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In 27 C.B.E. the Roman Senate conferred upon Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus, the first of the 

Roman Emperors, the exalted the Latin title of ‘Augustus’, meaning "majestic" or "venerable" 

one.  Henceforth all Roman Emperors would be honoured with this title, and, moreover, like 

Augustus, they would all also be deified - at first only after their death, but soon also in their 

lifetime.  Certainly, Caesar Augustus, the first of these ‘venerated ones’, is regarded as 

perhaps the greatest of all the Roman Emperors.  His rise to power within the Republic not 

only saw him clinically dispose of his most powerful rivals in battle and by means of 

assassination, but saw him exhibit great guile in securing for himself the loyalty of a Roman 

populace which had been beset with years of civil war.  Having gained power by means of 

great audacity, Augustus ruled with  prudence. In exchange for near absolute power, he gave 

Rome 40 years of civic peace and increasing prosperity. He created Rome's first permanent 

army and navy and stationed the legions along the Empire's borders, where they could not 

meddle in politics. A special unit, the Praetorian Guard, garrisoned Rome and protected the 

Emperor's person. He also reformed Rome's finance and tax systems.  While Augustus waged 

no major wars he nevertheless managed not only to hold on to what was already the world’s 

greatest empire, but to expand its borders somewhat too.  But it was in domestic matters that 

Augustus truly excelled.  Under Augustus enormous wealth was brought into Rome from the 

Empire.  The army was kept happy with generous payments, while the Romans were 

contented with the beautification of the capital and the staging of magnificent games.  

Indeed, he famously boasted that he "found Rome brick and left it marble." He built the 

Senate a new home, the Curia, and built temples to Apollo and to the Divine Julius. He also 

built a shrine near the Circus Maximus, and, moreover, it is recorded that he built both the 

Capitoline Temple and the Theatre of Pompey without putting his name on them. He not 

only founded a ministry of transportation, which built an extensive network of roads - 

enabling improved communication, trade, and mail, but Augustus also founded the world's 

first fire brigade, and created a regular police force for Rome. On the religious side, Augustus 

strongly supported the worship of Roman gods, especially Apollo, and depicted Roman 

defeat of Egypt as Roman gods defeating Egypt's. He sponsored Vergil's Aeneid in the hopes 

that it would increase pride in Roman heritage. Augustus also launched a largely unsuccessful 

morality crusade, promoting marriage, family, and childbirth while discouraging luxury, 

"interbreeding," unrestrained sex (including prostitution and homosexuality), and adultery. A 

patron of the arts, Augustus showered favours on poets, artists, sculptors, and architects, and 

his reign is duly considered the Golden Age of Roman literature. Horace, Livy, Ovid, and 

Vergil flourished under his protection, but in return, they had to pay due tribute to his genius 

and adhere to his standards. He eventually won over most of the Roman intellectual class, 

although many still pined in private for the Republic. However, by the time Augustus died in 

14 C.E., it was impossible to imagine a return to the old system.  

 

Thus it was not only an empire that was at the height of its military, economic, religious, 

architectural and intellectual power that Tiberius took over in 14 CE, but it was also to the 

status of a living god that he acceded. Never before in all of human history had one human 
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being exercised so much power over so many people and laid claim upon their worship. 

Indeed, it was this same Emperor who still sat at the top of the human tree so to speak when 

God’s Word began to stir in the fifteenth year of his reign. Indeed, Luke was keen to pinpoint 

the exact time when this happened. As we read in Luke chapter 3, it happened “In the 

fifteenth year of Emperor Tiberius’ rule; when Pontius Pilate was governor of Y’hudah, Herod 

ruler of the Galil, his brother Philip ruler of Iturea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of 

Abilene, with ‘Anan and Kayafa being the cohanim g’dolim.” I am often led to wonder at this 

formula of words and Luke’s purpose in writing them. Certainly, as we have said, by using this 

formula Luke was attempting to fix the precise moment in history that the Word of God came 

again to mankind. But there is much more to these two verses than this. What we have here 

is a list of the world’s most powerful, wealthy, prestigious and privileged men - both secular 

and religious, starting at the top with the deified Emperor Tiberius. It’s certainly and 

impressive list. But there’s a sting in Luke’s tail because he concludes this passage by saying 

that at this time when these men were in the greatest ascendancy, sitting on their respective 

thrones and governing the affairs of millions of men, women and children the Word of God 

