
“BY THE WAY OF THE WILDERNESS”

I. Introduction

A. This passage begins a new section in Exodus, a section that extends 
through chapter 19.

1. In this portion of the book, Moses tells us about Israel’s 
journey from Egypt through the wilderness to Sinai.

2. At this point, God’s people would have been inclined to 
think that it would be smooth sailing from this point 
onward.

3. In the words of Old Testament scholar Douglas Stuart, “[The 
Israelites’] reasoning led them naturally to think:  If God is 
all-powerful and can oppress the Egyptians through the 
plagues while sparing us, his people, entirely, we can now 
expect him to take care of all of our wants and desires just as 
we define them, can’t we?” [320-1]

4. It would not be long before they would learn that they were 
sorely mistaken about this.

5. The way through the wilderness was fraught with peril.

B. As we study this text today, we will gain a number of important 
insights into how the Lord carries out his saving purposes in the 
lives of his people.

1. We will focus upon three things in particular, and these three 
points will form our sermon outline.

2. First, God knows what is best for his people.

3. Second, God keeps the promises that he makes to his people.

4. And third, God guides his people.
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II. God Knows What Is Best for His People

A. Our text begins by telling us that God did not lead Israel out of 
Egypt “by the way of the land of the Philistines.”

1. This was the route that went along the coast of the 
Mediterranean and up into the land where Israel would 
eventually settle.

2. This would have been the most direct way to the Promised 
Land, but it was also heavily guarded by Egyptian troops.

3. God knew that if the Israelites faced military opposition at 
this point they would quickly lose heart.

4. It would not take much to cause them to decide to turn 
around and head back to Egypt.

5. In fact, this is what they started talking about when they 
began to experience hardship in the wilderness.

6. Even though Egypt was the land of slavery, they preferred it 
when they were confronted by trouble.

B. We are no different than the people of Israel.

1. We too are tempted to respond to our trials and hardships by 
grumbling, by losing hope, and by looking to the wrong 
things for comfort and security.

2. We often fail in the face of our trials, but we can take comfort 
in the fact that the Lord is leading us.

3. The Israelites failed many of the tests that they experienced 
in the wilderness, but the Lord did not let them turn back to 
Egypt.

4. His leading ensured that that option was not open to them.
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5. This can be a great source of encouragement for us.

6. Even when we respond to our troubles poorly, we can trust 
the Lord to keep on leading us into the inheritance that 
Christ has secured for us. 

C. The coastal route would have made a lot more sense to the 
Israelites.

1. It was the easiest way to get to Canaan.

2. But God knows that the easiest way is not always best.

3. The way of the wilderness was not easy for Israel.

4. As we will see in the next chapter, it led them right into a 
trap when they came to the Red Sea.

5. In spite of what they thought, this did not mean that God 
was no longer with them.

6. On the contrary, he was the One who was led them to that 
place.

D. We need to remember this as we make our way through the 
wilderness of this world.

1. Things will not always work out the way you want them to 
work out.

2. You will experience disappointment, discouragement, 
uncertainty, and sadness.

3. You don’t have to pretend that these things are not hard, but 
you can know for certain that they do not take God by 
surprise.

4. He is leading you on the path that you are on in this life.
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5. He has perfect knowledge of everywhere that it will lead.

6. He knows that this is the best possible path for you to take.

E. We also need to remember that God knows us better than we know 
ourselves.

1. He certainly knew the Israelites better than they knew 
themselves. 

2. It says in verse 18 that the people left Egypt equipped for 
battle.

3. And earlier in the chapter it said that there were six hundred 
thousand men on foot.

4. That was a sizable army.

5. After the plagues, Israel probably felt like they were 
invincible.

6. But God knew that these people were in no condition to 
fight the armies of Egypt.

7. He knew that they would turn back the moment they saw 
war.

8. This is precisely the sentiment that they expressed when 
they were trapped between the Egyptians and the Red Sea.

9. Listen to what they said to Moses:  “Is it because there are no 
graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the 
wilderness?  What have you done in bringing us out of 
Egypt?  Is not this what we said to you in Egypt, ‘Leave us 
alone that we may serve the Egyptians?’  For it would have 
been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the 
wilderness.” (14:11-12)
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10. God knew that if the Israelites had an opportunity to return 
to Egypt at the first sign of trouble, they would have taken it.

11. That is why he led them by the way of the wilderness 
instead of by the direct coastal route.

12. It is why he leads us by the way of the wilderness too.

III. God Keeps the Promises that He Makes to His People

A. We turn now to the second thing that this passage teaches us about 
how God works out his saving purposes in his people’s lives:  God 
keeps the promises that he makes to his people.

1. We see this in what is said in verse 19 about how Israel took 
the bones of Joseph with them when they left Egypt.

2. Before he died, Joseph made the sons of Israel swear that 
they would take his bones with them when God led them 
out of Egypt.

3. Like his father Jacob, Joseph believed that the future of the 
covenant family was in Canaan, not in Egypt.  

4. Even as he was dying, he saw his own future in the 
Promised Land. 

5. He believed that God would keep his promise to give 
Canaan to the offspring of Abraham.

B. The Promised Land was a symbol of something far greater than the 
land itself.

1. As the writer of Hebrews puts it, Israel’s patriarchs 
displayed a desire for “a better country, that is, a heavenly 
one.” (Hebrews 11:16)

2. This is the reason why Jacob and Joseph placed so much 
importance upon being buried in the land of Canaan instead 
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of Egypt.  

3. Why would it matter where they were buried unless they 
had the hope that their bodies were not going to remain in 
their tombs forever?

