
The Apostle Paul assures us 
Israel’s experiences in the desert 
were not for them alone but also 

for us (1 Cor. 10:3-6). We too 
face our own sort of “wilder-
ness.” As pilgrims, believers pass 
through this world as little more 
than strangers. More signifi-

cantly, the wilderness we face 
may be indicative of the carnal 
Christian life about which the 
Apostle spoke (1 Cor. 3:1-3). 

Whatever the case, the 
wilderness remains a school 
for believers. When a person 
is saved, he or she is saved out 
of world, yet the believer still 
remains in the world. Why? We 
learn to be God’s people in the 
wilderness (cp. Deut. 8:2). As 
one lives for Jesus in this world, 

one learns He can meet every 
need we possess. This is what we 
learn from Israel’s experience. 
Note, “So Moses brought Israel 
from the Red sea, and they went 
out into the wilderness of Shur; 
and they went three days in the 
wilderness, and found no water 
... And the people murmured 
against Moses ... And he cried 
unto the LORD; and the LORD 
shewed him a tree ... the waters 
were made sweet ... and there 
he proved them, And said, If 
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Jesus often likened sinners 
to lost sheep wandering 
away from their loving 

shepherd and the green pastures the shep-
herd provides (cp. Matt. 10:6; 15:24; 18:11). 
They wander following their own will after 
forbidden delights until they are lost in the 
wilderness of sin and surrounded by innumer-
able dangers. Suffering from both hunger and 
thirst, they have no strength to find the way 
back. Consequently, they risk perishing unless 
the shepherd finds them in time.

Israel experienced the miraculous power of 
God during the Exodus from Egyptian bond-
age. Over 2 million souls passed through the 
Red Sea under the mighty hand of God. Israel 
is a redeemed people—redeemed by the 
blood (passover) and therefore delivered 
from enslaving bondage, a sure picture of 
the Christian’s salvation from sinful bondage. 

Now, however, they find themselves facing 
a barren wilderness. How will they survive? 
Has God who delivered them now forsaken 
them to find their way out of this barren land? 
Our text selection opens with Israel now three 
days’ journey into the wilderness and yet they 
have not come across water (15:22). Is this 
Moses’ idea of a sick joke? So what if they 
were delivered from bondage and even from 
certain death at the Red Sea, if only to perish 
of thirst in a strange land (cp. Deut. 1:19).

As we study our selected text today, let’s 
follow the simple outline below:

I. Living in the Wilderness (15:22-27) 

II. Feeding in the Wilderness (16:1-17:7) 

III. Battling in the Wilderness (17:8-16)

IV. Witnessing in the Wilderness (18:1-27) 

I. Living in the Wilderness (15:22-27) 

Let’s Begin
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How to Survive in the World’s Wilderness 

We too face our own 
sort of “wilderness.” 



thou wilt diligently hearken to the 
voice of the LORD thy God ... 
wilt do that which is right ... wilt 
give ear to his commandments, 
and keep all his statutes, I will 
put none of these diseases upon 
thee ... for I am the LORD that 

healeth thee. And they came to 
Elim, where were twelve wells 
of water, and threescore and ten 
palm trees: and they encamped 
there by the waters” (15:22-27). 

First, we notice the bitterness 
they found (15:22-24). After 
three days, the sojourners had 
found no waterholes. They began 
to panic and took their frustration 
and fear out on Moses, “murmur-
ing” against him. As a result, 
Moses took the issue immediately 
up with God, and He showed 
him a hole of water to relieve 
the people’s thirst. The people 
became excited when they saw 
the waterhole. However, their 
excitement soon vanished when 
they discovered the water was 
not fit to drink—“they could not 
drink of the waters of Marah, for 

they were bitter.” Again, they 
took to “murmuring” against 
Moses for bringing them to a 
strange land only to make it their 
graveyard. 

Reflection Connection
Reflect on your own expe-
rience in the “wilderness”. 
Is your first response to 
“murmur” against God? Be 
very honest with yourself.

Many times life is exactly like 
this. It has its undeniable “bitter” 
places. We feel it’s not “fit” 
to drink. Every sphere has its 
likeness whether it’s marriage, a 
new home, a business venture, 
or other. We have all said 
“Marah” over some wilderness 
waterhole. In addition, we have 
all “murmured” at the wilderness 
circumstances in which we have 
been placed. In fact, bitter experi-
ences can be very puzzling to us. 
“Why is this happening to me?” 
often plagues our mind. 