“the word of God came to Yochanan Ben-Z’kharyah in the desert.” Now just suppose you’re 

living in the first century as the names of all these people are read out. Tiberius: living god, 

ruler of the known world - check! Yes, I know of him. Pontius Pilate: Governor of Y’hudah, in 

authority of millions of people not to mention several Roman legions - check. Yes, I know of 

him. And so on and forth down the list of notable people. Then you get to “Yochanan Ben-

Z’kharyah”. I’m sorry, I’ve never heard of him. Who is he? Because let’s face it, unlike the 

others, Yochanan was a veritable no-one on the world’s stage. This list is therefore the 

ultimate juxtaposition of power, prestige, wealth and privilege on the one hand and obscurity, 

poverty and humility on the other, because as Luke also notes, Yochanan lived in the desert, 

wore clothes made of camel’s hair (a coarse garment which was worn by poor bedouins) and 

foraged for food - eating locusts and wild honey. The effect of this juxtaposition is of course 

to upset our natural inclination to ascribe worth to the things that human beings instinctively 

value - power, prestige, wealth and privilege - things which the Scriptures constantly remind 

us are meaningless to God. Indeed, as Yaakov reminds us, God’s heart is inclined toward the 

poor and the oppressed - the obscure nobodies whom the world has never heard of and 

does not value: “Listen, my dear brothers, hasn’t God chosen the poor of the world to be rich 

in faith and to receive the Kingdom which he promised to those who love him?  But you 

despise the poor! Aren’t the rich the ones who oppress you and drag you into court? Aren’t 

they the ones who insult the good name of Him to whom you belong? …Next, a word for the 

rich: weep and wail over the hardships coming upon you! Your riches have rotted, and your 

clothes have become moth-eaten;  your gold and silver have corroded, and their corrosion 

will be evidence against you and will eat up your flesh like fire! This is the acharit-hayamim, 

and you have been storing up wealth!  Listen! The wages you have fraudulently withheld 

from the workers who mowed your fields are calling out against you, and the outcries of 

those who harvested have reached the ears of Adonai-Tzva’ot.  You have led a life of luxury 

and self-indulgence here on earth — in a time of slaughter, you have gone on eating to your 
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heart’s content. You have condemned, you have murdered the innocent; they have not 

withstood you.”   

 

The world might have expected the Word of God to have come to the deified emperor or to 

at least one of his many vassals and officials who ruled in his name. But no. His Word didn’t 

even come to Rome, the great Imperial power! Instead it came to a veritable backwater of the 

empire - to Y’hudah! That’s enough of a surprise in itself, but even then God’s Word didn’t 

come to any of the political and religious authorities in that country. Not to Pontius Pilate, not 

to Rome’s obsequious ally, Herod, nor to Philip, and neither to Lysanius. Moreover, it turned 

away from Jerusalem, the holy city where Judaism’s religious leaders, ‘Anan and Kayafa, sat in 

judgement over the Jewish people.  The High Priesthood, a holy position once occupied by 

spiritual leviathans such Aharon and his son Eleazar, had long since become a farce, with its 

candidates not only vying with each other to purchase the position, but necessarily also 

seeking Roman approval to boot.  And so the word of God passed on even from Judaism’s 

religious elite.  How curious then that, as Luke records, the Word of God came to a complete 

nobody in the eyes of the world - to an obscure Jewish man with a peculiar diet, who had 

taken to living an impoverished and solitary life in the harshness of the Judean desert!  The 

Word of God came not to men wearing silks and finery, men who sat on soft furnishings and 

who were served in luxury by slaves. Thus God made clear his absolute rejection of the 

standards that govern this world. As the Scriptures tell us, God chooses “what the world 

considers nonsense in order to shame the wise; God chose what the world considers weak in 

order to shame the strong; and God chose what the world looks down on as common or 

regards as nothing in order to bring to nothing what the world considers important; so that 

no one should boast before God.” (1Co 1:27-29)    

