
Testing and Grumbling 

Exodus 15:22-17:7 

December 3rd, 2023 

1. Grumbling about __________________ water (15:22-27) 

2. Grumbling about __________________ (16:1-36) 

3. Grumbling about ________ water (17:1-7) 

4. Applying the Word 

a. We need to guard against ______________________. 

b. We face a similar __________________ of trust when the 

commands of God run contrary to cultural pressures or internal 

desires.  

c. Jesus is the true __________________ from heaven. (John 6:28-

37, 48-50) 

Questions for Discussion/Reflection on Exodus 15:22-17:7 

1. When are you most prone to grumble? How do you justify your own 

grumbling? Is grumbling ever ok?  

2. How could Israel go so quickly from the miracle at the Red Sea (and 

singing about it) to grumbling about water? (See Psalm 106:11-14) 

How does our grumbling indicate a similar dynamic in our own 

lives?  

3. According to Deuteronomy 8:2–3, what were the instructions about 

manna supposed to teach Israel? 

4. At first glance, Exodus 17:1–7 seems to be about Israel grumbling 

for water again. However, verse 7 suggests that a deeper sin 

problem is the issue here. What is this problem? 

5. How can a grumbling attitude be related to hardness of heart? (see 

Psalm 95:8-9) What other sin issues can a hardness of heart lead to? 

How does the Israelites hardness of heart and rebellious question in 

17:7 compare to Pharaoh’s hardness of heart that was so prominent 

in the early portion of Exodus?  

6. How does Jesus use the story of the manna in the wilderness to 

teach about Himself in John 6:28-50?  

  

 



Testing and Grumbling 

Exodus 15:22-17:7 

December 3rd, 2023 

Big idea: Desperate circumstances test our faith in God. Will we respond with grumbling or trust?  

Intro 

After the Red Sea, the people of God were led into the wilderness. Charles Spurgeon called the wilderness “the 

Oxford and Cambridge for God’s students.” It was a wilderness university. It was a place where they would be 

taught and they would be tested. And how would they do on the tests? Miserably. If they were on scholarship, 

they would have lost the scholarship. But God is more patient in His university with His students than Idaho 

State University is with its students.  

We see three stories back to back to back in which the people face hardship and grumble.  

The people grumble because of a lack of food and water.  

God meets the need but there is also a sense in which the Lord is testing them. In the third scene though 

they are the ones who test the Lord.  

Exodus 15:24-25 So the people grumbled at Moses, saying, "What shall we drink?" …and there He tested them. 

Exodus 16:2 The whole congregation of the sons of Israel grumbled against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness.  

Exodus 16:4 … that I may test them, whether or not they will walk in My instruction. 

Exodus 17:3 But the people thirsted there for water; and they grumbled against Moses…  

Exodus 17:2b …Why do you test the LORD?" 

1. Grumbling about bitter water (15:22-27) 

a. From the Red Sea they traveled into the wilderness of Shur.  

i. Northern Sinai Peninsula and then south 

ii. map 

b. Sense of desperation after 3 days 

i. It’s been said that western societies are three days of empty shelves away from civil disorder. 
Everything seems fine unless the fragile, efficient supply chain gets interrupted. And Israel was 
experiencing that shortage.  

ii. Water is accessible all around us.  

1. We have drinking fountains, bathroom faucets, bottled water. Every few years there is a 
new fashionable water bottle – currently it is the large, colorful, indestructible Stanley 
that is as much a fashion choice as a hydration device.  

iii. But to travel 3 days in the desert without finding water would feel pretty desperate.  

c. The water they found was bitter.  

i. Often clear so it looks potable but contains large percentages of dissolved mineral salts that 
make it undrinkable. (Stuart) 

d. Their response was to grumble against Moses.  

i. Complained would also be a good translation 

ii. God led them there by the pillar of cloud and fire, they didn’t randomly find themselves in this 
location. God had only recently demonstrated His power over nature by parting the sea. Several 
of the plagues demonstrated that as well as He turned the Nile to blood and rained down hail. 



