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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 God has delivered his people from Egypt.  He has promised them a 

land flowing with milk and honey as their inheritance.  But before they get 

to it, they will have to go through a desert.  As we saw last week, that 

pattern--deliverance, desert, Promised Land--is the pattern not only for the 

ancient Israelites but for every Christian today.  Christ comes to us.  He 

cleanses us from sin and delivers us from our bondage to sin, making us 

"willing and ready from now on to serve him."  He grants us the assurance 

of a heavenly home in glory, where all tears will be wiped away and sorrow 

and sighing will flee away.  But before we get there, we have the tribulation 

and strife found in this world to overcome.  Why does God do it this way?  

Why doesn't he just move us immediately into heaven, as soon as we have 

faith?  There are two reasons.  In the first place, in the trials of this life we 

learn more and more our need for God and our utter dependence upon him.  

In the second place, these trials confirm to our minds and hearts the truth 

that God is always faithful and is utterly to be trusted.  You can think of it 

this way.  All of life is meant to give us a deeper appreciation and 

understanding of what Jesus meant when he said, "In this life you have 

tribulation, but be of good cheer.  I have overcome the world."  We are to 
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have a deeper appreciation of it so we might give God all the more glory and 

praise. 

 Let me make a bit of an aside here.  What with our building project 

just starting, I have been thinking about Howard Newman lately.  He was the 

chairman of our Board of Deacons for a number of years.  Howard knew 

tribulation, but was of good cheer because he knew the Jesus had in fact 

overcome the world.  When he lay in hospital dying of cancer, Howard 

would have me read from the Sermon on the Mount.  He liked this passage 

especially: 

 So do not worry, saying, "What shall we eat?" or "What shall 
we drink?"  or "What shall we wear?"  For the pagan run after all 
these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them.  
But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness and all these things 
will be given to you as well.  Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, 
for tomorrow will worry about itself.  Each day has enough trouble of 
its own. 

That is a lesson that the Israelites needed to learn three days out from the 

Red Sea and one month later.  They needed to learn to trust the Lord their 

God for everything, body and soul, in life and in death.  And beloved, that is 

a lesson that we need to take to heart with special strength, for we have a 

great advantage over the Israelites; we live on this side of Calvary and while 

God provided the Israelites with signs and types that pointed to Jesus, 
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foreshadowing who he is and what he was to do, he has give us eyewitnesses 

to the Lord himself, his suffering, death, resurrection and ascension. 

 Well, as we follow along with Moses and the people of Israel tonight 

we find ourselves just one month into our journey, but while that is a short 

time a whole lot has happened.  The Israelites have crossed the Red Sea.  

Pharaoh's armies tried to do the same, but were destroyed.  After a time of 

celebration, the Israelites set out into the desert--and immediately ran out of 

water.  Three days from the shores of the Red Sea they were in danger of 

perishing of thirst.  They began to grumble against God and against Moses, 

his appointed leader, and God in grace and mercy miraculously supplied 

their need by making the bitter waters of Mara sweet.  God didn't do that just 

to quench his people's physical thirst.  He did it through a sign that pointed 

to Jesus.  He had Moses throw a tree into the poisoned waters.  As we saw 

last week, that tree pointed to Jesus, to who he was and to what he would do.  

Turning the bitter waters sweet taught the people that wonderful, everlasting 

refreshment was to be found by those who come to God in humble, trusting 

faith.   

 In our lesson tonight we find that the grumbling against the Lord has 

grown--and remember, the word "grumbling" here points, not so much to 
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simple whining and complaining as it does to outright rebellion, gross 

ingratitude and sheer unbelief.  There are four parts to our lesson.  First, in 

verses 1-3, we have the complaint of Israel.  Second, in verses 4 and 5 we 

have the gracious response of God to that complaint.  Third, in verses 6-10 

we see how Moses and Aaron pass on God's instructions and words of 

promise to the people and finally in verses 11-21 we see how God fulfilled 

the promises he made.  Let's look at them one at a time, beginning with 

verses 1-3.   

 The whole Israelite community set out from Elim and came to 
the Desert of Sin, which is between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth 
day of the second month after they had come out of Egypt.  In the 
desert the whole community grumbled against Moses and Aaron.  The 
Israelites said to them, "If only we had died by the Lord's hand in 
Egypt!  There we sat around pots of meat and ate all the food we 
wanted, but you have brought us out into this desert to starve this 
entire assembly to death. 

 After leaving the eastern shore of the Red Sea, the Israelites set out for 

Mara.  There God miraculously provided water for them to drink.  They 

journeyed from Mara to Elim, an oasis with plenty of water--with twelve 

different springs.  Now we find that they have traveled from Elim south into 

the Desert of Sin, headed toward Mount Sinai.  There was a road that ran 

south along the Red Sea coast there.  It had been in existence as far back as 
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2000 B.C.  It was principally used as a route from southern mines back into 

Egypt.  That was the road that the Israelites took.   

