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Exodus 16:1 The whole congregation of the Israelites set out from Elim; and Israel came to the
wilderness of Sin, which is between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second month
after they had departed from the land of Egypt. 2 The whole congregation of the Israelites
complained against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness. 3 The Israelites said to them, "If only we
had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and ate our
fill  of bread; for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill  this whole assembly with
hunger." 4 Then the LORD said to Moses, "I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and
each day the people shall go out and gather enough for that day. In that way I will test them,
whether they will f ollow my instruction or not. 5 On the sixth day, when they prepare what they
bring in, it will  be twice as much as they gather on other days." 6 So Moses and Aaron said to all
the Israelites, "In the evening you shall know that it was the LORD who brought you out of the
land of Egypt, 7 and in the morning you shall  see the glory of the LORD, because he has heard
your complaining against the LORD. For what are we, that you complain against us?" 8 And
Moses said, "When the LORD gives you meat to eat in the evening and your fill of  bread in the
morning, because the LORD has heard the complaining that you utter against him-- what are
we? Your complaining is not against us but against the LORD." 9 Then Moses said to Aaron,
"Say to the whole congregation of the Israelites, 'Draw near to the LORD, for he has heard your
complaining.'" 10 And as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the Israelites, they looked
toward the wilderness, and the glory of the LORD appeared in the cloud. 11 The LORD spoke to
Moses and said, 12 "I have heard the complaining of the Israelites; say to them, 'At twilight you
shall eat meat, and in the morning you shall have your fill  of bread; then you shall know that I
am the LORD your God.'" 13 In the evening quails came up and covered the camp; and in the
morning there was a layer of dew around the camp. 14 When the layer of dew lif ted, there on the
surface of the wilderness was a fine flaky substance, as fine as frost on the ground. 15 When the
Israelites saw it, they said to one another, "What is it?" For they did not know what it was.
Moses said to them, "It  is the bread that the LORD has given you to eat. 16 This is what the
LORD has commanded: 'Gather as much of it as each of you needs, an omer to a person
according to the number of persons, all providing for those in their own tents.'" 17 The Israelites
did so, some gathering more, some less. 18 But when they measured it with an omer, those who
gathered much had nothing over, and those who gathered little had no shortage; they gathered
as much as each of them needed.

For six weeks we have found ourselves in Biblical wilderness and how these stories can
provide for us a survival guide for 2006. I imagine that by now many of you are ready to get out
of the wilderness! If you think six weeks is a long time in the wilderness, imagine how Israel felt
wandering in the wilderness for forty years. Out of all the biblical passages we have visited on
wilderness, this passage from the book of Exodus is perhaps penultimate. In fact it is most nearly
a summary of all the other wilderness stories we have covered during this series. It is a story
about God’s provision of bread.

I never came across a type of bread I didn’t like: biscuits, sourdough, bagels, tortilla…it’s
all good to me. Bread is basic; we need it, and every culture has some form of bread as a basic
staple in a daily diet. During my summer in the Philippine Islands I adjusted to having rice with
every meal, including breakfast, because it was their bread. If I had to choose, I would say
biscuits are my favorite kind of bread. A close runner up would be cornbread, the kind you fry



on a skillet. Fortunately for me Amy can make biscuits and cornbread as good as my
grandmother. My apologies to all of you advocates of low-carb diets, but bread is basic.

Today’s scripture is about meeting the basic needs of life, and uses bread, or manna, to
make the point. The manna – bread of heaven – was given because Israel was hungry. After all,
like the wandering Israelites, are we not here today because we are hungry? The wilderness will
do that to you – leave you hungry. Some of us are hungry for a reason to live and hope. Some are
hungry to feel whole once again. Some of us are just plain hungry – our souls are empty. And
then there are those that never can be satisfied. I have heard on many occasions folks say “I am
just not being fed at such-and-such church.” I once heard a preacher say that the only animals
that like to feed all the time are hogs and catfish.

