Understanding God in the Old Testament

Exodus 15-17
A God of Provision and Growth
This morning I want to talk about our God as a God of Provision.  As we sit here this morning we are experiencing God’s provision.  As we go from here we go home to a place that has been provided by God.  As we go through our week we work because we have been given the skills and the strength to do what we do.  Everything from our next breath to our financial stability to our nations great wealth is due to the provision of God.

The question for us today however is how do we respond to God’s provision?  Can God’s provision become a curse? Can we get so use to God’s provision that we lack gratitude and take on an attitude of entitlement?  Do we embrace God’s provision and interaction with us or do we make our own way, take circumstances into our own hands and become our own provision, becoming more independent from God rather than more dependent upon him?

The children of Israel experienced God’s deliverance, they experienced God’s protection, they experienced God’s salvation, yet how did they react to God’s continued provision?  I think it is a great lesson to learn – “how should I respond to God’s provision?”  
We left off last week with the Israelites singing God’s praises yet we find that it doesn’t last long.  Moses leads the people of Israel away from the Red Sea into the Shur Desert.  They travel three days without water until some is found.  Look at Exodus 15:23-25:
23 When they came to the oasis of Marah, the water was too bitter to drink. So they called the place Marah (which means “bitter”). 24 Then the people complained and turned against Moses. “What are we going to drink?” they demanded. 25 So Moses cried out to the Lord for help, and the Lord showed him a piece of wood. Moses threw it into the water, and this made the water good to drink.

Even though water is found, the people go right to complaining instead of anticipating God’s provision of a solution.  The children of Israel complained about God’s provision.  We serve a God who wants us to anticipate his provision.  There is three ways to approach any situation of need: 1. Expect it to drop out of the sky, 2. Take matters into your own hands and make it happen, or 3. Ask God, take steps of faith and trust, and try to meet him half way.  
Just as I stated last week, God always seems to be just a step ahead of us, leading us.  It’s the same with his provision – he will provide but he expects us to do our part as well.  If I expect to eat I need to work, if I have a need I need to share my need with others and not just expect them to see my need for themselves, if I have want support I need to share with others how they can help me.  

God’s provision comes in many forms – financial, emotional, relational and personal, but the way he meets these needs can be supernatural, natural, or even through the help or strengths of another individual.  
The Israelites went right to complaining about God’s provision.  Why? Because it wasn’t what they wanted while at the same time it was sufficient to keep them from thirsting to death.  Instead, they could have asked God to help them even more, but instead it was Moses who cried out for help. Look at Psalm 106:12-13:
12 Then his people believed his promises. Then they sang his praise. 13 Yet how quickly they forgot what he had done! They wouldn’t wait for his counsel!
They wouldn’t wait for God’s counsel, instead they reacted.  They allowed fear, grief, pain, discontentment and suffering cloud the faithfulness of God. They were afraid that maybe God wouldn’t be there for them again, they were grieving their dire circumstances, they were suffering and they wanted others to know it, they were not satisfied with the result.  But did God give them any indication that he wasn’t going to be there for them, did he give them any clue that he wasn’t going to take care of them?  No!
The people of Israel simply forgot about what God had done.  I think we are guilty of this as well.  Our fear, our grief, our pain, our discontentment, our suffering can cloud our view of the faithfulness of God which we have experienced.  Just because it isn’t exactly what we want, we take it as a loss of love, or a loss of consideration, when in reality it may be exactly what we need.  Maybe if we got exactly what we wanted, we would find ourselves isolating ourselves away from God, or finding ourselves being controlled by our circumstances.  We receive from God what we need and what is best for us.  We just need to learn to be satisfied with what God provides.

