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MIRACLES IN THE DESERT      
18th July 2021 
Readings: Exodus 16:1–5; John 6:35 & 41–44 
 
How important is grass to you? If you’re a 
townie then grass is something to be mown and 
maybe even a source of pride in your 
“immaculately trimmed lawn”. If you’re a farmer 
grass is a vital part of herd management. But 
even if we’re garden proud or a farmer 
managing stock, I’m sure we don’t realise how 
important grass is? You see, without this 
humble plant hundreds of millions of people 
would starve. Now I’m not just talking of the 
sheep, beef and dairy industry. I’m talking how 
vital grass is for direct consumption. Did you 
know that between 40-50% of all the calories eaten by the global community is from eating 
grass? Not via meat or diary but direct “put in your mouth” consumption. Up to 50%!  Now, 
in particular I’m talking three species. Do you know what they are? 
 

• wheat 
• rice 
• maize (corn) 

 
These three species of grass, collectively called cereals, are vital to human food 
consumption. As I said 40-50% of all calories (or kilojoules) consumed today is via these 
grasses. Now, wheat heads the three with 214 million hectares in production, followed by 
rice with 154 million hectares and then maize with 140 million hectares.  
 
Now, this dependance on just three cereals, in particular wheat, has been recognised for 
centuries and yet in all the millennia of harvesting wheat, grinding gain and baking bread 
there’s never been wheat like we are going to see today. If fact it’s so unique I’m believe it 
could be classified as a fourth cereal: wheat, rice, maize and… manna 
 
Let’s pray 
 
So, where are we up to in our journey through Exodus? Well, the Israelites have passed 
through the Red Sea as on dry land and are free. Last week we saw the first thing they did 
after been set free was to… sing. To sing God’s praises. The second thing they do is… 
grumble. They moan and groan and fuss and carry on. And you think, “Wait a minute - this 
is not in the script. The Israelites are rescued to worship not grumble. We need a “please 
explain”. A “what!s happening here?” 
 
Well, in simple terms - you can take a slave out of slavery but it’s hard to take the slavery 
out of a slave. I’ll say this again - you can take a slave out of slavery but it!s hard to take 
the slavery out of a slave. You see, God’s people are free, but they need to grow into their 
freedom. They need to learn how to live like as free women and men. 
So, let’s see how this unfolds and pick up the story in Exodus 16… 
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They set out from Elim, and all the congregation of the people of 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. Exodus 16:1 
 

It’s about a month after leaving Egypt. In that time, they’ve traveled to Marah where they 
grumbled about the water being bitter and undrinkable. Then they moved on to Elim with 
good, clean, fresh water - in fact twelve springs of crystal clear H2O.  
 
Here in chapter 16, they’re left Elim and in the desert on their way to Mount Sinai. But 
there’s a problem. Food supplies have run out and they’re hungry. So, what do they do? 
They worship. Unfortunately not. Most people when they’re hungry get grumpy. Verse 2 
 

And 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.” Exodus 16:2–3 

 
A couple of things here. First a bit of an aside. The ESV uses the term “congregation” for 
the nation of Israel for the second time here. It’s the same word - in the Greek - that the 
New Testament uses for “church”. So, in the Old Testament Israelites are the congregation 
of God. In the New Testament, and still today, the Church is the congregation of God.  
 
More importantly what we see here is this congregation of God exaggerating in their 
grumbling and failing in their faith. I mean did these ex-slaves really eat bread and meat to 
their fill? I think not. No, thus is an exaggeration. They used to be hard pressed slaves on 
a subsistence diet. But in their hunger and misery they distort how things were and so 
grumble, fuss and carry on. And we also see here a failure of faith. For despite seeing 
God’s mighty miracles in Egypt and even the parting of the Red Sea the faith of the 
Israelites is crumbling. 
 
