
INTRODUCTION

I often think about my “wilderness years”—six years when I felt confused, frustrated, and lost. For a while, I remembered those years with disdain. In fact, I didn’t like remembering those years at all. I just wanted to put them out of my mind and forget. If you’ve ever walked through a difficult season, I bet you’ve had similar feelings.

Before we go on, you might ask, what exactly is the wilderness? Throughout Scripture we read about different people in the wilderness. They experienced a physical wilderness: a harsh environment where hardly anything grows, with just enough food or water to survive. Some fled to the wilderness because they had run out of options, as a last resort. Others found safety in the wilderness. Regardless, in each instance, we find that their experience in the wilderness was a time of preparation and growth.

You and I are unlikely to end up in a literal wilderness (unless you’re the outdoorsy type). But most of us end up in a metaphorical wilderness at some point in life. It’s a season when we may feel stuck and without options. We might feel directionless or even lost. It can also be a season of loneliness, isolation, or disconnection from others. And it is a season that feels particularly harsh. With little access to emotional or relational resources, we find ourselves weary and with little opportunity or desire for growth. And even though God is with us in the wilderness, we may feel as if he has abandoned us there.

Mother Teresa once described the wilderness experience as a “dark night of the soul,” which was a phrase she borrowed from a poem by Saint John of the Cross, a sixteenth-century priest. Many others have referred to it as the “winter of the soul.” Maybe you can relate to those descriptions.

My prayer for these next six weeks is that you will come to see how the wilderness, although difficult, is a place in which God meets us. Whether you’ve experienced a wilderness season in your past, are experiencing one now, or know someone else who has had just such an experience, this Bible study is written for you. But also for me (in fact, you might even say primarily for me). During my wilderness season, I felt alone and discouraged, and I thought God had forgotten me. Even after I came out of that difficult season, I felt only resentment for those years I thought were lost.

I understand the fear, distress, and isolation that comes with wilderness seasons, and I want to accompany you during this season. This Bible study is meant to encourage you with the biblical truth that we are never alone and that with God, even in a wasteland, nothing is wasted.

Throughout the next six weeks we will look closer at Adam and Eve, Elijah, Hagar, John the Baptist, even Jesus himself! That’s right, Jesus also experienced the wilderness. We’ll dig into the Scriptures and discover how the wilderness can shape us and form us. Most of all, we will remember that, regardless, God is always with us.

You can choose to engage with this study on your own, but my hope is that you will gather with a small group—hopefully in connection with your local church. I truly believe that we grow best in community. In community we share stories and hear different perspectives. And despite the brokenness the church has experienced, I still think she’s beautiful and a great way to grow as a Christ-follower. The beauty of the church is in her diversity—men and women, different ethnicities and ages—all coming together to grow and live on mission. Let this study be a place where you can show up authentically as yourself and grow in Christlikeness together.







HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Whether you are engaging in this study with a large group, a small group, in a coffee shop with a friend, or by yourself in your favorite chair, here are some helpful suggestions.

FOR THE GROUP SESSION . . .

Set aside a designated day and time for a weekly gathering—in person or virtually—for the next six weeks. The content (video and discussion) will take about an hour, but you can always allow additional time for a check-in or to share prayer requests.

Videos are accessed through the QR code in the book. These videos were created with a group in mind—that you would watch the video together and then immediately engage in the content that follows. But it also means that individuals have access, which is nice if someone has to miss a group gathering.

For the group discussion, take time to read the material together. Feel free to pause, ask questions, and share thoughts as you read. Take turns reading the Scriptures aloud and end your time in prayer.

A few tips on engaging in a group discussion:

	1. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will moderate the conversation, and it helps them to have willing participants.


	2. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate, but also make space for the insight of others.


	3. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively—you might be surprised by their insights!


	4. When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


	5. Stick to the topic being discussed and try to avoid “rabbit trails.”


	6. Expect God to teach you through the content being discussed and through the other members of the group.


	7. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways to take action individually or even together as a group.


	8. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.




It’s important that we give space in this group to share authentically and that we hold each other’s stories in confidence, not trying to fix anything, but trusting the Holy Spirit to do the work of healing and mending.

If you have time, a good check-in question might be to name a highlight from the last week of study—either from the group session or individual days. We designed these studies so that you could still participate in the group session even if you haven’t done the homework, but—of course—we think you’ll still want to engage with all the content on individual days!



FOR THE INDIVIDUAL DAYS . . .

Following the group session are five days of content for you to engage with on your own. This study is written with you in mind—so the content is meaningful but not overwhelming, and designed to fit into your normal everyday life.

A few tips for engaging in individual study and reflection:

	1. As you begin, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


	2. Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding.


