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The Land of Milk and Honey (and You)  
What do these people have in common? 

Abraham

Sarah

Moses

David

Elijah

John the Baptizer

Jesus Christ

The apostle Paul

I won’t answer what they have in common right now. I’ll answer it later in case you haven’t figured it out by then.

At its heart and core, what is the Feast of Unleavened Bread all about? What is its intent and purpose? What are these days designed to accomplish? If I had to sum it up, I would say that these days are all about building a relationship with God.
How do we do that? We do that by removing sin from our lives, which we have to do to build and maintain a relationship with God. We know, as Isaiah 59 tells us, that our sins have separated us from God and have hidden Him from us so that He won’t hear. So obviously we have to remove and overcome sin in our lives to have a relationship with God. Avoiding leaven during this Feast reminds us of that fact, that we are to avoid and get rid of sin just as we avoid and get rid of leaven during these seven days. 
And there’s the flip side of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which is that we are to eat unleavened bread throughout this seven days. We are to avoid leavened bread, but to eat unleavened bread. And we know that this teaches us that we are to be partaking of the true Bread of Life, Jesus Christ. So this Feast of Unleavened Bread is also about building a relationship with God by partaking of the Unleavened Bread of Life, Jesus Christ. Without a relationship with Him, we don’t have a relationship with God.

I’d like to toss out another question for you to think about through the sermon, and that is this: Do you know God, or do you know about God? There is a difference. In our studies of the Gospels we’ve been learning a lot about God. One of the questions I regularly ask in these studies is, What does this teach us about God the Father and what does this teach us about Jesus Christ? Because it’s crucial that we learn about Them. After all, how are we going to become like our elder brother and role model Jesus Christ, who is the express image of the Father, if we aren’t studying about Him? How can we become like Him if we don’t know how He lived, how He acted, what He taught, what His habits were, what He did in various circumstances? How can we become like Him as our Master and Teacher and Rabbi and Lord if we aren’t studying His life as recorded for us in the Gospels? 
So it’s important for us to know about God, but it’s even more important to get to know God. But how do we get to know God? How do we get to know a God who is so great, so awesome, so powerful, a God so much higher in His thinking and His ways, a God who inhabits eternity, who lives in a spirit dimension of majesty and glory? How do we get to know a God like that? I want you to be thinking of that question, too, as we go through the sermon today. And I’m not saying I have the answers to that, because that probably differs somewhat from person to person and it would probably take a whole series of sermons to wade into that topic. But today I do want to give you some thoughts that will help with that. 
Another thing we know from Scripture is that Passover and the Days of Unleavened Bread are closely linked with the Israelites’ journey from Egypt to the Promised Land. Passover marked the final plague that caused Pharaoh to relent and let the Israelites go free, and they left Egypt during the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Paul, in talking about some of these events of the Exodus and the wilderness journey, says this to us:  1 Corinthians 10:11—
11  Now all these things happened to them as examples, and they were written for our admonition, upon whom the ends of the ages have come.
So there are clearly lessons for us to learn in the things the Israelites experienced during this time, things that should be beneficial for us in our walk with God today and in striving to serve Him. 
Let’s start by reading from Deuteronomy 8. Deuteronomy is the final book of Moses where he recounts Israel’s experiences in their journey from Egypt to the Promised Land. They are poised to cross over the Jordan River and enter the land God has promised them, and in this book Moses gives his final instructions to the Israelites because he won’t be going with them and leading them any more. Notice what he says to them:
Deuteronomy 8:
2 “And you shall remember that the LORD your God led you all the way these forty years in the wilderness, to humble you and test you, to know what was in your heart, whether you would keep His commandments or not.

