
Exodus 15:11-27—16-1-30 

It was January of 2000. My wife and I had been 
married for less than a month. We had both recently 
graduated college; we were living in Sunnyvale after 
moving from Lubbock, Texas; I started a job in Product 
Management at Oracle, and we were settling into life as 
a couple. Then came our first big conflict. Rachel wanted 
to get a dog. She’d never had one growing up and had 
waited a long time. I wanted to have some time to get 
settled and adjust to our new life. We were at an impasse.

So… we got a dog.

He was a rescue puppy, and we named him Reese. He 
was scared of everything and terrified of us. As first-time 
puppy owners, we thought he’d snap out of it. But we 
didn’t have any understanding of the effects of trauma. 
He eventually warmed up to Rachel, but he stayed scared 
of me. And that’s putting it mildly. He and Rachel would 
be sitting on the couch together, and when I came into 
the room, he’d get up and go into a different room. 

I had a pretty hard time with that. My fragile ego 
couldn’t quite handle having a dog that didn’t like me. 
Man’s best friend and all, right? I’m trustworthy. I have 
the best interests of this dog in mind. How could I teach 
Reese to trust me?

This morning we are resuming our preaching series 
in the book of Exodus. Exodus is a great and majestic 
book in the Bible which lays the foundation for so much 
of who God is, how he relates to his people and what 
it means to trust him. For most of the fall, we worked 
through the first third of the book, where we saw the 
Israelites freed from slavery in Egypt. Over the next 
seven weeks, we’ll cover the middle of the book as God 
gives his people rules for life. After Easter, we’ll finish 
by seeing God teach his people to worship. 

These are the three main themes of Exodus: freedom, 
covenant, and worship. 

When life begins, whether you are a baby, an ancient 
Israelite or an abandoned puppy, you don’t have any 

understanding of how the world works. You have to learn 
everything moment by moment. Who can be trusted? 
Where are my needs met? How do I get by in the world?

Sometimes those initial lessons aren’t very helpful. 
If those early years are full of trauma, you can end up 
with lessons that aren’t actually helpful once the trauma 
is over. That’s what happened to our rescue puppy. It’s 
also what happened to the Israelites. They had spent 
years as slaves in Egypt. The Bible says their spirit was 
crushed by their harsh labor. 

A crushed spirit doesn’t just get uncrushed 
immediately. It takes time to unlearn the patterns picked 
up in slavery. Trust builds slowly. You have to come to 
an entirely new understanding of how the world works. 
That’s the process which we will see begin in our passage 
today. We’ll see the Israelites start to learn how to live 
life with a new master. 

Our passage this morning picks up the story of the 
Israelites right after they leave the torment of Egypt. They 
were a group of around two million people traveling on 
foot, entering a desert area. How would they survive? 
The threat of the Egyptian army had been wiped out, but 
they still needed to eat. So in this first part of the story, 
we see God deal with three basic necessities for them: 
water, food, and rest. 

Two million people in the desert can’t function 
without water, food, and rest. We will watch as God 
miraculously provides over and above. But God is doing 
way more than simply providing for their needs. He is 
teaching them where their needs are meant to be met. 
He’s not just meeting the need; he’s training them on 
where to look when they have needs.

Think about newborn babies and how they react to 
the world. This is what the Israelites were. They have 
literally just come through the water as if it were a new 
birth. Life for them has been transformed. They are no 
longer slaves in Egypt, but they have no idea how to live 
as free people. And so God begins to teach them. 
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As we watch this process, we will learn something 
about ourselves. We all have needs. Basic ones like food 
and water and rest. And deeper ones like significance and 
security and intimacy and purpose. As we go through 
life, we figure out ways to get those needs met. Some of 
those ways are healthy. Some of them aren’t. It’s different 
for each one of us, but we have—all of us—found ways 
to get some of our needs met that don’t involve God. 
Whether through disappointment or pain or frustration 
or impatience or something else entirely, there are areas 
of our lives where we have concluded that God is not the 
one to meet our needs.

So as we watch God training his newborn people 
how to trust him, we can learn the same lesson. We can 
let go of whatever old lessons we’ve learned about where 
to meet our needs. And we start to relearn the simple 
truth that God is the one who meets our needs. 

Water

It makes sense that the first issue to arise is water: 
it’s our most basic need. 

Exodus 15:22-24:

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. 23 When they came to 
Marah, they could not drink the water of 
Marah because it was bitter; therefore it was 
named Marah. 24 And the people grumbled 
against Moses, saying, “What shall we drink?”

