
Wilderness 

Many  great  lessons  concerning  Christians  and
the church can be learned by examining the situations of
Israel in the wilderness.  Even the wilderness itself has
symbolic meanings for the Christian dispensation.  After
the children of Israel received God's law and ordinances
on mount Sinai, they headed for Canaan.  This was the
land  which  God  had  promised  them,  and  it  was
described as flowing with milk and honey (Exod. 3:8).
Keep  in  mind  that  they  had  recently  left  the  land  of
Egypt where they had suffered greatly as slaves.  God
promised them a new home of great value. They had to
travel through the wilderness to this new land, and under
the direction of God, take it from its present inhabitants.  They would have gone straight from Sinai to
Canaan if they had only trusted in God.  However, when they reached Canaan, they found giants in the
land and were afraid to make war against them.  Because of their lack of faith in God, he punished
them by making them wander in the wilderness for forty years.  During this time, Israel suffered many
hardships and trials.  The time spent in the wilderness was far more to Israel than mere hardships.  It
was a time when God disciplined Israel.  They learned to follow God and trust in him for their every
need as he protected them and provided food and water.  They followed God as the pillar of fire led
them by night and the cloud by day.  As God's chosen people, he nurtured them during their journey.
They learned that they could trust in God and rely upon him alone.  They were totally dependent on
God for their every need.

As has been discussed earlier, Israel is a likeness of the church of this Christian age.  Israel
wandered in the wilderness for forty years; but for our purpose, let us think of this time as beginning
when they crossed  the  Red Sea  and lasting  until  the  time they crossed  the  Jordan River  into  the
Promised Land.  This is the period of time from Israel's physical salvation from bondage in Egypt until
they reached their physical Promised Land of Canaan. This corresponds to the time the church spends
in the world during the Christian dispensation.  Jesus shed his blood on the cross and created a spiritual
Red Sea for us to cross.  This was the beginning of the Christian dispensation that will last until he
comes again to lead us across our spiritual Jordan River to heaven.  The church will thus dwell in the
wilderness of this world from the time Christ delivered all mankind out of the bondage of sin by giving
his blood on the cross until we enter our spiritual Promised Land at his second coming.

The wilderness  was a likeness of  the world of  sin in  which the church exists  today.   It  is
interesting to note that even part of the wilderness in which the Israelites wandered was named the
"Wilderness of Sin" (Exod. 16:1).  Just as the children of Israel had many physical trials and hardships
in the wilderness, Christians have many spiritual trials and hardships in this world today.  God provided
for the physical needs of the Israelites, and he will supply our spiritual needs today.  The church is
wandering in the wilderness today as it is surrounded by a world of sin, but God will nourish and
protect the spiritual souls of those who choose to follow him.  As members of the Lord's church, we
must recognize the situation of the church in the world today and understand it is made up of those who
have overcome this world of sin (1John 5:4-5).  Those who are not in the church are in this world of
sin.  The church was established on the first Pentecost following the crucifixion of Christ and began its
journey to the Promised Land of heaven --- a journey that will continue until Christ comes the second
time to take us across spiritual Jordan.  We do not know how long that period of time will be.  For the
Israelites, it was forty years, but for Christians it is an indefinite time.  For that reason, this period of
time is symbolically referred to as one thousand years in the book of Revelation (Rev. 20:2-7).  It is



thus the duty of every Christian who lives during this  symbolic 1000 year period of time to keep
himself in the proper relationship with God.  Many Israelites fell during their 40-year journey and were
unable to enter the Promised Land.  Their experience is a great lesson for us today.  If we do not remain
faithful to God, we too will fall in the wilderness, and God will refuse to let us enter the spiritual
Promised Land of the soul.

Let us now examine some of the symbolism in the book of Revelation that is drawn from this
period of 40 years of wilderness wanderings.  In Revelation chapter 20, this corresponding time in the
Christian age is called "1000 years."  Revelation 20:6 says,

Blessed and holy is he that hath part in the first resurrection: on such the second death
hath no power, but they shall be priests of God and of Christ, and shall reign with him a
thousand years.   

To understand this passage we must first define the "second death."  Revelation 21:8 says,
But  the  fearful,  and  unbelieving,  and  the  abominable,  and  murderers,  and
whoremongers, and sorcerers, and idolaters, and all liars, shall have their part in the lake
which burneth with fire and brimstone: which is the second death.   

