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Old Testament Lesson—Exodus 16:1-3, 9-12, 31; 17:1-7

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.‘
The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in the wildernessl‘ ‘T he Israelites saicﬂ
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 ouﬁ
fill of bread; for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger. ’T Then Moses‘
said to Aaron, "Say to the whole congregation of the Israelites, "Draw near to the Lord, for he has heard youﬂ
complaining. ”1 L‘lnd as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the Israelites, they looked toward the wilderness,
and the glory of the Lord appeared in the cloudl‘ ‘T he Lord spoke to Moses and said, "l have heard the complainind
of the Israelites; say to them, "At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the morning you shall have your fill of bread,
then you shall know that I am the Lord your God. ”1 The house of Israel called it manna, it was like coriander seed,
white, and the taste of it was like wafers made with honey.‘

From the wilderness of Sin the whole congregation of the Israelites journeyed by stages, as the Lord commanded.‘
They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drinkl‘ ‘T he people quarreled with Moses, anaﬂ
said, "Give us water to drink." Moses said to them, "Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the Lord? ’1
the people thirsted there for water, and the people complained against Moses and said, "Why did you bring us out{
of Egypt, to kill us and our children and livestock with thirst? ’1 So Moses cried out to the Lord, "What shall I do with‘
this people? They are almost ready to stone me. '1 The Lord said to Moses, "Go on ahead of the people, and takd
some of the elders of Israel with you, take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go.‘ V will be‘
standing there in front of you on the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out of it, so that the people
may drink." Moses did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel.‘ V—Ie called the place Massah and Meribah, because the
Israelites quarreled and tested the Lord, saying, "Is the Lord among us or not? ’1

New Testament Lesson—John 6:48-51, 57-59

[ am the bread of life.‘ \Your ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died.‘ ‘T his is the‘
bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die.‘ V am the living bread
that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that 1
will give for the life of the world is my flesh. ’1 L]ust as the living Father sent me, and 1 live‘
because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me.|This is the bread that came)
down from heaven, not like that which your ancestors ate, and they died. But the one who eats‘
this bread will live forever." He said these things while he was teaching in the synagogue af
Capernaum.

This church is full of great ideas. You people are gifted. Please never doubt that about
yourselves.

With that in mind, I feel so incredibly blessed to be with you in ministry. [ am so
fortunate to be called here—serving this community of faith.

Some of you know our session met Thursday evening to do its bimonthly business.
Plenty of stuff to consider during this season of transition, of course. And let me tell you...I
came away from that meeting feeling encouraged, supported, and energized!

I witnessed an intentional, hopeful kind of collaboration—the sort of faithful
brainstorming that happens in a community of mutual trust. It was astonishing, but not



surprising. And, if I were a betting man, I’d wager you’ll see some of those ideas brought to life
in the next few months.

Earlier this year, one of our Cedar Heights-faithful gave me another idea that inspired the
sermon series that starts today. It was during one of our Theology Pub conversations. More of
those to come this fall by the way.

At any rate, this person approached me as the discussion was wrapping up and said, “You
know, Johnny, I’d really like to hear more about miracles in the future.”

Now, a preacher hears a suggestion like that and thinks, “Oh, that can easily be
arranged.” Be careful what you wish for. Am I right?

In all seriousness, though, who doesn’t get excited about miracles? I mean, they’re super
cool, intriguing as all get out, and literally spectacular! Miracles are these awesome, indisputable
examples of God’s power and might and presence. Miracles happen when heaven and earth
come together.

What’s more: Miracles overload our senses with proof of God’s kingdom breaking into
our world. They are these loud exclamation points on sentences like, “Goodness is stronger than
evil” and “Life is stronger than death.”

Yet: As I was preparing for these sermons the last few months, I noticed a couple
things—noticed some common ways people think about miracles. I wonder if you’d agree with
these observations...

The first thing I noticed is that, when we think about miracles, we usually think about the
ones in the New Testament. We think about the miracles of Jesus, in particular—as if those are
the best—the most powerful—the ones that matter most (for whatever reason).

The second thing I noticed is that the miracles we typically think about are those with
positive outcomes—with happy endings. We think of powers that heal and teach and nourish.
We don’t, for example, usually consider miracles that harm or curse. We usually don’t think of
those “fiery” events in Scripture, do we? Those miracles of a more wrathful nature?

Surely, the presence of miraculous violence in the Bible isn’t news to anyone.

