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When I began this sermon I titled it “The Test” because of the words of God to Moses in verse 4, “In this way I will test them”. But as I continued to wrestle with the angel over this Exodus story I realized that tests almost always seem to come in cycles, so I renamed this sermon “The Test Cycle”. As I reflect back on my years, and especially my years with you, I can see this test cycle at work. If I had the time I think I could create a test cycle graph for the last decade or so that would clearly show the way testing times and easy sailing times cycle. This story, and much of Exodus, clearly shows us how the Hebrew people went through cycles of testing and results, and certainly answers the question, “Does God test us?” Yes He most certainly does, probably daily!

In fact, come to think of it, there isn’t much about this life that isn’t a test to some degree or other. Whatever our situation, how we handle it is a test of our faith in God and a test of our spiritual maturity. When the difficult times come they test our faith, our trust that God has us in the palm of His hand. When everything is hunky dory that too is a test of how we will handle His blessings. It is all a test! As we look at this story I think we may see something of ourselves in these people and maybe how they handled God’s tests will help us do better with our own testing times, I’m sure that is God’s hope.

When we joined the Israelite community they had just left a really nice camping spot. They were about forty-five days out of Egypt and for some time had been camped at the twelve springs of Elim. You might think of it this way, the Israelites had been camping at Palm Springs, California enjoying their new freedom, the spas and wonderful food, spending some of the loot they took with them out of Egypt. But Moses tells them that they can’t stay there forever because God has an even better place all picked out for them, a Promised Land, it is time to move on, so off they go into the desert leaving behind the clear springs and palm trees.

Before long they are completely out of sight of those trees, or for that matter any trees. Every night they bed down on hot dusty ground and awake to cold grit dusted pop tarts for breakfast, instead of Eggs Benedict. Every day they trudge down barely discernable rocky trails under the blazing sun. Life in a desert can be a real drag, and before long the whole community began to grumble, and when people start grumbling, well you know, one grumble leads to another. They grumbled about the weather and the dust, grumbled about the food, grumbled about the walking, and then began to grumble about Moses and Aaron, their wisdom to lead everyone out of Egypt.

I wonder if maybe we see here a predictable pattern to human unhappiness? When things don’t seem to be going as we expected, when life becomes a challenge we begin our grumbling with the things that are making us uncomfortable, the weather, the daily drive to work, the pants that must be shrinking in the dryer because they are fitting tighter these days, the chemotherapy that makes us feel worse. We grumble about our discomfort. Then, with momentum established we begin to grumble about the things or even people who sometimes irritate us but we normally overlook. Grumbling escalates into confrontation and relationships begin to be crippled. It all begins with grumbling.

 Now don’t get me wrong, I don’t think its reasonable to expect anyone to face every day with a smile and a song. We all have days when it is just a challenge to put our shoes on. And I don’t think it is a good idea to just keep your unhappiness to yourself, put on a happy face and hide how you really feel. Talking about your struggles, your disappointments and things that are troubling you is a healthy thing. But there is a big difference between grumbling and talking with a friend you trust or a spouse who loves you. Grumbling is a shared negative attitude. Expressing a concern or disappointment for clarification or comfort is a positive thing. Clinical psychologists and care-support groups are there to listen and help. Even small group bible studies can be a safe and helpful place to share your concerns. One of the functions of prayer is sharing your heart with your Father in Heaven who does love you and can help. Grumbling just makes us feel worse but talking to a concerned friend can be very healing.

The desert in this story is the equivalent of the difficult times that come into our lives. Challenges of any kind can be very difficult to handle, and one of the things that can happen to us when we begin to work with challenges is that we can tend to forget one important thing and over emphasize another thing.