 

Luke’s account not only makes clear God’s rejection of the world’s standards but it positively 

affirms those exemplified by Yochanan, and by so doing the Scriptures hold Yochanan up as 

an example to emulate. So what was he? Who was he? Why was he? Yochanan’s parents may 

have been descendants of Aharon, and thus cohanim, but unlike ‘Anan and Kayafa perhaps, 

they observed “all the mitzvot and ordinances of Adonai blamelessly.” When Luke says this he 

means to imply not only a commitment to outward observances but to the core values of 

Torah too - the kind of values that Yeshua espoused as being intrinsic to Torah observance - 

“justice, mercy and trust.”  Indeed, while religion, wrongly interpreted, may incline some 

toward sanctimony and judgmentalism, as Yeshua charged the Prushim, in Yochanan’s 

parents this was evidently not the case. In fact, they had suffered the scorn of other religious 

people on account of his mother’s infertility. Back in the first century, let us remember, 

infertility was regarded as a curse from God, because after all doesn’t the Torah say that “In 

your land your women will not miscarry or be barren, and you will live out the full span of 

your lives”? While Luke asserts that the couple were observant in all the commandments that 

is probably not how things looked to their religious neighbours. No wonder when Elisheva 

conceived she declared that the birth would “remove my public disgrace.” This couple had 

clearly suffered the cruel whispers, judgments and accusations of religious people and one 
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thing that often develops during such suffering is humility. As author Thomas Jones has 

written, “When we suffer, we find out where we really are, and we learn lessons we never 

learned while all was comfortable. If our humility cannot pass the test of suffering, wasn’t it 

just a disguise? Isn’t it better that we find that out before it is too late to do something about 

it? If we say, “I don’t deserve this kind of pain,” we should stop and listen, and learn 

something very important about ourselves. We are a long way from the cross, a long way 

from dying to self. Our suffering has revealed that we are much more self-absorbed than we 

have thought. Nothing confronts us with our true selves like suffering. Suffering exposes self-

righteousness, arrogance and ingratitude that has been lodging somewhere in the recesses 

of our hearts. Suffering does not produce these things. It only reveals what is already there. 

No wonder God allows us to go through some tough things. The truly humble person, the 

person who stands in awe before God, will make it through the tests of suffering and be 

stronger on the other side. He may struggle and wrestle with God, but ultimately, he will 

come back to God in full surrender like Job did. To humble ourselves in our suffering means 

to accept that suffering and allow God to teach us any lesson that we need to learn (and 

there will usually be several). There is an old saying that goes like this: “Difficulty is the very 

atmosphere of miracle.” None of us welcomes suffering. Few of us are immediately or 

consistently humble in the face of it. However, if we will come to God in our pain with 

teachable and open hearts, we may yet see miracles.” 

 

Such were the parents that Yochanan was born to and the environment that he was raised in. 

Humility born through suffering. Indeed, just as the desert of infertility produced humility in 

his parents, so too Yochanan in his own way sought the wisdom of humility in the desert. As 

Luke tells us, the Word of God came to Yochanan Ben Z’kharyah “in the desert”.  This was not 

a man who luxuriated in a fine house, dressed in silks and fine linen, his needs pandered to 

by slaves. On the contrary, this was a man who took himself out into the privations, dangers 

and desolation of the wilderness - and it was because of this that he heard God. As indeed 

the first line of Sefer Bmidbar indicates, it was ‘b’midbar’ (in the desert) that the Word of God 

came to our forefathers. Thus, “Vayedaber Adonay el-Moshe bemidbar Sinay” (“ADONAI 

spoke to Moshe in the Sinai Desert”). In fact, this phrase, and variations on this phrase, be it 

