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Oct. 5, 2014 English Exodus 16:1-5, 6-31 

16 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.”   

13 In the evening quails came up and covered the camp; and in the morning there was a layer of dew around 
the camp. 14 When the layer of dew lifted, there on the surface of the wilderness was a fine flaky substance, 
as fine as frost on the ground. 15 When the Israelites saw it, they said to one another, “What is it?”[a] For 
they did not know what it was. Moses said to them, “It is the bread that the Lord has given you to eat. 16 This 
is what the Lord has commanded: ‘Gather as much of it as each of you needs, an omer to a person according 
to the number of persons, all providing for those in their own tents.’” 17 The Israelites did so, some gathering 
more, some less. 18 But when they measured it with an omer, those who gathered much had nothing over, 
and those who gathered little had no shortage; they gathered as much as each of them needed. 19 And 
Moses said to them, “Let no one leave any of it over until morning.” 20 But they did not listen to Moses; 
some left part of it until morning, and it bred worms and became foul. And Moses was angry with them. 
21 Morning by morning they gathered it, as much as each needed; but when the sun grew hot, it melted. 

22 On the sixth day they gathered twice as much food, two omers apiece. When all the leaders of the 
congregation came and told Moses, 23 he said to them, “This is what the Lord has commanded: ‘Tomorrow is 
a day of solemn rest, a holy sabbath to the Lord; bake what you want to bake and boil what you want to boil, 
and all that is left over put aside to be kept until morning.’” 24 So they put it aside until morning, as Moses 
commanded them; and it did not become foul, and there were no worms in it. 25 Moses said, “Eat it today, 
for today is a sabbath to the Lord; today you will not find it in the field. 26 Six days you shall gather it; but on 
the seventh day, which is a sabbath, there will be none.” 

27 On the seventh day some of the people went out to gather, and they found none. 28 The Lord said to 
Moses, “How long will you refuse to keep my commandments and instructions? 29 See! The Lord has given 
you the sabbath, therefore on the sixth day he gives you food for two days; each of you stay where you are; 
do not leave your place on the seventh day.” 30 So the people rested on the seventh day. 

31 The house of Israel called it manna; it was like coriander seed, white, and the taste of it was like wafers 
made with honey. 
 

I imagine that this is a story that is familiar to many of us, but I would also guess that many of us haven’t 
returned to this text since our days in Sunday School. While is this a sermon on manna, it is not going to be a 
scientific discourse on what the manna was composed of…This is a sermon about God’s transformative action 
in our midst. This is a sermon about how God used manna to transform a random assortment of slaves to be 
the people of God. 
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Those of you who spent time in Sunday School as a child might also remember that way way way back, God 
promised Abraham and Sarah was that God would form a people out of their descendants…When God called 
Abraham and Sarah from the land of their parents and remember God promised them that he would make a 
great nation of them “Exactly how big of a nation?” Asked Abraham, “As numerous as the stars that fill the 
night sky!” (remember not LA sky – 4 stars but out in the country – millions of stars filling the night sky)  

 
Notice that the promise was not just that they would have many descendants – the promise was that God 
would create a nation/ a people – held together by their love of God. 

– Not just a group of people but people with a particular type of connection with each other 

– Not just a group of people but people with a particular type of connection with God 
This was no small promise - At the time (the two of them, so far without children) and its quite something to 
bring people together. I was hiking the hills above Los Angeles this morning, just as the dawn was breaking 
over the city, and I was struck by how isolated and insular we are as the people of this city. How we live our 
day to day lives strenuously denying our interconnectedness.  

 
So today, in the passage in Exodus, which by the way, takes place hundreds of years after God and Abraham 
and Sarah are talking in the moonlight, hundreds of years later, we get to see God in action, making good on 
that promise, forming this huge group of descendants of Abraham and Sarah into ONE people, the people of 
God. 

 
How is God doing that? well, just before the passage today, 6 weeks before, to be exact. God heard the 
Hebrew’s cries for liberation. The descendants of Abraham and Sarah had multiplied greatly and become 
enslaved in the empire of Egypt. It had been about 430 years that they were held captive. They provided the 
slave labor for the Egyptian agriculture and construction projects mostly grain storehouses. 

Why would Egypt need all of this slave labor ?– remember, Egypt was a growing empire…The Nile delta was a 
fertile flood plain (Ched Myers) and food was power.  Egypt wanted to grow enough food to buy and sell it on 
the international exchange to gain more territory, more power. They needed people to cultivate the fields – 
so they treated the Hebrew brothers and sisters as a means to an end. They needed people to build the barns 
and storage buildings  so they treated the Hebrew brothers and sisters as a means to an end and enslaved 
them. The grain was a way of accumulating wealth – the rich got richer and the poor got poorer and the 
conditions for the slaves got harder and harder. 