3 “So He humbled you, allowed you to hunger, and fed you with manna which you did not know nor did your fathers know, that He might make you know that man shall not live by bread alone; but man lives by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the LORD. …
7 “For the LORD your God is bringing you into a good land, a land of brooks of water, of fountains and springs, that flow out of valleys and hills;

8 “a land of wheat and barley, of vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive oil and honey;…
11 “Beware that you do not forget the LORD your God . . .
15 “who led you through that great and terrible wilderness, in which were fiery serpents and scorpions and thirsty land where there was no water; who brought water for you out of the flinty rock;

16 “who fed you in the wilderness with manna, which your fathers did not know, that He might humble you and that He might test you, to do you good in the end”
These are God’s words through the book of Deuteronomy. So again, how do we get to know God? How do you get in touch with a God so awesome and so incredible? How do you and I personally come to relate to and get to know a God that big? We could go in a number of directions, but I’d like to take you to the same place God took Israel—to the desert. That’s hard to do here in an auditorium because it’s hard for us to feel desert in here. For one thing, it’s not hot enough in here. If you could think back to the hottest you’ve ever been in your life and then crank it up another 15 or 20 degrees, you might be getting close. 

For another thing, you’ve all had plenty to eat and drink from last night or this morning before you came here. Think back to the thirstiest you’ve ever been and multiply that several times over, and you’ll have some idea of life in the desert. Today sitting here you have shade, you have comfortable chairs in which to sit, so it’s tough for you to feel desert. And until you feel desert, it’s difficult to appreciate what the Bible teaches in it and through it. But let’s try this afternoon to mentally walk along with God’s people who spent so much time in the desert.

When people go to Israel they are usually in for a lot of surprises. They’re surprised at the small size of the Sea of Galilee. Often they’re surprised at the small size of the nation of Israel as a whole, which today is only about 150 miles north to south and about 40 miles wide on average. But one of the big surprises to most people is that they expect Israel to look like this. They expect it to be farm country like we have here in the United States, or even better. And there is fertile land in Israel, but that’s only a small percentage. 
Much of Israel actually looks like this. When I’ve gone there on my trips, it’s always struck me how little of the Promised Land is beautiful and lush. Much of Israel, as I tell people, is what we out west here would call “BLM land”—land that is so poor, so dry, that here in the west the federal government couldn’t even give it away because nobody wanted it. 
But how do we square that with God’s promise to give the Israelites a land flowing with milk and honey? That phrase “a land of milk and honey” appears 20 times in the Bible referring to the Promised Land. But what does it mean? It does mean a blessed land, and that is conveyed by the word flowing in “a land flowing with milk and honey.” But “milk and honey” probably means something very different from what we’ve always thought. 
First of all, if you live in the Middle East, where does your milk come from? What animals? It doesn’t come from cows. There are very few cows in the Middle East today, and there have never been many cows there. We see the word cattle a lot in the Bible, and today we read that as a herd of cows. But in Hebrew that often means simply a herd of domesticated animals, which was usually sheep and goats. So where does milk come from in a Middle Eastern context? It comes from goats. It’s goats’ milk. And where do goats live in the Middle East? They live in the desert. Good farmland is too rare to have a bunch of goats coming through and eating up everything in sight.

What about honey? Where does honey come from? It comes from bees. What to bees need to produce honey? They need flowering plants. Where do flowering plants grow? They grow in fertile, well-watered areas. It’s the land of the farmer—areas like Galilee, which we’ve talked a lot about in our Gospels studies.

So when God promises the Israelites a land flowing with milk and honey, He’s promising them a land where both the farmer and the shepherd can live. Some of the land would be good, fertile soil with rain to raise good crops like this. And the rest of the land would be land for the shepherd, suitable for sheep and goats. Most of the Middle East is either one or the other—land for the shepherd or land for the farmer. But the Promised Land would be land where both the farmer and the shepherd could live and serve God.
The land of milk was also known as a land of faith, because there you did not survive without the blessing and protection of God. Unless God feeds you and gives you water, you don't survive. So it required faith. And if you were being prepared by God, you were normally in the desert. Consider some examples.

