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To my loving soul mate, Marmy,  
and to all my students who have walked the Holy Land 

seeking literacy in the geospeak of God

_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   5_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   5 7/8/22   12:15 PM7/8/22   12:15 PM

John A. Beck, The Holy Land Devotional 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



7

Contents

Introduction    11

Promised Land    13

Ashkelon (Ashkelon National Park)    17

Azekah (Tel Azekah)    21

Beersheba (Tel Beersheba National Park)    25

Beth Shean/Scythopolis (Beth Shean National Park)    29

Beth Shemesh (Tel Beth Shemesh)    33

Bethany (Church of Saint Lazarus)    37

Bethany (Tomb of Lazarus)    41

Bethlehem (Church of the Nativity)    45

Bethlehem (Manger Square)    49

Bethlehem (Shepherds’ Fields)    53

Bethphage (Church of Bethphage)    57

Caesarea Maritima (Caesarea National Park)    61

Caesarea Philippi (Banias Nature Reserve)    65

_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   7_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   7 7/8/22   12:15 PM7/8/22   12:15 PM

John A. Beck, The Holy Land Devotional 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



8

Contents

Capernaum (Archaeology)    69

Capernaum (Lakeshore)    73

Capernaum (Mount of Beatitudes)    77

Capernaum (Synagogue)    80

Chorazin (Korazim National Park)    83

Dan (Tel Dan Nature Reserve)    87

Dead Sea     91

Elah Valley (Roman Road)    94

Gideon’s Spring (Ma’ayan Harod National Park)    98

Har Bental (The Road to Damascus)    102

Hazor (Tel Hazor National Park)    106

Hebron (Machpelah)    110

Herodium (Herodion National Park)    114

Jericho (Tel es- Sultan)    118

Jerusalem     122

Jerusalem (Bethesda Pools)    126

Jerusalem (Broad Wall)    130

Jerusalem (Church of the Holy Sepulchre)    134

Jerusalem (City of David Observation Tower)    138

Jerusalem (City of David Royal Palace)    142

Jerusalem (Herod’s Palace)    146

Jerusalem (Jerusalem Archaeological Park, Southern Steps)    149

Jerusalem (Jerusalem Archaeological Park, Southern Steps)    153

Jerusalem (Kidron Valley Overlook)    157

_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   8_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   8 7/8/22   12:15 PM7/8/22   12:15 PM

John A. Beck, The Holy Land Devotional 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



Contents

9

Jerusalem (Nebi Samuel National Park)    160

Jerusalem (Old City Walls)    164

Jerusalem (Pool of Siloam)    168

Jerusalem (Temple Mount)    171

Jerusalem (Tower of Siloam)    175

Jerusalem (Upper Room)    179

Jerusalem (Western Wall)    182

Jerusalem (Wohl Archaeological Museum)    185

Jezreel (Tel Jezreel)    189

Joppa (Modern Joffa)    193

Jordan River (Qasr al- Yahud)    197

Judah’s Hill Country (The Jerusalem Forest)    201

Judean Wilderness (En Gedi Nature Reserve)    205

Judean Wilderness (Masada)    208

Kursi (Kursi National Park)    212

Lachish (Tel Lachish National Park)    216

Magdala (Magdala Tourist Center)    220

Megiddo (Tel Megiddo National Park)    223

Mount Arbel (Mount Arbel National Park)    227

Mount Carmel (Monastery of Mukhraqa)    231

Mount Hermon (Har Bental)    234

Mount of Olives (Church of All Nations)    238

Mount of Olives (Church of the Pater Noster)    241

Mount of Olives (Dominus Flevit Church)    244

_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   9_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   9 7/8/22   12:15 PM7/8/22   12:15 PM

John A. Beck, The Holy Land Devotional 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



