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“Let me enrich you with a new uncertainty.” 
Dr. James Fleming 

Archaeology Prof. Hebrew University, Jerusalem 
1. John 1: 47-52 –  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. Objective: To raise awareness of the depth of the conversation between Jesus and Nathanael in 
John 1:47-52, recognizing the rich rabbinic dialogue embedded in the text.  
 

• The goal is not necessarily to find a definitive conclusion but to appreciate the layers of 
meaning and biblical allusions present. 
 

• Like a kaleidoscope – you see something amazing regardless of how you turn it.  
 
 
3. Meditation v. Contemplation:  
 

“meditation investigates, contemplation wonders”  
 

Richard of St. Victor (1111-1173) 
 

Meditation Contemplation 

- active - passive 

- requires study, memorization, rumination, and 
explanation 

- savor God’s presence without agenda 

 - Highest spiritual disciple  

 - takes the longest to master 

- Goal - A deeper understanding of the Bible  - Goal - Union (abiding) w/ God 

 
 
 

47 Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him and said of him, “Behold, an Israelite indeed, in whom there is no 
deceit!”  
 
48 Nathanael said to him, “From where do you know me?” Jesus answered him, “Before Philip called you, 
when you were under the fig tree, I saw you.”  
 
49 Nathanael answered him, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!”  
 
50 Jesus answered him, “Do you believe this just because I told you I had seen you under the fig tree?  
You will see greater things than these.”  
 
51 And he said to him, “Amen, amen, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending 
and descending on the Son of Man.” 

 

http://biblehub.com/john/1-47.htm
http://biblehub.com/john/1-48.htm
http://biblehub.com/john/1-49.htm
http://biblehub.com/john/1-50.htm
http://biblehub.com/john/1-51.htm
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Contemplative Life: “the steady gaze of the soul upon the God who loves us.”  
 

Richard Foster 
Streams of Living Water 

 

3. Hebrew Meditation:  
 

• The Hebrew word that translates meditate is Hagah –  הָגָה 
 

•  Hagah is an onomatopoeia – a word that sounds like what it is describing – that means a 
low sound, moaning of a dove, growling of a lion over its prey. It can be translated as utter, 
mutter, moan, meditate, devise, or plot (something said under your breath so people can’t hear 
you).   
 

• The concept of meditation is the memorization and low recitation of the scripture—turning it 
over and over and over again, wrestling with the text and its meaning.  
 

• In Hebrew culture, you memorize by reciting out loud rather than attempting to memorize 
merely by thinking or silent reading.  

 
4. Antelope Park, Zimbabwe – Lion feeding - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oFyc-CQoiQU  
 
5. Joshua 1:6-9 –  
 
6 Be strong (chazaq) and courageous, for you shall cause this people to inherit the land that I swore to 

their fathers to give them.  
 

7 Only be strong (chazaq) and very courageous, being careful to do according to all the law that Moses 

my servant commanded you. Do not turn from it to the right hand or to the left, that you may have 

good success wherever you go. 
 

 8 This Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate (Hagah) on it day 

and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it. For then you will make 

your way prosperous, and then you will have good success.  
 

9 Have I not commanded you? Be strong (chazaq) and courageous. Do not be frightened, and do not be 

dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.” 

 

5. God Calls us to Hagah the Scripture:  
 

• When encountering a challenging scripture (Walking on Water, etc.) or new interpretation, we 

are called to Hagah the text!  

• We actively take the text and/or interpretation to God and wrestle with the meaning.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oFyc-CQoiQU%20
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6. Proverbs 27:18 – the proverb writer is not concerned with horticulture. He wants you to understand 

something about following your Master (Luke 8:24).  
 

ESV Whoever tends (Ntzr) a fig tree will eat its fruit, 

    and he who guards (Shmar) his master will be honored. 

 

NIV The one who guards a fig tree will eat its fruit,  

     and whoever protects their master will be honored. 

 

NKJV Whoever keeps the fig tree will eat its fruit;  

     So he who waits on his master will be honored. 

 

Intl. SV Whoever nurtures the fig tree will eat its fruit,  

     and whoever obeys his master will be honored. 

 

 

• Natzar – watch, guard, keep – but to assign the proper semantic range, we must examine the 

object the verb is acting on.  

o To “watch over” your garden is to “tend” or “attend” to your garden.  

o The object of the Proverb is a fruit tree, and the goal is to eat its fruit.  
 

• Shamar – the basic root of Shamar is to “exercise great care over,” and it can be translated as 

keep, guard, observe, and give heed. Once again, we must look at the object being acted upon 

to capture the proper meaning.  

o If you Shamar a flock of sheep as the object, then you keep, guard, or protect the flock.  

o If you Shamar your Master (Hebrew: Adon), you pay heed, observe closely, and obey.  
 

• Unwritten in the Proverb is that the goal is the same – to obtain the fruit.  

 

7. People As Trees –  
 

• Throughout the ancient world – and the Bible – humanity is compared to a tree.  
 

• Deuteronomy 20:19-20 – compares “fruit trees” to humans. This verse underscores the 

importance of “fruit trees” since they provide life to the soul.  
 

• Tree Metaphor:  Rooted, Family Tree, Producing Fruit.  
 

• Matthew 7:15-20 – “By their fruit, you will recognize them” 

 

• Romans 11:17-18 – Olive Tree metaphor for Christians grafted into the Root of Israel. 
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8. Rabbi as Fig Tree – 

 

• Psalm 1:1-3 

 

“Blessed is the one 

    who does not walk in step with the wicked 

or stand in the way that sinners take 

    or sit in the company of mockers, 

 
2 but whose delight is in the law (Torah) of the Lord, 

    and who meditates (Hagah) on his law day and night. 

 
3 That person is like a tree planted by streams of water, 

    which yields its fruit in season 

and whose leaf does not wither— 

    whatever they do prospers. 

 
 
 

• A Rabbi hagahs the text of scripture in order to teach and therefore has fruit to give.  
 

• A disciple is expected to hagah the text of scripture and needs the rabbi for explanation and 
deeper understanding.  
 

• Thus, it is no great leap for a rabbi to be connected to a fig tree, and an idiomatic phrase to 
arise: “sit under a fig tree” is to study under a rabbi.  

 
 
Bonus!!! 
 
- The Hebrew Bible has three sections: the Torah, the Prophets (Nevi’im), and the Writings (Ketuvim).  
 
- Jewish custom refers to the Hebrew Bible as Tanakh (TNK):  
 
 T for Torah, N for Nevi’im, and K for Ketuvim. 
 
- God reminds us to Hagah the Torah in the opening verses of each section.  
 

• Prophets open with Joshua 1:6-9 

• Writings open with Psalm 1:1-3 
 
 


