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Sermon 06-08/09-2019 

Wilderness, Part I – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Exodus 16:1-12 

 
The whole congregation of the Israelites set out from Elim; and 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. 2 The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in the 

wilderness. 3 The Israelites said to them, “If only we had died by the hand of the Lord in the land of 

Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and ate our fill of bread; for you have brought us out into this 

wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.” 

4 Then the Lord said to Moses, “I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and each day the people 

shall go out and gather enough for that day. In that way I will test them, whether they will follow my 

instruction or not. 5 On the sixth day, when they prepare what they bring in, it will be twice as much as 

they gather on other days.” 6 So Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, “In the 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 complaining against the Lord. For what are we, that 

you complain against us?” 8 And Moses said, “When the Lord gives you meat to eat in the evening and 

your fill of bread in the morning, because the Lord has heard the complaining that you utter against 

him—what are we? Your complaining is not against us but against the Lord.” 

9 Then Moses said to Aaron, “Say to the whole congregation of the Israelites, ‘Draw near to the Lord, for 

he has heard your complaining.’” 10 And as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the Israelites, 

they looked toward the wilderness, and the glory of the Lord appeared in the cloud. 11 The Lord spoke 

to Moses and said, 12 “I have heard the complaining of the Israelites; say to them, ‘At twilight you shall 

eat meat, and in the morning you shall have your fill of bread; then you shall know that I am 

the Lord your God.’” 

 

 

We just sang two very powerful hymns. “Rock of Ages” and “Jesus, Lover of My 

Soul.” They both are rich in theology and musical depth. The first one is probably 

a bit more familiar to us; the second one, though famous in Methodist circles, is a 

bit more challenging to sing.  

 

Both hymns are quite different and so are their composers. The first one was 

written by Augustus Toplady, an Irish clergyman. The second one comes out of the 

Wesleyan tradition.  

Both the Wesleys and Toplady were great theologians of their time, yet they 

were quite different from each other. In fact, they were known for not being on the 

same page with each other theologically. If you check out Toplady’s Wikipedia 

entry, you’ll find that one of the first things being mentioned about him is that “he 

was a… major opponent of John Wesley”!  

Their differences were fierce but despite their disagreements they 

maintained respect and love for each other (though you will not find this 

information on the Wikipedia entry).  

Their differences lasted until Toplady’s premature death and even grew 

fiercer over time – it was a real clash between Toplady’s Calvinism and Methodist 

Arminianism. But nevertheless, Augustus Toplady included a Methodist hymn 

“Jesus, lover of my soul” by Charles Wesley in a publication of poems and songs. 

In fact, this hymn, written by an opponent, shaped the composing of his ‘Rock of 

Ages.’ It should be noted that the UM hymnal commission also did take no offense 

in including Toplady’s ‘Rock of Ages’ in our hymnbook!  
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 Do you find this is a fact worth sharing? Do you find there is something 

powerful in hearing that even when people and theologies sharply disagree 

they influence and shape each other toward a good outcome?! 

  

“Wilderness” is the theme of my two sermons that I am preaching this month to 

you. “Wilderness” because our church, our denomination, is finding itself in a 

wilderness of disagreement.  

Our almost 50 year old struggle of finding common ground regarding the 

subject of human sexuality has turned out to be a wilderness journey in which we 

just don’t seem to be able to find this common ground… but only disagreement.  

 

Is it possible for us as a denomination to do what the Wesleys and Toplady did – 

disagree sharply but not give up on mutual respect and love for each other because 

we know that on other important issues we have much in common? 

 

I can’t answer this question. I don’t know what our denomination is capable of 

figuring out and it is to some degree out of my hands and out of your hands.  

What’s not out of my hands and what’s certainly not out of your hands is 

whether we as a vital local church are capable of figuring out mutual respect and 

love even when in some areas of our faith we disagree. 

 

I do find it is important, however, to name the elephant in the room: Even we here 

at First Church are in a wilderness. Many of us are unhappy about how our general 

church regards human sexuality; some have left our church because of it.  

It is always painful when people leave a church because they are upset about 

something and even though all of those who have left have assured me that it is 

nothing personal and has nothing to do with our church per se – it is still painful. 

