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As Israel was about to enter the Promised Land under Joshua’s leadership, Moses recounted 
their wilderness experience and the essential lesson they learned about heeding God’s voice. 
Let us read Deuteronomy 8:1—3. Pay attention to verse 3b because it expresses the Lord’s 
pedagogical aim. 
 

(1) The whole commandment that I command you today you shall be careful to do, that 
you may live and multiply, and go in and possess the land that the Lord swore to give to 
your fathers. 
(2) And you shall remember the whole way that the Lord your God has led you these 
forty years in the wilderness, that he might humble you, testing you to know what was in 
your heart, whether you would keep his commandments or not. 
(3) And he humbled you and let you hunger and fed you with manna, which you did not 

know, nor did your fathers know, that he might make you know that man does not live by 
bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord.  

 
Consider the broader context. Exodus 16 described the provision of “bread from heaven” 
(manna, Exod 16:4), after the people “grumbled” about the limited quantity and poor quality of 
food. They glanced back wistfully to Egypt and longed for “the meat pots” and “bread” formerly 
consumed “to the full” (v. 3). In response the Lord utilized their privation as a learning 
experience by providing manna six days every week. They soon discovered with amazement 
that “whoever gathered much had nothing left over, and whoever gathered little had no lack” (v. 
18). And, though manna normally rotted within two days, God’s bread miraculously survived for 
consumption only on the Sabbath (vv. 24—30).  
 
Many years later, Moses underscored the great lesson God taught Israel through their 

wilderness journey and his miraculous supply of food and water in Deuteronomy 8. But he told 
them that, “man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by everything [every word] that 

proceeds out of the mouth of the Lord” (v. 3b). The context indicates both discursive and non-
discursive communication, both speech and deeds. Regarding the latter, Yahweh 
communicated through his “discipline” in the wilderness (v. 5) by means of “humbling,” “testing,” 
and sustenance (“clothing did not wear out,” v. 6). The Lord’s message also appeared in “the 
realm of history (exodus [in v. 14]) and in nature (water from rock [in v. 15]).” In addition, the 
expression “his mouth” sometimes indicates communication without words. For instance, from 
his mouth come “wind” (Job 15:30), “roar” (37:2), “devouring fire” (Psalm 18:8; 2 Sam 22:9), and 
his “breath” that kills (Isa 11:4). Lamentations 3:38 asks, “ Is it not from the mouth of the Most 
High that good and bad come?” 
 

On the other hand, the phrase “his [the Lord’s] mouth” is frequently associated with speech. 
From “his mouth” (Moses speaking for Yahweh) come “my words” (Deut 18:18), “instruction” 
and “words in your mind” (Job 22:22), as well as “wisdom” with “knowledge” and 
“understanding” (Prov 2:6). Job 23:12 is thematically similar to Deuteronomy 8:3, “I have not 
departed from the commandment of his lips; I have treasured the words of his mouth more than 
my portion of food.” Moreover, in this passage God spoke directly to Israel and through Moses 
his “commandment” (vv. 1, 2, 6, 11), “rules” and “statutes” (v. 11), and his “covenant that he 
swore to your fathers” (v. 18). In fact, Moses warned that Israel would perish if they did not 
“obey the voice of the Lord” (v. 20).  
 



So, the one lesson Israel had to learn and the principal purpose of the wilderness experience 
was the acquisition of critical knowledge: “Man does not live by bread alone [whatever the world 
offers], but man lives by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the Lord.”  

 
The key motive of the Lord’s discipline was enabling Israel to acknowledge God’s voice and live 
by it. To heed his voice meant life or death, flourishing or privation, knowledge or folly. Israel 
needed to understand that everything that happened to them and all they aspired to found its 

source in God. It was imperative, therefore, that they attend diligently to his voice alone. 
 

Just so, it is equally imperative that we attend to his voice alone as he speaks to us in 

scripture! 
 