10

Contents

Mount Tabor (Jezreel Valley)    247

Nablus (Church of Jacob’s Well)    250

Nazareth (Church of the Annunciation)    254

Nazareth (Church of Saint Joseph)    258

Nazareth (Mount Precipice)    262

Qumran (Qumran National Park)    265

Samaria/Sebaste (Tel Shomron)    268

Sea of Galilee (Ginnosar Boat Museum)    272

Shechem (Tel Balata)    275

Shiloh (Seer’s Tower)    279

Shiloh (Tabernacle Plateau)    283

Southern Wilderness (En Avdat National Park)    286

Southern Wilderness (Makhtesh Ramon)    290

Israel     293

Image Credits    297

_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   10_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   10 7/8/22   12:15 PM7/8/22   12:15 PM

John A. Beck, The Holy Land Devotional 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



11

Introduction

Some of what the Lord has to say to us, he has said using 
the language of geography. It’s there on every page of the 
Bible. But we don’t have to read very far before it becomes 
clear that the Bible is not from around here— at least not our 
version of “around here.” It speaks of ecosystems, weather 
systems, and cities that we may know next to nothing about.

Yet it is through such language that the Lord reveals him-
self. He longs for us to know who he is, how he thinks about 
us, and how he wants us to think about others. In sharing 
those insights, the biblical authors and poets carefully weave 
geography into their communication. This means we will not 
hear all that the Lord has to say to us until we tune our ears 
to the geospeak of God.

For more than twenty- five years, biblical geography has 
been the focus of my work. I’ve studied the role that place 
plays in Bible communication and shared those insights with 
my students, readers, and viewers. What I haven’t done, until 
now, is write a devotional guide to the Holy Land.
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Introduction

Unlike my earlier work, The Holy Land for Christian Trav-
elers, this book is not a travel guide. Rather, it’s a worship 
tool that can be used by Christian travelers to the Holy Land. 
I expect your trip will be filled with fun and adventure, a 
little shopping, and plenty of learning. But I pray it will also 
include quiet time with the Lord. This book is meant to fos-
ter those moments of personal Bible reading and worship, 
and whether you’re sitting at home or walking through your 
spiritual homeland, it offers dozens of devotions that invite 
you to hear God speaking in and through the places you visit.

_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   12_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   12 7/8/22   12:15 PM7/8/22   12:15 PM

John A. Beck, The Holy Land Devotional 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



13

Promised Land

GENESIS 12:1–7

The Lord had said to Abram, “Go from your country, your 
people and your father’s household to the land I will show you.”

Genesis 12:1

First words are consequential, so I’m careful as I choose 
the first words my students hear after landing in Israel. 
On our bus ride from the airport, I begin by read-

ing Genesis 12:1, the first words we hear the Lord speak to 
Abraham and Sarah: “Go from your country, your people 
and your father’s household to the land I will show you.” Let’s 
consider how these words apply to you as you begin your 
time in the Holy Land.

Now, it goes without saying that the trip Abraham and 
Sarah made to the promised land was quite different from 
anyone’s trip to Israel today. Abraham and Sarah didn’t fly; 
they walked nearly four hundred miles. They didn’t have an 
airline ticket with a destination but trekked for weeks with-
out knowing for sure where their journey would end (Heb. 
11:8). They didn’t selectively pack a suitcase to stay within 
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Promised Land

the airline’s prescribed weight limit but gathered up nearly all 
they owned, driving their sheep, goats, and camels ahead of 
them. They didn’t reach their destination within twenty- four 
hours but rambled unfamiliar roadways for nearly a month. 
That is not how your trip to Israel will look!

But there are two similarities between your trip and theirs 
that I wouldn’t want you to miss.

First, your trip to Israel is neither accidental nor the sole 
product of all the practical decisions you’ve made leading 
up to it. Like he did with Abraham and Sarah, the Lord 
has called you to leave your country and family to visit this 
land. Whether this means you’ve purchased an airline ticket, 
packed a suitcase, and changed time zones or simply walked 
to your favorite reading chair in the living room, it’s no coin-
cidence that you’re starting this trip. This is the Lord’s doing, 
and you won’t appreciate all that is to come unless you start 
with that thought in mind.

