encounter. When Jesus approached them at their boats, they were primed and readied by God—even if through a short period of time—to leave everything behind and follow Christ anywhere.

I'd like to suggest that just as James and John were preparing their nets, they themselves had been prepared. The word preparing in Mark 1:19 can also mean “repairing.” The exact same word is used in Galatians 6:1 for restoring a fallen brother. Oh, how thankful I am that the same God who prepares also repairs and restores. At this season of your life, what do you sense you need most: preparation for a fresh work of God? repair from a tear? restoration from a “fall”?

Joshua 3:5 contains a wonderful challenge: “Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the LORD will do amazing things among you.” God can perform a miracle in any one of us at any time, but amazing things happen when you and I are willing to get prepared for a mighty work of God. Included in that mighty work will most assuredly be what we need most—whether a fresh work, a repair, or a full-scale restoration.

As we get to know John and see events through his eyes, I trust God will be preparing us also. Let's allow God to consecrate us and lay the groundwork for something spectacular. I pray that by the time we reach the last half of this study, God will be amazing and astonishing to us. Right this moment, let Jesus look you straight in the eyes and tell you that He knows who you are and who He wants to make you.

We'll see that John followed Jesus on some amazing paths. Are you willing to follow Him? That's the only way you and I will ever discover the One who calls us and the one we were born to be. Child, a great adventure awaits you.

______________________________

* This time frame is strictly a deduction I have made from comparing time references in John 1:43, John 2:1, and John 2:12–13. I could certainly be mistaken if time lapses existed that weren't noted in these portions of Scripture.


Chapter 4

OLD TIES AND NEW TIES

After this he went down to Capernaum with his mother and brothers and
his disciples. There they stayed for a few days. (John 2:12)
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Jesus walked up to the four fishermen at the shore. How do you picture Christ's expression and demeanor as He called them to follow Him? How do you think Peter and Andrew felt about Jesus also stopping by the second boat and calling James and John? Keep in mind the partnership they shared in business. Do you think the sight of Peter and Andrew accompanying Christ had any kind of impact on the response of James and John?

Mark 1:20 tells us, “Without delay he called them [James and John], and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men and followed him.” How do you think Zebedee reacted? Just so you're exploring all the options, keep in mind that Zebedee probably had some familiarity with Jesus. At the same time, don't forget he was a strong Jewish father with his own plans for his sons. What do you think?

I'm so glad God chose to include the name of James and John's father in Scripture. He wasn't just any man. He wasn't just any father. He was Zebedee. He had a name. He had feelings. He had plans. He was probably close enough to each of his sons' births to hear Salome, his young, inexperienced wife, cry out in pain. He probably wept when he was told he had a son. And then another. No doubt, he praised God for such grace. Daughters were loved, but every man needed a son to carry on the family line, after all.

Two fine sons. That's what Zebedee had. He named them himself. They played in his shadow until they were old enough to work; and if I know anything about teenage boys, they still played plenty behind his back even when they were supposed to be working. Just about the time Zebedee grew exasperated with them, he'd look in their faces and see himself.

At the time when Christ called James and John, I have a feeling they had never been more pleasure or more support. Life is curious. Just about the time you get to reap some of the fruit of your parenting labors, the young, flourishing tree gets transplanted elsewhere.

Keith and I are in the season of life I'm describing. Our daughters have never been more delightful, never been any easier to care for, and never had more to offer in terms of company and stimulating conversation. The summers of their college years have been great fun, and we never secretly wanted to push them back to school or down an aisle. They are simply very little trouble right now. I wonder if Zebedee felt the same way about his young adult sons.

Just when Zeb was reaping a harvest of parental rewards, James and John jumped ship. All he had to show for it was a slimy fishing net. What would happen to the business? What about Zebedee and Sons? No matter how Zebedee felt, I have a pretty good feeling God had great compassion on him. After all, He knew how Zebedee felt when John had to be called away from his father's side in order to fulfill his destiny.

Chances are pretty good Zebedee thought their sudden departure was a phase and they'd get over it. Glory to God, they never did. Once we let Jesus Christ really get to us, we never get over Him. “Come, follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will make you fishers of men.”

