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The Wilderness Way 

Exodus 13:17-22 Pastor Tom Anderson 

Conservationist John Muir said this in 1909, ““I am losing precious days. I am degenerating into a 

machine for making money. I am learning nothing in this trivial world of men. I must break away and get 

out into the mountains to learn the news.” Have you become a money-making machine? Or a money-

spending machine? The Hebrew people had been living in Egyptian slavery for more than 400 years. 

Their whole life had been defined by an ideology of production. Every day was just another quota for 

brick making. So it is today. Our consumer society is driven by the lust for higher numbers in hard drives, 

clicks, likes, tweets, meetings, salaries, housing, investments, clothes, sports and vacations. I dare say all 

of this consumption is not far from meeting an Egyptian brick quota. Consumerism leads inevitably to 

slavery. Trapped and addicted, modern people live in a vicious cycle of production and consumption. 

There is never enough. Muir is right! We are losing precious days! We are degenerating! We must break 

away and get into the mountains, head for the wilderness. 

This is exactly where God leads the newly freed slaves. “… God led the people around by the way of 

the wilderness…” (Ex 13:17-18) Only in the wilderness could God re-educate, reinvent and recreate 

these slaves. God got the slaves out of Egypt now he needed to get Egypt out of the slaves. God has to 

get the Egyptian consumerism out of us! We are more than clothes hangers. We are more than the 

numbers on our report cards. We are more than the numbers we put on our 1040s. We are more than 

containers into which we shovel food and drink. What we truly are we can’t learn from this world of 

production and consumption. What we truly are as human beings we can only learn from God. We must 

go to the wilderness. We must go to the mountain of God. Jesus said as much to his disciples in Mark 

6:31, “come away to the wilderness all by yourselves and rest a while.” O Christian, you must do this 

every day. Leave screens of consumption and get with Jesus. Let Jesus tell you who you really are. 

There is another reason why God led the people into the wilderness. It is summed up in 1Corinthians 

10:13, “God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation 

he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure.” God knows that these slaves 

are so demoralized in spirit that they could never stand up to the adversity of war. God knows they not 

only lack the character, they lack the weapons and they are encumbered with children, flocks and herds. 

They are not ready for this kind of trial and so God saves them from it.  

God will spare you as well. But recall that the early Christians rejoiced in their sufferings because it 

meant that God had approved of their strength of character. James 1:2, “Count it all joy, my brothers, 

when you meet trials of various kinds…” The apostles rejoiced in being arrested and mistreated 

“because they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name.” It was a measure of his faith in 
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them! A football coach knows not to put the small guys on the offensive line, they’ll be knocked over 

and trampled. He puts the big boys there because he knows they can take it. So if you find yourself 

battered, rejoice! Coach believes in you and he put you there because he knows you are worthy of it. 

In the wilderness the faith of the people will be tried. The will learn what God’s lesson to Paul, “My 

grace is sufficient for you, my power is made perfect in weakness.” (2 Cor 12:9)  

There is a strange note in verse 19, “Moses took the bones of Joseph with him.” Actually this refers 

to the bones of Joseph and all his 11 brothers. Acts 7:15 says, “And Jacob went down into Egypt and he 

died, he and our fathers, and they were carried back…” The promises made in Genesis come true in the 

Exodus. These two books of scripture are bound tightly as promise and fulfillment. But of all the things 

you might pack in a hurry to leave, why would you pack the bones of your ancestors?  

