
“What Freedom Requires”      Exodus 16:1-15 

So, who will you be voting for in November? Have I got your attention yet? 

Given the nauseating polarization in this country, I’m fairly certain that 

discussing elections on the Lord’s Day would NOT be a good way to honor the 

Sabbath. Besides, Scripture says practically nothing about party politics, at 

least the kind that characterize our own political system—except maybe where 

Jesus shockingly teaches his followers to “love your enemies!” Truth is, God 

is eternal and is far above our political squabbles.  

Yet when we turn to Scripture it won’t be long before we realize the Bible 

has plenty to say about leadership in terms of social, economic, and 

spiritual leadership. The Scripture today describes leadership in all of these 

areas. Moses absolutely exercises a variety of leadership skills that reflect the 

traits of someone who acts as a transformational leader and who brings about 

significant changes in the lives and attitudes of his followers. But let’s 

remember that Moses received the savvy skills required of a transformational 

leader from God. He was equipped by God to know how to make the kind of 

tradeoffs that would produce results that were best for his people.  

Many of us doubtlessly envision Moses as the leader portrayed by the late 

Charlton Heston. The Ten Commandments is familiar to many of us and is 

shown at least once a year on television, but for me it admittedly demonizes 

and glorifies its characters to the point that they appear impervious to the 

realities of life that any leader in almost any field must face. However, the 

original script and by that, I mean Scripture, is far more realistic in its 

descriptions and assessments of the human condition. The writers and 

compilers of the Old Testament are less interested in telling a tale of heroic 

proportions than they are in striving to tell a story that is instructive in building 

a people and a nation. How will they organize themselves when they get to the 

Promised Land as they return from Egyptian exile under completely different 

circumstances? Moses demonstrates here in Exodus 16 the qualities of 

leadership that are essential for whoever becomes a leader of free people.  
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The first thing that freedom requires is good leadership. We’re already 

assuming this, of course. The New Testament shows that the Apostles were 

engaged in the kind of nuts-and-bolts leadership that all church leaders need to 

build a healthy vital faith community. Large amounts of time can be invested in 

tending to the organizational and financial needs of the church, but I’m not 

apologizing for that. If the church cannot lead in these areas, I suspect it will 

not be able to lead the world in spiritual matters that are consequential for the 

advancement of the kingdom of God on earth either.  

Was Jesus a good leader? My answer must be an unequivocal “Yes.” To 

bring together twelve disciples and to leave behind a movement that would 

carry on his work requires advanced leadership skills that are well beyond what 

most of us possess. Yet, getting people to leave the usual well-worn grooves of 

their lives and take up riskier lives of uncertainty and sacrifice is still what we 

are called to do in the Church today. According to Jesus’ parables of the 

kingdom of heaven, and if we are prepared to get anything out of Scripture, we 

must also be ready to have our comfort zones thoroughly expanded. Exodus 16 

doesn’t make the vote we cast in November any easier. However, it does 

give us an opportunity to reflect on the meaning of good leadership and 

“what freedom requires.” 

1) The first leadership crisis Moses and Aaron face is the issue of whether 

they can feed their people instead of leading them to starve in the 

wilderness. This is more than not being able to get your favorite Eat ‘n Park 

cookies when you stop late in the day! This is a life and death situation that 

impacts the viability of the community. On the face of it, those who oppose 

Moses do have a point. The wilderness is a barren place without potential to 

feed people who are trying to find their way toward the Promised Land. 

However, the story takes a quick turn from the reasonable. In their complaints 

the people quickly succumb to whining and hyperbole—much like political 

campaigns do! “If only we had died by the Lord’s hand in Egypt! There we sat 

around pots of meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have brought us 

out into this desert to starve this entire assembly to death” (v. 3). But one 
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small detail is left out, that is, the price of suffering and the loss of dignity the 

people faced in their lives of slavery. Moses proves to be a very good leader 

primarily because he is used by God. 

2) The second thing that freedom requires is accurate self-awareness. It’s 

important to note that the Israelites in their despair and panic have gotten many 

details of their own story wrong. They blame Moses for the seeming 

catastrophe ahead but in fact, “Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, In 

the evening you will know that it was the Lord who brought you out of Egypt, 

and in the morning you will see the glory of the Lord, because he has heard 

your grumbling against him” (vv. 6-7). It was the Lord who led them out of 

Egypt and will now lead them through the wilderness. It reminds me a little of 

rewriting American history that leads school children to believe the pilgrims 

gave thanks to the Indians rather than to God on the first Thanksgiving. 

Or rewriting history that refuses to acknowledge that Martin Luther King Jr. 

was an ordained Baptist minister. Living in the freedom of God’s redemption 

also means getting history right—and possessing accurate self-awareness. 