And not for the first time nor the last God has every right to rid himself of these grumbling 
and faithless people. So, what will God do? Will he turn his back? Will he say to the 
Israelites, “Begone and return to slavey, if that’s what you want?” Verse 4 
 

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. On the sixth day, when they prepare what they 
bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather daily.” 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. For what are we, that you grumble 
against us?” Exodus 16:4–7 
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Now God knew it will take a lot of work to take the slavery of these ex-slaves. And this is 
his strategy and it’s two-fold. He will teach his people to trust and obey - trust him and 
obey him. Two things. He does this in a form of a test. He will miraculously provide food 
but with conditions. Let’s see how they get on in this “school of heaven”. Verse 13… 
 

In the evening quail came up and covered the camp, and in the morning dew lay around 
the camp. And when the dew had gone up, there was on the face of the wilderness a 
fine, flake-like thing, fine as frost on the ground. When the people of Israel saw it, they 
said to one another, "What is it?” For they did not know what it was. And Moses said to 
them, "It is the bread that the Lord has given you to eat. This is what the Lord has 
commanded: #Gather of it, each one of you, as much as he can eat. Exodus 16:13–16 

 
This fine, flake like substance appeared like a frost on the ground. A substance that could 
be baked into bread that was both nutritious and tasty. And like frost disappears as the 
sun grows hot so this substance also disappeared each day. Now, here comes the test. 
Though there was more than enough to go around they were instructed not to keep any 
overnight. Would they trust an obey? Well, some did and some didn’t. Some found that 
any left over became all worms and stench the next day. Trust and obey: lesson one. 
Some passed, some failed 
 
So, there in the wilderness miraculous food appeared on day one, day two, day three four 
and five. Now, on day six they were asked to gather twice as much because there would 
be none on the seventh - this was the sabbath a day, their day of rest. So, would they 
obey God’s Word. Would they gather twice as much and keep half for the next day. Well, 
those that did found it was not maggoty at all on the seventh day. However, some went out 
on the seventh day to collect but found none: Trust and obey: lesson two. Some passed, 
some failed. Can you see God working the slavery out of his people? 
 
Now, what of this substance? It’s not wheat, rice or maize, so what is it? Verse 31 
 

Now the house of Israel called its name manna. It was like coriander seed, white, and 
the taste of it was like wafers made with honey. Exodus 16:31 

 
Manna was the name given to this miraculous substance and is based on the Hebrew for 
“What is it?” because this was their response when they first saw it. And this manna fed 
God’s people in their wilderness travel, the forty years it took before they settled in the 
Promised Land.  
And this heavenly provision was sung about celebrated in story and song long after it 
stopped appearing. Some five hundred years later we see in Psalm 78: 23… 
 

Yet he commanded the skies above and opened the doors of heaven, and he rained 
down on them manna to eat and gave them the grain of heaven. Man ate of the bread 
of the angels; he sent them food in abundance. Psalm 78:23–25 

 
And Psalm 105:40 
 

They asked, and he brought quail, and gave them bread from heaven in abundance. 
Psalm 105:40 



 

4/6 
Rev Douglas Bradley 

Cromwell & Districts Presbyterian Church 

Notice the terms used to describe manna: “gain of heaven”, “bread of angels” and “bread 
from heaven”. Poetry used to describe the unique and unusual. Something miraculous. 
Something God used to teach his people to trust and obey. Something God used to help 
get the slavery out of these ex-slaves. 
 
And all this talk of manna and the bread from heaven points to one who would come. A 
true and better Moses who would also feed God’s people in the wilderness with miraculous 
bread. Let’s fast forward to Jesus’ ministry. Jesus had not long feed a multitude in 
wilderness - he took bread, broke it, multiplied and fed 5,000. Then that night left he for the 
other side of the lake. The next day those who had been fed wanted more so they tracked 
him down. We pick up the exchange in John 6:30 - remember these people had just been 
miraculously fed out in the wilderness. Verse 30 
 

So 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.’ ” John 6:30-31 

 
They’re fishing. Moses fed God’s people in the wilderness. Jesus has just done likewise. 
So, is he the great prophet Moses said would come after him? Is Jesus the Messiah? 
“Show us a sign,” they say, “Prove you are greater than Moses. Prove you are the one he 
said would come”. What will Jesus say? Verse 32 
 

Jesus then said to them, "Truly, truly, I 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.” John 6:32–33 

 
They’re not sure what he means they know when they’re onto a good thing, miraculous 
food on tap. Verse 34… 

 
They said to him, "Sir, give us this bread always.”  

