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I. Intro:  Picture a scene with me, as we conclude summer 
vacation season 
You’re on a road trip with your family and you need to stop, stretch and eat somewhere. You’re 

at a new restaurant you’ve never been to before. You’re very hungry, but you also have hours 

more driving ahead of you. You consider something sensible, like the cranberry grilled chicken 

salad, or a cod filet with steamed vegetables, but you’re not sure that will satisfy you. Did I 

mention that you’re VERY hungry? 

 

Then your eye skimming the menu is hopelessly caught by what sounds like heaven on a brioche 

bun:  a mound of slow-roasted brisket with bacon, sharp cheddar, barbecue sauce, grilled 

mushrooms and the piece de resistance -- a few onion rings topping it off.  You gotta have it.  

 

When the platter arrives, it looks as good as you dreamed of, but you’re caught off guard by the 

HUGE side of French fries AND potato salad that you didn’t notice comes with it.  Like a good 

frugal Mennonite you don’t want food to go to waste, so the fries are gone before you know it. 

And since you’re a generous person, you share half of the potato salad with someone else.  

 

But on the way back out to the car, the magnitude of your consumption literally starts to settle in. 

You are WAY beyond satisfied … you hope that your ornery younger brother doesn’t poke you 

with a pin just to watch the explosion. And that’s just the simple quantity of food hitting you. 

The gut contortions you’re about to feel from all that fried food have not even begun to kick in!  

 

So what happened? That delectable-sounding dish that you just couldn’t bypass … left you 

seriously considering getting a gastric bypass! The object of your desire, promising to send you 

down the road filled and content, ended up leaving you groaning in discontent. 

 

Has something like this ever happened to you? I’ll tell you, any autobiographical resemblance to 

this hypothetical story has, unfortunately, more than a grain of truth to it.  

II. So as we conclude our Birds of the Bible series with the 
quail … human desire features prominently 

A. It seems always wanting something bigger or better or 
different from what we have is a universal human trait 

1. And the Israelite slaves, now freed from Egypt and wandering in 
the desert, were no exception 

2. With my little story about food fresh in our minds, I invite you to 
listen briefly to part of a whimsical Keith Green song, to help us enter 
this biblical story   [So you wanna go back to Egypt sound clip 1:56] 

B. This morning we’ll examine what the quail, at least in this 
story, reveals about human nature and about who God is 

1.  But before we do that, I want to note how Liz already gave us 
some helpful introductory facts about quail as they pertain to the 
story of the manna & the quail 
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2. As she said, Middle Eastern quail are the only quail that migrate, 
given their heavy bodies and small wings 

a) but storms over the Mediterranean Sea are very likely to blow them off 

course as they head from Europe and Asia down to winter in Africa 

(1) After the hard work of all that night-time flying, they often 

spend a whole day or more resting up to continue the journey. 

(2) Quail usually use camouflage to blend into their surroundings, 

so they tend to stay put when they are approached.  

(3) Like other game birds, quail prefer to walk where they need to 

go, so they often only take flight suddenly when someone walks 

very near.  

(4) If you’ve ever been startled by a pheasant bursting into flight 

only 5 feet away from you, you know what that’s like 

b) In other words, tired quail in large dense flocks would be easy 

pickings for hungry humans to catch 

C. And hungry the Israelites were … or at least hungry for 
something more than manna 

1. Our story in the book of Numbers shows God’s people sadly 
recalling all the meat and the juicy fruits and veggies they used to fill 
up on back in Egypt.  

a) Really? NOT!! These people were slaves! 

b) Don’t forget that Pharaoh refused to give them even enough straw to 

make bricks for their hard labor to benefit the Egyptian empire. Do you 

really think Pharaoh fed them well? 

2. The story we just heard reveals the delusion the Israelites were 
living under 

a) In their nostalgia, they’re looking at their past oppression through 

rose-colored glasses, pining for some “good old days” that never existed in 

reality 

b) They are being delusional, and God knows it!  

