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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 When we last left Israel the people were on the eastern shore of the 

Red Sea singing and dancing because of the tremendous victory of their God 

over the wicked forces of Egypt.   

Sing to the Lord, 
for he is highly exalted. 
The horse and its rider 

he has hurled into the sea. 

As we come to our lesson tonight we find that three days have passed and 

within those three days everything has changed.  We have gone from 

celebration to dirge, from joy to bitterness.  Now before we get to the lesson 

itself and see what has happened, it seems to me that because with their 

entering into the wilderness we have a new stage in the history and life of 

Israel, we have an opportune time to review just what the Book of Exodus is 

about.   Exodus is, of course, ancient history, but we always need to 

remember that it is not only ancient history.  The Book of Exodus also paints 

a picture of the Christian life today.  You are in the pages of this book.  It 

describes who you are, the situations you face day by day and the workings 

of the God who is sovereign in your life. 
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 We have gone over this territory before, but I want to recap it briefly.  

The physical rescue of the Israelites from the Egyptian house of bondage is 

an earthly picture of a present spiritual reality.  One: We have in Pharaoh a 

type of Satan.  He stands for that old murderer and accuser.  Pharaoh was 

unalterably opposed to the true God and he was the vicious oppressor of 

God's people.  He had nothing but hatred for them and wanted them 

destroyed.  The same is true of the opponent we face today.  Two: We have 

in the physical slavery of the Israelites a picture of the spiritual misery and 

wretchedness of the man enslaved to sin.  Like the Israelite, he too is in 

chains too strong to break.  He has no chance of escaping.  All he can do is 

suffer and cry out.  Three: We have in Moses a type of Christ.  Moses is 

commissioned by God.  He comes from the Father to his people and does 

what his people cannot do themselves--he breaks their chains and sets them 

free with mighty signs and wonders.  Moses' earthly work to rescue his 

people is a picture of the much greater spiritual reality that we see when the 

Lord Jesus comes to rescue his people from the kingdom of darkness and 

death and bring them into the kingdom of light and life.  We have, then, in 

the rescue from Egypt a picture of God's salvation freely given to the people 

he has chosen and purchased--purchased and kept save through the shedding 

of the blood of the Passover Lamb, emblematic of the blood of Jesus Christ.   
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 Now what we see beginning tonight as the Israelites enter the 

wilderness is no less a part of God's salvation than their going through the 

Red Sea to escape from Egypt.    Think of it this way.  When God separates a 

people to himself, making them his own, he does more than redeem them 

with the precious blood of Jesus Christ and give them the clean clothes of 

righteousness to wear so that they might draw near to him in worship.  He 

also promises them a wonderful inheritance.  There was a Promised Land for 

the children of Israel just across the Jordan River.  It was a picture of the 

Promised Land that awaits us on the other side of this life, a picture of that 

city not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.  But it is clear that before 

the Israelites get to Canaan they will have to go through the wilderness, just 

as it is clear that before we get to heaven we will have to go through the 

wilderness too, what Bunyan called "the wilderness of this world."   

 Now there are two main reasons for this.  First, the trials and testings 

that we find in the wilderness are designed by God to make the corruption 

and weakness in our hearts very evident.  When things get difficult we can't 

hide what is inside.  It just comes out under the pressure.  And so we are 

humbled by our trials and in humility we are made to learn again the lesson 

of our utter dependence upon God.  It is interesting how soon we can forget 

that lesson.  As we will see in the story tonight, the Israelites forgot it in 
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three days.  It took them three days to go from celebrating the victory of the 

Lord to grumbling against his servant.  If you think you might do better, just 

remember the last time you had a really bad toothache.   

 And second, the trials and testings we go through in the wilderness are 

designed to make the love and grace of God all the more evident.  God leads 

his people through the wilderness.  He shows them their sin and their 

weakness.  And he makes known his love and grace by faithfully upholding 

and preserving them.   The need and dependence God's people display in the 

wilderness provide the canvas upon which our Lord beautifully displays his 

grace.  It is in the wilderness we see best how God is not only with us but is 

for us as well.  You can sum it up this way.  The wilderness testing gives us a 

true revelation of ourselves, showing us our weakness and our sin--and it 

reveals to us the gracious, faithful and loving ways of God.   

 All that being said, let's now turn to the lesson and see what has 

transpired with the Israelites since we traveled with them last. 