 
So God gets these Hebrew slaves out of Egypt and helps them to escape to the desert wilderness. It’s a good 
place to escape to because there is no one else living there particularly no Egyptians or their allies. BUT the 
reason there is no one living there is because it’s a desert and there is no water or food. Which makes it a 
very challenging place to be. 

 
So that’s where we meet the ex-slaves today – 6 weeks after the big liberation moment. They have eaten all of 
their power bars. The hot Cheetos are all gone and there is no more Gatorade. They are hungry and thirsty 
and scared and ANGRY! They have left the empire of Egypt, but the empire has not left them – they are still 
relating to God and each other in empire ways…And they cry out again to God 

 
This is where God begins to transform them from being a group of ex-slaves to being the people of God.  
Look what happens…The Hebrews are hungry - They complain to God - God sends manna. 
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God sends manna to feed them, but also to  teach them, to form them, to transform them. 1st in how they 
relate to each other 2nd in how they relate to God 
What is the manna like? The Name – “manna” in Hebrew means “what is it?!” From our Sunday School days 
we might still imagine little loaves of rye lined up on the ground? The passage tells us that the manna was 
more like seeds, white, sweet. The manna was strange and unexpected AND it sustains them. The manna was 
dependable, it showed up 6 out of 7 days 
 
The Manna is actually the vision for how God wants them to live as God’s people. How they- God’s People To 
Be are to treat each other and how they God’s People to Be are to treat God. God doesn’t send them a text or 
post instructions on Facebook. God doesn’t send them to Sunday School. God sends them Manna. God uses 
their stomachs, their eyes, their hands, their bodies to be the teachers of God’s promises.  
 
So how does exactly Manna teach them? How can manna – bread from heaven - transform them from a 
random group into the people of God? Just look how manna behaves…. 
Transformation Lesson #1 Lesson of Enough 
What happens when people go out to get it? Each household get’s “enough” no matter how long they 
gathered. Notice – no one has too much or too little – vs. 18 and Each person has enough 
This is a big lesson for people who had been slaves for 430 years. 430 Years of never having enough, 430 
years, that’s like 10 generations. Not one of those people who walked through the Red Sea had a lived 
experience of being a free person. Everyone of them had been traumatically imprinted with the empire 
values of Egypt. To hoard food, to use food to dominate. Imagine how deeply engrained those imprints were? 
What does manna and its daily arrival teach them about how they relate to each other? 
Suddenly, they are looking out for each other, making sure their neighbor has enough. 
 
What does manna  teach them about how they related to God? 
Suddenly they are looking to God for daily provision.  

 
Here it comes Immanuel, we can see how God shaped the group of Ex-slaves into the people of God with the 
bread from heaven. But what about us, in 2014? How well do we live as God’s people and recognize – 
Enough? Lesson #1 
We didn’t grow up in Egypt, but we have been to empire school here in the USA. We know all about the 
practice of saving, hoarding, storing resources for economic gain and power. We know about being a 
consumer, about buying what we need and then what we want and then renting a storage unit to hold the 
overflow from our closets. We recognize that the empire also inhabits us and that we seldom stop gathering 
when we have “enough” . Just like the Hebrews, the ways that we view our needs and what “enough” looks 
like get formed in us very early and they are very difficult to re-set. 
My  grandmother was the youngest of 4 girls growing up in the Ozarks during the hard years of the 
depression. It was difficult to have enough food for everyone, hard to have enough clothes, so of course she 
always had hand-me-down clothes. Well, she grew up, got married, moved to the city. She and my granddad 
worked hard and built a good life together. Eventually there was more than enough – comfortable house, 
sent their daughter to college, traveled to Mexico. But my grandmother always felt like she needed more 
clothes. Somehow she couldn’t shake that memory of not having enough. When she died, she had closets full 
of beautiful dresses, some that she had only worn once. She had never been able to understand what 
“enough” was when it came to clothes. 
We are often like that, we keep acting like we need more, when really we have enough. 
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One of my favorite transformative features of the manna is its shelf life! What happens if you try and store 
Manna up save it for the next day (a popular Egyptian trick to dominate and exploit) What happens if you try 
and store it up? WORMS! That will teach you  See how ironic this is? What were the enslaved Israelites 
building for the Egyptians – store houses. How did the Egyptians maintain their control – food resources 
If we had been schooled by the Egyptians for 400 years and found ourselves without food security, what 
would be a logical plan – store up the food, and that would lead to essentially an Egyptian colony out there in 
the desert.  So what does God do? Sends them food that is UN hoard-able AND sends them enough 

o What does this teach them about how they related to God? 
o Manna/God is saying you need to trust me to provide enough today and tomorrow 