There is no point in denying this.  

 

It is bewildering that we find ourselves as a church in disagreement when it comes 

to our positions on important issues and that’s why it is good for us to see what the 

Bible has to say about wilderness situations. 

 

In today’s scripture reading we heard about a key experience of wilderness. My 

wife Carrie already kicked us off with an introduction to the book of Exodus when 

she preached about the burning bush last week.  

Today we fast forward to the time when God, who encountered Moses in the 

burning bush, made a great leader out of him to lead the Israelites out of slavery in 

Egypt into freedom. 

 

But what kind of a freedom was that. A desert! A wilderness. What kind of 

freedom do you have in the wilderness of a desert?! 

That’s what the Israelites asked. Even though they just experienced the 

greatest miracle of their history when God parted the Red Sea for them, they still 

remained doubtful and complain:  
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“This ain’t what we want. This ain’t freedom. We want to go back to slavery where 

we had meat to eat!!” Who says something like that? I tell you who: Someone who 

is confronted with the wilderness. 

  

In the wilderness we are tempted to say the wrong thing and to make wrong 

decisions. In the wilderness we are tempted to think that we are lost and that all 

hope is gone. In the wilderness of our lives we think that God has abandoned us. 

But friends – not so fast! 

 

It is the opponent of the Israelites who tells them they are lost: 
“Pharaoh will say of the Israelites, ‘They are wandering aimlessly in the land; the wilderness 

has closed in on them.’” It says in Exodus 14:3. 

 

Yes, the wilderness did close in on them, but they weren’t lost – on the contrary.  

Think about it – in the wilderness Israel experienced some of the greatest miracles.  

- In the wilderness they receive bread from heaven: Manna. Something so 

precious it is elsewhere described as the food of angels (2 Esdras 1:19) 

- In the wilderness they miraculously experience how God guides them 

through a cloud at daylight and through a pillar of fire at night.  

 

Typically, when you’re lost you don’t have such a mighty guidance system! They 

weren’t lost – they were in the wilderness for a purpose, a mighty purpose I want 

to say.  

They had to get 400 years of captivity and slavery out of their system. Sure, 

the desert time of Israel is seen as a time of punishment, but friends: it is 

impossible to overlook that God also had huge blessings in store for his people in 

those 40 years of wilderness experience.  

Punishment was not the end of the story, it was only the beginning of the 

story. The more foundational thing were the blessings the Israelites experienced 

and the wonders they witnessed in the wilderness.  

 

Do you feel this is something that you can apply to your own life? I need you to 

know – and many of you already do – that I am completely biased. I do firmly 

believe that it is possible and desirable to maintain love and respect for each other 

even when we disagree. I do firmly believe that you can find meaning and common 

purpose in the wilderness of disagreement.  

These days it is our convictions regarding human sexuality that divide us – 

but it doesn’t have to. I have too many friends, colleagues, and family members 

that I sharply disagree with on this subject and yet it would never occur to me that 

this is a reason for me to quit my love for them. And because I love them I 

continue to work together with them, hang out with them, do good deeds together 

with them as I focus on the things that we agree on. 
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I would love to hear testimonies from you about how you work together with 

people you disagree with and how you do good together – how you handle the 

wilderness of your disagreements by doing good in those wildernesses.  

 

Disagreement isn’t fun – it is a wilderness – but good things happen in the 

wilderness – they really do and we can only experience them when we stay in the 

wilderness. We all can return to Egypt and avoid the wilderness – but freedom is 

not found there. 

 

I know how extremely hard it is to accept such a message in the 21st century.  

We feel that only the Promised Land is of value, but the Bible shows us that the 

way to the Promised Land, the way through the wilderness of disagreements is 

holy and worthy to walk. Please walk it, walk it together – especially with those 

who cause the wilderness of disagreement. God is there – God is there in power 

and in might.  

Thank you God for meeting us and guiding us in the wilderness that we impose on 

ourselves by our disagreements. Amen. 

 

After Moments of Reflection 

What’s it all got to do with Pentecost? 

 The spirit drove Jesus into the wilderness. More in two weeks… 