Abraham and Sarah were Bedouin—nomads who lived in the desert much of the time. Moses, before he led the Israelites out of Egypt, spent 40 years as a shepherd in the desert. Elijah fled from Jezebel and hid out in the desert. John the Baptizer lived and baptized in the desert. Jesus spent 40 days in the desert before He began His public ministry, strengthening Himself and preparing Himself for what lay ahead. The story of the temptation by Satan took place in the desert. The apostle Paul, when he was first called, was personally taught by Jesus for three years in the desert. So we see this is a regular theme in the Bible and many of the great giants of faith of the Bible spent time in the desert.

The land of honey, on the other hand, is clearly a place where God rewards faith with prosperity. You move out of a place where you knew you had to rely on God, the land of milk, to the land of honey where now you would influence the world around you because that's where the other people were. The problem, though, was that once you got to the land of honey, the area of prosperity, you were tempted to forget God. You might remember what God warned the Israelites about as they entered the Promised Land—that they were not to forget Him and think that they had gained this new land and its prosperity by their own might.

Israel was constantly tempted to think this way. They also bought into the pagan religions of the people of the land of honey, and this was a constant trap for them. Because the land was fertile and productive, they regularly lost sight of their need for God. They ultimately became no different from the people of the land that God had told them to drive out. And eventually they were driven out themselves, and taken away into captivity by the Assyrians and Babylonians.

There's an obvious lesson there for us, that we always need to have trust and faith in God and never lose sight of our need for Him, and to be sure we don’t make the same mistake the Israelites made.

Let’s look more closely at the land of milk, the desert land. About 70 percent of the Promised Land is desert. If God gave the physical Israelites land that was 70 percent desert and had them spend so much time in the desert, there has to be a lesson in that. God doesn't do things by chance. And if there was a lesson for physical Israel, there must be a lesson for His spiritual nation of Israel too. A number of deserts are mentioned in the Bible, like Sinai, the Wilderness of Zin and the Judah Wilderness.
The desert is an intense experience. It is so hot. The heat is relentless. It quits, it never lets up. The sun is hot. The air is hot. The wind is hot. The land is hot. The rocks are hot. The dirt is hot. The sand is hot. Everything is hot. The terrain is incredibly hostile. There are steep mountains, deep canyons, and very soft and deep sand that makes walking difficult. Imagine thousands of Israelites trying to find their way across a landscape like this for 40 years. It’s amazing that this land can sustain any kind of life at all. 
And yet that’s the place God wanted His followers to come. It’s very clear. I mentioned a list of individuals earlier. What did they have in common? They were people of great faith, but they were also people who spent a lot of time in the desert—in an environment like this.

Let’s reflect on a few aspects or lessons from the story of Israel’s journey in the desert. 

1. It was easier to take Israel out of Egypt than it was to take Egypt out of Israel. What does that mean? Think about the great miracles it took to get Israel freed from slavery in Egypt—the plague of the water turning to blood, the plague of frogs, the plague of lice or gnats, the plague of flies, the plague on the livestock, the plague of boils, the plague of hail, the plague of locusts, the plague of darkness, and finally the plague of the death of the firstborn. Then there was the miraculous parting of the Red Sea, with Israel passing through safely and God drowning the Egyptian army and Pharaoh.

Then God continued the miracles to provide for the Israelites in the desert. But what happened when Moses went up on Mt. Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments and was gone a long time? What did the Israelites do? You can read about it in Exodus 32. Only two months after God miraculously delivered them from slavery in Egypt, they were returning right back to the worship of the gods they were familiar with—the gods of Egypt in the form of a golden calf. Several of the gods and goddesses of Egypt were represented by cows, bulls and calves, and this is what they knew. 

Sadly, those Israelites who came up out of Egypt never really learned to believe God and have faith in Him. We pick up the story later in Numbers 14:22-34—
27 “How long shall I bear with this evil congregation who complain against Me? I have heard the complaints which the children of Israel make against Me. . . .
29 ‘The carcasses of you who have complained against Me shall fall in this wilderness, . . . from twenty years old and above.

30 ‘Except for Caleb the son of Jephunneh and Joshua the son of Nun, you shall by no means enter the land which I swore I would make you dwell in.