Nearly a century ago during the great Depression, the Tennessee Valley Authority was formed to 

build hydroelectric dams all over the South. Many farms and small towns in the river valleys were 

displaced as the waters would cover them in the newly formed reservoirs. Although each family was 

compensated by the government, one stubborn old hillbilly farmer refused to move. An agent was 

dispatched to his cabin to find out why. The grizzled old man pointed at the fire burning in the hearth, 

“You see that fire? It was lit by my great-great-great grandmother who built this cabin in 1770. It has 

been burning ever since and I am not going to be the one who puts it out.” They cut a deal to move the 

entire chimney with the fire still burning in it up the hill to their new location. The bones of Joseph 

represent the living fire of faith that has been burning for centuries. It is important that we never put 

out the fire! That is why we say the Apostle’s Creed. That is why we pray the Lord’s Prayer. That is why 

we still teach our children the Ten Commandments. That is why we baptize new believers. That is why 

we celebrate Holy Communion. These are not empty rituals. These are the living fires of the past! One of 

the great dangers of the modern world is that we live in the vacuum of the present. We judge our 

generation to be so superior that the past has nothing to offer us. This is what C.S. Lewis called 

“chronological snobbery.” There’s an old saying: Never tear down a fence until you know why it was put 

up in the first place. The Hebrew people needed to leave Egypt but God did not want them to leave their 

legacy. We are not free to leave the past behind because the church includes all those who have died. 

Our dead members still have voice and vote. They speak through our tradition and the tradition is at 

least as important as anything the living have to say. The Christian faith is not ours to change. It falls to 

each new generation to “contend for the faith that was delivered once for all to the saints.” (Jude 3) 

Without bones, a body becomes mush. Without the faith of the saints before us, the church is mush. 
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Carrying with them the bones of the past, the people are led by a pillar of fire and smoke. What kind 

of fire and smoke is this? It is unearthly. It is light from another world. It is not light from this world that 

you can see with your eyes. It is light from another world that can only be apprehended through faith. 

I’m here to tell you that this pillar of fire has not gone away! The chapter closes with the notice that the 

pillar did not depart. It has only become more sharply focused in Jesus Christ who said, “I am the light of 

the world, whoever follows me will not walk in darkness but will have the light of life.” (Jn 8:12) Jesus 

Christ is the pillar of fire! He is here now. He led the Hebrew people in the wilderness. He led you into 

this building this morning and if you will have him he will lead you out of this place to serve him in the 

week ahead. Many people say that “seeing is believing” but in the Bible, believing is seeing.  

God never leaves his people without guidance. We have the Bible which is the written Word of God 

for us. We have the “bones of Joseph” which is the witness of the saints before us. We have the Holy 

Spirit who is the living presence of Jesus Christ—the light of the world. Many people say they can’t 

accept the fantastic story about a pillar of fire but that is because they can’t see the same light that is 

guiding the church today. But if you are walking in the light of Christ today, it’s no problem to see that 

the Hebrew people walked through the wilderness led by the very same light! This is not a question of 

science. It’s a question of faith. We’re not talking about earthly fire. We speak of light from heaven.  

I have been guided by this light all my days. I remember many years ago being depressed about my 

ministry and the problems of my church. I got to the point where I picked up the newspaper to read 

through the employment section just to see if there was anything else out there that I could do. I went 

to bed and awoke the next morning still thinking about what I might put on my resume. I read my Bible 

and my lesson was from Isaiah 6 about the prophet’s call to ministry. Isaiah objects that he is a man of 

unclean lips and so an angel takes a coal of fire from the altar and touches it to his lips, symbolically 

purifying and equipping Isaiah to preach. I closed my Bible and go for a morning jog still pondering my 

options. Then something happened that I never experienced and it’s never happened again. I sucked a 

wasp into my mouth and he stung me right on the lip. It swelled up like a ripe tomato and my kids 

laughed at me. But I knew this was no accident. The bee was an angel. The light from another world had 

shown on me. I put away the thoughts about the want-ads. I was still in the wilderness but now I was 

sure what direction to go.  

You say, “That’s nice for you. But nothing like that has ever happened to me.” Yet it wouldn’t have 

happened for me either if I never opened my Bible that morning. You’ll never see anything with your 

eyes shut. Go into the wilderness! Open the Book! Meet Christ the Light of the World. 