 They came to the Desert of Sin.  The word "Sin" here doesn't have any 

theological significance, although, perhaps, we might wish that it did.  You 

see, the grumbling that began over the lack of water has now become 

grumbling over food.  And the grumbling is getting worse.   It is more severe 

and widespread than the grumbling we read about last week.  Now we find 

that the outcry is not only directed against Moses, it is directed against 

Aaron, too.  Now we find that it is not a part of the people but the whole 

congregation of Israel that is complaining.  The grumbling here points to a 

pervasive, comprehensive and aggressive anger directed at God's leaders.  

All of the people have been gripped by a spirit of hostile discontent.   

 Their complaint had to do with a lack of food.  They were running out 

of provisions and panic was starting to set in.  They didn’t know what they 

were going to do.  They didn't know how they could feed themselves.  The 

problem grew so large in their minds that they couldn't see past it to the God 

who had so wonderfully and miraculously provided for them all along.  The 

problem grew so large that it began to change their perception of reality.  

Think about it.  Just months earlier they were suffering in hard bondage 
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under the Egyptian king.  They were slaves.  Prisoners.  Subject to the 

whims of their overlords and masters.  But now, looking back, they imagine 

that their old life was a picnic.  They lived, as one commentator put it, right 

next to the stewpot.  They had more food than they knew what to do with.  

They were all growing fat and happy.  Pharaoh was an enlightened employer 

with a great benefits package and a good dental plan.  That's what they are 

starting to believe.   

 And as they look more and more fondly back on Egypt, they look 

more and more unfavorably upon Moses.  They impute the harshest of 

motives to him.  They go so far as to accuse him of undertaking their 

deliverance only because he really wanted to see them perish all along.  He 

wanted them dead.  That was his motivation and his goal.   You cannot offer 

a greater denunciation than this: "Moses you have genocide in your heart."   

 The really terrible thing, of course, is that ultimately their grumbling--

their rebellion and ingratitude--is directed against God.  It is nothing less 

than treason.  Think of it.  They cry out, "If only we had died by the Lord's 

hand in Egypt!"  The hand that destroyed the Egyptians, the hand that 

delivered Israel from her bondage, is now blamed because it did not crush 

Israel too.  The people of God claim that servitude to Pharaoh is easier to 
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bear and more comforting that service to God.  Pharaoh's yoke was easy and 

his burden was light.  And ironically, where once they groaned and cried out 

against Pharaoh, now in exactly the same way they groan and cry out against 

the Lord their God.   

 There is this difference, however: When they had cried out against 

Pharaoh, he punished them.  He had their straw taken away to make their 

task of manufacturing bricks all the harder.  The Lord God, when faced with 

their cries, responded by providing abundantly for them.  He responded with 

patience, generosity, kindness and grace despite their unfaithfulness and the 

ugliness of their attitude.  He gave them a blessing that would last for forty 

years. 

 Then the Lord said to Moses, "I will rain down bread from 
heaven for you.  The people are to go out each day and gather enough 
for that day.  In this way I will test them and see whether they will 
follow my instructions.  On the sixth day they are to prepare what they 
bring in, and that is to be twice as much as they gather on the other 
days." 
   

And notice this.  Through this provision God is going to take care of the 

people's physical needs.  He is going to give them their daily bread.  But that 

is not all, just as making the waters of Mara sweet was not simply about the 

people's physical thirst.  God is again doing something more important; he is 

providing for them spiritually.  You see, the provision he is making for their 
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bellies is going to reveal to the people something of the nature of their God.  

It will show them that he is faithful.  That he is to be trusted.  That they can 

safely place their lives into his hands and he will not fail them.  Moses, later 

on in Deuteronomy 8, explains it this way: 

 He [God] humbled you, causing you to hunger and then feeding 
you with manna, which neither you nor your fathers had known, to 
teach you that man does not live on bread alone but on every word 
that comes from the mouth of the Lord…. 
 He gave you manna to eat in the desert, something your fathers 
had never known, to humble and to test you so that in the end it might 
go well with you.   

God's primary purpose in giving his people manna was to teach them to 

depend upon him and upon his word that it might go well with them.   

 And think of this as well.  Manna is a type and foreshadowing of 

Jesus.  We see that in John 6.  A crowd has gathered around the Lord.  The 

asked him what they had to do to receive eternal life.  Jesus told them that 

their job was to believe on him, on the One sent from God the Father.  After 

he tells them this, the people ask the Lord for a sign that would confirm his 

divine status--a sign like the manna in the wilderness.  "So they asked him, 

'What miraculous sign then will you give that we may see it and believe 

you?  What will you do?  Our forefathers ate the manna in the desert; as it is 

written, "He gave them bread from heaven to eat."'"  Listen to Jesus' answer: 

 9



 I tell you the truth, it is not Moses who has given you the bread 
from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from 
heaven.  For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven 
and gives life to the world.   
 "Sir," they said, 'from now on give us this bread." 
 Then Jesus declared, "I am the bread of life.  He who comes to 
me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be 
thirsty. 