The second similarity between your trip and that of 
Abraham and Sarah is the Lord’s reason for bringing you to 
this land. This is a land that the Lord is eager to show you. 
Throughout the Bible, the Spirit has intimately linked lesson 
with landscape. And now, in and through the geographic 
realities of this land, the Lord is poised to speak to you about 
who he is and how he thinks about you.

Be ready! New insights await you at every turn.
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Old and New Testament cities of the promised land.
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Promised Land

 < Where have you already noticed a connection in the 
Bible between what God says and where he says it?

 < What place are you most excited to visit in Israel and 
why?

I’m ready, Lord.  I’m excited to begin this trip 
of a lifetime, a trip you are calling me to take. Please 
protect me as I travel, and fill me with new insights 
in this place you desire to show me.
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Ashkelon
Ashkelon National Park

JOHN 3:16

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, 
that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal 
life.

John 3:16

A shkelon! Really? Perhaps you expected me to 
start the itinerary for our trip with a place you 
know, like Bethlehem or Jerusalem. I get your 

reservations. The coastal city of Ashkelon is mentioned only 
twelve times in the Bible. We meet no one from there by 
name. We hear no personal stories. In fact, every reference 
to this Philistine city highlights its hostility toward God’s 
chosen people.

Why start here, then? Well, it comes first alphabetically. 
But more importantly, Ashkelon and the coastal plain high-
light the important role of place in God’s plan of salvation.
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Ashkelon
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So, what do we know about Ashkelon? First, it was huge. 
The Canaanite city, which dates to the time of Jacob, was 
more than twenty times larger than the average Israelite town 
in the country’s mountainous interior.

Second, Ashkelon was wealthy. This coastal harbor was 
perfectly positioned for business at the meeting point be-
tween overland trade routes and the maritime routes con-
necting to markets around the Mediterranean Sea. It thrived. 
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You can even hear that in its name: A- shekel- on. (The shekel 
was the unit of weight used by ancient merchants.)

Third, Ashkelon was powerful. The wealth of the city 
required protection. Because Ashkelon lacked natural de-
fenses on most sides, its earliest citizens built a rampart that 
surrounded the city— fifty feet tall and nearly one hundred 
feet wide at the base. It’s the first thing visitors saw, and it 
impresses to this day.

Finally, Ashkelon was pagan. The bull calf shrine built 
into the defensive wall near the city’s entrance highlights its 
spiritual heritage.

Why did the Lord allow this kind of place to exist in the 
promised land? You will see the answer if you think spatially. 
Most Bible stories take place in Israel’s mountain interior. 
Very few stories occur on the coastal plain where the world 
traveled and traded. While the story of salvation was matur-
ing in the mountains, the Lord kept the world close, right at 
Israel’s doorstep. And when the time was right, even Ash-
kelon came to know Jesus, for among its ruins we find the 
foundation stones of early church buildings.

So who is the Lord keeping close to you? The fact of 
the matter is that the Lord has put people near us— in our 
neighborhood, at school, or at work— who may seem to have 
it all. Like Ashkelon, some may even show hostility toward 
our faith. But they are part of the world Jesus came to for-
give. And like Ashkelon, they’re the world the Lord has put 
at our doorstep.
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 < Where do you see an Ashkelon- like presence the 
Lord has placed near you?

 < How does the city of Ashkelon challenge you to 
think differently about those living near you who ap-
pear to have little need for the gospel?

Lord,  help me see that where I live is no accident. 
You have put me at the doorstep of a world that needs 
to know you as its Savior. Give me the patience and 
wisdom to speak to those around me, knowing they 
are the world you came to save.
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Azekah
Tel Azekah

1 SAMUEL 17:1–16, 32–53

The Lord who rescued me from the paw of the lion and the 
paw of the bear will rescue me from the hand of this Philistine.