4. When they gave instructions about where to bury their 
bones, they were expressing their faith in God’s power to 
raise them from the dead and bring them to the city that has 
foundations, the heavenly Zion.

C. The same faith can be seen in the Israelite’s burial practices.

1. They took great care with the remains of their dead.

2. They made every effort to bury multiple generations in a 
family grave.

3. This was their way of showing that they believed in the 
resurrection of the dead.

D. This reference to Israel’s handling of the bones of Joseph reminds 
us that the death and burial of a believer provides a great 
opportunity to bear witness to our future hope.  

1. As Calvin explains, “the faith of the departed Joseph, even in 
his dry bones, preached loudly to his descendants of the 
promised deliverance, lest they should grow careless from 
the long delay.”

2. Joseph died outside of the Promised Land.

3. In a sense, he died in exile.

4. Unless we belong to the generation of believers who are 
alive when Christ returns, we too will die in exile.

5. We will die still waiting to enter into the inheritance that the 
Lord has promised us.  
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6. But we will not die without hope.  

7. Joseph did not see death as an insurmountable obstacle to 
the fulfillment of God’s promises, and neither should we.  

8. When death draws near, keep on clinging to God’s promises.

9. You can be certain that he will make good on every single 
one of them.

IV. God Guides His People

A. This brings us to the third thing that this passage shows us about 
how God carries out his saving purposes in the lives of his people:  
God guides his people.

1. Moses says that as the people traveled in the wilderness, 
“the LORD went before them by day in a pillar of cloud to 
lead them along the way, and by night in a pillar of fire to 
give them light, that they might travel by day and by night.”

2. Cloud and fire frequently function as signs of God’s 
presence in the book of Exodus.

3. Here they provided God’s people with guidance and the 
reassurance that the Lord was with them.

4. Notice that the guidance that God provided for his people 
was both constant and clear.

5. They were never left without God’s guidance, whether by 
day or by night.

6. They did not have to debate where they should go or when 
they should travel.

7. The pillar of cloud and fire made these things crystal clear to 
them.  
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B. There is significant confusion concerning how God guides his 
people today.

1. Some Christians worry about the matter of God’s guidance.

2. They are anxious about making choices that might place 
them outside of God’s will.  

3. It is true that God does not guide us with a pillar of cloud 
and fire today, but the matter of guidance is not as 
complicated as we sometimes make it out to be.

4. The key thing is to distinguish between God’s revealed will 
and his hidden will.

5. God has set forth his revealed will in the pages of Scripture.
6. God’s hidden will is his secret counsel regarding what he 

has decreed to take place.

7. We do not have access to God’s hidden will, but we do have 
access to his revealed will.

8. As it says in Deuteronomy 29:29, “The secret things belong 
to the LORD our God, but the things that are revealed 
belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all 
the words of this law.”

9. In light of this, we can say that the way for us to be led by 
God today is to listen to what he says about his will in the 
Bible and to ask for the Holy Spirit’s help in applying God’s 
revealed will to our particular circumstances.

C. Let’s consider an example.

1. Let’s say there is a Christian woman who is seeking God’s 
will regarding who she should marry. 

2. How should she go about finding “Mr. Right”?
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3. She does not need to look for a special sign from God to 
confirm that a certain fellow is “the one.”

4. What she needs to do is look at what the Bible has to say 
about God’s will for marriage.

5. She needs to take the Bible seriously when it says that 
Christians should only marry other Christians.

6. This should be her key criterion as she considers a 
prospective suitor.

7. She needs to make sure that he has a living faith in Jesus 
Christ.

8. In addition, she should also look at what the Bible says 
about God’s will for how Christian men should fulfill their 
roles as husband and father.

9. Is the man that she is considering a man who will strive to 
be a good husband and father?

10. Will he be able to provide for his family?

11. Will he set a godly example for them?

12. In short, a single woman should approach marriage 
prospects by considering the matter through the lenses of 
God’s revealed will, with the help of her parents and other 
faithful Christians.

D. This is a picture of how God guides his people today.

1. We should not look for guidance from God as if he were a 
Ouija board or a magic eight ball.

2. Such notions of guidance are pagan, not Christian.
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3. God still provides his people with clear guidance today, but 
we need to look for it in the right place.

4. We need to look to his revealed will, which is found only his 
Word.

V. Conclusion

A. As with the Israelites after their deliverance from Egypt, God does 
not lead us to our eternal home by the easiest and most direct route.

1. He takes us by the way of the wilderness, a way that leads 
us through many trials and troubles.

2. But we can trust God as we make our way through the 
wilderness. 

3. He knows what is best for us.

4. He will fulfill every promise that he has made to us.

5. And he will lead us home.

B. These thoughts are expressed in the hymn that we will sing at the 
end of worship this morning:  “Commit Now All Your Griefs.”

1. This hymn was written by a 17th century German pastor 
named Paul Gerhardt.

2. Gerhardt knew firsthand what it was like to be led by the 
way of the wilderness.

3. He saw his country torn apart by religious strife during the 
Thirty Years War.

4. He suffered the early death of his wife, along with the deaths 
of four of his five children.
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5. He was even removed from his office as a pastor because of 
his unwillingness to compromise in his stand for the gospel.

6. Yet this man who knew so much sorrow in this life was able 
to pen these words because he trusted that God was leading 
him through the wilderness of this world:

Far, far above your thought
His counsel shall appear,
When fully he the work has wrought 
That caused your needless fear.
Leave to his sovereign will 
to choose and to command;
With wonder filled, you then shall own 
How wise, how strong his hand.


