
“Forward in Faith”!
Exodus 15-17!

Upon being rescued from their Egyptian bondage, the Israelites cross the Red Sea on 
dry ground while the sea collapses on Pharaoh and his army.  The first 21 verses of 
Exodus 15 make up a worship song that the people sang in response to God’s mighty 
power displayed on their behalf.  What will be next?!

Verse 22 appropriately establishes the context of the next 40 years of their history:!

Exodus 15:22 - “Then Moses made Israel set out from the Red Sea, and they went 
into the wilderness…”!

The geographic setting for the majority of the first five books of the Bible occurs in the 
wilderness of the Sinai peninsula.  It takes the Lord essentially one night to bring His 
people out of Egypt, but it is going to take Him 40 long years to get Egypt out of His 
people.  Salvation leads to sanctification.!

We make a mistake when we make salvation the end; salvation leads to a life of 
obedient pursuit of holiness.  Salvation in Christ is a new birth, and any birth must 
always give way to healthy growth.  That is what the wilderness narrative is all about in 
the life of Israel.  God is going to keep His covenant promise to Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob.  He is going to bring them Israelites into their inheritance.  Land and future 
blessing was before them, but first they had to pass through the wilderness to get there.  
There are some things that God wants His people to discover, lessons that they could 
only learn in the wilderness. They have been delivered from their slavery in Egypt, and 
the Lord has brought them through the Red Sea.  Now, they are going to have to enter 
the wilderness where they will be tested. In the wilderness, the people are given a true 
picture of themselves—and it ain’t pretty.  In the wilderness, the people are given a true 
picture of the Lord their God.  Israel’s time in the wilderness shows us how the trials of 
life are often the training ground for faith. !

Charles Swindoll - “What a description of the Christian life!  All of us have been 
brought through the Red Sea.  Spiritually speaking, believers have all been placed in 



God’s family through the cross.  We have come to know the Lord Jesus.  And in coming 
to know Him we have been delivered for the first time from bondage to the old life.  How 
glorious!  Freed from the domination of our old master, we have been given a new song, 
a new life, a new beginning.  But in this beginning we quickly discover we must endure 
some wilderness experiences.  Looking back, we later realize they were deserts 
designed by God for a very real purpose.” !

In fact, much later in the future, James is going to tell believers in Christ that the testing 
of our faith produces patience and maturity.  Progress only comes through pain.!

The Israelites are going to have to learn that it is impossible to live life in reverse, 
though many foolishly try.  Though it will involve challenges and trials, the only way they 
will ever get to the Promised Land is through the wilderness, and the only way they will 
ever get through the wilderness is by taking one step at a time.  It will be a lesson in 
faith and obedience.!

The fact of the matter is that we can’t live in the past, nor can we live in the future—we 
live in the present and must walk one step at a time in faith.  That is how we grow.!

If you and I desire to move forward in faith, there are a few principles found within these 
wilderness chapters that we need to pay very close attention to.  To begin with, we 
must:!

1.  Recognize that God tests our faith (15:22-27)!

“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.  When they came 
to Marah, they could not drink the water of Marah because it was bitter; therefore it was 
named Marah.  And the people grumbled against Moses, saying, ‘What shall we drink?’  
And he cried to the Lord, and the Lord shows him a log, and he threw it into the water, 
and the water became sweet.  There the Lord made for them a statute and a rule, and 
there He tested them, saying, ‘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, 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.”!

Verse 25 says, “and there He tested them.”  Thus, the potential problems that the 
Israelites encountered along the way throughout their wilderness journey served as 
tests.!

A test is intended to prove one’s knowledge of a subject.!

In school, tests were essential tools used by our teachers and instructors to see how 
familiar we were with the subject matter that was being taught.  Without the test, there 
would be no accurate way of gauging whether or not we knew our stuff.!

In a similar way, God tests the Israelites, not in order for Himself to learn what was in 
them as if He were unaware, but so that they themselves would know.  He was teaching 
them.!

At the end of their wilderness wanderings some forty years later, Moses will remind the 
next generation:!

Deuteronomy 8:2 - “You shall remember all the way which the Lord your God has 
led you in the wilderness these forty years, that He might humble you, testing 
you, to know what was in your heart, whether you would keep His 
commandments or not.”!

God leads them through the desert places in order to strengthen their spiritual muscles 
through various tests.  Whenever they failed these tests from God, they were 
immediately confronted with their sin and unbelief.  When God intervened on their 
behalf, it was always by His grace.  Though they were undeserving, God brought them 
into blessing.  !

Thus, they learned important truth about themselves and about the God that had 
redeemed them.!

The test always reveals what is truly in us.  (Pressure)  !



