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Exodus 15:22-18:27 The Wilderness Wanderings

Good morning, church. It is really a great joy to be back with you all every Sunday worshipping
God together. It is only by the grace and mercy of our Lord that | am able to stand on two
feet before you today, able to open God’s Word with you all. | want to grab this chance to
thank you for your prayers and the love and support you have given not only to me but also
to my family.

These past few weeks, Pastor Ben has been leading us through the book of Exodus. We have
seen God bring plagues and judgment upon Egypt, its gods, and Pharaoh. We have looked at
the first Passover and how the children of Israel were spared by God through the blood of a
lamb. Last week, we witnessed the crossing of the Red Sea and how “the Lord saved Israel
that day from the hand of the Egyptians” (Exodus 14:30). Finally, Israel is out of Egypt, out
of 430 years of slavery under Pharaoh. Israel is now a free people again. From here, God’s
freed people will journey through the wilderness to be taught and tested by God. They will be
led by God through Moses to the Promised Land, the land promised to Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob as their inheritance. Today’s passages, Exodus 15:22 to 18, narrate Israel’s journey
from the Red Sea to Mt. Sinai. | hope you have already read or skimmed through these
chapters as we will not have time to read every single verse today. | have divided our passages
into four stages, each one based on Israel’s location and their needs as they move towards
Sinai. Each time we will see God helping and providing their need. | will first give a quick
summary of each stage and then looking into their implications as a whole unit before closing
with how we may apply the text in our Christian life.

We begin with the first stage in the wilderness of Shur. We read in Exodus 15:22, Then Moses
made Israel set out from the Red Sea, and they went into the wilderness of Shur. They went
three days in the wilderness and found no water. They were thirsty. Their first need was
drinking water. When they came to Marah, there was water but it was bitter. Exodus 15:24
says, And the people grumbled against Moses, saying, “What shall we drink?” ?* And he cried
to the Lord, and the Lord showed him a log, and he threw it into the water, and the water
became sweet. So God provided them with water to drink, their thirst satisfied. It was also
there that God gives them an instruction and a test: in verse 26 God says to Israel, “If you will
diligently listen to the voice of the Lord your God, and do that which is right in his eyes, and
give ear to his commandments and keep all his statutes, | will put none of the diseases on you
that | put on the Egyptians, for | am the Lord, your healer.” God is leading Israel to the
wilderness to test them whether they will follow Him or not. Israel moves to Elim where there
are twelve springs of water for drinking and seventy palm trees that produced dates for eating.
The second stage is in the wilderness of Sin which is somewhere between Elim and Sinai.
Israel’s need this time was hunger—they wanted food. They complain more about this: Exodus
16:2-3: 2And the whole congregation of the people of Israel grumbled against Moses and
Aaron in the wilderness, ®and the people of Israel said to them, “Would that we had died by
the hand of the Lord in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the meat pots and ate bread to the
full, for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.”
Again, God hears their grumbling and provides them their need. Verse 4 continues, Then
the Lord said to Moses, “Behold, | am about to rain bread from heaven for you, and the people
shall go out and gather a day's portion every day, that | may test them, whether they will walk
in my law or not. This bread from heaven was called manna—it was like coriander-seed, white,
and taste like wafers with honey (verse 31). So the Lord provided Israel manna in the morning
and quail meat in the evening. He gave specific instructions that they should only gather as
much as they can eat for the day and do not save for the next, unless it was the sixth day.
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God was testing their both their obedience and trust in God’s daily provision. However, we
see Israel fail. Verse 20, But they did not listen to Moses. Some left part of it till the morning,
and it bred worms and stank. And Moses was angry with them. On the sixth day, God
instructed them to gather and prepare food for the seventh day, which they were to observe
as the Sabbath, a day of rest. Exodus 16:23 says, “This is what the Lord has commanded:
‘Tomorrow is a day of solemn rest, a holy Sabbath to the Lord; bake what you will bake and
boil what you will boil, and all that is left over lay aside to be kept till the morning.”” There will
be no manna on the Sabbath, so no one is to go out and gather it. Yet again, Israel does not
listen, verses 27 to 30: ¥ On the seventh day some of the people went out to gather, but they
found none. ® And the Lord said to Moses, “How long will you refuse to keep my
commandments and my laws? ?* See! The Lord has given you the Sabbath; therefore on the
sixth day he gives you bread for two days. Remain each of you in his place; let no one go out
of his place on the seventh day.” ** So the people rested on the seventh day.