1 Samuel 17:37

It’s a hike from the parking lot to the top of Tel Azekah. 
But it’s worth all the effort for a commanding view of 
the battlefield on which David fought Goliath—a story 

that teaches a lesson on leadership.
Alarm bells were sounding throughout Israel. We can hear 

them if we know how to listen with our eyes in the opening 
verses of this story. Perched here on the summit of Azekah, 
we can see how it all played out. To the west is the coastal 
plain, homeland of the Philistines. Along the eastern horizon 
are the central mountains that Israel called home. Between 
the two lies the Elah Valley, stretching from Azekah through 
Ephes Dammim to Sokoh (1 Sam. 17:1–3). Water flowing 
west from the mountains to the Mediterranean Sea cut this 
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The view east from Azekah captures the setting for David’s fight with 
Goliath, a story that teaches us a lesson on leadership.

Azekah
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serpentine valley through the foothills, creating an invasion 
path that led directly into the mountain interior Israel called 
home.

The storyteller uses geography to paint a picture of the 
unfolding national emergency. The Philistine invaders have 
left the coast and captured nearly the entire length of the Elah 
Valley. Saul and the Israelite army are confined to the val-
ley’s far eastern side, literally pinned with their backs to the 
mountain wall. If they were to surrender any more ground, 
the Philistine invaders would have the run of the mountain 
interior. Then no Israelite and no place in Israel would be 
safe.
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This kind of national emergency calls for a strong leader. 
So all eyes in Israel turn to the current king, Saul. But for 
weeks he has failed to show leadership or inspire the cour-
age needed to drive the enemy from this critical real estate.

Then David arrives, bringing with him all the leadership 
qualities Saul lacks. David’s willingness to fight Goliath shows 
courage. His choice of weapon demonstrates wisdom. And 
his words reveal his faith.

Is this kind of leader born or made?
David recognizes how the Lord has been carefully shaping 

him for this moment: “The Lord who rescued me from the 
paw of the lion and the paw of the bear will rescue me from 
the hand of this Philistine” (1 Sam. 17:37). Every time a bear 
or lion had threatened the family’s livestock, the Lord had 
used it to advance the character and courage of this young 
man who would one day be Israel’s second king.

The Lord may be doing a similar thing for us today. As you 
and I confront unwanted challenges, he is instilling courage, 
growing wisdom, and maturing faith for a time when we, too, 
may be called on to lead in a crucial moment.

 < What life experiences has the Lord been using to 
shape your character for service in his kingdom?

 < What leadership qualities has the Lord developed in 
you?

 < Where do you see the opportunity to lead?
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Honestly, Lord,  most days I don’t feel much 
like a leader. Others seem better suited to that role 
than I do. Help me see more clearly the ways you 
have shaped my character for leadership, and point 
me to those places where you have prepared me to 
lead.

_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   24_Beck_HolyLandDevotional_AN_wo.indd   24 7/8/22   12:15 PM7/8/22   12:15 PM

John A. Beck, The Holy Land Devotional 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



25

Beersheba
Tel Beersheba National Park

GENESIS 46:1–7

Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will make you into 
a great nation there. I will go down to Egypt with you, and I 
will surely bring you back again. And Joseph’s own hand will 
close your eyes.

Genesis 46:3–4

Every time I stand at Beersheba looking south into the 
dry reaches of the Negev basin, I feel the tension that 
must have welled up in Jacob. Here he faced one of 

the most consequential decisions of his life.
On the one hand, Jacob knew he should stay put. The 

Lord made a promise to Jacob’s grandparents, Abraham and 
Sarah, who had been childless at the time. He promised that 
their family would grow into a great nation and that he would 
give them the land of Canaan as their homeland. From this 
nation on this land, the Lord promised to restore the bless-
ing that had been lost in Eden (Gen. 12:1–7). It’s unthinkable 
that Jacob would leave. The altar his father, Isaac, had built 
here at Beersheba reminded him of God’s promised plan of 
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Jacob faced a decision at Beersheba that would have far- reaching 
consequences.
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salvation (26:23–25). But there is something else— something 
that isn’t apparent from our modern view. Beersheba was the 
southern most city of the promised land ( Judg. 20:1; 1 Sam. 
3:20). One more step south and Jacob would be leaving the 
land he was never supposed to leave.

