EXODUS: Testing in the Wilderness
Exodus 15:22-18:27 – Lesson 15
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A dramatic change in atmosphere and mood occurs after
Exodus 15:1-21 into 15:22-18:27. The celebration of 15:1-21 gives
way to the complaining of 15:22-26. Grumbling replaces gratitude,
and so soon after the doxologies of 15:1-21.
The three-month journey from Egypt to Sinai was not carefree, neither for Moses nor for the Israelites. During this
brief part of their itinerary, they confronted at least four crises: the bitter water of Marah (15:22-27); the need for
suﬃcient quantities of food (16:1-36); a lack of drinking water at Rephidim (17:1-7); and the invasion of the
Amalekites (17:8-16). A fifth crisis might be the state of Moses’ health. He is evidently overtaxed. Can he continue
such a pace indefinitely? Might Israel lose its leader; now dangerously close to the point of complete physical
exhaustion (18:1-27)? His hands are weary (17:12), and his scheduled of appointment is hectic (18:13).
A key verb used throughout this section is nasa, ‘to prove, put to the test.’ It appears in 15:25 and 16:4 with God as
subject and the Israelites as the object of the testing. It is the same verb used to describe God’s putting Abraham to
the test with Isaac (Gen. 22:1).
In 17:2 & 7, the subject and object are reversed. The Israelites are the subject and God is the object, as in
Deuteronomy 6:16. The implications in these two verses of Exodus 17 are clear. God is not to be tested. His reliability
is not something that needs to be established. A companion of testing God is murmuring (15:24; 16:2). To be sure,
such murmurings are directed immediately at Moses, but to raise a question about God’s servant is to raise a
question about God. Murmuring is a frame of mind in which one believes that in diﬃculties God is insuﬃcient.
Here, there is precious little gratitude for God. Nevertheless, God does respond, not because of their murmurings,
but in spite of the murmurings.
First, bitter waters become sweet after Moses throws a tree into the water (15:25). This happened in response to
prayer by Moses.
Second, the daily supply of bread and meat came in the form of manna and quail (16:1-36). Interesting here is
God’s order to gather in excess of one day’s supply of manna (16:4). The only limitation is that the amount collected
be consumable within the day (16:16, 18). None could be left until the next day (16:19). Some people disobeyed,
and they had to suﬀer the embarrassing consequences.
We note Moses’ instruction to Aaron to put some manna in a jar and place it “before the testimony” (16:33-34). This
is more than likely a reference to the ark where the Ten Commandments were placed.
Third, God provides water at Rephidim (17:1-7).
Fourth, God gives his people victory in battle over the invading Amalekites (17:8-16). While Moses is atop the hill
holding ‘the staﬀ of God’ in his hand, Joshua is fighting below (17:13). However, the Amalekite attack is not the last
of Israel’s problems.
Fifth, Moses is overburdened with everything. His father-in-law, Jethro, suggest that Moses delegate authority, and
not try to do everything himself. Moses approvingly accepts Jethro’s idea.

