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 Over the next four weeks, we will be looking at events in the lives of Moses, 

Samuel, David, and Solomon – arguably the most prominent leaders in ancient 

Israel’s history. We start with Moses, who leads them through this transition from 

enslavement to freedom. 

Last Sunday, we heard God calling Moses from the burning bush in the 

Sinai wilderness: instructing him to go back to Egypt and convince Pharaoh to set 

the Israelites free from slavery. Moses went and Pharaoh was obstinate, so God 

sent a series of plagues in hopes of breaking open Pharaoh’s hardened heart. Each 

plague caused suffering among the Egyptians and their land and livestock, but 

sadly, Pharaoh’s response was to oppress the Israelites even more. By the time of 

the tenth plague, the death of the firstborn, the Israelites were allowed to go. The 

whole people traveled to the shores of the Red Sea, where God parted the waters 

and brought them across on dry land. Soon, the people began to worry because the 

only water they had found was bitter and undrinkable, and God gave Moses the 

ability to turn the water sweet. We pick up the story about six weeks later, in the 

book of Exodus, chapter 16. Listen for God’s word: 

Read Exodus 16:1-18 

The story of manna from heaven – like the miraculous feeding of the 5000 

by Jesus in the gospels – offer quintessential images of God who provides for daily 

needs. In Exodus, we hear of the journey of the Israelite people into the desert of 

Sin, only weeks after they had marched out of slavery and into the unknown 

wilderness ahead.  They have no idea where they are or where they are going, how 

they will get there, how long the journey will last, or what life might be like when 

they get there. But what they do know is that they are growing hungry and there is 

nothing to eat. 

Instead of celebrating their newly found freedom, the Israelites are faced 

with the reality of having no food. And being refugees in the wilderness, they are 



without the means to cultivate for themselves the food necessary to survive. All the 

people can imagine for their immediate future is famine and death. Thus, they long 

for the days in Egypt where – despite their captivity – they were given meat and 

bread. How could they know that God and God’s provision would be enough for 

them to survive? Thus, as we so often do, the Israelites begin to romanticize the 

past with selective memory.1 

 And so, the people voice their complaints to Moses and Aaron. In other 

translations, we are told they are grumbling or groaning: the same words used to 

describe the people’s crying out that God had heard before appearing to Moses in 

the burning bush. While the Israelites were complaining against their leaders, Moses 

is clear that it was the Lord who brought you out of the land of Egypt. 

 In response to their grumblings, God rains manna down from heaven. The 

people’s reaction to this flaky white substance that covered the ground in the 

morning like dew is: “man-hu?” which means “what is it?” As to the complaints 

about meat, God also provides quails in the evening. These daily provisions are to be 

a clear, unambiguous sign that leaves no doubt: God, and no-one else but God, is 

their provider.2 

 As we heard a few weeks ago in the story of Abraham’s aborted sacrifice of 

his son, Isaac, this is described as a test. Physical sustenance is one issue; trusting 

God is another matter. Would the people understand God’s daily provision from a 

lens of abundance or scarcity? If abundance, they would follow Moses’ instructions 

exactly: gather only as much as you need each day, with a double portion on the 

sixth day; enough to have on the Sabbath. If scarcity, though, the people would 

hoard to the point of rotting excess. 

 Throughout this story, the provision of food is shown to be just enough: no 

more and no less than what the people need. Even when they take more than they 

need, or not enough to meet their daily need, it all equals out so that everyone’s 

basic needs are met.  Thus, God is not only the deliverer who liberates those who are 

in bondage, but also the God who provides for the people in the wilderness on their 

long journey to the Promised Land. God is portrayed as the one who hears the 

complaints of the people; God also sees that they people are hungry; and, most 

importantly, God acts to give the Israelites what they need.3 
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 In the midst of their discontent, the people’s complaints against Moses and 

Aaron are really complaints against God. The people want to know whether God is 

with them or not. For, as far as their eyes can see, God is not with them.  This story 

warns against practices of hoarding; against the kind of greed that capitalizes on a 

myth of scarcity. Instead, it encourages trust in God and God’s abundance: that 

which is exemplified by Jesus taking fives loaves and two fish and, after blessing the 

food, breaking it and giving it to feed a multitude of hungry people. There, twelve 

baskets of food are left over after all have been fed; symbolizing the blessings of 

God that override the world’s fearful anxiety. 