31 ‘But your little ones, whom you said would be victims, I will bring in, and they shall know the land which you have despised. . . .
33 ‘And your sons shall be shepherds in the wilderness forty years, and bear the brunt of your infidelity, until your carcasses are consumed in the wilderness.

34 ‘According to the number of the days in which you spied out the land, forty days, for each day you shall bear your guilt one year, namely forty years, and you shall know My rejection.
The bottom line is that it was easier to take Israel out of Egypt than it was to take Egypt out of Israel. In fact, in the end it proved impossible to take Egypt out of the Israelites. Out of all those God brought out of Egypt, only two—Joshua and Caleb—had the faith and belief and obedience that God wanted. Only those two were allowed to enter the Promised Land. All the rest had too much Egypt in them—too much unbelief, too much lack of faith, too many wrong ideas about God. And God couldn’t get the Egypt out of them. They had to die off over 40 years and it was their children and grandchildren, who as it says here were shepherds in the wilderness 40 years, who learned to believe God and have faith in Him. 
A second aspect of the story to consider or reflect on is this:

2.  Why did God choose the route that He chose for the Israelites? God brought the Israelites out of Egypt to the Promised Land. How far is it from Egypt to the Promised Land? God could’ve led them by the short route along the coast of the Mediterranean. He could’ve used the ancient international highway we’ve talked about, the via maris, the way of the sea, which was called that because it ran along the Mediterranean Coast here. It would’ve been about 300 miles, which is a long way to walk, but how long would that take? If you walked three miles a day, which just about anyone could do, you could be there in a little over three months. Even if you walked just a mile a day, you’d be there in year. And all along the way there’s water, there’s some farming right along the coast, there’s a smooth road to follow, and there’s very few mountains. 
And yes, there were the Philistines there, but God is bigger than the Philistines. God promised to drive out the other nations—the Canaanites, the Hivites, the Jebusites, the Amorites and others, so He could’ve driven out the Philistines with no problem. But instead He leads them into the heart of one of the most rugged, desolate, harsh environments anywhere on earth. And yes, Egypt has its deserts, but they had never experienced desert like this. In Egypt they had lived along the Nile River and its branches and canals, which was a very fertile area. 
But this desert was like nothing they had ever seen. This is one reason we see this just one month into their journey:
Exodus 16:2-3  
2  . . . The whole community of Israel spoke bitterly against Moses and Aaron.

3  “Oh, that we were back in Egypt,” they moaned. “It would have been better if the LORD had killed us there! At least there we had plenty to eat. But now you have brought us into this desert to starve us to death.”
What’s the point? Again we see the lack of faith here that we talked about in the previous point. The point is that God could have easily done it another way, a much easier way. God could’ve brought them to the Promised Land in a matter of a few weeks or a few months at most. But He didn’t. He chose to do it another way—a way that wasn’t the easy way. There’s a lesson to that story, and we’ll get to that later. 

A third aspect of the story to reflect on is this:

3. The deeper they got into the desert, the greater and more common were the miracles God performed. Initially there were the miracles of the 10 plagues. And then there was the dividing of the Red Sea. But as I covered in a sermon several years ago, these were spread out over a minimum of several months. But as they move deeper and deeper and deeper into the desert, the miracles are happening daily. God sends quail. God sends them manna every day. God purifies water from springs in the desert that are undrinkable. God sends fresh water gushing out of rocks! And God has to send these miracles every day because if He doesn’t, they’re going to die. 
What’s the point? The point is this: God had to challenge them, to get them out of their comfort zone to begin to teach and work with them. And God does the same thing with us. The further we get out of our comfort zone, the deeper we get into the deserts of life, the more we are forced into challenging situations and circumstances where we’re forced to choose whether we’ll believe and obey God or not, the more we see God at work. The more we see God at work, and the more He is at work in our lives. 