But this story of God feeding the wandering Israelites with manna isn’t just another nice
story of God coming down to take care of the children’s needs. Surely we are more than just
baby-chicks with our mouths wide open, chirping for one more bite. Surely it is more than just
opening the refrigerator door staring in looking for something, anything, to quell, the appetite. I
think this story is not so much about the question “Are you hungry? “Well God can feed you.”
No, I think this story is about wrestling with a deeper question: Is God going to be good
enough?

This was the question the ancient Hebrews were wrestling with from the moment Moses
entered their lives and led them out of slavery. Was God going to be good enough? I suggest to
you that this is the sort of question that engages us every single day. My hope is that we discover
this morning the answer that God is good enough. Otherwise, we will always be hungry. 

When God is not Good Enough We Long for What we do not have:
v.3: "If only we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the
fleshpots and ate our fill of bread.” 

The people of God had given up on God and believed in their scarcity. That is, their
present anxiety began to distort the memory of the past. All they could do was longingly look
back. Interestingly enough, most of Israel’s time in the wilderness was not a time of great faith but
great apostasy. In chapter 16 alone the Israelites grumble or murmur no less than eight times. 

Does this ever happen to any of you? I am sure it does. We find ourselves in a tight place –
overwhelmed with bills, burdened with the risky choices of our children, or just plain bored with
life – and we look back to our past and say, “Gee, life sure was better back then; I didn’t realize
how good I had it.” I remember when our children were babies and so many well meaning veteran
parents would say, “This is the easy part…wait until they are older…are teenagers…go to
college…marry.” I have no doubt that parenting will always be hard work, but I remember staying
up all night with colic and all our clothes reeking of spit-up and changing diapers at all hours. 

The children of Israel longed for what they did not have.  They did not have security but
they did have freedom.

Have you ever said “If I get this I will never ask for anything else again!”   I don’t know
about you but I have never been paid enough money but I most nearly always have had enough to
meet my needs.  It seems we always need a new care or a bigger house or more stylish clothes or
the latest electronic gadget.  Suddenly what was adequate in life becomes inadequate and we find
ourselves whining for more.



The manna is both physical and spiritual food.  God used the ordinary to nourish both
appetite and soul.  It may not have been everything they wanted, but it was enough.

Think about the most memorable meal you ever ate.  I have had great meals all over the
world – feast of a pig on a spit of a tiny island off the Philippines, schnitzel in Prague and matzo
ball soup at the Carnegie Deli in New York City.

Will Willimon, former chaplain at Duke University, asked the question, “What is the most
memorable meal you ever ate?” to a church group.  There were many typical responses.  One man
spoke up.  “The best meal I ever ate,” he said, was in WW II, the morning after a night of terrible
battle.  I staggered up over a hill and saw a woman from the Red Cross in a little trailer in a
muddy field.  I staggered through the muck to her trailer.  She was handing out stale doughnuts
and cold coffee.  When she handed me mine, she smiled.  After the night I had suffered, in that
place, at that time, I’d have to say that was about the best meal I ever had.”

When God is good enough we may not get everything we want but even the simplest of
gifts become a blessing from heaven.  But when God is not good enough, not only do we long for
what we do not have . . .

When God is not Good Enough We Lose our Vision for Tomorrow:
The children of Israel kept looking back to Egypt where things seemed to be better back

then.  As Israel grew discontented in life they grew increasingly discontented with God.  Their
past – slavery – became transformed into a romantic idealization and their present became
repulsive to them.  In their looking back they could not see where they were going.  It is like
trying to drive forward in a car while looking intently into the rear view mirror.  They lost the
vision for tomorrow ...

It is easy to do, lose a vision for tomorrow.  I have seen churches do this. Their
conversations are marked with how great things were back then...in 1950 or 60 or 70.  “Why can’t
we go back to the way things used to be?”  I have no doubt that there is much we can learn from
our past – both recent and distant – but the God who led us faithfully years ago is no longer
behind us.  God is on the move and is ahead, and we best catch up.

To lose a vision of tomorrow is to wallow in self-pity of what we do not have., of what we
wish we could have.  Before long we get stuck.  You will not be able to move ahead in life; this
church will not be able to claim God’s future.  Bitterness and disappointment will be our end.