I love the fact that Jesus talks in words and images His listeners can understand. When He said, “I will make you fishers of men,” He obviously used terminology Andrew, Peter, James, and John could understand. He didn't use the same terminology with Philip, Nathanael, or Matthew, but I am convinced one part of the sentence applies to every single person Jesus Christ calls. “Come, follow me and I will make you…” Decades later when God had used these men to change the face of “religion” forever, they still could not boast in themselves. Christ made them the men and the influences they were.

I can't express what these thoughts mean to me. I was such a broken and scattered mess. So emotionally unhealthy. So insecure and full of fear. I am not falsely modest when I tell you that when Christ called me, He had pitifully little to work with. I was a wreck...and stayed that way for longer than I'd like to admit. I have such a long way to go, but this I can say: I followed Christ, and anything that I am or have of value is completely from Him. Do you already have a similar testimony? Perhaps you are still in the broken, scattered state I described. If so, can you accept by faith what He can do if you follow Him?

So how does Christ make a man or a woman? We will explore many ways, but the most immediate way He began building His new followers into the people He wanted them to be was by spending intense time with them and showing them how He worked.

Piecing the Gospels together in a precise chronological order is a task far too challenging for me. I'm relieved to know that it is also a little too challenging for other Bible commentators. What we do know is that Christ and His small and yet incomplete band of followers attended a wedding in Cana together very soon after their union. In fact, John 2:1 says on the third day a wedding took place in Cana in Galilee, but we can't be entirely sure what he meant. It sounds like the third day after John began to follow Jesus.

We are going to explore the wedding more fully when we study the uniqueness of John's Gospel, but for now I'd like you to view the verse immediately following the celebration. John 2:12 says, “After this he went down to Capernaum with his mother and brothers and his disciples. There they stayed for a few days.”

Christ's family and His disciples obviously enjoyed at least a brief season of peace and harmony. I didn't give that idea any thought until researching for this study. The schism in Christ's family didn't develop until a little while later (John 7:3–5). Eventually we will behold the reconciliation brought by the power of the resurrection. For now, however, picture Christ surrounded by both His family and His new disciples.

I am fairly convinced that we don't really know people until we stay with them for a few days. Can I hear an amen? Although I'm grinning, I have almost always been more blessed than less. Not long ago Amanda and I got stranded in Tennessee after a conference due to a serious flood in Houston. When I learned the airport was closed, I frantically called Travis, my dear friend and worship leader, and asked if he had room for two more in his van back to Nashville. Without making a single preparation for us, his young family of four graciously received us into their home for two nights. Although we were already very close friends, we bonded for life. The treasure of having part of my ministry family and part of my natural family in fellowship together was priceless.

The disciples were new on the scene. They probably didn't have quite the comfort level interacting with Christ's family for those several days that I enjoyed with my worship leader's family. Still, they got to see Christ interact with His own family—an opportunity that I think was critical. Soon they would see Him perform all manner of miracles. They already had witnessed the changing of water to wine, but the sights they would soon see would nearly take their breath away. You see, people are much harder to change than water.

As they watched this man named Jesus, this carpenter's son, and they fellowshipped with Him then witnessed His work, what do you think they saw? Consistency? Versatility? Unwavering passion? Or a lamb as often as a lion? The center of all attention? Or a teacher that became a student of all those around Him? We know they saw absolute authenticity, but how do you imagine they saw it portrayed?

Don't think for a minute that thinking about such matters is a waste of time. The more we grasp the flesh-and-blood reality of these encounters and try to imagine the intimate details the disciples witnessed in Christ the better! What we're studying isn't religious fiction or simple Christian tradition. Christ walked into people's lives and transformed them. You and I want nothing less. We read in Isaiah 53:2 that Jesus had no beauty or majesty to attract them to Him, nothing in His appearance that they should desire Him, yet there was something about Him that caused grown men to walk away from established lives and keep following Him to the death. What do you suppose some of those things were?

Let's take a look at several Scriptures that applied to Christ at this time of His ministry. Notice how each of the following references describes Jesus in ways that would have attracted people to Him.


	“Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men” (Luke 2:52).

	“Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about him spread through the whole countryside. He taught in their synagogues, and everyone praised him” (Luke 4:14–15).

	“They were amazed at his teaching, because his message had authority” (Luke 4:32).