4. What was the result of these things? What was the result of these three aspects of the story? What did they lead to? We talked earlier about how God had to let that entire first generation that came out of Egypt die off in the desert. They were too stubborn, too rebellious, too lacking in faith, too lacking in belief and trust in God for Him to have a relationship with them. He found that He simply couldn’t work with them. Does that destroy God’s plan for working with the Israelites and carrying out His promises? No, He simply goes to “Plan B,” which is to work with the next generation. 

So going from being unable to have a relationship with Israel because of their faithlessness and lack of belief, what does the relationship change to? Let’s notice something from Jeremiah 2.

Jeremiah 2:2 (New Living Translation)
2  This is what the LORD says: I remember how eager you were to please me as a young bride long ago, how you loved me and followed me even through the barren wilderness.

What is God saying here? He’s saying that He and Israel grew to love one another. He’s saying that their time together was their honeymoon. Israel was a young bride who loved and followed and was eager to please Him, and He was the groom who watched over her and protected and provided for her. 
And where and when was this? In “the barren wilderness” during the 40 years of wandering after they left Egypt. There was no other time like this in their history. God viewed this as a time when He and Israel got to know each other and fell deeply in love with each other and built an amazing relationship together. 
So what was the result of these things? God and Israel grew to love one another in the desert. 

What’s the point? God likes—you might say loves—bringing His people to the desert and getting to know and build a relationship with them there. But why is that? What is it about the desert that allows that to happen? 
As I’ve mentioned before and in my last sermon at combined services, God uses pictures to teach us spiritual lessons and principles. And in life sometimes we are in the land of milk and sometimes we are in the land of honey. Sometimes we are in the conditions where things go smoothly and sometimes life is like the desert. Desert is a picture of the difficult and painful times we all have to walk through in life. It might be something like a disease, something like a divorce or the breakup of a relationship, an economic situation like the loss of a job or a sudden great expense, it can be family problems, spiritual problems, or any number of things. Some are big, some are small, some are terrible, some not so terrible, but they are all where you walk through the tough times in life.  
Some of you here today probably brought your desert with you. I know you did. A severe illness. Someone you love who passed away or may not have much time left. A job that may not be there tomorrow or next week. A husband or wife who doesn't seem to love you so much any more. Children who don’t want to come to church services with you or who are drifting away and going down a wrong path that you know will hurt them. There are probably some serious deserts among us here. 
Some, on the other hand, aren’t in a desert but are in a fertile wheat field or a lush vineyard or orchard—but they probably got there through the desert too. They remember those scorching hot times when you said to yourself, “I just don’t think I can do this.” And there may be a few who can honestly say, “Desert? What desert? I don’t think I’ve ever been there.” And if that describes you, praise and thank God every step of the way because if you haven’t been in your desert yet, you will. Because the Promised Land is 70 percent desert. 
That’s not to say life is going to be 70 percent desert or that’s the average of life. But it may not be far off because God says that when we’re in the middle of tough times—whether we got there because we were dumb enough to go there on our own and brought suffering on ourselves or whether we’re there due to circumstances we couldn’t do anything about and God brought us there, when we’re there is when we’ll find God. Because when we’re here and there’s air conditioning and soft seats and plenty of water to drink and food to eat, it’s tough to know beyond the shadow of a doubt that if God didn’t take care of us we’d die right here. But no, we don’t feel that. We just go on with life as usual. But God says there are going to be times in life when we face the reality that apart from Him, there’s nowhere else to turn. That’s what the deserts we face in life teach us.
Let’s look at some examples from Scripture that point to this reality. There are dozens of desert lessons in the Bible that teach us about knowing and trusting and having faith in God. I’d like to look at three biblical examples that all hammer home the same theme, but from different perspectives. They’re all different pictures to teach us spiritual lessons about how to cope and rely on God in the desert. 
But first I want to talk about honey. (Pass out honey)

The Bible says God is like honey. Why? Because in the Middle East in biblical times, there was no sugar, no sugar cane or anything like that to provide a sweet taste. The only sweet thing they knew was honey. And it was scarce. There aren’t a lot of beehives when the land is 70 percent desert. So when they found honey—that wonderful, sweet treat that was so precious and so scarce, they said that’s gotta be what God tastes like. Notice two verses from the Psalms: 

Psalm 34:8
8  Oh, taste and see that the LORD is good . . . !

and
Psalm 119:103

How sweet are Your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!