There are really three tests that are found in chapters 15-17 that the Israelites are going 
to be given, and each of them involve the basic necessities of life—food and water.!

The first crisis occurs about three days into their journey.  They had traveled for three 
days without finding water.  They come to a place called Marah, they do in fact find 
water, but they cannot drink it because it was bitter.  Their frustration in this text is 
almost tangible for us, and we can almost sense it ourselves.!

They were getting desperate, close to dehydration.  Suddenly on the horizon, they see 
an oasis.  They hurry to reach it, but when they bend down to take in a refreshing drink, 
they discover that the water is unfit for consumption.  Salt water!!

The oasis became a mirage.  The water was no better than the sand that was all around 
them.!

God often designs our earthly experiences for the purpose of teaching us His eternal 
truths.  Tests are designed in such a way that they are used by God to develop us into 
men and women of faith.  Without them, we are wimps.  There is often a discernible 
pattern involved with tests in life.  !

Notice the pattern:!

• Excitement—the thrill of being led through the Red Sea on dry ground; seeing God’s 
power firsthand!

• Expectation—the open wilderness was before them; thought it was going to be 
smooth sailing from here on out!

• Experience—they suddenly encounter a problem where they cannot find anything 
but bitter water; disappointment!

• Exposure—the true contents of their unbelieving hearts are exposed through their 
grumbling and complaining!

• Expression—the Lord displays His grace while the people must demonstrate faith; 
prayer vs. complaining!



Instead of meeting the disappointment of life’s bitter places with a complaining and 
pessimistic attitude, we are to have faith.  What we suffer may be bitter in itself, but no 
matter how bitter it is, it doesn't have to make us bitter people.  The problem was not the 
water, but the hearts of these Israelites.  Bitterness does not come in outward 
circumstance, but inward response.!

Bitter places are often designed by God so that we will learn to trust His provision and 
lean on Him.  One evidence of maturing faith is our increasing ability to trust that the 
Lord will provide, even when it is hard to see how.!

2.  Realize that God supplies our need (16:1-36)!

“They set out from Elim, and all the congregation 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.  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.”!

We read in chapter 16 that the Israelites set out from the oasis at Elim after some time.  
The way gets tough and their stomachs begin to get hungry.  The hunger pains that they 
feel serve as one more test of their faith.  Verse 2 reveals that they began to grumble 
against their leader.!

“Grumble” - to stop in an obstinate sense; complain or murmur !

They reason to themselves that things would have been better for them if they would 
have died in the land of Egypt where they sat beside pots of meat and had plenty of 
bread.  They forget the fact that they were in chains, however.!

With a wishful eye toward the perceived pleasantries of the past, the forgetful and 
unbelieving people complain and grumble and fail to look forward in faith.  Though they 
had a legitimate need, their response to their need revealed their spiritual condition.!



Our words and our attitudes are spiritual indicators.  We often fail to realize just how 
serious a sin it is to complain and have a negative, sour attitude. !

Philippians 2:13-15 - “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it 
is God who works in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.  Do all 
things without grumbling or disputing, that you may be blameless and innocent, 
children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation, 
among whom you shine as lights in the world.”!

A complaining spirit reveals a lack of faith in Christ, as well as a lack of fellowship with 
Christ.  Complaining is often the default response of our flesh when our experience 
doesn’t line up with our expectation.  It is a carnal rather than a spiritual mindset.!

Intellectual atheism vs. Functional atheism; we would never hold to the former, but we 
are practical atheists when we complain!

When we become chronic complainers, we reveal that our hearts are not resting in the 
power and provision of God.  That always serves as an open door into idolatry.  Serious!  !

Notice how the Lord provides bread for His stubborn and unbelieving people.  He says 
to Moses in verse 4:!

“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.”!

Once more, God will use the situation as an opportunity to test the faith and obedience 
of His people.  They are to walk by faith, not by sight.  They must place their trust in 
Him, not themselves.!

Several things are worth mentioning about this bread He will provide them with:!

• it was supernatural (v. 11-15)!

The point is that the bread would be provided by God, and not through their own effort.  
If we go all the way back to the beginning, the Bible says that because of sin, man eats 



bread by the sweat of his brow.  The ground was cursed by Adam’s sin and work is very 
toilsome and hard.  All throughout history, people have had to work very hard just to 
have some bread.!

God tells His people that He is going to provide bread for them, and it won’t involve the 
process of threshing out the grain, kneading out dough, or standing over a hot oven.  
The bread that God will provide is supernatural bread from His own generous hand.!

Every morning when the people would wake up, the ground would be covered with 
bread from heaven itself, a substance known to the people as ‘manna.’  The word 
‘manna’ comes from a Hebrew word that means ‘what is it?’  Psalm 78 refers to it as the 
bread of angels.!