The third stage is in Rephidim where Israel needed not only water but protection and victory
against their first enemy outside Egypt. Again, Israel complains harshly. We read Exodus 17:2-
3: Therefore the people quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water to drink.” And Moses
said to them, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the Lord?” °But the people
thirsted there for water, and the people grumbled against Moses and said, “Why did you bring
us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?” And so God
answers yet again and provides them water, this time from a rock. Moses strikes a rock at
Horeb, water comes out of it, and the people drink. Their thirst once again satisfied, now they
also needed protection from Amalek, their first encountered enemy. Exodus 17:10-13
describes how Israel’s first battle was fought: '°So Joshua did as Moses told him, and fought
with Amalek, while Moses, Aaron, and Hur went up to the top of the hill. "' Whenever
Moses held up his hand, Israel prevailed, and whenever he lowered his hand, Amalek
prevailed. '?But Moses' hands grew weary, so they took a stone and put it under him, and he
sat on it, while Aaron and Hur held up his hands, one on one side, and the other on the other
side. So his hands were steady until the going down of the sun. > And Joshua overwhelmed
Amalek and his people with the sword. After the battle, Moses builds an altar and names it,
“The Lord Is My Banner,” recognizing that it is God who gave them this first victory.

The fourth and last stage is in the wilderness very near the mountain of God, Mt. Sinai. This
time the need was more in the area of leadership and community. God had provided wise
counsel to Moses and the people of Israel through Jethro, the priest of Midian and Moses’
father-in-law. We read in Exodus 18:14-19, "*When Moses' father-in-law saw all that he was
doing for the people, he said, “What is this that you are doing for the people? Why do you sit
alone, and all the people stand around you from morning till evening?” > And Moses said to
his father-in-law, “Because the people come to me to inquire of God; '®when they have a
dispute, they come to me and | decide between one person and another, and | make them
know the statutes of God and his laws.” " Moses' father-in-law said to him, “What you are
doing is not good. ® You and the people with you will certainly wear yourselves out, for the
thing is too heavy for you. You are not able to do it alone. ' Now obey my voice; | will give you
advice, and God be with you! Jethro advises him to choose able men, make them heads over
the people, and divide the work of judging among them. Moses listens and their burden is
eased.

So that is our summary. At this point, we could be tempted to jump right into the application.
We might for example focus on Israel’s attitude in the wilderness and instruct ourselves as
Christians to strive for the opposite: “we should not complain or grumble.” We may even
support it with Paul’s command found in Philippians 2:14: Do all things without grumbling
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or disputing. We can do the same thing with Israel’s other actions we see in this wilderness
narrative and quickly pull out very practical applications for Christian living. “Always follow the
rules and instructions.” “Be courageous and fight the enemy.” “Listen to wise counsel.” “Divide
or delegate the heavy work.” “Share your burden.” What happens though when we do this is
we treat these narratives more like Christian fables—man-made stories with one applicable
lesson in the end. We reduce the biblical story into mere moral lessons. Of course, those
lessons and applications | mentioned may be true and good, but they must flow out of the
greater intended meaning of the biblical narrative. Scripture is first and foremost God’s
revelation of Himself and His plan of salvation. So we have to ask: what is this narrative
revealing to us aside from the historical events of Israel’s journey from Egypt to Sinai?

First, this wilderness narrative reveals God’s faithfulness and patience despite the
unfaithfulness and disobedience of His people. We have seen it over and over: Israel
grumbling and quarrelling against Moses and the Lord, yet God did not abandon nor ignore
them. God kept reminding Israel of his power and glory, that He is a God that they can and
need to trust and obey. We read that in Exodus 16:6-7: ®*So Moses and Aaron said to all the
people of Israel, “At evening you shall know that it was the Lord who brought you out of the
land of Egypt, "and in the morning you shall see the glory of the Lord, because he has heard
your grumbling against the Lord. What we see in these passages is God’s faithful provision to
Israel despite their stubbornness and disobedience. God continues to sustain them with the
necessities of life: water, food, even rest. He gives victory in battle, counsel in times of trouble,
and community to lessen their burden. He is being patient and merciful towards Israel, yet
they keep on testing Him. They seem to have quickly forgotten God’s terrible judgment upon
Egypt and the mighty work He has done in bringing them out of slavery. This is in contrast to
the response of Jethro, a foreigner, who remembers and praises God for who He is and what
He has done. We read in Exodus 18:10-12, '®Jethro said, “Blessed be the Lord, who has
delivered you out of the hand of the Egyptians and out of the hand of Pharaoh and has
delivered the people from under the hand of the Egyptians. ' Now | know that the Lord is
greater than all gods, because in this affair they dealt arrogantly with the people.” '? And
Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, brought a burnt offering and sacrifices to God; and Aaron came
with all the elders of Israel to eat bread with Moses' father-in-law before God. God remains
faithful to his covenant people and preserves them in this journey despite their lack of faith
and trust in Him. 2 Timothy 2:13: if we deny him, he also will deny us; if we are faithless, he
remains faithful—for he cannot deny himself. That problem of faithlessness and disobedience
leads us to a second and greater intended revelation in this narrative.