And yet in the desperation, they grumbled rather than viewing it as another opportunity for God 
to display His power.  

1. God’s leadership of the people was not secretly mediated through Moses. He wasn’t 
going in a tent to get directions and then telling the people. It was clear, public, 
undeniable, visible to all. 

iii. They forgot so quickly 

1. Psalm 106:7  Our fathers in Egypt did not understand Your wonders; They did not 
remember Your abundant kindnesses, But rebelled by the sea, at the Red Sea. 

2. Psalm 106:11-14  The waters covered their adversaries; Not one of them was left. 12 
Then they believed His words; They sang His praise.  13 They quickly forgot His works; 
They did not wait for His counsel, 

a. Believed, sang, forgot 

iv. We might think – how could they be so fickle? How could they forget so quickly? How could they 
go from singing about God’s rescue to complaining within just a few days?  

1. How long on average does it take you to go from singing about God’s rescue on Sunday 
morning to complaining about something? I confess it is usually measured in hours not 
days for me.  

e. God directed Moses to a tree to toss into the waters and the waters became sweet.  

i. Not a natural solution but the tree was the means in some way for the Lord to work 

miraculously.  

ii. Moses simply acted in obedience by faith.  

f. God tested them.  

i. In what way did He test them?  

1. By leading them to a place with bitter water to reveal how they would respond 

ii. But it was more. He laid out an “If…then” condition that if they would listen and obey they 

would not face the same plagues as the Egyptians.  

iii. What was called for was loyalty and obedience – loyalty in the sense of a willingness to pay close 
attention to what God’s will was and to want above all else to please him by doing what he 
thinks is right and obedience by not failing to pay attention to all his commands and keep all his 
decrees. God’s expectation was sweeping. (Stuart) 

iv. The law would come in chapter 20 just a few weeks away. But here is preparation for the 
receiving of the law. Would their disposition be one in which they were ready to hear and willing 
to obey whatever the Lord commanded?   

g. After a brief reprieve at a lovely oasis, they were on to test 2.  

2. Grumbling about hunger (16:1-36) 

a. They continued south along the coast of the Red Sea on the Sinai Peninsula into the wilderness of Sin.  

i. “Sin” doesn’t refer to something “sinful” but was the Hebrew term for the region. Sinai literally 

means “one of Sin.”  

ii. We sometimes have a legitimate question in hardship – Did I get myself into this by my bad 
choices or is this simply an opportunity to trust God to see Him provide? The Israelites didn’t 
really have that situation. The Lord led them directly and visibly to this location.  

b. They grumbled about their lack of food.  



i. Another creative display of complaining – it was much simpler to die where they were then to 
go through all this trouble to die in the wilderness of hunger 

ii. Once again their problem wasn’t that they had a need that they brought to Moses and the Lord. 

The problem was the grumbling, complaining attitude.  

iii. Their grumbling was ultimately against God as v 7 and 8 makes clear.  

1. Sometimes we take our grumblings out on others – church leadership, boss, spouse, 

parents, teachers, kids – when ultimately we are complaining against the Lord.  

2. All of those categories of people can make mistakes and sin and be confronted. But we 

have to at least ask, “is my complaint really against them or is this situation simply 

something the Lord has me in and I need to trust Him rather than grumble against Him 

and others?”  

iv. But God was still gracious to give.  

c. What was the test? (v. 4-5) 

i. On first glance it seems like the test would be the hunger itself and whether they would trust 

Him to provide. But it’s actually more than that.  

ii. Will they follow His instructions about the manna, especially as it relates to the Sabbath day of 

rest?  

d. God provided (vv. 11-31) 

i. Quail, a small bird, came in the evening and they had meat.  

1. That wasn’t an ongoing provision though, so it gets less attention. It happens one more 

time in Numbers 11, but that’s a separate incident.  

ii. But the main thing was the “bread from heaven.”  

