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Lessons in the Desert: part 1 
(Exodus 15:22-17:17) 

Years ago I read AW Tozer’s classic The Knowledge of the Holy; a short but very helpful book about the attributes 

of God.  However it was the first sentence of that book that stayed with me.  “What comes into our minds when 

we think about God is the most important thing about us.” At first, that sounded too simplistic. Isn’t my behavior 

more important than my thoughts – even my thoughts about God? But as I read the Bible, I saw that Tozer was 

right.  What we really think about God determines our behavior.  If I really believed that God loves me as much as 

He says He loves me, would I ever worry? If I really believed that no good thing does He withhold from those who 

walk uprightly, would I ever crave anything He doesn’t want me to have?  If I really believed that eye has not seen 

nor ear heard what God has prepared for those who love Him, would I fear death?  All of my problems in obeying 

God begin with not believing that God is the God He reveals Himself to be.  That’s why once God saves Israel from 

their slavery to Egypt He immediately begins to introduce Himself to them.  “Who is this God who has saved us? 

What is He like?”  The book of Exodus is a great summary of the whole story of the Bible and how God rescues us 

from our slavery to sin and to death as illustrated by His rescue of Israel from Egypt; which is why so many of the 

themes introduced in Exodus reappear throughout the rest of the Bible.  Today we begin a section we’re calling 

lessons in the desert.  God has freed His people from slavery and is now leading them to a new life in the Promised 

Land.  However the Hebrews don’t really know God yet and He begins to teach them about in the desert between 

the Red Sea and Mount Sinai where He will give them the Law.  The order of events is important.  God gives Israel 

the Law after He saves them; not before.  We don’t keep God’s commands to be saved; we keep God’s commands 

because we have been saved.  And God gives Israel the Law after He has taught them about Himself because 

obedience to His commands is based on faith in who He reveals Himself to be.  If I don’t trust the Commander, I 

won’t keep His commandments.  That’s why what I think about God is the most important thing about me because 

what I think about God will determine the person I become.  This morning we’ll look at three lessons Israel learns 

about God in the desert. 

Lesson 1: God is our healer (Exodus 15:22-26) 
Then Moses led 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. After the Red Sea, rather than following the traditional trade routes which 
moved from oasis to oasis, God leads Israel into the desert where after three days, they run out of water and 
immediately forget what they saw God do at the Red Sea. When they came to Marah, they could not drink the 
waters of Marah, for they were bitter; therefore it was named Marah (which means bitter).  When the Israelites 
finally find water they discover it’s undrinkable. So the people grumbled at Moses, saying, "What shall we drink?" 
This will be the pattern we’ll see in the desert.  God gives His people a chance to trust Him and they fail the test.  
When they taste the water at Marah, they immediately begin to grumble against Moses.  “We can’t drink this. 
We’re going to die in the desert because of you.” Then he cried out to the LORD, and the LORD showed him a tree; 
and he threw {it} into the waters, and the waters became sweet.  Israel’s faith is tested, they grumble and fail the 
test, Moses prays and God answers; and that becomes the lesson plan of the desert.  God commands Moses to 
throw a tree into the waters of Marah and the water becomes drinkable.  And then God tells His people the lesson 
they are supposed to learn. There He made for them a statute and regulation, and there He tested them. And He 
said, "If you will give earnest heed to the voice of the LORD your God, and do what is right in His sight, and give ear 
to His commandments, and keep all His statutes, I will put none of the diseases on you which I have put on the 
Egyptians; for I, the LORD, am your healer."  God already revealed His ability to save His people from their 
enemies.  Now He shows that He can also heal their diseases if they will obey Him.  He is not only saving them from 
the slave masters of Egypt but from the diseases of Egypt; and their physical health will be tied to their spiritual 
health which is a theme that runs throughout the Scripture and is most evident in the ministry of Jesus.  Most of 