	“A man with leprosy came to him and begged him on his knees, ‘If you are willing, you can make me clean.’...‘I am willing,’ he said. ‘Be clean!’ Immediately the leprosy left him and he was cured” (Mark 1:40–42).



Do you see, beloved? Christ was everything of any real value. He still is. People knew He was unique even before they knew He was God. He would have left the heads of the folks spinning. He can't be limited to a single personality type based on biased traits. He was the rarity. An honest-to-goodness whole person...embodied by the fullness of the Godhead (Col.2:9).

Jesus had favor. Power. Authority. Compassion. He was the perfect man. He had hands strong enough to turn over merchants' tables yet tender enough to touch the leper's rotting flesh and make him whole. Those who appreciated His uniqueness were drawn to it. Those who were threatened by it either ran or wanted Him destroyed.

As we conclude this lesson, allow me to ask you a question I sense the Holy Spirit prompting. Are you by any chance threatened by Jesus and His desire for you to follow Him with complete abandon? Don't answer quickly. Meditate on the question and see if the Holy Spirit surfaces anything. Are you afraid of anything? Are you unwilling to give up the things He might require? Think about it.

If you are willing to cast away all your fears, hindrances, and unanswered questions and follow Him, I can promise that you're going to see His glory.


Chapter 5

A HARD ACT TO FOLLOW

Jesus replied, “Let us go somewhere else—to the nearby villages—so I can
preach there also. That is why I have come.” (Mark 1:38)
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The disciples saw Christ perform eye-opening miracles almost from the start. Although we are saving further comments on the wedding at Cana for later, we know that it was the location of Christ's first miracle and that John's reference to the time frame of the wedding was “the third day” (John 2:1). The next occurrence in sequence was Christ's trip to Capernaum with His mother, brothers, and disciples (John 2:12). The events we will study next probably happened during the same stay in Capernaum, so imagine them falling next in sequence.

Jesus had just called Andrew, Peter, James, and John. Mark tells us they went to Capernaum (Mark 1:21). Picture these four fishermen mingling in the crowd gathered that Sabbath in the synagogue. I have an idea Christ's new disciples didn't just watch Jesus as He preached. I have a feeling they watched the reaction of others who were listening to Him as well. Mind you, at least Peter and Andrew lived in Capernaum at that time (v. 29). A town this size had only one Jewish synagogue, so they worshiped with virtually the same people week after week. They knew them personally. Some were relatives. Others were neighbors or business associates. Imagine the kinds of reactions the disciples saw on these familiar faces as Jesus preached.

Talk about an interesting service! If an “amazing” message were not enough excitement, just then a man in their synagogue who was possessed by an evil spirit cried out, “What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth?” Suddenly their heads turned toward the opponent, almost like spectators in a tennis match.

I wonder if the crowd knew this man had an evil spirit before this moment or if they had been oblivious for years to the nature of his problems. Had they known, I'm not sure they would have allowed him in the synagogue, so my feeling is that the man may have kept it covered to some extent. Goodness knows Satan loves a good disguise. Somehow, however, when the authority of Christ was released in that place, the demons lost their cover. Jesus has a way of bringing the devil right out of some people, doesn't He?

The mere presence of Jesus caused the man—or should we say the demon?—to cry out, “What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God!” (v. 24).

Jesus commanded the demons to come out of the man. Christ also added something more. He commanded the spirit to be quiet.

Picture John witnessing these events. Many scholars believe he was the youngest of the disciples. One strong basis for this deduction is his positioning and apparent role at the Passover meal just before Jesus' crucifixion. We'll examine those events later, but for now keep in mind that the youngest at the Passover meal usually sat nearest the father or father figure so he could ask the traditional questions. I will refrain from building any doctrines on this deduction since I could be off base, but I am personally convinced enough that John was the youngest that I'll adopt this philosophy. If he was, can you imagine his face in particular while Jesus encountered—then cast out—these demons?

I think he probably experienced an entire concoction of emotions. Young men dearly love competitions, so he must have savored seeing his new team “win,” even if only one Player was involved in the match. I have to think the encounter also scared him half to death. One thing that might have offset his fear was that he had to be indescribably impressed with his new mentor. He wasn't the only one. Mark 1:21 tells us the crowds were amazed by Christ's teachings, but Mark 1:27 intensifies the adjectives by saying they were “so amazed” by His demonstration of authority over the demons.

