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Our Grumbling and God’s Grace 

Exodus 16:1-18 (19-36) 

 

Have you ever given a gift to or done something for somebody, only to hear them complain 

about it? 

How does it make you feel when what you intend as an expression of love and care is met 

with a complaint?  

Can you imagine how God must feel toward us sometimes? How many times do we respond 

to his gracious gifts and provisions with grumbling rather than gratitude? 

 

Those grumbling Israelites 

Well, we’re not the first to do it. This text tells us about just one of the many times the 

ancient Israelites grumbled against God and against Moses and Aaron, the leaders God had 

appointed for them.  

 Think about it—he had just delivered them from their bondage in Egypt. It took ten plagues, 

the last one being the death of all the firstborn, but Pharaoh had finally let the people go. Even 

after all that, he changed his mind and he and his army pursued the Israelites, catching up with 

them at the sea. The people were afraid, but God told Moses to hold out his staff over the sea. 

The LORD sent a strong east wind all night long that drove the sea back, dividing the waters. In 

the meantime, the pillar of cloud by day and fire by night—the visual representation of God’s 

presence with them—moved between the people and Pharaoh’s army. It was all darkness on 

Pharaoh’s side, but all light on the Israelites’ side. 

 When the Israelites had all crossed through the sea on dry ground, Pharaoh and his army tried 

to pursue them. But the waters returned and swept them away. God had delivered the Israelites 

from the Egyptians. Moses and his sister Miriam led them in psalms of praise and victory. 

 But the celebration didn’t last long. After traveling through the desert about three days, they 

hadn’t found any water. They finally found some at a place called Marah. But the water was 

bitter—it wasn’t drinkable. So the people grumbled against Moses, saying, “What are we to 

drink?” (Exodus 15: 24).1 Moses cried out to the LORD. The LORD showed him a piece of wood 

that he threw in the water, and the water became drinkable. Despite their grumbling, God showed 

them his grace and provision. And before long, they came to a beautiful oasis called Elim, with 
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twelve springs and seventy palm trees. 

 After some time, they began moving through the desert. It had been about a month since 

they’d left Egypt, so their food supplies were running low. Now they were in the middle of the 

desert, and they were getting hungry. 

 Have you ever been out to eat, and you were really hungry? You get to the restaurant, and 

everything takes longer than usual, and you already felt like you were starving before you got 

there! You know what happens when people get hungry, don’t you? 

 “It sure is taking them a long time!” 

 “Is she ever gonna wait on us?” 

 “Where’s our food? It’s been 30 minutes!” 

“They must’ve had to kill that cow!” 

 “We might as well just leave, ’cause we can go somewhere else and have our food before we 

get it here!” 

 We grumble, don’t we? OK, you might not, but I do. 

 So put yourself in the Israelites’ place. There’s not much around except sand and rocks. Food 

is running out. And you’re hungry. They did what most any of us would do—they began to 

grumble against Moses and Aaron. The pulled out the old “If only . . .” argument (16:3): 

 

“If only we had died by the LORD’s hand in Egypt! There we sat 

around pots of meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have 

brought us out into this desert to starve this entire assembly to 

death.” 

 

 The amazing thing about all this was how God patiently and graciously responded to them. 

You see, they were really grumbling against him. But he told Moses that he would test them by 

their response to his grace. He would rain down bread from heaven every day except the 

Sabbath. The first five days of the week they were to gather enough for that day; on the sixth day 

they were to gather twice as much—enough for both the sixth day and the Sabbath. He would 

also bring quail into the camp that evening to give them meat. 

 Moses told the people what God was going to do because he had heard their grumbling. 

Surely enough, the quail came that evening. The next morning, they went out and saw a layer of 

dew around the camp. When the dew evaporated, there were thin flakes like frost on the ground 

(16:14). They’d never seen anything like it. They looked at each other and said, “What is it?” (in 

Hebrew, man hu). Moses told them, “It is the bread the LORD has given you to eat.” It must 

have been pretty good—it tasted like wafers made with honey (16:31). And it kept coming 

every morning for 40 years until they entered the Promised Land (Joshua 5:10-12). They called it 

manna (16:31)—the “what is it.” So every morning except the Sabbath, they’d go out and 

collect enough what is it for their family. And there was always enough. 
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Grumbling in spite of grace 

 The thing about this story that’s so true to life is the way the Israelites responded to God’s 

gracious provision. 

 When God delivered the Israelites from Egypt, the Egyptians had given them riches and food 

as they were leaving. God had provided water for them in both natural and miraculous ways. But 

now when things got a little tough, they were grumbling. They were longing for the food of 

Egypt instead of their newfound freedom! They wanted to be free from Egypt, but still enjoy its 

provision rather than facing the challenges of following the LORD through the wilderness (16:1-

3)! It was certainly a case of “What have you done for me lately?” wasn’t it? 

 When the LORD gave them the manna, he set some terms for using it (16:16-30)—terms that 

would reflect that the people were trusting him, and thus obeying him, and that they were 

dependent on him. Yet some people insisted on doing it their way, paying no attention to what 

Moses had said. But those who tried to keep the manna overnight found it spoiled the next 

morning. And those who didn’t gather extra on the sixth day, but went out to gather on the 

Sabbath, had to go without that day. It wasn’t there, just as the LORD had said. 