So put some of that honey on your tongue and taste what God and His Word tastes like. Put it on your finger and lick it off or just lick it out of the container. It’s harder for Americans to identify with this because so much of our food is already pre-sweetened and loaded with sugar. But to someone who doesn’t have any sweet things in his or her diet, this was a profound picture of how to view God and His Word. Is our contact and interaction with God as sweet as this? When we read and study God’s Word, does reading it taste like honey to us? That’s a picture of what it means to begin to know God. 

Now let’s notice something else. This is a desert road. It doesn’t look like much, but it’s a road. This is what walking in the desert is like. On life’s pathway there are stones. Some are small, like gravel. Some are basketball-sized. Some are waist high. And some are boulders as big as a car or a house lying there right in the path. And this is what life is like. Those rocks represent the things in life that cause us to stumble and fall. I’m not talking about stumbling in the sense of sinning, but stumbling because these obstacles trip us up and prevent us from moving forward. 
What’s your path like? Maybe it’s filled with lots of little stones. You have to work with a fellow employee who’s a real pain in the neck or drives you crazy. Maybe your kids are at an age where they fight a lot at home and you think you can’t take it any more. Or maybe you have a relationship problem with someone and it hurts, but you just keep going. 
And then there are the bigger stones, and some of you are walking on or picking your way through them today. Somebody you love is choosing path that deeply hurts you. One of your children is in a period of resentment or rebellion. You’re having problems with other people at work. And then there are those really big ones. Maybe your job won’t be there next week. Someone you love has only weeks or days to live. Maybe one of your children has rejected this way of life and chosen to go another way and it hurts you deeply. Maybe you’ve had to stand before that open coffin and had to say goodbye to a huge part of your life. And you say to God and to yourself, “I just don’t know how I can go another step.” 
We don’t like rocks on our path. They hurt. We want God to come and sweep all of the rocks away and give us a smooth path with shade a bench to sit on every once in a while. When you find yourself on a smooth path like that, bless and thank God with every step! But the Bible doesn’t say the path will get easier. Sometimes it does. Sometimes God does take the rocks away when we ask for that. 
But listen to Psalm 81:13, 16
13  “Oh, that My people would listen to Me, that Israel would walk in My ways!

. . .

16  He would have fed them also with the finest of wheat; and with honey from the rock I would have satisfied you.”
The sweetness of God in the desert isn’t so much when things are good, though sometimes they are. The sweetness of God in the desert is when things are hurting and painful and difficult. God wants us to know Him. He wants us to taste Him. He wants us to experience Him. He wants us to have a relationship with Him. He knows that our human tendency when everything is going great is to forget Him and think we did all of this by ourselves—I got the job, I got the promotion, I got the scholarship, I got the bonus at work, I did it, I did it, I did it. We lose sight of God. 
So He gives us the desert times, and when He does, the sweetness of God is often in the very rocks on the path. They don’t make the rock not hurt. They don’t shrink it. They don’t get rid of the rock entirely. But there’s enough of God in the rocks you and I face to take one more step. 
Also understand that the honey isn’t going to make the experience easy. If God is in a rock, what it means is that as you face those rocks, big and small, there will be enough God there to help you take another step. There is also a Jewish rabbinical saying to be careful when you ask for honey, because God has a tendency to put it in rocks. So be careful what you pray for.
Let’s talk about another picture from the desert. It’s a type of shrub or bush called a broom tree. It’s called a broom tree because the Bedouin break off the ends and use that as a small broom to sweep out their tents. In the desert it gets extremely hot. Temperatures of 120° and hotter are fairly common. In the heat of the day, when the sun is at its highest, the heat will be so intense that if you’re out in it for a while, you will get a pounding, driving headache. So in the middle of the day the shepherds or the Bedouin will look for shade. And what you will often see is that they will find a broom tree—and the broom tree is quite small, only about knee-high—and they will lay with their head and part of their chest in the shade of this tree. 