We do love a show, don't we? When I think how patient Christ has been with our human preference for divine fireworks, I am more amazed than ever. Christ knows us intimately. He knows how to get our attention, but He also desires that we grow up and seek His presence and glory more than the display of His might. John and the other disciples would see many miracles, but Jesus was after something more. He was out to build maturity into this group.

I have a feeling by the time the fishermen reached Capernaum with Jesus, something more tagged along—the news of their leaving Zebedee holding the net. I don't doubt for a minute that these young men whose reputations were on the line reveled in the grand reaction people in the community had to their new Leader. What could be more exciting than being associated with the most powerful and popular new man on the scene? But the day was far from over. Peter's mother-in-law was sick, but the doctor was on his way.

Think of events such as Jesus' birth, baptism, crucifixion, and resurrection as primary events that can indeed be placed in time sequence. Then consider the specific incidents from Jesus' life as secondary events. We won't often be able to put the secondary events of the four Gospels into an unquestionable chronological order. Each of the Gospel writers selected the events and stories for specific reasons. Matthew wrote to show that Jesus is the Jewish Messiah. Mark wrote to tell the Romans about what Jesus did. Luke wrote to show that Jesus came to be the Savior for all peoples, and John wrote to show the meaning of Jesus' ministry. The Spirit led them to write to convey the message, not to tell us the order of events.

Based on identical time sequencing in Mark and Luke and with nothing in Matthew or John to refute it, however, I believe we can rightly assume that the first healing of the sick ever witnessed by the disciples was in Simon Peter's home.

Before we talk about the healing, however, let's consider a bit about the order of events in the Gospels. Surely an early turning point came in the hearts and minds of the disciples when healing hit home. I know it did for me. Seeing Him work in a church service is one thing. Witnessing His healing in the life of your own family is another. That's when a person begins to get it through her head that Jesus doesn't just love church. He loves people.

By comparing Mark 1:21 and 29, we see it was the Sabbath day. Jesus had delivered the demon-possessed man in the synagogue. “As soon as they left the synagogue, they went with James and John to the home of Simon and Andrew” (v. 29). Christ raised the ire of the Pharisees on more than a few occasions over picking this particular day of the week for healings. It seems as if He were making a point. Later we're going to see that in many ways this was the perfect day of the week for healing.

I didn't realize until researching for this lesson that even His first healing was on the Sabbath. Obviously, Christ saw the purpose of the day far differently than many of His contemporaries. Apparently Simon Peter's mother-in-law was healed just in time to rise from the bed and get ready for company. As soon as the sun set, the whole town gathered at her door. They brought Jesus the sick and demon possessed for healing.

Have you ever seen someone receive an instantaneous physical healing like those described in this text? I've known plenty of people God healed physically, but I haven't had many chances to watch the manifestation of an instant healing take place before my very eyes. Can you imagine what these sights were like for the disciples? Think about the last time you encountered someone who was suffering terribly. What kinds of feelings did you have in response to their suffering?

Few of us choose to confront the suffering around us because we feel so helpless. Imagine the contrast between the agony of seeing human suffering and the ecstasy of seeing them healed. What would such an experience have been like for Mother Teresa, for instance, as she daily died to her own desire for personal comfort and confronted the unimaginable suffering in Calcutta? Then to see many healed? Somehow my mind can hardly even fathom the range of emotions. Picture being one of Christ's disciples. John was a human being just like you. How do you suppose these kinds of sights affected him?

John had observed hundreds of Sabbaths in his life. Imagine that he awakened that morning with a fresh wave of, “I can hardly believe what I've done! I wonder what my mom and dad are thinking right now.” He must have been excited and unsure, and his soul was filled with the reality that something new was looming on the horizon.

Perhaps Lamentations 3:22–23 swirled through his mind as he recited his morning prayers of thanksgiving for God's provisions: “It is of the LORD's mercies that we are not consumed, because his compassions fail not. They are new every morning: great is thy faithfulness” (KJV). He prepared to go to the synagogue for services just as he had done all his life, only this time he got a bit more than he bargained for. The scroll was unraveled, and the Scripture for the day's service was read. Then Jesus took the role of rabbi, sat down, and preached the curly locks nearly off their heads.