You see, the primary question here is “Will the journey into the wilderness lead 

to disaster or can the people survive beyond their slave mentality?” At this 

point another possibility is interjected into the story. Suddenly the Lord God 

speaks to the moment: “Moses also said, ‘You will know that it was the Lord 

when he gives you meat to eat in the evening and all the bread you want in the 

morning, because he has heard your grumbling against him” (v. 8). With bread 

and meat the Lord provides and history takes yet another turn that no one 

anticipates. But this is a pattern that runs throughout Scripture. In the breaking 

of the bread there is neither Jew nor Gentile, slave nor free, male nor 

female. The marginalized and forgotten of the world are brought into the 

Kingdom on equal terms with the prosperous and powerful. Our prayer for 

“daily bread” rearranges our self-reliance that attempts to leave God out of the 

equation. In an economy based on avoiding the wilderness, the promise is that 

nourishment can be found even in the wilderness—because God is there.  



 4 

3) So, what is the third thing that freedom requires? Surely you know by 

now. It is Trust. The reaction of the Israelites in v. 15 to all of this is to ask the 

question, “What is this stuff?” None of this appears in their calculations of a 

way to go. However, that is the testimony of Scripture: We are saved by what 

is beyond our calculations or expectations. The task of leadership as we face 

our own wilderness is to point out that “What is it?” is what saves us. It is the 

Lord who we will find in the wilderness, who will sustain us there, and lead us 

beyond acceptance of a slave mentality. 

Some of us remember from childhood the heyday of station wagons: those 

versatile, all-purpose vehicles that preceded both the minivan and the SUV. It 

was an age of innocence, an age before seat belts. So that meant, as often as 

not, that a whole rabble of children would end up rolling around in the back of 

somebody’s station wagon, back where the cargo was supposed to go. Few 

parents worried that, in case of an accident, their children would become 

projectiles. Somehow, the station-wagon generation survived.  

For many of us who lived through that era, the coolest part of a station wagon 

was the view: You could gaze out the back window and see the road 

behind you. It was a whole different perspective. The view through the rear 

window is always entertaining, even if it’s a bit strange. You never quite knew 

where you were going—but you became an expert on where you had been. 

There came a point where the people of Israel, on their wilderness wanderings, 

became experts on where they had been. Exodus 16:2 tells us, “And the whole 

congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in the 

wilderness.”  

4) The fourth thing that freedom requires is facing forward. No regrets. 

No second thoughts. No turning back! Verse 4 of this chapter holds a little 

word or phrase that is central to making the journey of faith. It is the phrase 

each day or daily. Have you ever had to argue with yourself as to whether you 

open your eyes or not early in the morning? I’ve had to force this bag of bones 

out of bed from time to time. When my eyes open enough to sneak a peek, I 

may begin to argue with my arms and legs. Mr. Left arm says, “I’m still asleep. 
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I feel numb and can’t move. Mr. Right Arm is going to have to turn us over and 

push us up today.” Then Mr. Right Arm says, “Oh, no you don’t. You’re 

always complaining about me being the strongest and getting all the attention 

so let’s see just how good you really are. Wake up and do your job!” Then, 

before it’s over, Mr. Brain seizes control of the whole thing and forces the 

eyes, the arms, and the legs, to get moving before a war begins. Arguing may 

go on for a while until Mr. Bladder speaks up and says, “You guys can argue 

all day long. I’m getting up!” The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak! If you 

want to face forward in your journey of faith and live for God, you must 

keep your eyes on Jesus: No regrets, No second thoughts, No turning back.  

5) Consistency is the fifth thing that freedom requires.  We are for the 

most part inconsistent people. This was something the Israelites learned in 

the wilderness—that God is the expert when it comes to consistency, especially 

in God’s consistent provision. God provides fresh manna every morning. They 

would not starve to death as they thought. “When the Israelites saw [the 

manna], they said to one another, “What is it?” For they did not know what it 

was. Moses said to them, ‘It is the bread that the Lord has given you to eat” (v. 

15). Mind you, they had to gather it every day. They had to remain 

consistent in their obedience to what God told them so they would see that 

indeed God provides. So, let’s take a moment to review what freedom 

requires:  

1) Good leadership. 

2) Accurate self-awareness. 

3) Trust. 

4) Facing forward is the fourth thing that freedom requires—no regrets, no 

second thoughts, no turning back. And… 

5) Consistency is the fifth thing freedom requires.  

Paul the apostle Paul also describes it this way. Freedom requires lives that 

bear the fruit of the Spirit: Love, Joy, Peace, Patience, Kindness, Generosity, 

Faithfulness, Gentleness, and Self-control. And one more thing freedom 

always requires is this: Responsibility! Amen.  