 Then Moses led Israel from the Red Sea and they went into the 
Desert of Shur.  For three days they traveled in the desert without 
finding water.  When they came to Marah, they could not drink its 
water because it was bitter.  (That is why the place is called Marah.)   

"Then Moses led Israel from the Red Sea."  This phrase in the Hebrew is 

unusual and it literally means, "Moses caused Israel to set out from the Red 
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Sea."  It may be that the Israelites were lax or slow in departing from the 

Red Sea region.  Perhaps they were basking in the glory of their deliverance 

from the Egyptians.  It reminds me of Peter on the Mount of Transfiguration.  

Peter, along with James and John, were given a vision of the Lord 

transfigured and speaking with Moses and Elijah.  The glory of the 

experience was such that Peter wanted to stay on the mountaintop.  He 

thought it would be a good idea to set up tents for the Lord and the two 

ancient prophets of God.  Jesus told him "no", for there was work to do 

down in the valley.   

 Let me make an application.  There are times in the Christian life 

when we "go to the mountaintop."  Spiritual riches are poured out.  These 

times can be so glorious that we want to hang on to them for dear life.  And 

when they pass, we want to recapture that same sort of experience all over 

again.  Beloved, that is not what these blessings are about.  They are meant 

to encourage us.  They are meant to bless us.  And God grants them to us 

because we will need to remember them when the desert sun gets blistering 

and our thirst builds and the battle of daily living seems to be so hard.  God 

the Father spoke to Jesus at the time of his baptism, just before the Lord 

endured the temptation in the wilderness.  God the Father spoke to Jesus on 

the Mount of Transfiguration just before Jesus turned his face to Jerusalem 
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and made the journey to the cross.  God the Father spoke to Jesus and some 

say it thundered just before Jesus declared the time for him to be glorified 

had come.  We are not above our Master.  Intensely joyful spiritual 

experiences are not meant to be our daily fare while we are in this world; 

they are a foretaste of what is to come to those who run the race to the end. 

 Moses leads his people into the Desert of Shur.  "Shur" means "wall" 

and, most likely, it refers to a series of fortifications that the Egyptians built 

up in order to protect their borders from outside invaders.  It indicates here 

that the Israelites are leaving the confines of the civilized world and are 

entering into the wilderness.  It is here the Israelites find themselves in 

difficulty.  Three days into their journey they find themselves without water.  

Their supplies have run out and although they get to the wadi where there is 

a well, the springs are bitter--a word that indicates they are poisonous rather 

than simply foul tasting.  I read this last week in a sermon.  It captures how 

desperate the situation had become: 

 Imagine yourself as a mother and here you are in the 
wilderness, in the heat of the wilderness, and you've found no water 
for your babies for three days and what supplies you had are now 
exhausted and you fear the grief of watching your children dehydrate 
and die in the hot desert before your very eyes.  The trial that Israel is 
facing is real, and before we scold them too quickly for their response 
to it, let's realize that reality of the trial within the shadow of this great 
national victory. 
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Now remember: this is not just ancient history.  It is a picture of life today.  

And the lesson is this: there is nothing in the wilderness of this world that 

can sustain the people of God.  A. W. Pink put it this way: 

 There is nothing down here which can in any wise minister to 
that life which we have received from Christ.  The pleasures of sin, 
the attractions of the world, no longer satisfy.  The things which 
formerly charmed, now repel us.  The companionships we used to find 
so pleasing have become distasteful.  The things which delight the 
ungodly only cause us to groan.  The Christian who is in communion 
with his Lord finds absolutely nothing which will or can refresh his 
thirsty soul.  For him the shallow cisterns of this world have run dry.  
His cry will be that of the Psalmist: "O God, Thou art my God; early 
will I seek Thee; my soul thirsteth for Thee, my flesh longeth for 
Thee, in a dry and thirsty land, where no water is (PS. 63:1).   

 When the people found themselves in such dire straits, this was their 

reaction: "So the people grumbled against Moses, saying, 'What are we to 

drink?'"  This is the first time the word "grumble" appears in the Bible, but it 

won’t be the last.  We will find it over and over again in Exodus, Numbers 

and Joshua.  Now this grumbling is more than simply complaining.  

Whenever this word is used it indicates a rebellious attitude of the people 

against their God-appointed leaders and, more important, against God 

himself.  Beloved, every complaint against our circumstances--every 

grumble about the weather, about the way someone treats us, about the 

government, about our daily trials, is a grumble against the one who, as Paul 

tells us, "works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will."   
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 The people grumbled.  Why?  There is only one answer possible.  