“Adonai spoke to Moshe in the desert” or “Adonai spoke to the children of Israel in the 

desert”, or Aharon in the desert, and so on and so forth, is without doubt the most frequently 

occurring phrase in the whole of Torah.  And this being so, we may instantly appreciate that 

the desert has long played a very significant part in the spiritual life of our people.  It was not 

so much the case that the desert was merely a place of transition from one locale to another, 

from Egypt to Eretz Yisrael - a nasty, inhospitable place that had to be traversed as quickly as 

possible (though it was certainty nasty and inhospitable), but that the desert was in many 

respects a destination all of its own. It certainly was for Yochanan who took himself off into 

the desert. As the well-known phrase informs us, “the end is in the journey”. It was thus that, 

as our people made their way from Egypt to Eretz Yisrael, our people were exposed to the 

privations, dangers and desolations of the desert. Stripped of all luxury, wealth and comfort 

for forty years, our people were stretched and tested our people to breaking point. They 
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frequently suffered from hunger and thirst and under such stresses it wasn’t long before the 

people wistfully longed for Egypt, “the fish we used to eat in Egypt — it cost us nothing! — 

and the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, the garlic!”  But, as we have heard, 

“When we suffer, we find out where we really are, and we learn lessons we never learned 

while all was comfortable.” Our ancestors had to learn this lesson over and again for forty 

years, until at last Israel was ready to enter the Promised Land - where they could live in 

plenty and yet, because of the lessons of the desert, not be perverted by it. That God wanted 

them to take the lessons of the desert into their new lives in Eretz Yisrael is evident in 

Devarim 8:1-6, “All the mitzvot I am giving you today you are to take care to obey, so that 

you will live, increase your numbers, enter and take possession of the land ADONAI swore 

about to your ancestors. You are to remember everything of the way in which ADONAI led 

you these forty years in the desert, humbling and testing you in order to know what was in 

your heart––whether you would obey his mitzvot or not. He humbled you, allowing you to 

become hungry, and then fed you with man, which neither you nor your ancestors had ever 

known, to make you understand that a person does not live on food alone but on everything 

that comes from the mouth of ADONAI.”   

 

Thus the desert, the place of privation and desolation, was the place in which the Word dwelt 

- which is why it was found there by our ancestors. In fact the Hebrew word for desert 

(“midbar”) comes from the root for the spoken word, which is (“devar”).  Thus, now as then, if 

you want to hear the Word you must dwell in and learn the lesson of the desert! In fact our 

whole lives may be compared to the desert. We have not yet reached the Promised Land, 

and neither shall we until Messiah returns or we pass through death to the other side of the 

Jordan River. Human life in the here and now is very much like our ancestors’ desert 

wandering. For sure there are moments of oasis, of rest and peace and plenty and we expect 

this to be our natural state in life, but most of the time, like our people in the desert, we’re 

just trying to survive; subsisting on the daily bread, stressed by the tragedies that beset and 

all too often bring desolation to our human existence - like poverty and unemployment, 

disease and sickness, and of course death and bereavement. Many preachers would lead you 

believe that you can have it all now, that life with Hashem is all sangrias and sunshine at 

Yeshua’s holiday beach complex, but that’s a gross distortion of Biblical teaching. The fact is 

that the Scriptures promise nothing of the sort; only that at the end of our desert wandering, 

as with our ancestors, when we have learnt the lessons that only the desert can teach us, 

there will be peace and plenty in the Kingdom that is yet to come. That is the essence of 

Yeshua's teaching on the Mount: “How blessed are the poor in spirit! for the Kingdom of 

Heaven is theirs. How blessed are those who mourn! for they will be comforted. How blessed 

are the meek! for they will inherit the Land! How blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 

righteousness! for they will be filled. How blessed are those who show mercy! for they will be 

shown mercy. How blessed are the pure in heart! for they will see God. How blessed are 

those who make peace! for they will be called sons of God. How blessed are those who are 

persecuted because they pursue righteousness! for the Kingdom of Heaven is theirs.” Note 

the future tense in what Yeshua has to say. Right now we do not possess all these things, but 
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in the Kingdom to come those who have learned the lessons of the desert shall indeed inherit 

them. What God gives us in the desolation of life’s desert is not an easy route out of here, but 

the Word of hope that a Promised Land awaits us at the end of life’s journey.     

 