	3. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


	4. Each study deals with a particular passage so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the Christian Standard Bible, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


	5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names, or places.


	6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that come to mind.




You’ll notice that the group session starts the week, so your participation doesn’t hinge on completing your homework. That being said, we want you to participate as much as you are able.
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          In the foreground of this pencil sketch a hand is shown reaching out for honeycomb that is hanging from a tree branch. On another branch is a locust. In the background is a small tent with a fire burning outside of it, and even farther in the distance are mountains and thick forest.

        
      
    

  




  

  WEEK 1

    THE WILDERNESS

    Group Session 

  
    In our introduction, we describe the wilderness as a season of life in which you feel disconnected, lost, hurt, or confused. It is a season of spiritual dryness that can feel particularly harsh. Today I want to focus on the story of John the Baptist and look closer at the verse that challenged my perspective about seasons in the wilderness.

    
      VIDEO

      Watch the opening video.

    

    
      OPENING ACTIVITY

      People have used many words to describe wilderness experiences. These include:

      
        	
          ￭harsh

        

        	
          ￭lonely

        

        	
          ￭unintended

        

        	
          ￭dry

        

        	
          ￭terrifying

        

        	
          ￭hopeless

        

        	
          ￭barren

        

        	
          ￭desolate

        

        	
          ￭confusing

        

      

      Take a moment to identify a wilderness season in your own life. It could be one you are currently experiencing or one you experienced in the past.

      
        	
          1. What difficulties, challenges, or heartaches brought you to the wilderness?

        

        	
          2. What words from the list above best describe your wilderness season?

        

      

      During the rest of the week, we’ll take a closer look at the life of John the Baptist. But for today we’ll focus on the verse that changed my perspective on our wilderness seasons.

    

    
      REFLECT 

      Luke 1:80 says, “The child grew up and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until the day of his public appearance to Israel.”

      What does it mean to be strong in spirit? Spiritual strength is not about digging deep or pulling yourself up by your bootstraps. Instead, it is reliance on and alignment with the Holy Spirit—it’s a resilience that develops when we trust God to do the work in and through us.

      
        	
          3. Think of someone you know who is spiritually strong. What is an example of their spiritual strength?

        

        	
          4. In what area of your life do you tend to rely on your own strength rather than on God’s strength?

        

      

      Learning to rely on God’s strength requires that we learn to trust God’s character. Consider these words that God spoke through the prophet Isaiah:

      
        This is what the LORD, the King of Israel and its Redeemer, the LORD of Armies, says:

        I am the first and I am the last.

        There is no God but me.

        Who, like me, can announce the future?

        Let him say so and make a case before me,

        since I have established an ancient people.

        Let these gods declare the coming things,

        and what will take place.

        Do not be startled or afraid.

        Have I not told you and declared it long ago?

        You are my witnesses!

        Is there any God but me?

        There is no other Rock; I do not know any. (Isaiah 44:6-8)

      

      
        	
          5. List the titles and characteristics of God included in this passage.

        

        	
          6. What is God uniquely capable of accomplishing?

        

        	
          7. What reasons does this passage give us to “not be startled or afraid”?

        

        	
          8. How could recognizing God’s strength transform our perspective on our own spiritual strength?

        

        	
          9. What might God want to refine in you through the wilderness?

        

        	
          10. How is God preparing you now for the next season of your life?

        

      

      In the coming days we will see how John the Baptist knew and lived with this conviction—that his strength came not from himself but from God.

      
        PRAY

        
          As you end this time together each week, I encourage you to spend some time in prayer:

          Heavenly Father, our Rock and Salvation, the wilderness is not a pleasant experience. You know the pain we feel when wandering through it. We know, however, that you are with us in the wilderness. Not only do you give us your presence, you also give us your strength. Help us to walk in the power of your Spirit whether we are walking in the wilderness or sitting in the sanctuary. In Jesus’ name, amen.

          If time allows at the end of each group session, I encourage you to share with one another any prayer requests and bring them to our faithful and trustworthy God in prayer.

        

      

    

    
       DAY 1 

      To move forward, it’s important to look back. We touched briefly on John the Baptist’s parents in the video, but let’s take a deeper dive today.

      
        READ & REFLECT

        Read Luke 1:5-24

        Zechariah and his wife, Elizabeth, both came from the priestly line of Aaron. They served God faithfully and humbly, and yet they remained childless. In this era childlessness was seen as a curse. Why God had not blessed them with children was beyond their understanding. At their age, however, Zechariah and Elizabeth probably expected no change in their situation and had learned to live with it.

        Walking through infertility can be its own wilderness. While infertility may not carry the same stigma it
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