 
Another aspect of manna was how it transformed the people’s understanding of what was enough work. 
Remember what happened to the quantity of manna that showed up on the 6th day? Double! They are 
supposed to gather double (two days worth) That night it doesn’t turn to worms! How come? The 7th day is 
the Sabbath – a day of rest. How easy do you think it was for people who until 6 weeks ago had been slaves 
for 420 years (about 10 generations) to rest? Remember – they had lived in the shadow of the Egyptian 
empire, AND the empire also inhabited them. It was in their heart and mind. It was their only point of 
reference for what a work ethic was. How easy would it be for them, a people who had been forced to work 
18 hour days at hard labor for ANOTHER’s gain, to stop when they had the opportunity to work to make a life 
for themselves and their children? Its not hard to imagine the visions dancing in the heads of the Hebrew 
slaves escaping Egypt, carrying away the gold and wealth of their captors, imagining that theirs would be the 
next great empire. And now, free from the threat of the Egyptian army, holed up in the desert, they would 
begin to work tirelessly to lay the foundation for the rising new empire. BUT God is having none of that – on 
the 7th day you shall rest. No work, not even to go and gather your food for the day. 

 
Manna is like a life coach, encouraging them to leave behind these empire ways and learn that God is enough 
and that  is what makes them God’s people. 
 
Transformation Lesson #2 has to do with truth telling – How the people remember what God has done and 
that shared narrative creates an identity that binds them together as a people. 
In terms of an Egyptian fact sheet - We know that the Hebrews were in slavery for over 430 years. That they 
were forced to do hard labor. That their children were systematically killed and that life was unbearable, so 
much so that they cried out to God for relief and God liberated them…. 
 
And then we read verse 3 – when they are hungry and grumpy – and are yelling at God and Moses 
“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.” Notice 
how their narrative has changed? The ex-slaves actually make it sound like a sweet deal in Egypt, all the food 
they could eat vs. 3 

Immanuel, we pull the same tricks as the ex-slaves…You know, we are facing second year of deficit – short 
$100,000. What does it mean for us as a church to call on God for liberation? We cry out and we complain to 
God – sure this is a beautiful cathedral, but the roof leaks God! and the electricity is old and faulty and it costs 
too much to fix it!!!! How can you leave us in this situation?!!!! We start to remember the past differently 
from how it really was, just like the Hebrews – talking about the all you can eat buffet in Egypt 
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Notice we too often remember the experiences of the past perhaps differently than they were. We retell our 
church’s legacy and turn around And we act as if our economic situation is something new – I have found 
reports to the session that go back at least to 1992 (over 20 years) bemoaning the financial challenges and 
urging change in how Immanuel uses its resources. Yet, we act shocked, as if it’s a new thing to have more 
expenses that income….as if it’s a surprise that an 85 year old building would need to update electricity… 
The daily experience of manna keeps them honest – with God and each other. There is no truth bending as 
they go to gather their daily bread. Towards the end of this passage, they save a bit of manna in a mason jar, 
for all generations so that truth telling about God’s work will be carried forward to future generations. 
Remembering and naming God’s provision transforms their identity.  

 
At first I thought this would be a strange passage to preach on – one of those stories we often read as a child 
but don’t return to with any seriousness. But as I studied more and more, I realized that we have so much in 
common with the Hebrew ex-slaves, 6 weeks after their escape. God is still working in us to transform us into 
the People of God. 
 
Just like the Hebrews, we too live in the shadow of an empire – USA is a huge empire – And we are in need of 
the kind of transformation that Manna has for us too!  
 
The Manna is a transforming teacher for us as God’s people too. We still need to have our measure of 
“enough” calibrated. We still need to remember and retell God’s faithful provision for us. We can be very 
slow learners. I imagine God looking over the city of Los Angeles perhaps with a bit of dismay. I can’t imagine 
where to start. But remember it took 40 years for God to transform the former slaves into the People of God. 
40 years, a generation. God was tenacious, day in day out, manna from heaven 
 
God is tenacious with us too - God continues to transform us into the likeness of Christ. Generation after 
generation. 
Today is world communion Sunday so this passage connects in a powerful way to the communion we will 
celebrate this morning. The nickname for manna was bread from heaven. This was not lost on the early 
church. When they tried to understand Jesus’ life and ministry, they realized that Jesus was the bread of life. 
Given to us by God. And that as we the church, as the people of God, become the body of Christ for a 
particular time and place. That’s us Immanuel, the body of Christ in 2014 for the corner of Wilshire and 
Berendo.  
Do you see? we are the manna. God’s bread from heaven for the people of the city. We are manna, 
transforming our community to be God’s people. To know “enough” to tell the truth of God’s faithfulness. 
In a little while, we’ll go out from this sanctuary and fall like the morning dew upon the city. As the people of 
God we make clear God’s love and provision for the whole human family. 
 

AMEN 
 

 