Jesus’ miracles were miracles of healing pointing to the coming kingdom of God where there will be no sickness or 
infirmity because creation will be restored to what God originally intended before sin entered the world.  Disease 
and infirmity were not part of God’s original plan and God is the God who heals.  That’s the lesson of Marah.  Now 
there are two extremes to avoid when we think about disease.  One extreme goes like this.  It is never God’s will 
for any child of His to be sick and so if you’re a sick Christian, it’s because your faith is weak.  That’s not what the 
Bible teaches.  Paul had what he called his thorn in the flesh, a physical ailment that he prayed God would heal and 
God said no, “My power is perfected in your weakness.”  There are godly people of faith in the Bible who get sick; 
and of course everybody eventually dies of something.  So the teaching of the prosperity gospel that it is never 
God’s plan for you to get sick is not biblical.  The other extreme is to think that all sickness is inevitable and fail to 
see the link between our spiritual health and our physical health.  Look at the promise God gives Israel at Marah.  
“If you will obey Me, I will put none of the diseases which I put on the Egyptians on you.”  Disease can be a 
judgment from God.  God sent disease to Egypt to motivate them to repent and turn to the living God since the 
gods they worshipped couldn’t heal them.  Disease is often the result of disobedience to God, which is why so 
many of the laws God gives Israel have to do with hygiene and health – to spare God’s people from the diseases 
which were rampant in the surrounding nations.  That’s why Proverbs 3:7-8 says, “Do not be wise in your own 
eyes.  Fear the Lord and turn away from evil. It will be healing to your body and refreshment to your bones.” God 
uses sickness to discipline and train His children and sometimes illness is the result of our failure to repent.  Paul 
writes in 1 Cor. 11 that some of the Corinthians were sick because they haven’t judged themselves and repented 
and God is disciplining them as His children.  Last October I experience some kind of seizure which the doctors 
couldn’t identify and as a result, my driver’s license was suspended for six months to make sure the meds they 
gave me worked and the seizure wouldn’t reoccur.  So I became very familiar with Uber.  I believe that the reason I 
had that seizure is because for the past 54 years, I refused to repent of ignoring speed limits even though I knew 
God commands us to honor the laws of the land.  So God took away my driving privileges for awhile so that I would 
take Him seriously and I do drive a  slower now – I don’t need another seizure to get my attention.  Some sickness 
is inevitable because we live in a fallen world in fallen bodies but there is also sickness that is avoidable if we’ll 
simply trust and obey God.  I believe that our obedience to God has a greater impact on our health than diet or 
exercise because He is the God who heals.  That’s why when Israel leaves Egypt, God tells them they don’t need to 
take Egypt’s diseases with them, just as He tells us that we don’t need to take the diseases of our past with us – 
whether those diseases are spiritual, physical or emotional - because He is our healer. 
 
Lesson 2: God is our Provider – which is why God leads Israel into a desert where there is no food or water; to 
show them that He can and will provide all they need. (Exodus 15:27- 16:5)  Then they came to Elim where there 
{were} twelve springs of water and seventy date palms, and they camped there beside the waters.  Elim was a large 
oasis with plenty of water; 12 wells (one for each tribe and less standing in line for water) and a large grove of 
palm trees. God knows when to test us and He knows when to rest us.  Then they set out from Elim, and all the 
congregation of the sons of Israel came to the wilderness of Sin, which is between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth 
day of the second month after their departure from the land of Egypt.  Israel has been on the road for a month 
now; on their way to Sinai where God will give them His Law and they are about to learn another important lesson 
about God between Elim and Sinai in the wilderness of Sin.  The whole congregation of the sons of Israel grumbled 
against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness.  The sons of Israel said to them (Moses and Aaron), "Would that we 
had died by the LORD'S hand in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the pots of meat, when we ate bread to the full; 
for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger."  Israel is hungry. The food 
they brought from Egypt is gone and they can’t see where their next meal is coming from.  Now they still have 
their livestock and aren’t in any danger of starving to death.  But they know they will need those herds when they 
get to the Promised Land and so they make the same mistake we make whenever God doesn’t give us what we 
need before we actually need it.  They start talking about going back to Egypt - which is what Israel always does 
when they don’t like what’s happening in the desert.  “We had it so much better in Egypt.  Remember the food?”  
Yet they were slaves in Egypt, overworked and abused; and desperately in need of salvation. That’s why we fall 
into the same sins over and over again; we remember the pleasure of sin but forget the pain.  Choices carry 
consequences and we will never defeat a sin until we remember the painful consequences that sin always results 
in.  And because Israel wants to return to Egypt, they blame Moses and Aaron for their current situation even 
though God led them here.  However before Moses and Aaron turn in their prophet badges in disgust, God 
intervenes.  Then the LORD said to Moses, "Behold, I will 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 or not they will walk in My instruction. God 
provides the food Israel needs.  That evening, He sends a huge flock of quail into their camp so that the Israelites 
have meat for dinner and the next morning, when the dew on the ground dries, it leaves behind small round flakes 
about the size of sesame seeds, pearl-like in color like frost on the ground. We know from other scriptures that it 
was either boiled or baked into cakes and tasted like honey or pastry prepared with oil.  And God promised to 
provide it each day.  He tells the Israelites to go out and gather enough for one day’s food for each person and to 
gather it early in the day before it melts. And He tells the sons of Israel to eat all they gathered that day and not 
save some for the next day; except on the sixth day of the week when they were to gather enough for two days 
since the following day was the Sabbath when they were to rest and there would be no food on the ground on that 
day.  When the people saw it, they asked, “What’s this” and they ended up calling it “manna” which means we 
don’t know what is or what else to call it.  So God continues to provide this bread from heaven each day except the 
Sabbath for the next 40 years.   
 