1. What all do we learn about the bread?  

a. Called manna (v. 31) – the word for “what” is man.  

i. Thanksgiving we had a dish called “pink stuff” that is just what the name 
sounded like – it was pink and it was stuff, a mix of fruits and jello and 
whip cream.  

ii. It’s great that this name is just what they said when they saw it… 
“what?”  

b. Like coriander seed – which was a white seed 

c. Taste was like wafers with honey 

i. Very high praise – no refined sugar at the time so only way to sweeten 
was with fruit compounds or honey. Honey much sweeter but rare as it 
had to be found not cultivated. It would be rare to eat something 
sweetened with honey, so this was to say it was absolutely delicious.  

d. Could be baked and boiled (v. 23) 

e. Would not last overnight except on the sabbath 

i. Would develop worms and become foul by the next day  

f. Would melt away when the sun became hot  

g. When the layer of dew evaporated, it was left behind 



h. It was a fine flake-like thing 

i. Natural explanation?  

ii. Stuart – exudant of various kinds of plant lice that feed on the sap of the 
tamarisk trees that are abundant in the Sinai wilderness. Assumes the 
Israelites remembered the little bits of sweet tasting exudant and over 
centuries built it into a folklore of provision.  

iii. But that doesn’t match the description and it doesn’t sustain a massive 
group of people in the wilderness. It was massive, collectable, 
permanent daily food source for hundreds of thousands of people 

iii. God tested them by giving them an opportunity to trust Him daily and follow a couple clear 

rules.  

1. They would need to trust Him for their daily bread.  

a. Agricultural people would know the risk in this – plants don’t produce every day, 
animals don’t produce every day – our chickens don’t lay every day 

b. They would go to bed at night with none left, trusting that it would be there for 

them in the morning.  

2. They would need to follow His command to keep none of it overnight.  

a. How did they do?  

b. V. 20 – they failed the test.  

3. They would need to follow His command on the sixth day to gather twice as much and 

keep it overnight so they wouldn’t gather on the Sabbath.  

a. The one exception to the other days!  

b. How did they do?  

i. V. 27 – some people failed the test.  

c. The 4th of the 10 commandments about keeping the Sabbath had not yet been 

given. That isn’t until we get to Exodus 20. But the principle of sabbath rest is 

still here.  

d. Shabbat – lit means stoppage – discontinuation of all volunary work – gathering 
food was the most basic task in the ancient world – rest from this – it is a day of 
rest but not merely that but a day of refocused service toward the holy – it was 
a holy sabbath to the LORD. (v. 23) 

3. Grumbling about no water (17:1-7) 

a. They continued on to the southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula near Mt. Sinai 

b. Once again they grumbled about water.  

i. All three of these incidents are taking place within about 1 month since when they get to Mt 

Sinai in chapter 19 it is only about 7 weeks total since they had left Egypt.  

c. Now Moses asks why they are testing the Lord.  

i. God testing man is appropriate. Man testing God is not. It reveals a heart that questions His 
goodness or power or both.  

1. Here their question was “Is the Lord among us, or not?” (v. 7) 



2. An insult – doubted God’s presence among them – outrageously unfaithful – his 

presence was obviously manifest at all times 

3. Like asking someone in the middle of lifting weights at the gym, “so, are you going to 

work out or what?” Or a mother working hard to make dinner in the kitchen, “are we 

going to have any dinner tonight?” It’s not a mere question but an insult. (adapted from 

Stuart)  

ii. Psalm 95:8-9  Do not harden your hearts, as at Meribah, As in the day of Massah in the 
wilderness, 9 "When your fathers tested Me, They tried Me, though they had seen My work. 

1. ESV - The psalm takes the incident at Meribah and Massah as an early installment of this 
persistent unbelief, which culminated in refusal to enter the land. 

2. These three early tests were indications of the future –  

a. Would they obey the commands God was going to give them?  

b. Would they honor His sabbath as holy?  

c. Would they trust Him?  