There’s not enough shade to get the whole body shaded, so they shade their head. Just as you lose a lot of body temperature through your head when it’s cold, you also absorb a lot of heat through your head when the temperature is hot. You shade your head, and it also prevents your head from absorbing as much heat from the desert. So the shade from the broom tree it is just enough shade to keep you alive if you have your head under it. And you stay shaded like that until later in the afternoon when the sun moves further along and the temperature starts to cool a bit and the breeze picks up and you can go back to your business of shepherding or whatever.

Can you think of any Bible stories where you see that image? I can think of two that come to mind. One is of Hagar and Ishmael. If you remember the story, Abraham gives Hagar and Ishmael a skin of water and sends them out into the desert. Their water runs out, and she can’t stand to see her son die, so she lays him in the shade under a shrub—a broom tree—then she goes further away where she will wait to die herself. But then, of course, an angel of God appears and tells her that’s not the way it’s going to be, and she and Ishmael are spared.

The other biblical image is Elijah, who ran away from Jezebel who was trying to kill him, and he runs out into the desert a day’s journey south of Beersheva in southern Israel, and he also curls up under a broom tree and says, “I’ve had it; I want to die.” And again God intervenes and that doesn’t happen.

That image it is actually quite profound. The image is this: Life is sometimes like a desert, and like a desert, sometimes the heat is so intense as to be unbearable at times. Turn to Psalm 121:6. Here we see this image. It talks about the sun being so hot that sometimes you just don’t know how you can go on. Let’s read it here:

6  The sun shall not strike you by day, nor the moon by night.

This is a desert image. It talks about the intense heat of the sun during the day, and also the intense cold of the desert that night. The people reading or hearing that at that time would have understood this—but it’s talking about the desert. 

Think about your life. Think about the times when the heat and the pressure of life is so intense but you say, “I just don’t think I can go on any longer. I don’t think I can take it another day. I don’t think I can handle another crisis.” Have you ever been there? You don’t have to raise your hands. I think most of us have been there at one point or another in life, and if we haven’t yet, we will be.

What we would like for God to tell us here it is, “when the sun gets hot, I will send a cloudy day,” but that’s not the picture. God doesn’t say He will cool the temperature down to 68° and provide a giant oak tree for shade, and that He will send a cool breeze to cool things down for us. What does He say He will do? Hold up your right hand. Hold it out in front of you. Now read verse 5, the verse immediately before what we just read.

5 The LORD is your keeper; the LORD is your shade at your right hand.
Look at your hand. That’s how close God is. And He says He will provide just enough shade, not to take away the sun, and not to make the heat go away, but to provide just enough shade so that you’ll be able to handle a minute at a time whatever the crisis or problem is that you’re experiencing. Again, maybe you haven’t experienced that yet—but you will.

When you have been in the blistering sun like this, what was the shade that God gave you? Think about that for a minute. In your life, how often has the shade that God provides come in the form of other people? They have probably provided shade for you. Do you provide shade for others who are suffering from the heat of the desert? That’s something for us to think about. God provides shade for us, often through other people, and are we allowing God to use us by providing shade for others?

We’ll close with one other picture from the world of the shepherd. Look out on this landscape with a flock of sheep and goats. What question comes to your mind? It’s rather obvious—what do the sheep eat? 

I’ll tell you a story about an American man who has studied a lot about the cultural background of the Bible, and I heard the story from him. Years ago he was in Israel on a college-level study program and he was sleeping out in the desert at night with some of the other students in the program. He woke up in the morning and saw several Bedouin shepherds with their flocks of sheep moving across a nearby hillside. And he watched as the sheep walk along the hillside, stop at a rock and bend over and take something in their mouths, start chewing, then take several steps to the next rock, bend over, start chewing, and then go to the next rock and so on.