(1) So God oversupplies them with the meat that they crave 

(2) “You want meat? I’ll give you meat. I’ll give you enough meat 

that it comes out your nostrils! You’ll have so much meat you’ll 

choke on it!” 

3. But this is where it’s important to step back slightly from Numbers 
11 & realize there’s another version of this story in the Bible, one 
that reads a little differently.  
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4. As I’ve said before, the Bible does not always present only one 
narrative and only one image of God or God’s people. 

III.  Exodus chapter 16 tells us the same story, but the details 
actually vary some from what we heard in Numbers 

A. I’d like to highlight a few of these differences briefly: 

1. In Exodus, the quail is part of God’s immediate response to the 
people’s complaining … ie, manna + quail are a package deal. But in 
Numbers, the quail come later, after the people have had manna for 
some time, gotten used to it, and begun complaining about it 

2. So the good news of God’s gracious provisions actually sounds 
different in these 2 accounts. It comes across differently: 

a) In Exodus “manna and quail” is all great news!  

b) But in Numbers, the quail is a mixed blessing. They have quail coming 

out their nostrils, which is not so good news! 

3. Thirdly, this gives us somewhat different images of God 

a) Again in Exodus, God appears as this wonderful benefactor, all loving 

abundance, providing bread in the morning & meat in the evening 

b) But in Numbers, God does not protect them from their own excesses. 

Here God is generous with both manna and quail, but there’s a bit of an “I 

told you so” edge to God, if we’re honest. 

B. And there’s one more difference, which is perhaps the most 
interesting of all, and that’s what the manna tasted like 

1. In Exodus, it says manna tasted like wafers made with honey.  

a) That’s very interesting because Numbers has manna tasting like 

something cooked with olive oil 

b) The Hebrew in this verse is hard to translate precisely because it could 

be “juice of oil” or “dainty bits with oil”. Either way, it doesn’t sound like 

wafers made with honey to me! 

2. As I learned from author Debbie Blue, this difference matters 

a) The ancient Jewish rabbis used to write exhaustive commentaries & 

teachings on the Torah passages … commentaries that were called 

midrash 

b) The Jewish midrash writers quickly noticed the differences in the 

descriptions of how manna tasted.  

c) They concluded that manna must be a miraculous food, able to assume 

any taste a person desired!  
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d) Now I’m not going to argue that we can prove this midrash 

interpretation is true, but for the moment let’s assume it is. So think about 

if this were true about manna: 

(1) If you prayed for manna & wanted Italian pasta, the manna 

God gave would taste like spaghetti bolognesi 

(2) If your children wanted dessert, the manna would taste like 

cupcakes. 

(3) If you were actually desiring something cheap, something 

temporary or meaningless … (Did anybody go for cotton candy or 

fried Snickers @ the Fair?) … Well 

(a) If that’s what you wanted when you desired manna, that’s 

what it would taste like.  

(b) God would say, “Go ahead!” Now it might not be satisfying 

or good for you, but God would not deny you the manna. 

3. What if the actual effect of the provisions & resources God made 
available to you was not dependent on God’s generosity, but rather 
it depended on what’s feeding the desires of your heart? 

a) In that case healthy things and unhealthy things are always available 

for your consumption 

b) But whether the outcome of what you take in is good for you or not 

depends on the condition of your heart, on your inner spirit 

c) I’ll let you chew on that manna for a little bit … 

IV. Let’s turn finally to what lessons we may learn from the 
gift of the quail to the Israelites in the wilderness 

A. Traditionally, this Bible story has been presented as about the 
evils of greed & what greed can do to us if we want too much 

B. But what if the sin of the wanderers in this story was not in desiring 
too much?  Thanks to Pastor Debbie Blue, I’m asking, “What if the 
Israelites’ sin was two-fold:  desiring too little, and desiring the 
wrong things?” 

1. What if their sin was desiring too little, in terms of lack of 
imagination & lack of sharing God’s vision of sufficiency when you 
are led by God? 

a) Remember this story comes immediately after the Exodus from Egypt. 