On the other hand, Jacob knew he had to go. A seven- year 
famine had gripped the land of Canaan. In a bid to ward off 
starvation, Jacob had twice sent his sons to purchase grain 
from Egypt, but this was a stopgap measure at best. They 
needed to migrate to survive.
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Tel Beersheba National Park
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The matter was further complicated by the story of Jacob’s 
son Joseph. Jacob thought Joseph was dead. But when his 
sons returned from Egypt after a second trip to purchase 
grain, Jacob learned that Joseph was alive and had risen to 
political prominence. Now Joseph was beckoning his family 
to travel to Egypt, where he would personally care for them.

With famine driving him from the land and the promise of 
reunion pulling him from the land, Jacob knew he had to go.

Just imagine the tension Jacob experienced at Beersheba. 
Only then will we appreciate the moment the Lord breaks 
the unbearable stress with these words: “Do not be afraid 
to go down to Egypt, for I will make you into a great nation 
there” (Gen. 46:3). Jacob was free to depart Canaan. There 
would be an Egyptian extension to the plan of salvation.

While God always has a plan, we might not always be 
able to see it. And that generates a great deal of inner turmoil 
when we face a consequential decision at our own “Beer-
sheba.” When we stand at such a border place, shifting our 
weight from one foot to the other, we can do what Jacob 
did: stop, worship, and listen for the answer. The Lord will 
meet us at the border and signal the turn he wants us to take.

 < When have you felt tension over a choice like the 
one Jacob faced at Beersheba?

 < What did you do well and what did you do poorly in 
making your decision?

 < How did the Lord make the path forward clear to 
you?
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Lord,  I don’t like feeling the tension of being caught 
between two choices at the border. I want to rush 
ahead and just get the decision made so that life can 
move forward. Please give me the patience I lack to 
hold that decision in tension until you make the path 
forward clear.
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Beth Shean/
Scythopolis

Beth Shean National Park

LUKE 12:13–21

Then he said to them, “Watch out! Be on your guard against 
all kinds of greed; life does not consist in an abundance of 
possessions.”

Luke 12:15

Six thousand years! That’s how long there has been a 
major city at this intersection of the Jordan and Jezreel 
Valleys. Established hundreds of years before Abra-

ham’s birth, the city was first called Beth Shean. Its successor, 
Scythopolis, was still going strong at the time of Jesus. So far 
as we know, Jesus never visited this prosperous Decapolis 
city. But he does warn us against adopting its worldly values.

Beth Shean/Scythopolis was destined to become some-
thing special. Its location at the junction of two major valley 
systems meant that merchants carrying commodities between 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Europe, and Asia had to travel through 
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Palladius Street in Scythopolis, a city that possessed everything ex-
cept eternal satisfaction.

Beth Shean/Scythopolis
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it. The city’s spectacular wealth and the culture of greed that 
it fostered are intimately tied to its advantageous geography.

Scythopolis wasn’t shy about showing off its wealth. 
Instead of the meandering dirt streets that were typical in 
Galilean villages at the time of Jesus, Scythopolis had boule-
vards paved with basalt blocks laid in a herringbone pattern. 
Unlike in the subsistence economy of surrounding towns, 
where people worked endlessly to meet their basic needs, 
residents of Scythopolis simply purchased whatever they 
needed. Shoppers strolled on pillar- lined sidewalks deco-
rated with inlaid mosaics as they shopped for food, clothing, 
and luxury items.
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Instead of having to dig and maintain wells, citizens of 
Scythopolis could walk to the city center, where piped- in 
water gushed from an ornate fountain. When nature called, 
they didn’t have to discreetly walk out of the village but could 
saunter down the block to an enclosed public restroom com-
plete with ancient toilet seats. Typical villages didn’t offer 
much in the way of entertainment, but Scythopolis boasted 
a bathhouse, a theater, and a chariot racetrack. Oh yes, 
Scythopolis seemed to have it all.

But having it all didn’t bring satisfaction, as one disem-
bodied voice from the past makes clear. A man who lived 
in another Decapolis city that was similar to Scythopolis 
carved these words on the lintel of his grave: “After all things, 
a tomb.” There was a void in his life that could not be filled 
by material luxuries.