Just then a man possessed by demons started shouting, and John saw Jesus get stern, perhaps for the first time. In an astounding show of power, Jesus cast out the demons, causing the man to shake violently. John thought as long as he lived, he would never forget the sound of those demons shrieking. He and the other disciples walked together to Simon Peter's house, whispering all the way about what they'd seen. Simon Peter's mother-in-law was sick with a fever, so Jesus took her by the hand, helped her up, and the fever left her so instantaneously she began to serve them.

“Don't tax yourself! You need to sit down and give yourself time to recover,” the family insisted.

“You don't understand. I feel fine! I don't even feel weak. Let me serve you.”

Then they begin to hear sounds at the door. Murmurings. Shrieking. Crying. Sounds of moaning. Sounds of hope. What's that—hope? Yes, hope. And hope says, “What He did for her, He might do for me,” and that He did.

When John awakened that morning, his mind could not have conceived just how many mercies were new that particular sunrise. I can only imagine the kinds of things that went through the mind of the young disciple. He probably tossed and turned most of the night. Perhaps he and James whispered from their pallets until they were overtaken by exhaustion and finally fell asleep.

As I imagine all that happened that Saturday and all they saw, I know one of the thoughts I'd have had if I had been John. Is there anything the man can't do? He watched Jesus practically bring the house down with His teaching. He watched Him confront and cast out a demon. He watched Him not only heal Simon's mother-in-law but instantly restore her strength. Then every manner of distress landed on their doorstep.

I love Matthew Henry's words of commentary on the scene at the door. “How powerful the Physician was; he healed all that were brought to him, though ever so many. Nor was it some one particular disease, that Christ set up for the cure of, but he healed those that were sick of divers [various, diverse] diseases, for his word was a panpharmacon—a salve for every sore.” 1

His Word was a panpharmacon. Ah, yes. I have yet to have an ailment God had no salve to soothe. What may be even more peculiar is that I have yet to have an ailment of soul that God's Word was not the first to point out, diagnose, then heal. His Word is far more glorious, powerful, and fully applicable than we have any idea. You very likely did not pick up this particular Bible study because you sought healing. You would surely have picked other titles. But based on my own experience and many references in Scripture, you will undoubtedly receive some fresh diagnoses and, if you cooperate, a new measure of healing. As will I. I'm counting on it.

That's the nature of His Word. As Psalm 107:20 says, “He sent forth his word and he healed them.” How often God has had to send forth His Word and begin the healing to get me healthy enough to face the diagnosis! I want you to revel in something wonderful. Every time God has prepared us with His Word and gotten us to a point that we can receive a hard “pill” to swallow from Him, healing has already begun. Once He confronts us, we never need to be overwhelmed by how far we have to go. If we've heard Him through His Word, healing has already begun. Take heart. He is the Panpharmacon.


Part 2

SIGHTS AND
INSIGHTS
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Can you imagine walking right beside Christ? Knowing what size sandal He wore? Recognizing His accent and favorite figures of speech? Over the next ten chapters we're going to take a look at snapshot scenes in the Gospels where John accompanied Jesus. I want you to think of yourself as “Number 13.” By that I mean the thirteenth disciple and one who was also invited into every scene we'll study. Remember not to spiritualize John. He was as equally flesh and blood as we are, but what he witnessed reached far beyond the natural realm. Let's stand right by this young disciple's side and gaze upon scenes that marked him forever. May we be marked as well.


Chapter 6

A SOLITARY PLACE

Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up,
left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.
Simon and his companions went to look for him. (Mark 1:35–36)
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Sappy. Cheesy. Mushy. Whatever you want to call it, I confess to it. As I stared at these passages, before I had any idea what God would lead me to write, a lump welled in my throat. In these pages you and I are going to walk up on a scene with a few of Christ's first disciples and find Him praying. All by Himself. Or with invisible company that we can't even grasp. I love the alone moments we find of Christ in Scripture. As I continue to learn of Him, my concept of the public Jesus develops more and more; but I am still deeply drawn to the mystery of the private Jesus.

