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When you think of a desert, what image comes into your mind?  
 

Most experts seem to agree that a desert is an area of land that receives no more than 25 

centimetres (10 inches) of precipitation a year, and in such an area the amount of evaporation 

greatly exceeds the annual rainfall.  
 

This leads to the huge sand dunes, moved and shaped by the wind such as those found in the 

Sahara Desert. Or it could be the harsh and unpromising landscape of the wilderness to the 

east of Jerusalem, dry, hot and inhospitable, with rock cliffs and salt formations that would not 

be out of place on the moon. The common thing about all deserts is that survival for any length 

of time is only possible by adapting to the conditions as the incredible animals and plants that 

live there have done. Most of us would not survive for long. 
 

It is into just such a place, the Judean Desert, that Luke records the ministry of John the Baptist 

beginning. At first glance, this may seem a strange place for John to minister. But, if you 

broaden out this idea of a desert or wilderness, it is not necessarily confined to places that are 

barren and dry, although our thoughts naturally go in that direction. Other places can also offer 

little hope of habitation in its broadest and most fulfilled sense. 
 

Malachi, our Old Testament reading was probably one of the last Old Testament books to be 

written - about one hundred years after Cyrus decreed that Judah could return to their land 

(538 BC). During that time the Jewish faith had been reformed under Ezra and Nehemiah, but it 

did not take long for the people became to apathetic, indifferent, and morally corrupt. Malachi 

reveals Judah’s sins and proclaims that judgment would be forthcoming unless the people 

returned to God. The people may be home, but they are spiritually still in a desert. 
 

Many places can be deserts, places where people do little more than survive from day to day. 

Every day is a struggle even though they are surrounded by other people, spiritual deserts, 

empty and lacking meaning. What is life all about? That is a desert many inhabit or maybe are 

passing through. 
 

As you look at prophecy in both the Old Testament and the New, there seem to be several 

important elements that make up a prophetic ministry and nearly all of them speak into the 

many deserts of life. 
 

Firstly, you see in John the Baptist and other prophets a call for repentance. lying at the heart 

of their message. Repentance not just about saying sorry - an apology - but demanding a real 

change: change that sets a new direction not just for the brief moment but on into the future. 

John says, “turn away from your sins and be baptized, and God will forgive your sins”. Other 

prophets used different methods, illustrations from everyday life to focus and sharpen what 

they were saying: a plumb-line, a swarm of locusts and a basket of fruit to name but a few.  

Walk out into a desert not knowing where you are going just following your own instincts and 

very soon you will be in trouble. 

What John invites the people to do is to realign their lives not in the direction they feel they 

would like to go, but in the direction of God. He invites them to accept that they are lost and to 

look back towards God: because in doing that they come back into relationship with God. They 

will once again be free not only of sin but of all that enslaves them. 
 



Secondly, a prophetic message often contains a glimpse into the future: a look at what God will 

do and, as a result, of how things will be different. The prophet is, on behalf of the people, 

dreaming dreams and having visions.  

What the people in exile need to hear was not only the reason for their exile but also 

encouragement that they had not been abandoned by God despite how they may feel.  

If you are in the middle of a dark tunnel, maybe a canal tunnel, the light at the entrance has 

got smaller and gone out, the light from the exit is yet to appear, everything appears dark and 

hopelss. It is at just such a point that you need encouragement most. 

Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is 

paid, that she has received from the LORD’s hand double for all her sins.  

A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a 

highway for our God. (Isaiah 40:2-3) 
 

God has not abandoned you; he has not forgotten you. Gets up, get ready, great things are 

going to happen. What must it have felt like to hear such a message? 
 

It is at this point that St. Mark begins his gospel: the people are still so to speak, in a desert, 

and God appears to have abandoned them. But now with Jesus, the reality of what they hoped 

for is about to dawn. Where could be a better place to start? Where people are. 
 

We as a church the body of Christ, live in a very different time to that of John the Baptist and 

the Old Testament prophets, but the church still has a prophetic role to play. 
 

So many people are still in a desert of one kind or another, lost and struggling to survive. They 

too need to hear the call to repentance. They need to be challenged, as we all are, to accept 

their need for God. Because it is only having accepted our need that God’s grace can begin to 

touch us and make us the way he intended us to be. 
 

But the church also has a role in encouraging people to look up and see what can be when God 

begins work. The way the desert can burst into flower, not with a flower that will wither and 

die but with flower that will endure.  

Last Tuesday, in Edinburgh, the St Andrew’s Declaration was signed between the Church of 

Scotland and our own church. The working group that was involved in preparing that 

document was entitled “Our Common Calling”. It is only as the Body of Christ is seen working 

together in mission and ministry that that image of God at work becomes clearer, not clouded 

by the past. 
 

Advent is a time not only to prepare for God in our own hearts, but also a time to call others to 

do the same, because the reality of God’s presence turns everything upside down. We are 

called to be a voice like John the Baptist shouting in the deserts of our world. Get the road 

ready for the Lord; make a straight path for him to travel! Are we ready and are we calling the 

world to be ready? That is the challenge. 
 

‘The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 

“Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.  

Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall 

be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of 

God.” ’  