So he turned to one of the Israeli students who was just waking up on the ground several feet away and he said: “What are the sheep eating? Are they rock-eating sheep?” And the student explained that in the desert, during the heat of the day the rocks absorb the heat. And in the afternoon a moist breeze blows in from the west from the Mediterranean Sea about 30 miles away, and the moisture in the cooler air condenses on those warm rocks. 
And there’s just enough moisture that drips off the rocks and into the soil, and overnight several blades of grass will spring up around the rock. So the shepherd brings the sheep through in the morning, and they get a mouthful of grass that this rock, and then they move to the next rock several feet away for another mouthful of grass, and then several more feet to the next rock for another mouthful of grass, and that’s what they eat. That’s what keeps them alive. All they ever get is one mouthful at a time and then they have to move on. So shepherding is taking the sheep from one tuft of grass to the next one, to the next one, to the next one.

So the American student asked the Israeli student, “What do you call this?” And the Israeli student replied by quoting Scripture, which was the common way they did things. He said, “the Lord leads me into green pastures.” He explained that this is what they call “the green pastures of the shepherd.” Does this phrase “green pastures” sound familiar? It should. Let’s turn to Psalm 23. You may have it memorized. How does it begin? We read it earlier:

1  The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.

2 He makes me to lie down in green pastures . . . 
This is a desert image. This desert environment is the “green pastures” of the shepherd. I never envisioned this all that way. I envisioned green pastures as big, fat sheep standing around in lush green grass up to their bellies. And we can think that when we are called and come to know God’s truth, that from that point on life is always going to be easy—that we’ll be a sheep out standing in fields of belly-deep alfalfa with nice shade trees and streams of gurgling water going by, and that life will always be good and we’ll always have everything we’ll need. All we need to do is reach out and take it.
But is that what life is like for us? Maybe it is like that sometimes. But that’s certainly not the norm. As we’ve talked about today, life has its ups and downs, its rocky paths, its blistering hot sun, and sometimes we just don’t know whether we’ll make it or not. But look at these sheep. Are those sheep worried? All those sheep have is one mouthful of grass. One mouthful. But the sheep aren’t worried because they have something else—a shepherd. It’s the shepherd’s job to take the sheep out onto the right hillside where they can get a few tufts of grass to keep going. And a good shepherd knows where to find enough grass to keep the whole flock fed. 

Now if the sheep get lost or don’t follow the shepherd, what happens? They get out in the desert where they don’t know how to find grass and they die. This is Psalm 23. Maybe you don’t believe me. Maybe you’re saying, “But it isn’t green!” And it’s not, by our standards. And you say, “But it isn’t pasture!” And it’s not, by our standards. It’s a desert image. It’s the Middle East, not North America. And in the Middle East the picture is, as long as you have a shepherd, and as long as you follow that shepherd, when the grass is gone that you need now, your shepherd will lead you to more green pastures. But it will be only enough to deal with what’s happening with you right now. That’s the picture of life in the land of milk, the desert.
All God has ever promised us is green pastures. And that means just enough to deal with what is in your life right now. If we have everything we need, of what use is God? We don’t need Him. But if God is your shepherd, then whatever it is that comes into your life an hour from now, or tomorrow, if you follow that shepherd and are close to Him, there will be pastures enough to deal with whatever happens to you. 

That’s not to say don’t plan or don’t deal with the future, but it means we are to learn to trust—which is a desert picture totally. We are to learn to have faith in our shepherd and to follow Him. 

That’s why God wants you and me in the desert—not because it’s easy, but because it isn’t. And the result of being in the desert with God is that you know beyond the shadow of a doubt that unless He provides at each moment, you’re not gonna make it. 
In closing, let’s again read Deuteronomy 8:2-3—
2 “And you shall remember that the LORD your God led you all the way these forty years in the wilderness, to humble you and test you, to know what was in your heart, whether you would keep His commandments or not.

 3 “So He humbled you, allowed you to hunger, and fed you with manna which you did not know nor did your fathers know, that He might make you know that man shall not live by bread alone; but man lives by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the LORD.
If you want to know the King of the universe, and not just know about Him, the desert is a good place to start.
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