• it was sufficient (v. 16-30)!

Not only is this ‘manna’ supernatural, but it is also bread that is sufficient for their needs.  
The Lord God is very specific in how He wants His people to collect this bread each 
morning.!

They couldn't try to hoard it up.  They could only collect what was needed for each day, 
for it would not remain until the next day.  If they tried to collect more than a day’s worth, 
it would become rotten.!

Matthew 6:11 - “Give us this day our daily bread.”!

The point is that God is teaching His people that they are to trust Him on a daily basis 
for their needs rather than worrying or complaining about what they don’t have.!

• it was sacred (v. 31-36)!

Later on, God commands Moses to take a jar of manna and place it within the ark of the 
covenant.  It was to be a perpetual reminder to Israel that God is the faithful Provider for 
His people.  It was one of those highly important things that God wanted His people to 
always remember.  The reason for such a memorial is that we are all to prone to forget 
His provision!!



• it was symbolic!

God was not simply interested in making sure that the physical appetites of the people 
were satisfied.  He wanted them to learn a spiritual lesson through the gift of manna.  !

He is far more concerned about the condition of their hearts than He is the comfort of 
their stomachs.  In fact, this is what Moses will reiterate in Deuteronomy many years 
later:!

Deuteronomy 8:2-3 - “And you shall remember the whole way that the Lord your 
God has led you these forty years in the wilderness, that He might humble you, 
testing you to know what was in your heart, whether you would keep His 
commandments or not.  And He humbled you and let you hunger and fed you with 
manna, which you did not know, nor did your fathers know, that He might make 
you know that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that 
comes from the mouth of the Lord.”!

God uses the wilderness to teach us that He is really all that we need.  He molds and 
shapes us through painful experiences, and He teaches us to depend upon His Word 
and not our own understanding of life’s circumstances.!

Will we trust Him or will we go through life complaining? !

3.  Remember that God directs our steps (17:1-7)!

“All the congregation of the people of Israel moved on from the wilderness of Sin by 
stages, according to the commandment of the Lord, and camped at Rephidim, but there 
was no water for the people to drink.  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…”!

Another test is seen in the first several verses of chapter 17.  The text says that the 
people moved on from the wilderness of Sin by stages, and they came to camp at 
Rephidim.!



“Rephidim” - word that mean resting place!

As far as resting places go, Rephidim is going to appear as a great big disappointment.  
The people find themselves in a dry place where there is no supply of water.  In fact, 
there isn’t a well anywhere in sight.  !

You would think that by this point, the people of Israel would have learned to rely on 
God.  After all, He has already made bitter water sweet as well as provide them with 
manna each morning to satisfy their hunger.!

Their physical thirst overpowered their spiritual thirst.  Once more, they begin to 
grumble and complain.  An even stronger word is used in verse 2 to describe their 
attitude:!

“Quarreled” - a strong word suggesting that they had reached a new level of hostility; 
idea is that of revolt !

Though they are taking their frustration out on Moses the leader, their real complaint 
was with God.  Moses is even quick to point this out in verse 2: “Why do you quarrel 
with me?  Why do you test the Lord?”  Moses had led the people to Rephidim because 
it was exactly where God had commanded him to go.!

Keep in mind that all this way, the Lord has been leading them by a pillar of cloud by 
day and a pillar of fire by night.  That means that He purposely led them to this dry place 
for a reason.  Thus, the people could not reject Moses without also rejecting God.  
Essentially, they were putting God on trial.!

The psalmist would later write about this incident: !

Psalm 95:7-9 - “Today, if you hear His voice, do not harden your hearts, as at 
Meribah, as on the day at Massah in the wilderness, when your fathers put Me to 
the test and put Me on trial, though they had seen My work.”!

The way that they respond to the disappointment of not having any water revealed their 
personal dissatisfaction with God.!



By quarreling with Moses, they are essentially putting God on trial as the psalmist said 
by doing at least three things:!

• they demand that God provide (v. 2)!

You can almost hear the selfishness in the way that they make their demand of Moses, 
“Give us water to drink.”  They are not asking for it, nor are they waiting for it, but 
instead are insisting that it be given to them.!

The idea is that the people are insisting that they be given what they want or else.  Faith 
does not make demands!!

• they deny that God will protect (v. 3)!

Their grumble against Moses was this: “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt, to kill us 
and our children and our livestock with thirst?”  In other words, they deny the fact that 
God is the faithful Protector of His own.  !

They essentially say, “God isn’t for us.  He is not watching over  us.  If He were, we 
would not be thirsty right now.”!

• they doubt that God is present (v. 7)!