 Here in the wilderness, as the people of Israel are so anxious about food that 

they would rather go back to slavery in Egypt, God sees and hears and acts. God’s 

test is a diagnostic one: checking the level of trust within the Israelites; teaching 

them that God will provide for their daily needs. When they will finally reach the 

Promised Land, this will be a harder lesson to learn because – with milk and honey, 

vineyards and cattle, ovens and storehouses at their disposal – the Israelites will be 

tempted to believe that they deserve credit for providing for themselves. They will 

be tempted to worship other gods and fail to remember who it was that delivered 

them from slavery. They will be tempted to go back, if not to Egypt itself, then to the 

ways of Egypt where food is stockpiled and hoarded and the weak are subjugated 

under the control of the powerful. 

 In the wilderness, God is teaching the people a different economy. God wants 

them to learn that they do not need to compete with one another for food; that they 

do not need to be anxious and work seven days a week in order to survive.  Instead, 

they can trust that, in God’s economy, there is enough to meet everyone’s daily 

needs; that they can share freely because God always provides. 

 It would be easy to criticize the people of Israel for their complaining and lack 

of trust. Yet, before we do that, we would do well to look at ourselves. Do we trust 

God to provide for our daily needs, even when we cannot see God’s provision with 

our eyes? Where do we direct our complaints: it is against our leaders: whether they 

be progressive or conservative; presidents and senators or city council and school 

board members? Do we wish that we could just go back to earlier times, when things 

seemed simpler or more certain; even if those systems were fundamentally unequal 

and exploitative?  

 In God’s economy, there is no concept of over or under-consumption. In 

contrast to the systems of Egypt, where peoples were pitted against each other and 

the demands on workers were ever-increasing, God imagines a world where daily 

provisions arrive with seemingly miraculous equity and justice. The fearful anxiety 



which leads to stock-piling resources will be no more; even on the Sabbath day – 

when work is not required – there will be enough for everyone.4 

 As Christians, we seek to enact the reality of God’s economy within a world 

that does not trust that there will be enough. We do this by sharing a portion of what 

we have been given with those who do not have – because of ability or opportunity 

or circumstance – what they need.  We place our trust in God that we do not need to 

live in fearful anxiety.  

 This means that we are willing to donate to the food bank even when we 

cannot be sure who the recipients of our generosity will be. It means we offer free 

community meals to people who probably could afford to purchase their own food. 

It means that we offer financial support for the Dougbe River School in Liberia even 

if we never meet any of the students who benefit from it.  It means that we obey that 

command to take Sabbath even if there are still things to get done. It means that we 

refrain from wasting energy resources because it will help the planet.   

 In today’s gospel story, the apostles come to Jesus because crowds of people 

have gathered in the wilderness and have grown hungry; they tell him to send the 

people away. Jesus responds, testing them, saying: “you give them something to 

eat.” The message here is clear: God provides for our daily needs, but we are meant 

to be God’s instruments in this work; remembering this lesson that, in God’s 

economy, there will be enough   

Our systems are instead built on the principles of fear and anxiety: there never 

seems to be enough to go around; the needs are many and resources are limited.  

Thus, we take what we need and even more; securing enough for now and to protect 

us from what might happen tomorrow.  Nevertheless, we are called to trust that God 

will provide for our daily needs.  In God’s economy, even when we cannot see God, 

God is at work in and through us, offering daily reminders that we do not need to be 

fearful and anxious about the future when there are people around us in need now.  

God’s gracious gifts – sometimes so unrecognizable that we ask, “what is it?” – are 

all around us. Those twelve baskets of left-overs have been placed in our hands. The 

question is: where will we place our trust; what will we do with them? Amen. 
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