The important thing we tend to forget is that this is not our home. Our faith in Christ Jesus has made heaven our home and we are obviously not there yet. We are on a journey toward home and that journey will frequently take us through desert experiences, it won’t all be desert but there will be plenty of them. The desert is a hostile place, but it isn’t our home! Diseases lie coiled in wait in the desert. If one of them strikes, remember this isn’t home. Old age aches and pains are sprinkled along the desert path. Live long enough and you will get them, but remember, home won’t have these. In the desert relationships are fragile and sometimes they shatter and die despite our best efforts to hold them safely. Death is a very real threat in the desert but the desert isn’t our home. In our home death is dead, life is the only reality and relationships are strong forever. 


Now the Israelites didn’t have the blessings we have. They didn’t have Jesus. They didn’t know that the greatest Promised Land wasn’t in this life. They were babes in the faith! They were the people God would use to bring us His blessings. They had God’s promise of a land that would be bountiful and a future that would be marvelous but they didn’t yet know about God’s ultimate Promised Land. They were headed for their new home in the Promised Land but couldn’t look past the desert they were passing through. Keep your eyes on home, especially when in a desert.

Their second mistake was that they focused too strongly on their circumstances and not on God’s ability to provide for them. We shouldn’t be too critical of them because even with our knowledge of God’s blessings we often have the same problem. It is easier to see where we are and the problem we are in and try to fix it ourselves. When faced with rattlesnakes in the desert it is hard to trust God to take care of you. But He can and will if you trust Him. Do your best but trust God for the rest. The Israelites had that problem, so do we.

The Israelites also suffered from something we still suffer from, self-centeredness. It is so easy to see ourselves as the center of the universe with everything revolving around us. We are born that way and the world in which we live encourages self-centeredness. Just think of the number of advertisements you will see on television on any given night that insist that you “need” this new toothpaste, or razor or beer or deodorant or shampoo or wonder tool, all of them appealing to your self need. All are easy sells because we are predisposed to self-centeredness. If you don’t believe it just spend a day in our Preschool. Selfless behavior is a learned behavior, we don’t come by it naturally. In the wilderness all they could think of was their perceived needs. To them this God who had led them out into the desert didn’t seem to have desert survival skills. Sometimes we think the same way.

What they would soon learn and we need to be reminded of is that the desert belongs to God too, and when we are in a desert or desert experience we are not out in the wilderness out of God’s reach. In this story we see that God uses His desert to test the people’s willingness to obey Him.


Could it be that the deserts we experience are in some ways being used by God to get us ready for home? I think so. Could it be that God leads us into desert experiences to help us find our way to our Promised Land? Could be! But this we know, how we respond to our desert experiences, like all tests, teaches us about our strengths and weaknesses, and that is good. Good if we use that new-found knowledge as a step toward our Father and our home.

You would think it would be easier to obey God living in luxury in Palm Springs than out in the desert, but I think that isn’t really the way it is. The Palm Springs life lures us into believing that true happiness is directly connected to conveniences and comforts. A recliner and big screen high definition television with remote in an air-conditioned home on the links is a nice situation but none of those things protects us from the desert that can lie within us. It is really easy to begin to think that these creature comforts are our home blessings and represent our meaning and joy. But ultimately they are an illusion of safety. They distract us from God’s Promised Land. If a hurricane sweeps through and scrambles our recliners and big screen televisions into just a pile of scrap on what was the ninth hole how will we respond if they are our life? We will have a melt down! But if we know all these things are just temporary their loss will be disappointing but not catastrophic.

It seems to me that it is easier to obey God in a desert experience than it is at Palm Springs. In the desert we know all is not well and are more likely to turn to God for His wisdom and comfort. My near brush with death a few years ago drew me nearer my Lord than I have been since I gave my life to Him. I wouldn’t want to try that again, but the experience was in its own way a special blessing. I don’t wish deserts for anyone but when they come they could be seen as potential blessings too.

I think this story is warning us that we must not judge our circumstances by how we see them. We should do our best to see how God might see them. It may be that this story is trying to encourage us to always be looking at the big picture and not focusing on the narrow situation. This story also tells us we can count on God no matter the desert we are in. Amen.