This wilderness narrative points forward to God’s ultimate provision for His people: God
the Son, Jesus Christ. Again, what is made clear in these passages found just right after the
crossing of the Red Sea is that Israel’s main problem was not Egypt. It was not Pharaoh’s
hardened heart. It was their own hearts of stone. Israel’s ultimate problem was not their
slavery to Pharaoh but their slavery to sin. Their hearts were sinful and escaping Egypt was
no solution to it. The barren wilderness exposed their spiritual deadness. They grumble and
quarrel against the Lord for water and food. God provided them all these and more, but to
solve their heart problem, God needs to give something greater. God saved and preserved
them physically, but to redeem them spiritually and save them from sin and death, they need
a deliverer even greater than Moses. They will need more than just physical food and water.
We see in this wilderness narrative a foreshadowing to God’s ultimate provision: God’s own
Son, Jesus Christ. God sends us Jesus as the bread of life. We read in John 6:29-35: * Jesus
answered them, “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent.” **So

7



they said to him, “Then what sign do you do, that we may see and believe you? What work do
you perform? *' Our fathers ate the manna in the wilderness; as it is written, ‘He gave them
bread from heaven to eat.”” *Jesus then said to them, “Truly, truly, | say to you, it was not
Moses who gave you the bread from heaven, but my Father 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.” * They said to him, “Sir, give us this bread always.” *Jesus said to them, “| am the
bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never
thirst. We who believe in Jesus are given spiritual life. Our spiritual hunger and thirst are
completely satisfied in Him. Jesus even echoes Israel’s complaining when He says in verse
43: Do not grumble among vyourselves. Jesus answers them: * Truly, truly, | say to
you, whoever believes has eternal life. **| am the bread of life. * Your fathers ate the manna
in the wilderness, and they died. *° This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that
one may eat of it and not die. *'| am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone
eats of this bread, he will live forever. And the bread that | will give for the life of the world
is my flesh (John 6:47-51). Jesus offered His body to be stricken and his blood spilled for
those who will believe in Him to have everlasting life. On the cross, Jesus gave Himself up so
that we can have new hearts that will trust, obey, and desire Him more than anything. The
other stages of this wilderness narrative also point forward to Jesus as their final fulfillment
in Him. We won’t have enough time to look at the specific verses, but Scripture teaches that
in Jesus God promised us our eternal Sabbath rest. Through Jesus God has given us complete
victory over sin and death. With Jesus as our Head, God has included us into a new covenant
community and body where we share each other’s burdens. Jesus is the culmination of all
those Old Testament figures. In God’s faithfulness and patience, He does provide us food,
water, rest, and help in times of trouble. But God has given what we all needed the most,
Jesus Himself, and through him our salvation and hope of eternal life.

Finally, we can come back to this narrative’s application for us Christians, but now in light of
God’s faithfulness and patience and of His ultimate provision of His own Son for us. Rather
than it being a simple “do this” or “don’t do that”, it becomes a Spirit-led response from a
renewed mind and a convicted heart. Oh, that we would repent of our own forgetfulness,
unfaithfulness, and unbelief. How quickly have we forgotten God’s mighty works both in
Scripture and in our lives? How badly have we insulted God’s faithfulness and patience by
returning Him back with our sins instead of our worship? And how often have we tested God
with our unbelief and distrust? Romans 8:32 reminds us, He who did not spare his own Son
but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things? If we
continue to immerse ourselves in the gospel of Jesus Christ, there will be less grumbling and
more rejoicing and trusting. Even in believing and in striving to increase our faith, we need to
rely on God. We should pray the same words the begging father in Mark’s gospel uttered to
Jesus: “| believe; help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24). If you are an unbeliever and not yet a follower
of Jesus Christ, today is the day of salvation. Repent of your sin and believe in Him and on
what He has done on the cross. God is offering you the true bread from heaven. Come to
Jesus, the bread of life, satisfy your hunger and thirst, and receive eternal life. Any of the
elders or members of this church will be happy to talk with you after this service. And to you
my brother and sister in Christ, come also to Jesus the living bread and be strengthened by
Him today. Come and lay down your burden on Him, He will give you rest. Come and worship
the Lord who has delivered us all from the slavery of sin and death, who has freed us to
worship Him in Spirit and in truth. Worthy is the Lord to receive all glory and honor and power
and praise. Let us pray.