Second, note the sweetness 
God furnished (15:25-26). Upon 
complaining again, God inter-
vened—“and the LORD shewed 
him a tree, which when he had 
cast into the waters, the waters 
were made sweet” (15:25). 
Moses did the right thing. He 
went to the Lord with the prob-
lems he had. Similarly, we must 

bring all our bitter experiences to 
the Lord. “Take your burden to 
the Lord, leave it there” is old but 
sound advice. God knows how 
to deal with our problems. He 
knew where the “tree” was. And, 
we may be sure the Lord knows 
how to sweeten the bitter waters 
for beside each bitter “Marah” 
we find in life, there grows a tree 
to sweeten the taste. The Bible 
teaches Jesus died on a tree (1 
Pet. 2:24). There He tasted for 
every person the bitter cup of sin. 
However, because Christ drank 
the bitter water of God’s wrath, 
every person may find through 
faith the sweetness of the water 
of life (Isa. 55:1; Rev. 21:6). 

Finally, note the freshness 
which followed (15:27). They 
came to Elim “where were 
twelve wells of water, and 
threescore and ten palm trees: 
and they encamped there by the 
waters” (15:27). God provided. 
He surely was “the LORD that 
healeth.” After each trial we face, 
we may rest assured a spiritual 
Elim awaits where God refreshes 
our soul. Thank God for Elims! A 
time to rest, relax, eat good food, 
and perhaps even go fishing! 
Hear Jesus say to His fatigued 
disciples, “Come aside by your-
selves to a desert place and rest a 
while” (Mark 6:31).
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Many times life is 
exactly like this. It 
has its undeniable 
“bitter” places.
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For Israel, it seemed every day 
brought a new crisis. When it was 
not water, it was food. God was 
teaching them to look to Him 
for their needs (16:2-3). After 

all, they were still grumbling to 
Moses about the circumstances 
they faced (16:7). The truth, 
however, remains: the grumbling 
was much deeper than mere 

complaining; it was more like 
rebellion. Only a few months had 
passed since they experienced 
the glory of God’s miraculous 
deliverance. And how quickly 

II. Feeding in the Wilderness (16:1-17:7) 



they forgot! (cp. Num. 11:5). Not 
only had they forgotten the glory 
of God, they also forgot what it 
felt like to be enslaved. Too often 
Christians forget the sting of 
sin’s bondage and the miserable 
existence of their old way of life. 

However bad we may feel, 
God has no intention of leading 
people out of bondage—whether 
Egyptian slavery or sinful shack-
les—to let them starve in the 
wilderness. He miraculously feeds 
them. For Israel, God sustained 
them with manna and water.

First, God gave them manna 
to eat (16:1-36). Notice the 
circumstances, “And they took 
their journey from Elim, and all 
the congregation of the children 
of Israel came unto the wilder-
ness of Sin ... And the whole 
congregation of the children of 
Israel murmured against Moses 
and Aaron in the wilderness ... 
Would to God we had died by 
the hand of the LORD in the 
land of Egypt ...” (16:1-3). God 
answered the people’s complaint 
by raining manna from heaven 
(16:4). Each day the people were 
to gather their day’s portion. God 
was providing for His people. 
God always provides for His 
people. 

Manna could be prepared in 
various ways (Num. 11:8). And, 
the people made use of God’s 
provision. According to Paul, 
manna represents a picture of 
the Lord Jesus (1 Cor. 10:4). 
He is the believer’s “spiritual 
meat.” In addition, manna is also 
a picture of the written Word 
of God. We must feed upon 
His Word, taking each morning 

a daily portion to sustain us 
through the wilderness we might 
face. Jesus said blessed are those 
who “hunger” for righteousness 
(Matt. 5:6).