It wasn’t God’s faithfulness to the people of Israel that was to be questioned, but the faithfulness of the people to their God.  If we don’t get what we want, or if life doesn’t turn out the way we want it to, will we remain faithful to God?  Look at what it says in Exodus 15:25-26:

It was there at Marah that the Lord set before them the following decree as a standard to test their faithfulness to him. 26 He said, “If you will listen carefully to the voice of the Lord your God and do what is right in his sight, obeying his commands and keeping all his decrees, then I will not make you suffer any of the diseases I sent on the Egyptians; for I am the Lord who heals you.” 
God didn’t make it easy for the Israelites.  Why?  Because he knew that his very own people would reject him and he was more concerned about their growth than their wealth or comfort. We serve a God who tests our faithfulness. That is why I believe that in every believers life there is periods of time of suffering or discomfort.  We will go through testing and trials because God wants us to develop endurance and strength in our faith.  Will we continue to obey God and follow his ways when things don’t go our way?  1 Peter 1:6-7 tells us:
7 These trials will show that your faith is genuine. It is being tested as fire tests and purifies gold—though your faith is far more precious than mere gold. So when your faith remains strong through many trials, it will bring you much praise and glory and honor on the day when Jesus Christ is revealed to the whole world.

3 Fire tests the purity of silver and gold, but the Lord tests the heart. Proverbs 17:3

10 You have tested us, O God; you have purified us like silver. 11 You captured us in your net and laid the burden of slavery on our backs. 12 Then you put a leader over us.* We went through fire and flood, but you brought us to a place of great abundance. Psalm 66:10
Trials show us what is on the inside.  True genuine faith will stand the tests of time.  No circumstance, no loss, no condition, no expectation will cause one with true faith to walk away from God.  That is the kind of people God wants us to become. 

How many times have you seen people walk away from Jesus because of a trial or circumstance they didn’t like?  How many do you know have walked away from God because they didn’t get their way?  We see it all the time.  We serve a God who doesn’t want anything to stand in the way of his relationship with us.  We see a great example of this in the rich young man in Matthew 19:21-22 where the he asks the question what he must do to have eternal life.  Jesus states:
21 Jesus told him, “If you want to be perfect, go and sell all your possessions and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” 22 But when the young man heard this, he went away very sad, for he had many possessions.
Is it wrong to be wealthy?  No.  But the question needs to be asked, “does anything own me instead of me owning it?”  The young man’s heart was consumed with what he owned instead of his faith and trust in Jesus Christ.  

Exodus 16 goes on to tell us about the next trial for the Israelites.  They move on to another areas, another desert and we hear their complaints continue in verse 2-3:
2 There, too, the whole community of Israel complained about Moses and Aaron.

3 “If only the Lord had killed us back in Egypt,” they moaned. “There we sat around pots filled with meat and ate all the bread we wanted. But now you have brought us into this wilderness to starve us all to death.”
God hears their complaints and provides foot for them – meat in the evening, bread in the morning.  They were to go out and gather enough food for that one day. And they were then told to gather twice as much on the 6th day for the 7th day which was a day of rest.  In Exodus 16:4:
Each day the people can go out and pick up as much food as they need for that day. I will test them in this to see whether or not they will follow my instructions.

Again, God looks at the heart through their actions.  He finds that there are still some who gather more food because of fear that there wouldn’t be any the following day, he finds that there are others who go out on the seventh day to gather up food when they were suppose to gather enough on the 6th day.  Their obedience to his instruction showed that their faith was wavering.  

When we look at our own lives, we can see just how strong our faith is by our obedience to God.  As I look at my own life, I can see that I still a long way to go, how about you?  Yet, as I learn to obey God (not out of duty but out of love and faith) I become more and more confident in him.  Look at what God says in Exodus 16:28-29 about the children of Israel:

“How long will these people refuse to obey my commands and instructions? 29 They must realize that the Sabbath is the Lord’s gift to you. That is why he gives you a two-day supply on the sixth day, so there will be enough for two days. On the Sabbath day you must each stay in your place. Do not go out to pick up food on the seventh day.”
God’s command to collect on the 6th day for the 7th day was a gift of a day of rest.  What many people get hung up on, when it comes to the issue of obedience, is the activity and not the reason why that activity exists.  There is always a reason why God asks us to obey him other than “because I said so.”  Jesus said about the 10 commandments in Romans 8:8-10:

If you love your neighbor, you will fulfill the requirements of God’s law. 9 For the commandments say, “You must not commit adultery. You must not murder. You must not steal. You must not covet.”* These—and other such commandments—are summed up in this one commandment: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”* 10 Love does no wrong to others, so love fulfills the requirements of God’s law. 
Keeping the commandments and obeying them shows two things: love for God and love for people. Matthew 22:37-40 Jesus tells us:
“‘You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind.’* 38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 A second is equally important: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’* 40 The entire law and all the demands of the prophets are based on these two commandments.”
Obedience shows love for God and others.  Therefore, I need to be considerate, I need to think of others, I need to live my life with others and God in mind.  It keeps me out of trouble, it stops me from hurting others, it leads me from a life of pride and arrogance, and it makes my life an expression of true faith and trust in God.  

