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In the name of the Father, and † of the Son, and 

of the Holy Spirit. Amen. When you memorized 

the books of the Bible during Sunday School or 

confirmation, you may remember that the fourth 

book of the Old Testament is Numbers. Interesting-

ly enough, although the Old Testament was written 

mostly in Hebrew, this book’s name actually comes 

from the Greek translation of the Old Testament, 

where it was called “Arithmoi” – that is, ”Num-

bers.” It was thus named because of the census rec-

ords found in chapters 1 and 26. The Israelites, 

however, often referred to this book by its Hebrew 

name: “Bemidbar,” which means, literally: “In the 

Desert.” 

Surely you remember how God brought His 

people Israel out of the bondage and slavery of 

Egypt through the desert, safely delivering them 

through the waters of the Red Sea, and providing 

them with daily bread in the form of manna and 

quail. On one occasion God turned bitter water into 

sweet, and in a dry, barren place He caused water 

to flow from solid rock. He led His people every 

step of the way, going before them in a pillar of 

cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. He 

brought them ultimately to the land of Canaan, 

which He Himself had sworn in an oath to give to 

Abraham and to His descendants forever. 

But when the Israelites arrived at the promised 

land they sent in scouts, and when those scouts re-

turned they reported that the Canaanites were too 

strong and too numerous and that the Israelites 

would never be able to defeat them. So rather than 

trusting in the Lord and clinging to His promises, 

the people rebelled, saying: “If only we had died in 

Egypt or in this desert!” They complained: “Why is 

the Lord bringing us to this land only to let us fall 

by the sword? Our wives and children will be taken 

as plunder. It would be better if we went back to 

Egypt!” So God punished them for their unbelief. 

Rather than bringing them straight into the land of 

promise, He sentenced them to forty years of exile 

– “bemidbar” – “in the desert.” He told them: “As 

for your children that you said would be taken as 

plunder, I will bring them in to enjoy the land you 

have rejected. But you, your bodies will fall in this 

desert. Your children will be shepherds here for 

forty years, suffering for your unfaithfulness.” 

So, the phrase “in the desert” carries with it the 

echoes of God’s wrath against His people – a wrath 

visited upon them because of their sin and rebel-

lion. “Bemidbar” carries the bitter memory of how 

God provided for His people in every way, and yet 

they responded by rejecting and refusing to trust 

Him. But “bemidbar” isn’t merely just a reminder 

of some dark chapter in Israel’s history, it’s also a 

measure of the soul’s condition. Israel wandered 

forty years in the wilderness because the people 

had turned their backs on God. They were a barren, 

desolate people because they didn’t want God’s 

thoughts to be their thoughts and God’s ways to be 

their ways. “Bemidbar” is where man finds himself 

when He hears the Word of God and ignores it – 

when he refuses to take that Word to heart and re-

pent of his sin. “Bemidbar,” figuratively speaking, 

is the condition of sin. It describes where you are 

when you willfully separate yourself from God and 

His love toward you in Christ. 

Today’s Gospel tells us how “John came, Bap-

tizing in the desert and preaching a Baptism of re-

pentance for the forgiveness of sins.” He didn’t 

carry out this work in the cities where the people 

were, but out in the desert. And “the whole Judean 

countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went 

out to him.” By going out into this dreary, aban-

doned, wind-dried place, the people were acting 

out with their bodies the condition of their souls, 

which were equally dreary, dried, shriveled and 

lifeless. But although John appeared preaching in 

the desert, he had also come to a spiritual wilder-

ness of sorts – a wilderness brought into being by 

our sin. He came calling those who were wander-

ing in the exile of their sins, and to those who felt 

upon their chests the weight of God’s judgment. He 

came – and still comes – preaching to sinners, to 



 

 

those who are “in the desert” of judgment and con-

demnation. 

John came as God’s agent. He was and is God’s 

prophet – a gift sent from on high to prepare the 

way for God’s coming salvation. “It is written in 

Isaiah, the prophet,” said John: “I will send My 

messenger ahead of You, who will prepare Your 

way – the voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Pre-

pare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for 

Him.’” And the preaching of John was fulfilled in 

the coming of Christ as Man upon the earth, for 

John was the last of the Old Testament prophets, 

and his greatest work was pointing his finger to Je-

sus and proclaiming with a loud voice: “Behold, 

the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the 

world!” 

Yet, as complete as John’s work was at the first 

coming of Christ, there is another sense in which 

his preaching is yet unfulfilled – a sense in which 

John still prepares the way for the Coming One 

who will return for you on the last day. Therefore, 

understand this: John’s preaching is just as valua-

ble for you today as it was for “the whole Judean 

countryside and all the people of Jerusalem who 

went out to him.” Christ has most certainly already 

come to you. By His birth, life, death and resurrec-

tion, He has gathered you up out of the desert of 

your sin and brought you into His Promised Land. 

In Baptism He has given you a foretaste of heaven, 

and by Holy Communion He allows you to antici-

pate that feast in heaven which never ends. 

But the Church must learn from Israel’s history! 

For it was after God delivered them from bondage 

that they turned away! Israel abandoned God after 

He had given His Word of promise, after He had 

fed His people with the bread of heaven, poured 

out for them the living water of eternal life, and 

made His presence known to them in the pillar of 

cloud and fire. And so John still comes preaching a 

Baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 

He still comes to prepare the way of the Lord be-

cause our hearts are just as likely to grow cold as 

Israel. We have yet to fully leave the desert and 

arrive in the promised land. Hence we must still 

repent, mourn our sinful, fallen condition, and cry 

out to God for mercy and protection. Above all, we 

must continue believing that God is gracious, and 

will never leave nor forsake us. Yes, dear Chris-

tian, John’s preaching is for your ears. He comes to 

the desert of your sins, as it were, and calls upon 

you to prepare the way for the coming of our Lord. 

And this is the great hope and promise attached 

to John’s words: “After me will come One more 

powerful than I, the thongs of whose sandals I am 

not worthy to stoop down and untie.” The One for 

whom John prepares the way is Jesus, the “Mighty 

God” of whom Isaiah spoke, who comes for you 

not as a helpless Infant, but as the fully revealed, 

returning, conquering King. Yet He who is all-

powerful became weak for your sake. No enemy 

could defeat Him, no man could humiliate Him, but 

Jesus allowed Himself to suffer all things for your 

sake. Now He has risen from the dead, ascended on 

high, and sits at the right hand of the throne of 

God. This Jesus shall come again – of this we are 

certain. And when He comes, He shall fulfill the 

work He began in you. He will finally and fully 

draw you up out of the desert wilderness of your 

sin, and deliver you into your heavenly home, built 

by the blood of Christ. 

Until then, realize how greatly God cares for and 

sustains you “in the desert.” For just as God deliv-

ered Israel from the bondage of her enemies, so al-

so has He delivered you from the bondage of your 

sin. As He sustained Israel by heavenly food and 

miraculous water, so also has He sustained you 

with His Supper – your manna from heaven. Bap-

tism is now the water of life, provided by God to 

deliver you. And as the Lord went before His peo-

ple in a pillar of cloud and fire, so likewise has Je-

sus promised to remain with you always, even to 

the very end of the age.” Israel’s “bemidbar” years 

finally ended when God delivered them into the 

home for which they so deeply longed. And so you, 

dear Christian, may also trust in this same Word 

and promise of the Lord for you. God will deliver 

you from your “bemidbar,” for so it shall it be, be-

cause God cannot lie, and He will bring it to pass 

for Jesus’ sake. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all 

understanding, will keep your hearts and minds in 

that one true faith in Christ Jesus unto life everlast-

ing. Amen. 

 