The manna and quail story is about their lack of trust in God 

(1) But even after those incredible miracles, they were still out in a 

vast dry wilderness.  
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(2) The big “magic shows” were awesome, but could God now 

sustain them hour by hour when their tummies rumbled and their 

throats were parched? 

b) The root sin in the story was not too much earthly desire, but rather it 

was not enough godly desire … a failure to “look through heaven’s eyes” 

2. But that’s not the only sin of the people. It wasn’t just a feeble 
lack of imagination, but it was also about desiring the wrong things! 

a) The mindset of the Israelites was so deeply formed and warped by 400 

years of dependence on Pharaoh, that the only supreme authority really 

governing their lives was the tyrant king who oppressed them 

(1) Generations of living as slaves had left them obsessed with 

food for survival and with security issues 

(2) They had become so desperate for material safety and security, 

that even when freed from slavery, they constructed a false 

positive memory of what enslaved life was like 

(3) They preferred going back to a familiar place, than going 

forward to a better place that God was leading them 

b) In other words, the God of Jacob & Joseph was functionally a distant 

memory, a relic of the past for them. 

c) The people had learned to desire things that could not truly satisfy 

them, when only a radical trust in God would really be fulfilling 

C.  So the quail in this biblical wilderness story can be symbols 
to us of the sin of desiring too little, or desiring the wrong things 

V.  Now after more than 3000 years of human progress, we Xians 
today have surely learned better how to align our desires 
with God’s desires, haven’t we? Sadly, I don’t think so … 

A. Like those ancient Israelites, sometimes we desire too little. How? 
Our lack of divine imagination in accordance with the kingdom 
of God is revealed in … 

1. Our overreliance on political parties and politicians to bail us out 
of our earthly problems 

2. Our not praying and trusting in God when we face stressful 
financial difficulties 

3. Our not trusting God to provide resources for reconciliation, 
courage and respectful dialogue as we face conflicts in our personal 
lives or in church … Instead we retreat to our own corners, or we lob 
word bombs at those we disagree with 
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B. And like those freed slaves, do we ever have misplaced desires for 
things that won’t truly satisfy? Like every day. You can see 
misplaced desire in … 

1. Our fishing for compliments and approval from others, when our 
worth in God’s eyes is not enough for us. 

2. The use of pills & joints & booze to make us feel OK about 
ourselves 

3. Accessing pornographic images instead of seeking true intimacy 
with our spouse 

4. Our American obsession with guns, which replace relying on God 
for our security 

5. The extra food we keep eating when we’re not even hungry, 
because we can’t stand any feeling of neediness 

6. Reaching for the radio or our playlist in every free moment, 
because extended silence would mean having to listen to our own 
inner voice (and God’s) 

7. Our compulsive need to work or be useful, because we have no 
identity outside of what we can do or produce 

8. I could go on with our misplaced desires, but perhaps I’ve 
managed to step on just about everybody’s toes … 

VI. Conclusion 

A. So my friends, what will you remember about the quail as a 
biblical bird? 

1. Perhaps quail in the Bible will be a sobering reminder of how 
badly desire can enslave and misdirect you … 

2. Although that is true, I don’t want that rather depressing reality to 
be the last word in our Birds of the Bible series 

B. Instead, let the quail remind you of an incredibly giving God 
who goes to great lengths to provide you with what you need  

1. Let it be a symbol of God’s unbelievably patient love for you 

2. Even when you run after things that aren’t good for you, or when 
you twist God’s good provisions into crude substitutes channeled for 
your own misplaced desires, God keeps sending those provisions 

3. Indeed, the loving, eternally giving and unfathomable heart of 
God is something we saw throughout the various birds of this series 
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a) From the unmerited favor God gives the tiny sparrow … all the way to 

the great mysteries of life that the enormous ostrich reminds you God 

knows but you won’t …  

b) The eye of God is lovingly attending to you, even more than to those 

ravens that Jesus invited you to consider 

C. As you “consider the birds” this week, let your desires be 
deeply shaped by that divine love and may you hunger and thirst 
for that which will truly satisfy. Amen. 
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