The people of Israel set out from Egypt and headed 
into the desert. Three days and they realize there’s no 
water for the 2 million people. That’s about as long as 
humans can survive without water. But right as things 
are getting critical, they find water! Can you imagine the 
excitement? Just in time! But the water was undrinkable. 

Thirst turned to excitement which gave way to a 
sense of hopelessness. All this emotion was pointed 
toward their leader as they grumbled against Moses. 

Why would God do this? Why lead them through 
this sequence of events? Why not just give them water in 
the first place? On day two, they could have come upon 
a spring. Or God could have made it rain in the desert. 
But remember: God is not just meeting their needs; he’s 
teaching them where their needs are meant to be met. 
For most people, those are hard lessons to learn. 

After this rollercoaster, God gives Moses a solution.

Exodus 15:25a:

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.

What is described is a perfect sequence of events. It’s 
a beautiful sentence in Hebrew. Three words followed by 
three words followed by three words and punctuated at 
the end by two final words. “Moses cried LORD.” “LORD 
showed log”. “Threw in water.” “Water sweet”. 

There was a problem, a big problem: no water for 2 
million people. Moses turns to God; God gives him a 
solution, Moses executes it, and the problem is solved. 

Think again about newborn babies. A brand new 
human enters the world without knowing how anything 
works. Without even being able to process it, that baby 
gets hungry. So it cries. When things are working how 
they are supposed to, a parent hears the cry and responds 
with food. The baby is satisfied, and everybody sleeps 
for 8 hours. Isn’t that how babies do it?

Psychologists have recognized that this cycle builds 
relational trust between a child and her caregiver. 
The process starts with “needs,” which gives way to 
“arousal and displeasure.” In a good world, that leads to 
“gratification” of the need, which results in “relief and 
relaxation.”

This whole cycle doesn’t just meet the needs of the 
child. It teaches the child where needs are meant to 
be met. Your needs are important. Someone is paying 
attention. You won’t go hungry. Your parent can be 
trusted. 

This is exactly what God does for the Israelites. 
They are thirsty, which gives way to arousal: that’s the 
grumbling. God provides water that gratifies their 
need and results in relief and relaxation. They will live 
another day. Because of that cycle, they start the process 
of learning to trust God. 

To make it even more explicit, God explains the 
process to them.

Exodus 15:25b-27: 

There the LORD made for them a statute and 
a rule, and there he tested them, saying, “If you 
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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, I will put none of the diseases 
on you that I put on the Egyptians, for I am the 
LORD, your healer.” Then they came to Elim, 
where there were twelve springs of water and 
seventy palm trees, and they encamped there 
by the water.

God is teaching them that he is the one to be trusted. 
He is their new master. Live life with him. and things will 
work out. To cap it all off, he brings them to paradise—
twelve springs of water and seventy palm trees. Those 
would have been date palms. That’s probably where 
biblical honey came from—date nectar. It wasn’t just 
food and water. It was a sweet feast. 

God does this for us, particularly when we are 
new believers. He shows up in miraculous ways in our 
lives to provide for our needs. He meets our needs and 
demonstrates to us that he is the one who meets our 
needs: “I am the LORD, your healer.” 

Has God done this for you? Has he shown up to 
meet your needs in miraculous ways? Pay attention to 
that. What is he trying to teach you? How has God been 
good to you? 

Maybe you’re in a season where God is meeting your 
needs. Perhaps you’re in a season where you’re waiting 
for God, and things are tough. Or maybe you’re just 
exploring faith and haven’t seen God work in your life at 
all. It’s important to realize that we go through different 
seasons in our journey of faith. Every part of our lives 
is not the same. 

But I am confident that each of us can point to a 
time when God has been good to us. Maybe you didn’t 
realize it was God. But someone was there, making the 
bitter water turn sweet and leading you into an oasis. 

This is what God does for his people. The first 
miracle outside the land of Egypt is a big one and 
ends in paradise. A beautiful shiny gift to help them in 
learning to trust God. But thirst is not their only need, 
and paradise doesn’t last forever. So the people move on, 
and another need arises.

Food

The story starts to get a bit more interesting here, 
but generally, the same pattern repeats itself. Listen to 
Exodus 16:2-3 and look for that pattern.

Exodus 16:2-3:

And the whole congregation of the people of 
Israel grumbled against Moses and Aaron in 
the wilderness, 3 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.”

