The wilderness

Obviously “midbar” – wilderness -  is a very important topic in the Tenach. So let´s think about the significance of the desert, according to what we learn from the Bible: 

1. Desert is described as a consequence of disobedience
We know, “the LORD´s anger was aroused against Israel, and HE made them wander in the wilderness forty years…” (Num 32: 13).
We also hear a serious warning to us:
Jeremiah 17:5-6: “This is what the Lord says: ‘Cursed is the man who trusts in man…He will live in a desert place…” (being a metaphor of spiritual state)

1. Desert as a time of straying around 
“The wandered in the wilderness in a desolate way, they found no city to dwell
in... Their soul fainted in them” (Ps 107: 4+5)
And must we not also confess:
Isaiah 53:6: 	“We all like sheep have gone astray; we have turned, each of us, to our own way…”
We know that we need God´s road map. Not only in the Tanach we read:
“…I will even make a road in the wilderness…” (Isa 43: 19)
But we can also confess like David:
“Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path” (Ps 119: 105) 

3) Desert, a location of temptation and trial
When the Israelites had no water, they hardened  their hearts in bitterness of the day of trial in the desert. (Num 20: 2+3)
How do we react when we got in a situation of trial?

4) Desert, a place of loneliness  and quietness
“The people who survived the sword found grace in the wilderness – Israel, when I went to give them rest.” (Jer 31: 2)
In this week´s Haftarah the LORD speaks to unfaithful Israel: 
“I am now going to allure her; I will lead her into the desert and speak tenderly to her.” (Hosea 2:14).
Also in our own lives it may occur that our Heavenly Father wants to take us out off our all too busy surroundings and to take us in a sort of physical or spiritual desert, in order to  get our attention for His speaking.

5) Desert, a place of encounter with God and of spiritual impulses
“I knew you in the wilderness, in the land of great drought (Hos 13: 5)
The Hebrew word “midbar” is related to the word “medaber”. So indeed the LORD spoke to His people in the desert. 
Interestingly it was in the desert that the Torah was revealed – not in Jerusalem for instance – may be to indicate that God´s word is available and important to all people.
We realize that even a desert can be sanctified, as we see by God´s presence in the Tabernacle. 

6) HE gives protection and guidance in the desert
“HE brought His people out like a flock, He led them like sheep through the desert” (Ps 78:52)
“Jacob is the place of HIS inheritance. HE found him in a desert land and in the wasteland, a howling wilderness. HE encircled him, HE instructed him, HE kept him as the apple of His eye” (Deut 32: 10)
Moses reminds the people: “… in the wilderness where you saw how the LORD your God carried you as a man carries his son …” (Deut 1: 31)

7) Desert is an area of grace and where miracles happen
“HE split the rocks in the wilderness and gave them drink in abundance…” Ps 78: 15).
We remember the story about Mose and the burning bush.
Or we may think of the heavenly bread, the Manna, given “on the surface of the wilderness” (Ex 16: 15)
And in our days we are privileged to experience year by year: “I will make the desert bloom. I will make rivers flow on barren heights…” (Isa. 41:18) 
In the Hosea we read: And I will give Israel her vineyards from there (i.e. from the desert), and the valley of Achor as a door of hope.” Hope within the desert! (Hos 2: 15)
Even how the people of Israel grew in the desert is a miracle. The family of Jacob coming to Egypt consisted of mere 70! Now, in the census we read about in 4.Mose 1, 603.550 were counted. But altogether the people of Israel, including women and children, may have made up two to three million. God kept His promise that we read about in Hosea: “The number of the children of Israel shall be as the sand of the sea, which cannot be measured nor numbered” (Hos 2: 1)

And finally the book of Hosea contains wonderful examples of God´s grace: The Jewish people, is not called “lo Ruhama” any more and not called “lo ami” but MY people. And even: 
“I will betroth you to ME forever. Yes, I will betroth you to ME in righteousness and justice, in lovingkindness and mercy. I will betroth you to ME in faithfulness. And you shall know the LORD” (Hosea 2: 19 + 20)

Conclusion:
If we personally are in a spiritual desert: The first question should be: why are we in the desert?
Did we maneuver ourselves into this situation through disobedience? Or has the LORD led us into a desert situation with a good purpose?
Then the question arises: what might the purpose be?
Perhaps God wants to test us, 
· whether we trust Him even in difficult situations,
· whether we hold fast to the grace that HE found us in the desert, when we were still far from God 
· whether we can still praise Him even if not all our wishes are fulfilled
· whether we take advantage of the opportunity to be taken out of our usual hustle and bustle
· whether we let ourselves be guided through the desert
· whether we consciously and clearly turn to Him.

May the LORD help us through His Holy Spirit!