Second, God gave them water 
to drink (17:1-7). Hear the 
text of Scripture, “And all the 
congregation of the children of 
Israel journeyed from the wilder-
ness of Sin, after their journeys, 
according to the commandment 
of the LORD, and pitched in 

Rephidim: and there was no 
water for the people to drink” 
(17:1). The people had been in 
these same circumstances before. 
The problem was, however, they 
failed to learn from their past 
blessings. God had delivered 
them then. Why were they not 
willing to trust Him that He 
would do it again? Instead, we 
hear the redundant unbelieving 
complaint, “And the people 
thirsted there for water; and the 
people murmured against Moses, 
and said, Wherefore is this that 
thou hast brought us up out of 

Egypt, to kill us and our children 
and our cattle with thirst?” 
(17:3). Before we are too hard 
on Israel, perhaps we need to 
examine our lives and explain our 
own unbelief in not only taking 
God’s promises at face value, but 
also in learning from God’s past 
record in delivering us from our 
wilderness wanderings. 

Perhaps Israel’s problem was 
they still had within them the 
spirit of Egypt rather than the 
Spirit of God. In Scripture, 
water is often representative of 
God’s Spirit. We observe John’s 
description of the Holy Spirit, 
“In the last day, that great day 
of the feast, Jesus stood and 
cried, saying, If any man thirst, 
let him come unto me, and drink. 
He that believeth on me, as the 
scripture hath said, out of his 
belly shall flow rivers of living 
water. (But this spake he of the 
Spirit, which they that believe 
on him should receive: for the 
Holy Ghost was not yet given; 
because that Jesus was not yet 
glorified.)” (John 7:37-39; cp. 
also Rom. 5:5). 

God tells Moses what he must 
do—“smite the rock” (17:5-6). 
As a result, water came out for 
Israel. Once again, God sustained 
His people whom He led out 
of Egyptian bondage, and once 
again showing not only was He 
able to sustain them, He was 
also patient with them even in 
their rebellious moments. God’s 
incomparable patience to us 
cannot be overestimated. When 
we come to Jesus, He quenches 
our thirsty soul. 
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God has no intention 
of leading people out 
of bondage—whether 
Egyptian slavery or 
sinful shackles—to 
let them starve in the 
wilderness.



The Christian life has its bless-
ings; it also possesses its battles. 
One battle Israel discovered was 
with Amalek, the descendants 
of Esau (Gen. 36:12, 16). Note, 
“Then came Amalek, and fought 
with Israel in Rephidim. And 
Moses said unto Joshua, Choose 
us out men, and go out, fight 
with Amalek: tomorrow I will 
stand on the top of the hill with 
the rod of God in mine hand. So 
Joshua did as Moses had said to 
him, and fought with Amalek ...” 
(17:8-10). Hence, Israel learned 
that not only did every day needs 
like food, water, and clothing 
call for faith in God to survive, 
but they also learned that God’s 
people have natural enemies who 
possess an undying hatred for 
God’s people and God’s ways. 

Reflection Connection
Do you think spiritual war-
fare is a daily affair? Why 
or why not?

According to Scripture, believ-
ers have three sworn enemies: 
the world, the flesh, and the devil 
(cp. Rom. 7:5; 8:1; 1 John 2:16; 
1 Pet. 5:8). Soon after a person 
is saved, realization strikes the 
heart of the genuine believer 
that he or she has an enemy 

dwelling on the inside, an enemy 
Scripture calls the “flesh” or the 
“old man” (cp. Rom. 8:1; Eph. 

4:22; Col. 3:9). Therefore, there 
are two natures in the believer, 
two natures which are at war. 
Paul says it like this, “For the 
flesh lusteth against the Spirit, 
and the Spirit against the flesh: 
and these are contrary the one to 

the other: so that ye cannot do 
the things that ye would ...” (Gal. 
5:17). And, just as Joshua went 
out at Moses’ bidding carrying 
the very Word and authority of 
God with him (17:10), Moses 
was instructed to write down 
the victory in a book, “And the 
LORD said unto Moses, Write 
this for a memorial in a book, 
and rehearse it in the ears of 
Joshua: for I will utterly put out 
the remembrance of Amalek 
from under heaven” (17:14). 