In the last scene, the people of Israel grumbled 
because they were thirsty. Now they are grumbling 
because they are hungry. There’s more of an edge to 
this grumbling—you can see their immaturity coming 
through. But let’s not be too critical of them here. 
Remember that they are babies—newly born and just 
starting a new life. Newborns scream when they are 
hungry; they don’t ask politely. 

We’ll give the Israelites some grace here, but we’ll 
be looking for whether they learn that calm and polite 
part over time. Just as before, they express a need, and 
God meets it. 

Exodus 16:4-5: 

Then the LORD said to Moses, “Behold, 
I am about to rain bread from heaven for 
you, and the people shall go out and gather a 
day’s portion every day, that I may test them, 
whether they will walk in my law or not. 5 On 
the sixth day, when they prepare what they 
bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather 
daily.”

You may have noticed the word “test” here again. 
God said before that he was testing them, and we see it 
again here. This is an easy word for us to misunderstand. 
Remember that they know nothing about SATs, final 
exams, medical boards, or anything like that. When 
we think of testing, we sometimes have negative 
associations. 

This is just describing the normal process of training 
someone. God is teaching them to live a new life of 
trust in Him. Part of that process is teaching, testing, 
evaluation, correction, etc. God is teaching them and 
watching how they do with it. 

The miracle we see here is one of the most famous in 
the Old Testament. God literally rains bread down upon 
them day after day. This will continue for the entire forty 
years they wander in the desert. It would be one of the 
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ways God would be known for the rest of history. An 
example is Psalm 78.

Psalm 78:24:

He rained down on them manna to eat and 
gave them the grain of heaven.

From this point forward, God would be the one who 
rained down manna upon them. Do you see what God 
is doing? He’s not just providing for their needs. He’s 
teaching them through a miraculous provision that he 
meets their needs. It’s not just about filling their bellies; 
it’s about orienting their souls toward him. 

We see this repeated over and over again in the next 
several verses.

Exodus 16:6-7 and 10-12: 

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, 7 and in the morning you shall see the 
glory of the LORD, because he has heard your 
grumbling against the LORD. For what are we, 
that you grumble against us?” 

And as soon as Aaron spoke to the whole 
congregation of the people of Israel, they 
looked toward the wilderness, and behold, 
the glory of the Lord appeared in the cloud. 
11 And the LORD said to Moses, 12 “I have 
heard the grumbling of the people of Israel. 
Say to them, ‘At twilight you shall eat meat, and 
in the morning you shall be filled with bread. 
Then you shall know that I am the LORD your 
God.’”

“You shall know that it was the LORD”, “you shall 
see the glory of the LORD”, and “Then you shall know 
that I am the LORD.” All of this is oriented toward one 
thing and one thing only—these people need to know 
where their needs are met. They need to know that He 
is their new master and that he is an entirely different 
kind of master than the ones they had in Egypt. 

This is how God works in our lives. He is always 
teaching us. Often the simple lesson we need to learn is 
that He is the LORD. He is the one who meets our needs. 
“‘At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the morning you 
shall be filled with bread.’” Why? Because then”  ‘you 
shall know that I am the LORD your God.’” 

Each of us is in different seasons. We’re learning 
this in different ways. So where are you? What is God 
teaching you? 

When I look back at my life, I see all sorts of different 
seasons of God teaching me. As a young man, I dealt with 
the sin of pornography, and God taught me patiently to 
trust him. Then I got married, and I had to learn how 
to love another person day in and day out. God taught 
me patiently to trust him. Having children was a new 
challenge, and our marriage almost fell apart. God 
taught me patiently to trust him. We had some family 
challenges that nearly broke us apart, but God taught 
me patiently to trust him. More recently, I’ve dealt with 
a season of depression and anxiety. But God taught me 
patiently to trust him. 

For the last few years, I’ve found the Lord’s Prayer 
one of the most meaningful prayers in the morning. 
Particularly when I’m dealing with anxiety, I find myself 
hanging on the phrase, “Give us this day our daily bread.” 
It’s such a beautiful request. It’s communal. It’s focused 
on today. It’s not long term. It’s simple: God, please give 
us what we need to get through this day. It’s rooted in 
how God has been providing for his people for almost 
four thousand years. 

It’s the first week of the new year. Where are you now? 
Where is God leading you next? How is he re-orienting 
your soul to turn toward him?