The lesson of the provision of food from God (manna and quail) lasted for 40 years.  Do you think they learned the lesson of obedience? We’ll see when they enter into the land of Cannaan.  We do read on however in Exodus 17:1-2:

1 At the Lord’s command, the whole community of Israel left the wilderness of Sin* and moved from place to place. Eventually they camped at Rephidim, but there was no water there for the people to drink. 2 So once more the people complained against Moses. “Give us water to drink!” they demanded. “Quiet!” Moses replied. “Why are you complaining against me? And why are you testing the Lord?”
Again, instead of going to God and asking for his help, they complain.  Moses goes to God and God asks Moses to strike the rock at Mount Sanai and water comes forth.  Once again, God provides for them.  The people of Israel are tested and they fail again.  Look at what Moses names the location in Exodus 17:7:

7 Moses named the place Massah (which means “test”) and Meribah (which means “arguing”) because the people of Israel argued with Moses and tested the Lord by saying, “Is the Lord here with us or not?”
Have any of us been there?  Have any of us wondered if God is with us or not?  I think we have all gone through dry spells in our walk with God where we wonder if he is really out there and if he is wanting to help us in our time of need.  
Just as the first complaint we looked at today was a complaint against God’s provision, the second complaint is against God’s involvement.  Why is it that God is there at times and not at others? It truly does test us to see if our faith in God is conditional.  We will believe if he will give us something in return.  We live in a time of CONDITIONAL FAITH.  

Look around you in this society and ask the question, how many people follow God only because of what they can get out of him?  How many believe in God because it insures that they have eternal life? And when it seems like God isn’t giving anymore, they walk away from the greatest love and acceptance known to mankind.  
Church, we live in a time when God wants to show us what our faith truly does look like.  Based on how we respond to his provision, are we going to be satisfied with what he gives us? Are we going to look for something better?  Are we going to take things into our own hands and become independent without any need for him?  Or, are we going to trust him and is faithful record?  Our response should speak about the strength of our faith and challenge us to grow.  

We live in a time where everything is conditional.  “I will believe in God if…” We find more and more conditional converts than we do faithful followers.  How we react to God’s involvement in our lives speaks about the strength of our faith and challenges us to grow and know that he will never leave us or forsake us.
The children of Israel responded to God’s provision and involvement with wavering faith and trust.  Many times You and I find ourselves reacting instead of simply responding to a God who has promised his provision and who has shown his faithfulness.  We just need to trust God.  

How did Jesus model this to us?  Jesus trusted God’s provision – scriptures tell us that even though He didn’t even own a bed to lay his own head, Jesus trusted God to feed the 5000, he trusted God to heal the sick and blind, he trusted God to keep his legacy going through 12 outcasts.  He didn’t question God once, but trusted that God knew what he was doing and that he was to be satisfied with what he received.
Jesus’ trust in the father wasn’t conditional.  When it came to facing the cross, Jesus didn’t run away.  He faced it with the obedience.  In Matthew 26:39 Jesus said:

“My Father! If it is possible, let this cup of suffering be taken away from me. Yet I want your will to be done, not mine.” 

Despite what obedience meant for Jesus, he chose to trust God and in his provision and his involvement.  

We serve a God of provision and growth.  Provision is something that God wants to do for us because he loves us and has promised to give us what we need.  However, we just need to be satisfied with what we get and not take what we get and read into it with fear or discontent.

We serve a God of provision and growth.  Growth in the idea that God wants us to learn to trust him.  Sometimes it will require patience, sometimes it will require an open mind, other times it will require blind trust.  However, we just need to take him at his word and live our lives without conditions and expectations, but allow God’s will to take place without expecting our own will to come about.
Let’s pray!
PAGE  
6