3. These were like the quizzes that should prepare them for the final exams coming up.  

iii. What starts as grumbling hardens the heart and tests the Lord  

1. In one of our Sunday classes that just concluded, we taught through a book called 
Respectable Sins by Jerry Bridges. A repeated idea is that no sin is safe for us to nurture, 
first, because all sin is sin, but second, because sins we downplay as “not very serious” 
can lead to other things so quickly.  

4. Applying the Word 

a. We need to guard against grumbling. 

i. Philippians 2:14  Do all things without grumbling or disputing; 

ii.  It’s not merely a “them” problem. It’s an “us” problem.  

iii. We justify our grumbling often – what I’m going through is serious! Are you starving? Out of 

water in the desert for 3 days? 

iv. Bring your concern to the Lord, as Israel should have done, but guard against an attitude of 

grumbling.   

b. We face a similar test of trust when the commands of God run contrary to cultural pressures or internal 

desires.  

i. What were the “tests” in the first two situations? Not just a lack of resources but commands of 

God to be followed that ran contrary to their personal experiences.  

ii. “God says sex is good within marriage but sin in any other context, but is that really realistic? Is 

it realistic to expect celibacy from a single person? Is it realistic to expect a couple to say no to 

their desires until their wedding night?” Culture has a strong current against that, but who will 

we trust?  

c. Jesus is the true bread from heaven. (John 6:28-37, 48-50) 

i. The chapter starts with a hungry crowd on the mountainside and Jesus feeds the 5,000.  

ii. They followed Him to the other side of the Sea of Galilee and asked a question about when He 

got there but Jesus addresses what brought them there – they sought Him because they ate the 

bread and were full not because they saw the signs and believed.  



iii. He calls them to believe but they ask what sign will He do, after all, Moses gave them bread 

from heaven! (quoting from Exodus 16) 

iv. He’s the bread of life (v. 35)! And He will not cast out any who come to Him (v. 37).  

1. If you ask, will He take me? I’m a mess. He says He will not cast out any who come to 

Him. To challenge that is not humility but pride.  

v. John 6:48-50 "I am the bread of life.  49 "Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they 
died.  50 "This is the bread which comes down out of heaven, so that one may eat of it and not 
die. 
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Exodus 15:24-25 So the 
people grumbled at Moses, 
saying, "What shall we 
drink?" …and there He 
tested them.

Exodus 16:2 The whole 
congregation of the sons of 
Israel grumbled against Moses 
and Aaron in the wilderness. 

Exodus 16:4 … that I may test
them, whether or not they will 
walk in My instruction.

Exodus 17:3 But the people 
thirsted there for water; and 
they grumbled against 
Moses… 

Exodus 17:2b …Why do you 
test the LORD?"
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1. Grumbling 
about bitter
water (15:22-27)

Psalm 106:7 Our fathers in 
Egypt did not understand 
Your wonders; They did not 
remember Your abundant 
kindnesses, But rebelled by 
the sea, at the Red Sea.

Psalm 106:11-14 The waters 
covered their adversaries; Not 
one of them was left. 12 Then 
they believed His words; They 
sang His praise.  13 They quickly 
forgot His works; They did not 
wait for His counsel,
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2. Grumbling about 
hunger (16:1-36)

3. Grumbling about 
no water (17:1-7)

Psalm 95:8-9 Do not harden 
your hearts, as at Meribah, 
As in the day of Massah in 
the wilderness, 9 "When your 
fathers tested Me, They tried 
Me, though they had seen 
My work.

4. Applying the Word
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a. We need to guard 
against grumbling.

Philippians 2:14 Do all 
things without grumbling 
or disputing

b. We face a similar test of 
trust when the commands 
of God run contrary to 
cultural pressures or 
internal desires. 

c. Jesus is the true 
bread from heaven. 
(John 6:28-37, 48-50)
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John 6:48-50 "I am the bread 
of life.  49 "Your fathers ate 
the manna in the wilderness, 
and they died.  50 "This is the 
bread which comes down out 
of heaven, so that one may 
eat of it and not die.
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