And He keeps providing water. Ex 17:1-7 Then all the congregation of the sons of Israel journeyed by stages from 
the wilderness of Sin, according to the command of the LORD, and camped at Rephidim, and there was no water for 
the people to drink. Once again God tests His people to see if they’ll trust Him to provide and once again, they fail 
the test. When there is no water at the oasis of Rephidim, Therefore the people quarreled with Moses and said, 
"Give us water that we may drink." And Moses said to them, "Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the 
LORD?" What should the people have done? Pray for water and trust God to provide it.  What do they do instead? 
Attack Moses. But the people thirsted there for water; and they grumbled against Moses and said, "Why, now, 
have you brought us up from Egypt, to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?"  This is getting old and 
Moses is getting frustrated. So Moses cried out to the LORD, saying, "What shall I do to this people? A little more 
and they will stone me." Then the LORD said to Moses, "Pass before the people and take with you some of the 
elders of Israel; and take in your hand your 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 will come out of it that the people may 
drink." And Moses did so in the sight of the elders of Israel.  He named the place Massah (testing) and Meribah  
(quarreling) because of the quarrel of the sons of Israel, and because they tested the LORD, saying, "Is the LORD 
among us, or not?"  
 
What were the children of Israel supposed to learn about God from the manna and the rock? Three things: first 
that He is their faithful provider.  Even though they’re in the middle of a desert, they’re never hungry or thirsty 
because God is faithful – even when we’re not. That’s why Jesus tells us not to worry.  “If God feeds the birds, will 
He not do far more for you?  Don’t worry about what you shall eat or drink for Your Father knows what you need.  
But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness and all these things will be added to you because God is a faithful 
provider.  Second, when God provides, He gives instructions about what we’re to do with what He provides. That’s 
why He tells Moses "Behold, I will 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 or not they will walk in My instruction.”   The manna not only kept 
Israel alive; it taught them how to trust God daily. If they really believed that God was faithful and would provide 
every day, they wouldn’t try to save manna for the next day just in case God forgot to send it.  And when some did 
try to save the manna for the following day, it went bad and was full of worms.  And if they believed that God 
would provide, they were careful to gather twice as much as every sixth day so they wouldn’t have to work on the 
Sabbath.  And when some failed to do that and went out to gather manna on a Sabbath morning, they found there 
wasn’t any manna and went hungry. Whatever God provides, He gives us instructions about how we’re to use 
what He’s provided properly. Give a tenth back to God.  Use what He gives you to care for those who don’t have 
enough. Invest rather than consume.  Use what God supplies for eternal rather than temporal gains.  Christians 
have had an uneasy relationship with their possessions.  Some had adopted a poverty theology: that God wants 
you to be poor and go without because possessions are evil.  Not many of those Christians live in America.  Some 
adopt a prosperity theology; that possessions are good and God gives them to us to do with them as we like.  It’s 
God’s will for you to be rich and if you’re not, it’s because of your lack of faith.  But the Biblical position is a 
stewardship or management theology.  God provides everything we need but He entrusts those things to us to use 
for His glory and purpose and not only for our own enjoyment.  Yet if I don’t believe that God is a faithful provider, 
I will always be more concerned about if He will provide than I am with what He wants me to do with what He 
provides.  Yet that will be the question Jesus will ask when I see Him.  “What did you do with what I gave you?” 