I mean...Are those miracles any less holy—any less evidence of God’s sovereignty or
God’s sacred promises? After all, not all of Jesus s miracles are “happy” ones. Even Christ
shows some holy wrath. Come back in a few weeks for that one...

So, with all that in mind, I wanted to be intentional about the miracles I chose to preach
on these next couple months. You’ll hear what I hope is a balanced perspective—several from
both testaments—some that make you feel warm and fuzzy inside—and some that don’t...

But, I assure you, we’ll find the good news in those too...

I have to say: I really lucked out at Montreat this year. I had the privilege of taking eight
of our young disciples to the Montreat Youth Conference in North Carolina. Big thanks to our
chaperones and Pastors Amy and Leah for leading worship here these past two Sundays.

I lucked out because our text from Exodus this morning was a focal point of Montreat
worship during the week! I got to hear a really fascinating take on this story—got to take part in
conversations about it with our kids and kids I’d just met—just an incredible blessing.

Here, near the beginning of Israel’s story, after their miraculous liberation from the
bitterness of slavery and tyranny, God’s people are wandering in the wilderness.

Here in Exodus, freedom feels different from what they’d imagined. Sure, they no longer
have a boot on their necks. But now, the future feels uncertain. They literally don’t know where
they’re going. No one remembers these ancestors Moses keeps referring to—Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob...?




It’s gross out here. It’s dry and hot and cold. No one can tell us how long we re going to
be wandering in this desert. We 're all tired and frustrated.

And here’s the worst part: We 're running out of food. It’s not like we had the luxury of
packing up all we had when running for our lives in Egypt. We kind of had to leave in a hurry.
And now we re scraping the bottom of the barrel.

In fact, my friends, things get so bad that God’s people start to remember their “stay” in
Egypt with rose-colored glasses. Yeah, back there we had plenty of food and got to hang out with
our friends whenever we wanted. It was great. Take us back there, Moses. For God’s sake, it was
certainly better than this. Had to be...

The dirt and hot desert air sure don’t taste like freedom to most of us...

With fear, uncertainty, and desperation clouding their memory, God’s people ask a
question I think most of us have asked in various ways at some point in our lives...

Maybe you’re asking it these days. I wouldn’t blame you.

“Is the LORD among us or not?” Is the LORD among us or not?

Where’s God? Hm? Where’s God? Show me where God is. Please, point me towards
God because we are struggling. God, we are hungry. We’re hungry for peace. We’re starved for
justice. Lord, our world’s been emaciated by greed and tyranny. And we need you. We need you
to show up.

According to Exodus, the people’s question was answered not only in the affirmative—
not only was it answered with good news—it was answered with a miracle!

And not just a one-time spectacle for the ages (as most miracles go), but a display of
God’s grace that repeated every day—fresh with every sunrise—new mercies, seen morning by
morning.

Manna, they called it—bread from heaven’s bakery that appeared each dawn. The people
were also given quail for the evening meal. And to top it all off, their thirst would be satisfied
too—a font of water that poured from a rock and could never run dry.

As I mentioned, this story was emphasized at Montreat last week. The preacher made a
connection I’d never thought of before. She said that Jesus almost certainly had these miracles in
mind when he taught his disciples to pray for their “daily bread.”

You see: God had instructed the people to gather only enough manna for the day. If they
took more than their fair share, the bread would go bad. In other words, God provided their
“daily bread.” They would be reminded each and every day that their LORD is among them.

Yes, God’s people were “fed” when they were slaves—probably just the leftover scraps
no one else wanted. Yes, they were fed, but only so they could be exploited for their labor—
taken advantage of for the sake of Pharoah’s glory and enrichment.

Their daily bread from heaven, and ours too, on the contrary, is given because we are so
wonderfully loved by our Maker. We are cherished by that same God of Liberation—the God
who desires a relationship with us—the God who does not tolerate oppression of any kind.

We are called and claimed by an Abolitionist God. That, my friends, is the good news of
the gospel. God gives us each day our daily bread not to use us or exploit us—but to send us out
as ambassadors for justice and peace.

We are strengthened and empowered and nourished so we can keep pushing for abolition
and an end to tyranny—until all chains are broken and freedom truly rings from the halls of
Montezuma to the shores of Tripoli—and Tripoli, lowa...



What a miraculous thing to be loved by God—to be valued by our Creator and the
Breaker of Chains. It feels still more amazing to be in partnership with such a God—to be given
the opportunity to help create a world where everyone receives their daily bread.

We can make it a reality, my friends!

What a privilege that we get to be part of making miracles today!

Amen.