Rest

We’ve seen God provide water. We’ve seen him rain 
food from heaven. But there’s one more foundational 
aspect of how God relates to his people. This aspect will 
end up being the primary distinction for God’s people 
for thousands of years to come. 

Exodus 16:22-23 and 26:

On the sixth day they gathered twice as 
much bread, two omers each. And when all 
the leaders of the congregation came and told 
Moses, he said to them, “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.’”

Six days you shall gather it, but on the 
seventh day, which is a Sabbath, there will be 
none.”
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We heard a hint of this in the previous passage, but 
now it is spelled out. Here is the first place in the entire 
Bible where the word Sabbath appears. Here is the first 
time God commanded his people—all 2 million of 
them—to take one day of rest to honor God’s rest in 
creation. 

God is scheduling the provision of manna in a way 
that forces them to rest. They don’t really have a choice. 
This is what you do for babies. You make them sleep 
when they are tired. You can tell they need rest even 
before they can. So you compel them to rest.

Here’s what surprised me when we first started 
having children. When you try to get them to rest, they 
fight you on it. You can tell they are exhausted and can’t 
function because they need sleep. But sometimes, they 
simply won’t rest. They fight it tooth and nail. 

This is exactly what the Israelites do. 

Exodus 16:27:

On the seventh day some of the people went 
out to gather, but they found none.

Remember how we noticed that God was testing 
his people? They still hadn’t learned the lesson yet. The 
instructions were very clear, but they decided to go out 
on the seventh day and check anyway. God didn’t like 
that. Listen to his response.

Exodus 16:28-30:

And the LORD said to Moses, “How long 
will you refuse to keep my commandments 
and my laws? 29 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.” 30 So the people rested on 
the seventh day.

God gets frustrated that his people won’t rest. He’s as 
incredulous as a new parent. “See! The LORD has given 
you the Sabbath.” This is for your benefit. And finally, 
the people catch on. Like a baby who finally gives up, we 
read, “the people rested on the seventh day.” 

The Sabbath would become the most distinctive 
element of Judaism for the next 3500 years. Even today, 
the Sabbath is practiced by Jews around the world. You 

see it in Israel on Saturday. Hardly anyone drives or 
works, or does anything. It really is a day of rest. 

The reason that it would define the Jews is that it is 
based on the character of their God. God provides for 
the needs of his people. He is the one. He is the LORD. 
Because of that—and only because of that—he tells his 
people to rest in his provision. 

Friends, we need to be reminded of this lesson 
frequently. We can rest in God. Learn to rest in God. 

Think about what you need to rest. You need to know 
that you’re safe. Your needs have to be met. You can’t rest 
if you’re hungry or tired. You need to know that your 
needs will be met in the future. You need to know that 
you won’t fall behind if you stop working. You need to 
know that nothing terrible will happen while you are 
resting. And all of these are dependent on knowing who 
is the Lord. 

All of these life-altering truths wrapped up into 
simple command: don’t gather manna on the seventh 
day of the week. 

Sabbath isn’t about finding a healthy rhythm of work 
and rest, although it does do that. Sabbath is ultimately 
about knowing who meets your needs and trusting that 
your needs will continue to be met even when you rest.

Maybe you don’t know God yet. Maybe you’re 
still exploring. This is the step of faith. Faith is simply 
putting your trust in God. It’s resting in his work instead 
of thinking it’s up to you. It sounds so easy to rest, but 
resting is one of the hardest things. If you’ve never rested 
in God’s work, consider putting your faith in Jesus. It’s 
worth it. 

Maybe for you, this will be a year of learning that 
God is the one who meets your needs, and because of 
that, you can actually rest. 

Conclusion

Remember that puppy we adopted? Strange-looking 
Reese? Eventually, he learned to trust me. It took a long 
time. He had a lot of unlearning to do. He stayed pretty 
scared of other men, but he knew he could trust me. 
And I treasured that trust. It was hard fought for and 
so precious.

Our passage has one more scene at the end. In the 
epilogue, God’s people are told to do something to 
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remember the lesson they learned. They are instructed to 
take some manna and put it in a jar to keep throughout 
the generations. That jar would remind later Israelites 
that God is the one who provides for their needs. 

Over the next several weeks, we’ll see God patiently 
teaching and testing his people. The climax will be when 
he gives them the Law: the prized possession of the 
Jewish people. 

For now, we’ve seen the beginning of the training 
process. God has given them water, food, and rest. But 
most importantly, he has taught them that he is the one 
who meets our needs.