 
There’s a third lesson Israel was to learn from the manna and the water; God provides all our needs through Christ.  
Each time God provides what His people need, He does so in a way that points to Jesus.  At Marah God provided a 
tree to make the poisonous water healthy; pointing to Christ’s death on a tree where by His wounds we are 
healed. The New Testament teaches that the manna or bread from heaven is also a picture of Jesus. After Jesus 
miraculously feeds the 5000 with five loaves of bread and a couple of fish, the people ask Him to feed them again – 
just like Moses fed their ancestors in the desert.  But Jesus tells them they missed the point of this miracle.  John 
6:32-35 Jesus then said to them, "Truly, truly, I say to you, it is not Moses who has given you the bread out of 
heaven,(the manna) but it is My Father who gives you the true bread out of heaven. For the bread of God is that 
which comes down out of heaven, and gives life to the world." Then they said to Him, "Lord, always give us this 
bread." (Give us manna like Moses did.) Jesus said to them, "I am the bread of life; he who comes to Me will not 
hunger, and he who believes in Me will never thirst.”  The manna was a picture of Jesus.  Just as the manna came 
down from heaven to give life to Israel, so Jesus comes down from heaven to give eternal life to all who believe in 
Him. When there is no water at Horeb God provides a huge rock and Paul tells us that rock was Jesus. 1 Cor 10:1-4 
For I do not want you to be unaware, brethren, that our fathers were all under the cloud and all passed through the 
sea; and all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea; and all ate the same spiritual food;(manna) and 
all drank the same spiritual drink, for they were drinking from a spiritual rock which followed them; and the rock 
was Christ.  The rock had to be struck in order to provide water just as Jesus had to be struck and killed on the 
cross to provide us with that living water.  That’s why Jesus tells the Samaritan woman at the well in Sychar in John 
4:13-14 "Everyone who drinks of this water will thirst again; but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him 
shall never thirst; but the water that I will give him will become in him a well of water springing up to eternal life." 
Water satisfies our thirst and keeps us alive and water is a picture of what God provides for us through Jesus.  He 
alone can quench our thirst and give us life. So God provides what Israel needs through a tree, manna and a rock 
which are all pictures of Christ.  When God gives us Jesus, He gives us everything we’ll ever need.  Jesus alone gives 
life.  He alone satisfies our hunger and thirst. It is not what we consume that satisfies us but our relationship with 
Jesus and if you live for anything besides knowing and walking with Jesus, you will always be hungry and thirsty 
because He alone is the true food and the true drink.   
 