I suppose I've always been a bit drawn to the mysterious in a person. My husband Keith is a man whom very few people know intimately. Somehow knowing him makes me feel special. I am also indescribably drawn to the mysterious side of Christ. What I do know about Him gives me an insatiable desire to know what I don't...and for now can't.

We all have our concepts of heaven, and goodness knows our images don't change it one bit. Still, I long for heaven to be not only a place of magnificent corporate worship with myriads of saints and hosts but a place of quiet, private encounters with Jesus Christ. I can't wait to be with all my siblings in Christ and to sit around the table with Moses, Paul, and the apostle John. But as selfish as this may seem, I've got to be honest with you. I want Jesus. Alone. At least for a few minutes each millennium! My dearest times with Him on this planet have been in the secret places. That's heaven to me.

Like the disciples we'll study, I want to walk up on a scene and suddenly find Him there. Unlike them, however, I don't want to drag Him back to the masses. I want to keep Him to myself for a moment. I like to picture that He might turn around, see me, and reach out His hand for mine. I like to think He might gently draw me to sit beside Him and allow me to share what has momentarily captured His attention. Maybe a mountain view of the crystal sea. Or the sight of children playing in a flowery meadow with furry lion cubs (Isa. 11:6).

Do I have too much imagination for you? Maybe I do, but I believe heaven will be far more creative than most believers seem to picture it. Surely a God who created this world with all its magnificence, diversity, and experiences does not have an eternal home that is like a one-act play. I hardly think so. Nor can I buy that we'll always be in one huge corporate gathering. How in the world could private encounters happen with millions of the redeemed in heaven? The way I see it, that's one reason we have eternity. Plenty of time for each of us to have Jesus all to ourselves. Oh, I think we have lots of surprises in store.

Like me, you may have memorized Mark 1:35: “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.” Mark does not tell us what morning, so we cannot dogmatically assume, but might this have been the next morning after the healing at Peter's house? After that kind of day, had I been Him, I might have considered sleeping in. Not Jesus. While the others may have whispered from their makeshift beds about all they had seen, Jesus got up while it was still dark, left the house, and went off to a solitary place to pray.

Don't you imagine Jesus had trouble feeling at home anywhere? Perhaps that's one reason He said, “The Son of Man has no place to lay His head.” He slept plenty of places...but none of them were His true home. He slipped out of the house that morning after the Sabbath because He had a Sunday morning service to attend. The dark wood placard that hung on the wall right above the organist at my first church would have read: “Today's Attendance: 2.”

In Revelation 22:16, Christ said, “I am the Root and the Offspring of David, and the bright Morning Star.” The Morning Star is the bright planet Venus seen in the eastern sky before or at sunrise. I've seen it many mornings. When I get up to have my morning prayer time, outside is still as black as night. I love the comfort of knowing that the sun will rise during the course of that precious time with God.

I often step out on the porch, look at the sky, and behold one star that shines far brighter than the rest. That morning not far from the lapping waters of Galilee's shore, the bright Morning Star rose while it was still dark and lit the desolation with the lamp of Glory. Only God saw. “Oh, child,” our heavenly Father asks us today, “would you rise for only Me to see?”

Mark tells us Jesus went to a solitary place. The original word for “solitary” (erhmos) means being in a state of isolation...of an area isolated, unfrequented, abandoned, empty, desolate. 1 Just outside of Capernaum stands a place many locals through the centuries have called Eremos (“solitary”) Heights. The area has rugged rocks of red granite and naked, wind-swept cliffs.

In Matthew 6:6, Christ taught, “When thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to thy Father which is in secret” (KJV). He had no home of His own, but when the One who spoke the earth into existence prayed, the entire Eremos Heights could be His closet if He wanted it to be! I hope you, like Jesus, have a favorite place to pray.

Jesus went to the Eremos for one reason: to be alone with His Father. Oh, how I would love to know how He prayed! What He said! How long He talked! And then I wonder if He could hear His Father's response...with His ears or His heart? Christ's prayers from Earth were unique, unlike anyone else's. He had a freedom and familiarity that others cloaked in human flesh could not comprehend. Surely that's one reason why the disciples later pleaded with Him, “Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1).