 
But they’re totally thrown by the reply… 
 

Jesus said to them, "I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and 
whoever believes in me shall never thirst…” John 6:34–35 

 
Now we haven’t got time to go into cover the whole conversation except to say things get 
tense, very tense. Verse 41 
 

So the Jews grumbled about him, because he said, "I am the bread that came down 
from heaven.” John 6:41 

 
God’s people grumbling? Where have we seen this before? Even though it's over 1,500 
years since Moses, God’s people are still grumbling. It’s so hard to take the slavery out of 
slave! Who can do it? 
 
Anyway, Jesus finishes this encounter with those miraculously fed in the wilderness  by 
these words. Verse 48 
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“I 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. I am 
the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live 
forever.” John 6:48–51 

 
And the Bible makes it clear that because of these words the miracle-fed Israelites not only 
continued in their grumbling but walked away and no longer followed Jesus. As they turn 
their backs, we see Jesus talking to his disciples. Verse 67… 
 

So Jesus said to the twelve, "Do you want to go away as well?” Simon Peter answered 
him, "Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life…” John 6:67–68 

 
So, the twelve stayed. They continued to follow the Bread of Heaven who gave them the 
words of eternal life. As do we. As we follow Jesus, the Bread of Heaven, we receive his 
words of eternal life. 
 
Let’s tie this together: a brief summary before we look at just the one take home for today. 
Though God’s people were rescued to worship they quickly fell into grumbling. Grumbling 
against the one who rescued them. But all is not lost. God is both patient and kind. And he 
has a plan. To extract the slavery out of the ex-slaves he’ll teach his people to trust and 
obey. Will they take just enough manna for one day? Will they trust and obey. Will they 
take twice as much on the sixth? Will they trust and obey. Will they refrain from collecting 
on the seventh? Will they trust and obey. Opportunities to become less a slave and freer 
as they learn to trust and obey. 
 
Then we fast forwarded 1500 years see Jesus also feeding God’s people in the 
wilderness. And though the multitude were happy at first to follow Jesus they quickly 
grumbled when he claimed to be the Bread of Heaven whom they must eat. They 
grumbled and fussed and so turned their back on the one who miraculously fed them in 
the wilderness. And all this talk of being the bread from heaven and eating his body 
pointed to the manner of Jesus’ death and how we in communion eat the bread of heaven, 
the body of Christ - the giver eternal life. 
 
And so, we come to our take home. Just the one. As God gave the Israelites enough 
manna for just one day at a time so God gives us enough grace for just one day at a time. 
Like with manna in the desert we cannot rely on the grace God gave us yesterday, the day 
before, back when he answered this prayer or that, or even back to the day of our 
conversion. God gives us enough grace for the day at hand. We can’t carry his grace over 
to the next day or the next. We can’t store it up, bank for a rainy day or pass it on as an 
inheritance. God gives you and I enough grace for today. 
 
Never is this made more clear than when life is tough. Whether it be financial headaches 
or relational heartaches, whether it be health concerns - physical to the mental - whether it 
be wrestling with doubt or struggling with faith - we come to God a day at time and ask for 
his manna - grace for that day. 
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And like manna, God’s grace is a heavenly sustenance that gives a supernatural boost 
that not just get us through the day but gets us through with confidence and joy. And as 
we lean to his grace, as we learn to trust and obey, we will find our Heavenly Father 
removing the slavery out from us ex-slaves so that we can grow into our freedom as Christ 
becomes more real and more to us. What a joy it is to be set free. Free to be daughters 
and sons of the living God. Let’s pray 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 