Lesson 3: God is our Protector.  So as God introduces Himself to Israel in the desert, they learn that He is their 
Healer, their Provider and finally their Protector.   Ex 17:8-17 “Then Amalek came and fought against Israel at 
Rephidim. Amalek was the grandson of Jacob’s twin brother, Esau and so the Amalekites were actually Israel’s 
relatives.  However, they become the Jews’ most stubborn and irreconcilable enemy and symbolic of the anti-
Semitism which will follow Israel throughout history.  This is Israel’s first experience with the Amalekites who 
ambush Israel at Rephidim.  Deuteronomy 25:17-18 says: Remember what Amalek did to you on the way as you 
were coming out of Egypt, how he met you on the way and attacked your rear ranks, all the stragglers at your rear, 
when you were tired and weary; and he did not fear God. The Amalekites attack the rear of the column where the 
weakest people were – the oldest and the youngest - because they couldn’t keep up with the rest; and the 
Amalekites begin picking off these stragglers.  So Moses said to Joshua, "Choose men for us and go out, fight 
against Amalek. This is Israel’s first battle in which they have to actually fight. They lived for hundreds of years as 
slaves, and then God fought the Egyptians for them. From now on they have to rely on God as they fight their own 
battles.  Notice how God protects Israel.  First, Jesus leads us into battle.  Moses tells Joshua that He will lead the 
army of Israel.  Joshua and Jesus are the same name and this Joshua is a picture of Jesus.  Jesus doesn’t fight our 
battles for us nor does He let us fight our battle alone.  He fights with us, leading us, strengthening us and 
protecting us; which brings us to our second lesson; we still have to fight.  I used to think that whenever trouble 
showed up, all I had to do was pray and then watch God take care of the trouble. What I discovered was that God 
usually doesn’t work until I got involved in the battle.  I have to say no to sin.  I have to stand up for Jesus.  I have 
to obey.  And when I do, God shows up. In almost every battle from this point on, the soldiers of Israel have to 
fight but it is clearly God who gives them victory because they know that apart from His power, they would have 
lost.  Third, prayer is the key to victory.  Moses tells Joshua, “Tomorrow I will station myself on the top of the hill 
with the staff of God in my hand." Joshua did as Moses told him, and fought against Amalek; and Moses, Aaron, 
and Hur went up to the top of the hill. So it came about when Moses held his hand up, that Israel prevailed, and 
when he let his hand down, Amalek prevailed. But Moses' hands were heavy. Then they took a stone and put it 
under him, and he sat on it; and Aaron and Hur supported his hands, one on one side and one on the other. Thus his 
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hands were steady until the sun set. So Joshua overwhelmed Amalek and his people with the edge of the sword.”   
Moses stands on a hill overlooking the battle and as long as he holds the staff of God out over the battle, Israel is 
winning; but whenever he drops his hand, Israel begins to lose.  The momentum of battle keeps shifting from one 
side to the other.  Israel will score and then Amalek will score; depending on whether Moses is stretching out his 
staff.  For Israel, the staff of Moses symbolizes the power of God; so what’s the lesson they’re to learn from this 
battle?  There is a spiritual battle behind the physical battle and unless the spiritual battle is won first, the physical 
battle will be lost.  As the battle continues, Moses gets tired of holding his arm out and so his brother Aaron and 
brother-in-law Hur first put a rock under his arm and finally hold his arm until Israel wins the battle.  Moses, Aaron 
and Hur are a picture of the need for continual prayer when fighting God’s battle.  God doesn’t fight the battle for 
us – we have to fight too.  But God doesn’t give us the victory just because we fight; we have to fight and we have 
to pray because we are fighting on two fronts; the spiritual and the physical.  One more lesson from this battle; the 
war is never over. Then (following the battle) the LORD said to Moses, "Write this in a book as a memorial and 
recite it to Joshua, that I will utterly blot out the memory of Amalek from under heaven." Moses built an altar and 
named it The LORD is My Banner; (the Lord is my Protector) and he said, "The LORD has sworn; the LORD will have 
war against Amalek from generation to generation." We will meet the descendants of Amalek and those who 
oppose God throughout the Bible because this war doesn’t end with this battle; just as our war against the devil, 
evil and sin won’t end in this life.  And just because God won yesterday doesn’t mean there won’t be a battle 
today.  This life is one continual battle which is why staying close to Jesus, going to war daily and continual prayer 
are all essential if we’re to survive.  Jesus said, “Keep watching and praying that you may not enter into 
temptation.  The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.”  There’s a great scene at the beginning of the book of Job 
when God asks Satan if he has observed His servant Job because nobody trusts God like Job.  Satan replies, “That’s 
because You’ve put a hedge of protection around him and everyone and everything that belongs to him.”  Why did 
Job have that hedge of protection?  He asked for it.  Every day he prayed for his family’s protection and every day 
God answered.  “Lead us not into temptation but to deliver us from evil” is the first prayer I pray every day; that 
God will protect my wife, my children and their children, our leaders and our congregation in the spiritual battle 
we will face that day; and God has faithfully answered those prayers.  Go to war but don’t stop praying in the midst 
of the battle because that is where victory is found. 
 
God introduces Himself to Israel in the desert because they can’t obey His commands until they trust the 
Commander. The same is true for us: if you’re struggling with some sin, your behavior isn’t the problem; your 
problem is what you believe about God.  So ask yourself, what am I having a hard time believing about God that 
makes me susceptible to this sin?  What do I fear more than I fear Him?  What do I crave more than I crave Him?  
What do I trust more than I trust Him?  The better you know Him, the more you will trust Him and obey.    
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