Hebrew men were taught to pray from the time they could speak. They recited benedictions and petitions off and on all day long. They knew how to pray as men taught to pray, but when they beheld Christ captivated by the presence of His Father for hours at a time, I believe they meant, “Teach us to pray like that!” At Lazarus' tomb Jesus prayed, “Father, I thank you that you have heard me. I knew that you always hear me” (John 11:41–42). One wonderful reason why Christ was so drawn to prayer and could pray for hours was because He had such confidence.

Really give this some thought for a minute as we talk reality and not just theology. How differently would we pray if we were convinced of two critical factors: (1) that our Father is the omnipotent Creator and Sustainer of the universe and (2) that He always hears us?

Do we not find our minds wandering and ourselves even a tad bored in prayer at times because—if the truth were known—we wonder if our words are bouncing off the ceiling? How differently would we pray if Christ chose to manifest His presence? Would we pray differently if He sat in a chair right across from each of us, leaning forward to concentrate on what we're saying?

Beloved, if only we would realize that though He's invisible to our sight, that's in essence what He does! He intercedes for us at the right hand of the Father. When we pray, He is so close to us, He may as well be leaning over the edge of heaven and bending down to hear. His presence through His Holy Spirit literally surrounds us as we pray. His eyes are fixed on our face. On every word we're saying. On every expression we're making. Can you imagine how the angels marvel over our boredom at times when we pray, as their faces behold our Father in heaven who is listening intently to every word?

I want to give you a personal prayer assignment for you to practice in your own “prayer closet.” Every time you pray for the next week, begin your prayer with Christ's words straight out of John 11:42: “I know You always hear me.” Then conclude it with Christ's words in John 11:41: “Father, I thank you that you have heard me.” Practice God's presence! Pray as if He's really listening because He is!

In Mark 1:35–37, the disciples were far too immature in their walk with Christ to consider the enormity of the scene. Instead, they blurted out, “Everyone is looking for you!” Ah, here we have an insight into their present state of mind. Forget what Jesus did in private! They wanted to be seen in public with the popular Jesus! We're not going to be too hard on them because they were demonstrating a normal part of adolescent Christianity. We are the same way in our spiritual immaturity. At first we are far more excited about corporate worship than we are private worship.

One reason is because frankly we don't know Him well enough to have as much to say one on One. We love the excitement of being in the masses of those who are enthralled by Christ, and we always will. However, as we mature and Jesus becomes a greater and greater personal reality to us, I think we come to treasure time in the solitary places with Him more than anything.

Mark 1:36 tells us that Simon and his companions went to look for Jesus. The only companions we've met thus far in Mark's Gospel are Andrew, Peter, James, and John, so we can be almost certain our John was among them. Notice they weren't called disciples yet. I'm not sure they qualified as learners and pupils yet! Whoever the companions were, the terminology of the original language tells us they were tracking Jesus down, almost like a manhunt. The Greek word katadi[image: image]k[image: image], translated “to look,” is often used in a hostile sense. 2

I'm not suggesting they were hostile toward Jesus but that they were quite anxious and maybe even a little put out with Him that He wasn't where all the people were. We see no indication from the text that they hesitated for a moment of respect or awe when they found Jesus praying. They barreled on the scene with, “Everyone is looking for you!”

I would like to offer a little conjecture that the companions tracking down Jesus may have been Peter, James, and John. Later in His ministry, these three men were chosen by Christ to watch Him on several different occasions in the inner places. Something caused Jesus to single them out. I believe Scripture will prove that it wasn't their spiritual maturity. I think two primary motivations compelled Christ to draw the three into several intimate places:


	The fact that they just didn't “get it” at times.

	The fact that Jesus knew once they did “get it,” they'd really get it!



In other words, I wonder if Christ might have thought, So you're not the boundaries types, are you? OK, I'll take you behind some ordinary boundaries, but I'll hold you responsible for what you learn while you're there. Just food for thought.

I have a friend whose little boy thought he was the teacher's pet because she seated him in class right in front of her desk. He didn't realize for years that she was motivated by his discipline problems. Why didn't she just send him to the principal instead of expending so much energy on him? Because she knew the child had a student in him, and she was determined to find it. And she did. We're going to see Peter, James, and John get their desks moved to the front of the class. Just like children, at times they might be tempted to think the Rabbi moved them there because they were the Teacher's pets.
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