The believer’s victory in 
spiritual battle will be determined 
by the believer’s use of God’s 
Word. For the Christian warrior, 
the Bible constitutes our sole, 
offensive weapon (Eph. 6:17; 
Heb. 4:12). Adding to the weap-
onry the believer possesses, God 
honors the prayers of His people 
as they assist His preached Word 
going forth. When Moses’ hands 
got too tired to hold His staff, 
the people propped up his hands 
as he sat upon a stone (17:12). 
Their assistance nicely pictures 
the spiritual assistance interces-
sory prayer offers as we engage 
in spiritual warfare (cp. Eph. 6: 
18-20). God hears the prayers of 
His saints. 
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Israel learned that 
not only did every day 
needs like food, 
water, and clothing 
call for faith in God 
to survive, but they 
also learned that 
God’s people have 
natural enemies who 
possess an undying 
hatred for God’s 
people and God’s ways. 

III. Battling in the Wilderness (17:8-16)

Finally, Israel discovered that 
the wilderness was a place where 
God could teach them how to 

be witnesses of His miraculous 
glory. Observe the Scriptures, “... 
And Moses told his father-in-law 

all that the LORD had done unto 
Pharaoh and to the Egyptians for 
Israel’s sake, and all the travail 
that had come upon them by the 
way, and how the LORD deliv-
ered them. And Jethro rejoiced 

IV. Witnessing in the Wilderness (18:1-27) 
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Wrap Up

“Moses hearkened” to the counsel he received (18:24). He was humble 
enough to pay attention to the advice of others (cp. Acts 6:1-10 on the 
selection of deacons). Are we as confident in God’s voice as was Moses? 
People who are confident they are genuinely hearing God’s voice do not 
fear the views of others. Moses knew he had heard God’s voice, however. 
And, he longed for Israel to hear Him too. The wilderness served as a catalyst 
God used to speak to Israel so they would listen and learn from what they 
heard. Are you in a wilderness today? Listen for God to speak. Learn from 
your wilderness experience. 

for all the goodness which the 
LORD had done to Israel, whom 
he had delivered out of the hand 
of the Egyptians. And Jethro 
said, Blessed be the LORD, who 
hath delivered you out of the 
hand of the Egyptians ... and out 
of the hand of Pharaoh, who 
hath delivered the people from 
under the hand of the Egyptians. 
Now I know that the LORD is 
greater than all gods: for in the 
thing wherein they dealt proudly 
he was above them. And Jethro, 
Moses’ father-in-law, took a 
burnt offering and sacrifices 
for God: and Aaron came, and 
all the elders of Israel, to eat 
bread with Moses’ father-in-law 
before God.” Israel learned that 
the hard knocks of life offered 
them a splendid opportunity 
to give witness as to how their 
sovereign King sustained them, 
protected them, and empow-
ered them to overcome their 
enemies. Jethro listens intently 
as Moses rehearsed what great 

things the Lord had done. As a 
result, Jethro was converted, his 
conversion being indicated by the 
sacrifices he offered (18:9-12). 

The bottom line is, we are in 
this wilderness for one primary 
purpose—to be a witness for 
Jesus. Not that God desires 
us not to enjoy the trip. To 
the contrary, God promises us 
He will restore our soul, give 
us green pastures, and enable 
us with peace beside the still 
waters (Psalm 23). Rather, we 
remain on this earth to persuade 
others to join us on the journey. 
Evangelism is one duty which 
can only be performed now. In 
heaven, no evangelistic meetings 
will ever take place. The Apostle 
Peter tells us, “Seeing then that 
all these things shall be dissolved, 
what manner of persons ought 
ye to be in all holy conversation 
and godliness, Looking for and 
hasting unto the coming of the 
day of God ... Nevertheless we, 
according to his promise, look for 

new heavens and a new earth, 
wherein dwelleth righteousness” 
(2 Peter 3:11-13). 

Even so, Jethro’s counsel offers 
practical advice on how to oper-
ate our business affairs properly 
and efficiently, business affairs, 
including the business of the 
church (18:13-27). While some 
think his counsel relates only to 
the worldly, Moses’ thorough 
use of his counsel hardly sustains 
such a view. And, while we would 
do well always to remember 
to make a careful distinction 
between church business and 
worldly business, we do not 
glorify God by embracing shoddy 
business practices in doing the 
Lord’s work. Whatever our view 
might be, the church should 
never settle for inferior business 
practices when compared to 
the world. Instead we should 
model better business prac-
tices than the world. Our view 
of Christ our King demands it! 