Moses even names the place after the sinful attitude of the people—Massa (testing) and 
Meribah (quarreling).  It was all because the people tested the Lord by saying, “Is He 
among us or not?”  They doubt His presence with them.  They think that He has left 
them all alone to die of thirst in this wilderness place.!

Some are under the impression that any sign of struggle that we encounter in life is 
evidence of God’s absence.!

In the heat of this thirsty moment, these Israelites suffer from spiritual amnesia of sorts.  
Think of all that God had already done for this undeserving bunch of complainers:!

• He redeemed them from bondage in Egypt!

• He brought them through the Red Sea!



• He made bitter water sweet!

• He rained down bread from heaven!

Yet they want to put Him to the test, demanding that He provide, denying the fact that 
He was their protection, and even making the insinuation that He was no where in sight.  
Blatant unbelief!  In response to their accusations, God gives Moses instructions in 
verses 5-6:!

“And the Lord said to Moses, ‘Pass on before the people, taking with you some of the 
elders of Israel, and take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go.  
Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb, and you shall strike the rock, 
and water shall come out of it, and the people will drink.’”!

The staff that Moses held became an instrument of judgment when placed in God’s 
hands.  Striking the Nile was an act of divine judgment against Egypt.  So when God 
commands Moses to strike the rock with his staff, this is another act of divine judgment.!

These Israelites were the ones who were on trial, but they wanted to be the judge and 
put God on the witness stand.  If He was indeed the One who provides, where is the 
water?  If He was indeed their Protector, why were they thirsty?  If He was indeed ever 
Present, then where was He?!

The people deserved to be struck for their sin and unbelief.!

Instead, God tells Moses, “I will stand before you on the rock, and you shall strike the 
rock, and afterward water will come out of it and satisfy the thirst of these people.”!

These sinful people deserved to be judged, to be struck for such unbelief.  The people 
are even ready to stone Moses.  Yet in effect, God tells Moses, “Strike Me instead.”  
God delivers His people by submitting to His own rod of judgment by taking the 
judgment in Moses’ place.!

Moses strikes the rock, and water gushes forth!!



Psalm 78:15-16 - “In the daytime He led them with a cloud, and all the night with a 
fiery light.  He split rocks in the wilderness and gave them drink abundantly as 
from the deep.  He made streams come out of the rock and caused waters to flow 
down like rivers.”!

In His providence, God directs the steps of His people even to dry places in life to 
demonstrate His power and ability to quench their thirst with water that He Himself will 
provide.!

1 Corinthians 10:1-4 - “For I do not want you to be unaware, brothers, that our 
fathers were all under the cloud, and all passed through the sea, and all were 
baptized into Moses in the cloud and the sea, and all ate the same spiritual food, 
and all drank the same spiritual drink.  For they drank from the spiritual Rock that 
followed them, and the Rock was Christ.”!

The Rock was Christ, and He was struck once in the sinner’s place so that we could be 
saved from judgment.!

Isaiah 53:4-5 - “Surely He has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we 
esteemed Him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted.  But He was pierced for our 
transgressions; He was crushed for our iniquities; upon Him was the 
chastisement that brought us peace, and with His wounds we are healed.”!

Are you hungry?  He is Manna for your barren soul.!

John 6:35 - “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to Me shall not hunger.”!

Are you thirsty?  He is the Rock who was struck, from which comes a fountain of flowing 
water that will soothe your parched tongue.!

John 7:37-38 - “On the last day of the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and 
cried out, ‘If anyone thirsts, let him come to Me and drink.  Whoever believes in 
Me, as the Scripture has said, Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’”!



He is the Manna that satisfies the hungry soul, and He is the Rock that was struck once 
so that living water could flow to those who thirst in a barren wilderness.  Because He 
died and rose again, He now gives freely of His Spirit to those who trust Him and yield 
their life to Him.!

He is the true Bread that came down from heaven!  He is the fountain of Living Water 
that once you drink from, you will never thirst again.  He will put a well of Water in you—
the Holy Spirit!!

Has He not proven Himself to us time and time again? !

As Christians, God has saved us from sin’s bondage and He Himself has passed 
through deep waters in order to set our feet on solid ground.  He uses the wilderness 
experiences of life to grow and deepen our faith, to prove to us who are so prone to be 
unbelieving that He is indeed bread that satisfies and water that soothes.  His grace is 
what we need both for salvation and growth.!

We must not meet the tests of life with a negative, critical, and unbelieving attitude.!

If it is growth that we desire, we need to always:!

• Recognize that God tests our faith!

• Realize that God supplies our need!

• Remember that God directs our steps!

If you are not saved, then right now before time is gone, you need to repent of your sins 
and place your faith in Jesus Christ, the Bread who satisfies the longing of your soul 
and the Rock who was struck so that you can be forgiven.