Jesus said it like this: “Life does not consist in an abun-
dance of possessions” (Luke 12:15). And that’s still true for 
each of us today. I have stood at Scythopolis beside people 
whose eyes filled with tears as they told me about their for-
mer life of having everything that money could buy. But until 
they found Jesus, they lacked the true satisfaction found not 
in an abundance of possessions but in having the one thing 
we need most: Jesus.

 < Why do we so easily fall into the trap of thinking that 
more possessions will bring us more happiness?

 < What do you do to keep your views on material pos-
sessions aligned with those expressed by Jesus?
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Lord Jesus,  I am so easily entrapped by the 
love of things. I confess that abundant possessions 
will not lead to satisfaction in life or hope for the life 
to come. Please save me from myself. Anchor my 
identity and satisfaction in you.
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Beth Shemesh
Tel Beth Shemesh

1 SAMUEL 6:7–20

And the people of Beth Shemesh asked, “Who can stand in 
the presence of the Lord, this holy God? To whom will the 
ark go up from here?”

1 Samuel 6:20

The Bible is the only ancient book to mention Beth 
Shemesh. And this narrative in 1 Samuel 6 men-
tions it more frequently than any other Bible story: 

nine times in twelve verses. We know we must be on to 
something special, but in this case the something special is 
not something good.

Since the opening verses of 1 Samuel 4, the narrator has 
focused our attention on an object rather than a person: the 
ark of the covenant. Previous Old Testament books tell us 
that this piece of Israelite worship furniture should be tucked 
safely inside the Most Holy Place of the sanctuary at Shiloh. 
Instead, we see Israel taking the ark into battle like a talisman 
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Ironically, the ark of 
the covenant high-
lights the drift of Beth 
Shemesh into the 
pagan mindset of the 
Philistines.

Beth Shemesh
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and then fumbling it into the hands of the Philistines, where 
for seven months it was passed around among their pagan 
cities. These troubling scenes come as a direct consequence 
of Israel’s drift into the pagan mindset of their neighbors.

In 1 Samuel 6, we read how the Philistines finally return 
the ark to Israel. “Now the people of Beth Shemesh were 
harvesting their wheat in the valley, and when they looked 
up and saw the ark, they rejoiced at the sight” (v. 13). There 
is reason to celebrate, particularly because the ark is ap-
proaching Beth Shemesh. And here’s the reason for the town’s 
repeated mention in the story: Beth Shemesh is no ordinary 
town. Beth Shemesh is one of the Levitical towns ( Josh. 
21:16). Who better to know how to handle the ark than Is-
rael’s religious educators?

But the celebration is short- lived, because the Levites 
decide to crack open the box and look inside. Only the high 
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priest was allowed to see the ark of the covenant, and then 
only once a year, on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16). This 
egregious violation at Beth Shemesh causes the Lord to strike 
out in anger, and seventy people die.

Here is what I find so arresting. The Levites, who should 
have been fully trained in handling the ark, did little better 
with it than the pagan Philistines. And when they became 
frustrated with it, they did exactly what the Philistines did: 
they moved the ark on to the next city. Ironically, that next 
city where the ark would remain for twenty years, Kiriath 
Jearim, was not a Levitical city (1 Sam. 6:21–7:1).

Beth Shemesh was poised to be the hero of this story, but 
it quickly becomes a symbol of all that is wrong with the 
story evolving in Israel. And that makes this a cautionary tale 
that still speaks to us. The people of Beth Shemesh treated 
sacred things as poorly as their pagan neighbors. Have we 
done something as egregious?

 < As a believer, what sacred things and thoughts have 
been put into your care?

 < God expects us to live and think differently than our 
pagan neighbors and coworkers. Where have you 
seen those expected differences breaking down?
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Heavenly Father,  I have the privilege of know-
ing you for who you are. I pray that while I live in 
the world, I maintain my separation from the world. 
Help your church and its leaders to honor and care 
for the sacred things you have brought into our lives.
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