The temptation is tremendous to idealize our past.  Our hindsight is not as 20/20 as we like
to think.  God wanted the Israelites – and his children today – to move forward and not
backwards.

If we are going to be inheritors of God’s promise, looking back won’t cut it.  We must
trust and believe that God will be good enough.

When God is not Good Enough We Trade our Manna for mammon
Mammon is that most interesting word in the Bible that basically means riches or wealth. 

“Give us this day our daily bread,” we pray, but we want more.  Stephen Shoemaker writes, “We
follow gods who fill our bellies, but the God of Israel and of Jesus promises...enough bread for
our need [just] not all we want.”  Israel still could not see that it was God who led them out of
Egypt, God who led them out of slavery, God who led them through the Red Sea, and God who
was going to lead them through the wilderness and into the Promised Land.  But now bellies were
empty and souls were impoverished.



Let’s not misunderstand the crowds – they are willing to be led by God.  But while God
wants to give them a life, they want better lifestyles.

It is an arrogant presumption that it is God’s job to make our lives better, to hold us
together when the market falters and turns our bears into bulls.  “Oh, God,” we pray, “I have these
plans.  Please make them go smoothly.”  But God is no short order cook standing behind the
counter at the Waffle House waiting for us to order our hash browns scattered, smothered and
covered.  We are on a journey and need to remember that God provides daily bread – what we
need for the day.  No need to get greedy or start hoarding.  Our manna will just spoil, too (v.18). 
That is why Israel was instructed to collect only enough for what they would need for that day –
not too much and not too little.  There are enough of God’s gifts to go around.

Outside the wilderness, where the power of Egypt is real, we are told there is no giver,
save ourselves.  If we want to achieve in Egypt it will have to be on our own merits: the right SAT
score; the right school, the right major, the right job, the right income, the right neighborhood, the
right spouse...etc., etc.

Out there in Egypt, as one theologian observes: “The market ideology wants us to believe
that...life consists of buying and selling, weighing, measuring and trading...”

But in the wilderness...we must decide if God really is good enough.  I am certain most
of us believe in God, but do we believe God?

Thomas Long tells of reading an obituary of a rabbi who died in England. His obituary
told of his life, how when he was a young boy, he and his family were prisoners in a Nazi death
camp. In the camp, the prisoners were given just barely enough food to survive – some grain, a bit
of stale bread, and a few grams of lard each week. Despite their harsh environment, this boy’s
family continued to observe the Sabbath. Somehow managing to scrounge up a piece of candle
and a little food each week, they said the Sabbath prayers and pronounced the Sabbath blessings.
Can you imagine pronouncing blessings in the midst of a Nazi death camp?

One week, however, there was no candle. So when the evening came and the Sabbath was
at hand, the boy’s father took some of their precious lard and molded it around a bit of string.
Lighting this makeshift candle, he began to lead his family in the prayers and blessings.

His son was enraged. When the prayers were done, he confronted his father. “How could
you do that? How could you waste what little lard we have to make a candle? It is the only food
we have.”

His father answered, “Son, without food we can live for several days. Without hope, we
cannot live an hour.”

God heard the hunger of the Israelites and he fed them. And if God heard their hunger so
many thousands of years ago he will hear our hunger today. No matter what you are facing this
week – legal, financial or personal – you can make it. God is going to see that manna will be
provided. This will depend, however, if we really think God is good enough.

Can God possibly be good enough for you and me? May we come to a resounding yes and
be fed. Jesus said "I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever
believes in me will never be thirsty (John 6:35).



Jesus promises that he is that sort of bread that nourishes and sustains. Like manna he has
come down out of heaven to feed us. But more than manna. When we think of Jesus as bread we
are reminded that he satisfies like nothing else. We chew on him, bit by bit, morsel by morsel,
taking our time to savor each part.

I want to invite you after this morning to fill up on what you are hungry for: daily bread,
encouragement, hope, comfort, direction, salvation. What are you hungry for? Let Jesus feed you
now.

The Scripture quotations contained herein are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright, 1989, by the Division of
Chri stian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Chri st in the U.S.A.  Used by permission.  All rights reserved.
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