 They wanted food their way and on their terms; God gave it his way and on his terms. 

 Despite God’s gracious deliverance and provision for their needs, the Israelites grumbled 

against him. And it wasn’t just this one time; it was over and over again. 

 If we’re honest about it, are we really that different? The truth is that we often grumble about 

God’s gracious provision because he doesn’t do things on our terms. 

 We fail to realize that he is our Sovereign, not our servant, that any good thing he gives us is 

far more than we deserve! We fail to realize that he often takes us down the hard road to develop 

and strengthen our character and our trust in him, and that he will graciously provide for us even 

when we don’t see how he can or will do it. 

 

A change of heart 

 It’s not a pretty picture! So what can we do about it? How do we move from a grumbling 

heart to a heart full of gratitude for God’s grace? 

 

 First, we have to realize that our grumbling arises out of a self-centered desire for God to 

provide for us on our terms (16:1-15). We focus on our own desires and will rather than on 

God’s. We may sincerely think we’re right. Then if he doesn’t work as we think he should, we 

get upset, even though he’s meeting our real needs in a way that will ultimately be for our 

eternal good and his glory. We’re like the person who grumbles when somebody gives them a 

$100 bill because it’s not five twenties! 

 

 Second, trusting God means that we learn to submit to his terms as he graciously provides 

for us. We learn not only to accept, but to desire things God’s way, realizing that he often does 

things much differently than we would—and ultimately much better! 

When we learn to submit to God’s terms, we begin to live as Paul calls us to live in 
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Philippians 4. We rejoice in the Lord, no matter what our circumstances. We learn not to worry 

about anything, but instead to pray and offer our petitions with thanksgiving. We submit our 

minds, our hearts, and our behavior to God. We become thankful for how God provides for us, 

often through the concern and generosity of others. From our experience of his gracious 

provision, we learn how to get along no matter what our circumstances, knowing that we can 

face anything and everything through Christ, who gives us strength. And we become convinced 

to the core that when we’re living in dependence on and submission to God, he will supply all 

our needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus! 

  

 And finally, we have to tell those who come after us how God graciously provides for our 

needs.  

 In 16:31-36, the LORD commanded Moses to have Aaron keep some manna in a jar as a 

testimony to the future generations. After the tabernacle and the Ark of the Covenant were 

constructed, this manna was placed in the ark with the tablets of the Ten Commandments. It 

reminded them and those who came after them how God provided for them in the wilderness. 

 When we tell about God’s gracious provision, it reminds us of God’s goodness and grace, 

and instructs and encourages those who come after us! We look back on how God has worked—

especially what he has done and will do in Jesus Christ, and we’re encouraged to trust him all the 

more. Sharing what he’s done encourages others as well! 

 

Cheryl Walterman Stewart tells a story about her Grandpa Nybakken, her mother’s father, a 

carpenter in Chicago during the Great Depression. One day he was building some crates for 

clothes his church was sending to an orphanage in China. Earlier that day, he had picked up a 

new pair of eyeglasses. 

On his way home after he finished closing up the crates, he couldn’t find his glasses. He 

remembered putting them in his shirt pocket that morning, so he drove back to the church and 

looked. They were nowhere to be found. Then he realized what had happened. They had slipped 

out of his pocket, fallen into one of the crates, and he had nailed it shut. His glasses were heading 

for China! 

Now this was at the height of the Great Depression, and he and his wife had six children. He 

had spent $20 for those glasses that very morning, a very dear price. 

“It’s not fair,” he told God as he drove home frustrated. “I’ve been very faithful in giving of 

my time and money to your work, and now this.” 

Several months later, the director of the orphanage was in the United States, visiting churches 

that supported his work. He came to speak one Sunday night at Grandpa Nybakken’s small 

church in Chicago.  

The missionary began by thanking the people for their faithfulness in supporting the 

orphanage. “But most of all,” he said, “I must thank you for the glasses you sent last year. You 

see, the Communists had just swept through the orphanage, destroying everything, including my 

glasses. I was desperate. Even if I had the money, there was simply no way of replacing my 
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glasses. Along with not being able to see well, I experienced headaches every day, so my 

coworkers and I were much in prayer about this. Then your crates arrived. When my staff 

removed the covers, they found a pair of glasses lying on top.” He paused long enough to let his 

words sink in. Then, still gripped with the wonder of it all, he continued: “Folks, when I tried on 

the glasses, it was as though they had been custom-made just for me! I want to thank you for 

being a part of that.” 

The people listened, happy for the miraculous glasses. But they thought that surely he must 

have their church confused with another. There were no glasses on their list of items to be sent 

overseas.  

But sitting quietly in the back, with tears streaming down his face, a carpenter realized God 

had used him in an extraordinary way.2  

And his grumbling turned to gratitude. 

Will yours?  

  

MEG 

 
1 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 
2 Dr. Robert Canoy, Dean of the Gardner-Webb University School of Divinity, shared this story with me. I am not sure of its 

original source. 