The second death is hell.  Revelation 21:6 says that in order
to avoid the second death or hell, we must have a part in the
first resurrection.  We know how to avoid hell, and that is by
being  obedient  to  the  gospel.   The  first  person  to  be
resurrected  from  the  dead  never  to  die  again  was  Jesus
Christ.   We  have  a  part  in  that  resurrection  by  being
baptized,  which  is  a  likeness  of  his  death,  burial,  and
resurrection in that we are submerged under the water and
then  raised  to  walk  a  new  life  in  Christ  (Rom.  6:3-4).
Notice it is also a likeness of the children of Israel crossing
the Red Sea.  They also went down into the water and came
out on the other side as free people.  By being baptized, we
avoid  the  second  death  or  hell.   When  we  do  this,  we
become priests of God and reign with him during the "1000
years."   The "1000 years"  is  a  symbolic  time,  not  literal,
which  parallels  the  40  literal  years  Israel  spent  in  the
wilderness.  We are in the spiritual wilderness of this world,
and we are being fed and nurtured by God.  The "1000 years" began when Christ led mankind out of
the bondage of sin by giving his blood on the cross.  He then gave us the gospel on mount Zion and
established his church.  When people obey the gospel, they become members of the church and take
part in the symbolic 1000 years of wilderness wanderings.  We are priests of God and reign with him
during the figurative 1000 years just as Israel wandered in the wilderness for 40 years.

A prophecy in Ezekiel explains the church's situation in the world today.  Ezekiel 34:25 says,
And I will make with them a covenant of peace, and will cause the evil beasts to cease
out of the land: and they shall dwell safely in the wilderness, and sleep in the woods.   

This prophetical statement shows that even though there are hardships, temptations, and trials in the
world today, God will care for us and protect our spiritual souls just as he cared for Israel in the literal
wilderness.  Even though sin abounds in the world today, Christians can have peace of mind knowing
that our sins are forgiven and that we are in the right relationship with God.  We are therefore at peace
with God knowing we have a close relationship with him.  Our spiritual souls can "dwell safely in the
wilderness" of sin which surrounds the church today if we continue to put our faith and trust in God.
To "sleep in the woods" also illustrates the spiritual peace Christians have in the church.  The devil may
tempt us, but he can not harm our souls as long as we are faithful to God.  We can have peace of mind
knowing that God will protect our spiritual lives from the forces of the devil.



This type of symbolism is also used in Revelation 12:14.  Speaking of the glorious woman that
represents the church, Rev. 12:14 says,

And to the woman were given two wings of a great eagle, that she might fly into the
wilderness, into her place, where she is nourished for a time, and times, and half a time,
from the face of the serpent.   

This passage shows that the church is in the wilderness today.  Just as Israel followed Moses into the
wilderness, the church today has followed Christ into the wilderness.  Here, God nourishes us through
his word.  We are protected from the face of the serpent, which means that our sins are forgiven and the
devil can no longer harm our spiritual souls.  We are God's people and we are following him and
depending on him to lead us through this world of sin.  God will protect his church and care for his
people as we make our way toward our Promised Land of heaven.  It is our responsibility to remain
faithful to him along this journey.  If we are not faithful, we will fall in our wilderness just as many
Israelites fell in their wilderness.

This exact symbolism is used in Heb. 3:16-19 to encourage us to remain faithful as we live in
the wilderness of the world.  The passage reads,

For some, when they had heard, did provoke: howbeit not all that came out of Egypt by
Moses.  But with whom was he grieved forty years? was it  not with them that had
sinned, whose carcases fell in the wilderness?  And to whom sware he that they should
not enter into his rest, but to them that believed not?   

Those who were unfaithful to God and sinned in the wilderness also died in the wilderness.  They were
not allowed to enter the Promised Land of Canaan.  The same is true for Christians today.  As we dwell
in the wilderness of this world, we must remain faithful to God.  If we sin or turn from God, we will
also die spiritually in the wilderness.  We will not be allowed into our Promised Land of heaven.

We must recognize the situation of the church in the world
today. We are a spiritual kingdom surrounded by a world of sin.
This has been the situation of the church since Christ was on earth
the first  time and it will  remain the same until  he comes again.
Today, Christians must face many trials and hardships, but the most
important thing in our lives is that we remain faithful to God.  He
will feed and nurture the spiritual lives of his people all along this
journey.  In order to reach our final destination, we must follow
Christ like Israel followed Moses.

It is very important that we understand the difference in our
physical and spiritual lives.  God never promised Christians a
comfortable or easy physical life while on this earth.  In fact, he
warned us that just the opposite would be true (Matt. 10:34).  Christians have been persecuted and 
killed since the first century, and it is likely to continue to some degree until Christ returns.  The times 
in which we live today may have caused us to forget that many Christians have had to suffer greatly, 
but there could come times of persecution again.  What God did promise us was a wonderful spiritual 
life filled with joy and peace because our sins are forgiven.  Christians live in a close relationship with 
God and have spiritual peace that will last for all eternity.  As we live in the wilderness of this world, 
spiritual peace is to be desired above any earthly comfort or prosperity that we might achieve.