Manna proved to be rich food for body and soul both. 

 There is another gracious provision God makes for his people here.  

You see, he not only provides food for them, he grants them rest as well.  

The people are to gather the food up every day--but not on the Sabbath.  

There is to be a day of rest for them.  If they try to gather more than one 

day's provision at a time, the extra will spoil--unless the extra is for the 

Sabbath Day.  In Egypt there was no day of rest.  It was hard bondage that 

allowed no time for refreshment.  In our society today there is increasingly 

no day of rest.  We have organized things so that one day looks much like 

another.  And many in the church today feel that the Sabbath is oppressive 

and burdensome, as if it were a day of drudgery and legalism.  Beloved, the 

Sabbath is a gift from God that grants us freedom to celebrate our God with 

joy.  It is for our well-being; it is a blessing and a delight.  Listen to the 

promise God makes to his people about the Sabbath: 

 If you keep your feet from breaking the Sabbath and from doing 
as you please on my holy day, if you call the Sabbath a delight and the 
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Lord's holy day honourable, and if you honour it by hot going your 
own way and not doing as you please or speaking idle words, then you 
will find your joy in the Lord, and I will cause you to ride on the 
heights of the land and to feat on the inheritance of your father Jacob.  
The mouth of the Lord has spoken (Isa 58:13-14). 

 Let's turn back to Exodus and take a quick look at the third and fourth 

parts of our lesson.  From verse 6 through to verse 10 we find Moses and 

Aaron taking the message of God and passing it on to their people. 

 So Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, "In the evening 
you will know that it was the Lord who brought you out of Egypt and 
in the morning you will see the glory of the Lord because he has heard 
your grumbling against him.  Who are we, that you should grumble 
against us?"  Moses also said, "You will know that it was the Lord 
when he gives you meat to eat in the evening and all the bread you 
want in the morning, because he has heard your grumbling against 
him.  Who are we?  You are not grumbling against us, but against the 
Lord."   

The message boils down to this: God will provide for you so that you will 

know that he is the one who brought you out of Egypt.  Now this knowledge 

doesn't have anything to do with travel arrangements or geography.  It has 

everything to do with God's grace.  Here is another way to say the same 

thing.  God wants his people to know him--to have a dynamic, experiential 

knowledge of him.  He wants them to know him intimately, to delight in his 

fellowship and to walk in obedience and thankfulness all the days of their 

lives.  He wants them to see his glory and tremble in a reverent, holy and 

awesome fear.  He wants them to worship and serve him.  He wants them to 
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know that he is the one who has taken them from the land of darkness into 

the kingdom of light.  He wants them to know him as the one who is with 

them and for them, not against them.  He wants them to know him as Lord 

and Savior. 

 In the fourth and last section we find God promise fulfilled.  In the 

evening quail come and the people have meat to eat.  In the morning, manna 

lay on the ground enough to feed the whole company of Israel.  The word 

"manna" literally means, "What is it?"  The people, at first, didn’t know 

what it was.  And that brings us to what has to be the last point of the 

sermon.  The people didn't recognize the provision God had made for them.  

Had Moses not explained it to them, they wouldn't have eaten it.  A long 

time ago I heard a story about a sailing ship.  It had been becalmed in the 

ocean a hundred or so miles from the mouth of the Amazon River.  The 

supplies of food were running dangerously low.  Worse, the water had run 

out.  The sailors were facing a slow and agonizing death.  One couldn't stand 

it any more and in what many thought an act of madness he got a bucket and 

began to drink sea water.  It was guaranteed to make a bad situation worse.  

Except the water that the man drank from the sea that day was fresh.  The 

flow from the Amazon is so strong that the water remains fresh for miles and 
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miles past the mouth of the river.  They were going to die of thirst floating 

on an ocean of fresh water. 

 Well, the Lord sent the manna and he sent Moses to tell the people 

what it was and how it was to be used.  The Lord sent his Son to be the 

bread of life to all who would partake of him through a true and living faith 

and he has sent his Spirit to open blind eyes and deaf ears, to proclaim that 

good news to the heart.  It is as his representative that I stand before you 

tonight and point you to Jesus Christ, the only one who is able to feed you to 

everlasting life.   

 Beloved, let us resolve to put aside grumbling.  And let us ask for 

grace to understand the trials that God sends upon us.  The Lord will test us 

even as he tested Israel.  And those tests, if we receive them in the right 

spirit, will lead us to increase our trust and dependence upon Christ or bring 

us back to a godly way of living and thinking, or increase our faith and our 

usefulness to God's kingdom work--or any number of other blessings.  

Rather than rebel when things get difficult, let's go to God in prayer and 

recommit ourselves to serving him with all our hearts, souls and minds.  In 

Christ's name.  AMEN.  
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