They took their eyes off the Lord and tried to walk by sight rather than by 

faith.  They were acting foolishly, living as if there were no God.  After the 

way the Lord had worked his wonders in Egypt and after the way he had 

delivered his people at the Red Sea, destroying the armies of Pharaoh at the 

same time, it ought to have been evident to the Israelites that God was with 

them and for them.  But here, just three days later, they seem to have 

forgotten.  Moses, however, has not forgotten.  He does what the people 

ought to have done.  Moses cried out to the Lord.  And the Lord answered in 

mercy.  Never be afraid to cry out to the Lord for help.  Never be ashamed to 

seek his mercy.  Never think your circumstances disqualify you from his 

kindly regard.  Cry out to him with your whole heart and ask for grace and 

who knows--he might stoop down in love and fill your heart with peace.  He 

is a mighty Saviour for mighty sinners.   

 One of the best illustrations of this is found in Psalm 107.  I am going 

to read a few portions of it, skipping from here to there, but you will get the 

point. 

Some wandered in desert wastelands, 
Finding no way to a city where they could settle. 

They were hungry and thirsty 
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And their lives ebbed away. 
Then they cried out to the Lord in their trouble, 

And he delivered them from their distress. 

Some sat in darkness and deepest gloom, 
Prisoners suffering in iron chains, 

For they had rebelled against the words of God 
And despised the counsel of the Most High. 

So he subjected them to bitter labour; 
They stumbled and there was no one to help. 
Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, 

And he saved them from their distress. 

Some became fools through their rebellious ways 
And suffered affliction because of their iniquities. 

They loathed all food 
And drew near the gates of death. 

Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, 
And he saved them from their distress. 

Others went out on the sea in ships; 
They were merchants on the mighty waters…. 

He spoke and stirred up a tempest 
That lifted high the waves. 

…in their peril their courage melted away…. 
Then they cried out to the Lord in their trouble, 

And he brought them out of their distress. 

 Cry out to the Lord in your distress; this is the gateway to the mercy 

of God.  Look what happened when Moses called out that day: 

 Then Moses cried out to the Lord, and the Lord showed him a 
piece of wood.  He threw it into the water, and the water became 
sweet. 
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The "wood" here was not a plank; it was a tree.  And when Moses threw it in 

the water, the water became sweet to drink.  The people were saved.  Now 

what was it that the Lord showed Moses?  What does the "tree" point to?  It 

points to the person and the work of our Saviour.  First, there are several 

passages in the Bible that liken our Lord to a tree.  Psalm 1 says of Jesus, the 

blessed and righteous man of God, that "he is like a tree planted by streams 

of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither.  

Whatever he does prospers."  In the Song of Songs the Beloved of the Lord 

says of him, "Like an apple tree among the trees of the forest is my lover 

among the young men.  I delight to sit in his shade and his fruit is sweet to 

my taste.  He has taken me to the banquet hall, and his banner over me is 

love."  Rest yourself in Christ and you will find him sweet; you will be 

refreshed by him and strengthened to meet the challenges of the day. 

 But the "tree" also speaks of the work of Christ--of the cross.  Peter 

put it this way in his First Letter: "He himself bore our sins in his body on 

the tree, so that we might die to sins and life for righteousness; by his 

wounds you have been healed."  You can think of it this way.  Only the cross 

of Christ can make what is bitter to us sweet.  Jesus takes the bitterness of 

our sin and replaces it with the sweetness of forgiven sin.  Jesus takes the 

bitterness of suffering and turns it into the sweetness of fellowship with him.  
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Jesus takes the bitterness of persecution and makes it sweet.  When the 

Sanhedrin persecuted the apostles shortly after Pentecost, "the apostles left 

the Sanhedrin rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering 

disgrace for the Name [Of Jesus].  When Paul and Silas were in prison, 

having been beaten, flogged and put in chains, they sang songs at midnight, 

for they too rejoiced to suffer for the name of the Lord.  Beloved, Jesus even 

takes the bitterness of death and makes it a doorway to glory in his 

everlasting kingdom.   

 There are times in our life when the wells run dry.  There are other 

times when the waters are bitter.  But whatever the circumstances, it is God 

who reigns and God keeps his promises and God who leads us home.  Cry 

out to him in humility, acknowledging your dependence and need and he 

will make the bitter sweet and turn your grumblings back into songs of 

praise.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.
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