Manna and Quail

No amount of money could buy from me
The memories that I have of then
No amount of money could pay me
To go back and live through it again

In the good old days when times were bad

So ends the song “In the Good Old Days (When Times Were Bad)” written and sung by Dolly Parton as a remembrance of her impoverished upbringing in rural Tennessee.  While the song values the memory of the harsh life of her youth, she clearly states that she would not want to return to “the good old days”.  Those who long for a return to a “simpler time” tend to forget the past lacked the convenience of supermarkets and the comfort of air conditioning.  Some engage in revisionist history, embellishing the good and ignoring the bad.  I think hard times can help us to appreciate the good times.  Those who have not lived through hard times lack a point of reference and may advocate for something worse than what they are experiencing now.  A recent Gallup poll revealed that 51% of Americans aged 18-29 believe socialism is superior to capitalism.  In our study of Exodus chapter 16, we see the Israelites barely a month into their pilgrimage already reminiscing about “the good old days” in Egypt.  

The chapter begins with the Israelites leaving the oasis of Elim and travelling into the desert as they made their way toward Mt. Sinai.  They soon complained about the lack of food and compared their condition to their times in Egypt.  Rather than remembering their forced labor at the hands of the Egyptians, they imagined a past life of leisure, sitting around pots of meat.  Matthew Henry wrote “Discontent magnifies what is past and vilifies what is present”.  Instead of praying to God asking for food, they complained to Moses and Aaron even accusing them of luring the assembly into the desert to kill them.  God did hear them, however and told Moses that He would rain down bread from heaven for them.  His blessing would also accompany a test of their obedience as they would be told how to gather the food.

Moses and Aaron brought the people together and made clear to them that the food they would receive would come from God.  The provisions they took out of Egypt had been depleted and they had become fully reliant on God since the barren desert could not feed them.  The grumbling they directed at Moses and Aaron was actually directed at God.  Bob Deffinbaugh wrote that grumbling is a communicable disease, it probably started with a few people and spread quickly.   In the evening God provided quail which was a familiar meal for the Israelites.  In the morning they discovered something they had never seen before, thin flakes on the ground that they called manna.  Despite Moses’ instructions to gather only what was needed for each day, some gathered extra which spoiled by the next day.  God also commanded them to observe the Sabbath and collect an extra day’s supply on the day before the Sabbath.  Again despite instructions, some people tried to gather manna on the Sabbath which drew God’s rebuke.  

God provided manna for 40 years, a daily miracle that became ordinary to the Israelites (see Numbers, chapter 11).  This supernatural food was symbolic of Jesus who is the bread of life (see John 6:25-59 and Deut. 8:3).  The symbolism was so important that a pot of manna was placed in the ark of Testimony along with Aaron’s staff and the stone tablets (see Heb. 9:4).  Daily bread was also part of the model prayer Jesus taught his disciples.  The Israelites had many blessings for which they should have been thankful.  God had rescued them from the slavery of Egypt, had defeated Pharoah’s army, promised a land for their inheritance and even provided their daily food.  Rather than thanking God for all he had done, they chose to focus on the negative, an attitude that would endure 40 years.  We should give God thanks daily for rescuing us out of a time when we were lost, back in the good old days when times were bad.
