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

 As we come to our lesson tonight we find ourselves nearing the last 

stage of Israel's journey from the shores of the Red Sea to Mount Sinai, 

where God will give them the Ten Commandments.  It hasn't been an easy 

trip.  In fact, it has been a trip full of burdens, complaints and grumblings 

and as we will see tonight is no exception.  The Israelites grumbled on the 

far shore of the Red Sea when they looked up and saw the horses and 

chariots of Pharaoh bearing down upon them.  They grumbled a few days 

later, on the near shore of the Red Sea when, at the bitter waters of Mara, 

they found themselves with no water to drink.  They grumbled a month later 

when they entered the Desert of Sin, for their food ran out and they were 

persuaded they would perish.  They grumbled even though at each and every 

turn God provided for the miraculously and well. 

 As we have studied these crises over the past month, we have found 

that each time the same pattern emerges.  God puts the people to the test 

through a trial, hardship or burden.  The people react badly, grumbling and 

complaining--coming near to outright rebellion.  Moses calls upon the Lord 

for help and the Lord God reacts with grace, mercy and miraculous 

provision.  And in each case we found that those provisions were not only 
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for the physical sustenance of his people; God's provisions all carried 

spiritual lessons his children were to receive with thanksgiving and joy.  

When they were about to be crushed at the Red Sea, God's rescue of Israel 

showed them that God can and will make a way of escape and that, as Paul 

says, "God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can 

bear.  But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you 

can stand up under it."  When they were thirsty and Mara and about to 

perish, God made bitter waters sweet by having Moses throw a tree into the 

waters.  That tree was a picture of Jesus and his cross and it taught that Jesus 

Christ is the living water--a lesson that hundreds of years later a Samaritan 

woman at a well would learn--a lesson that hundreds of years after that 

people are still learning.  When the people were hunger after entering the 

desert of Sin, God provided manna from heaven.  It was not only to assuage 

their physical hunger; it was meant to teach them that they did not live by 

bread alone, but by every word proceeding from the mouth of God.  The 

whole desert experience is meant to teach them on the one hand that they are 

utterly dependent upon their God and on the other that their God is gracious 

and can be trusted to see them through any hardship or difficulty.   

 You can think of it this way.  In the desert God is teaching the 

Israelites how to worship.  Remember--God has called Israel out of Egypt in 

order that they might worship him.  That doesn't just mean that God wants to 

 3



have a group of people who will do certain liturgical rites and actions at 

particular times of the week or the year.  God is not satisfied with formal but 

empty signs and sacrifices.  He does not need the blood of goats and bulls.  

God wants a people who will worship and serve him with their whole lives, 

in good times and in bad, in seasons of grief and joy.  He wants a people 

who will worship him from the heart, in faith, by obedience, before, during 

and after their times of corporate praise.  He wants a people who will live in 

fellowship with him, walking with him in intimate communion hour by hour, 

day by day.  He wants people who worship him with all of their lives.  And 

that is what is going on out in the desert.  God is preparing his people to 

worship him, to trust that moment by moment their God is in charge and 

leading them wisely, providing for their every need in every circumstance 

and commanding that they follow in obedience, submission, good cheer 

even when, to the eyes of the world, it seems that their situation must be 

hopeless.   

 And the greatest lesson the desert experience is meant to impart is that 

ultimately Israel's life--on this side of the grave and the other--is bound up in 

God's provision of a Messiah.  These episodes paint a picture of Jesus Christ.  

He provided life-giving water through the cross; he is himself the bread of 

life.  If you partake of him you will neither hunger nor thirst throughout all 
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eternity.  Paul puts it this way in I Corinthians 10: "They all ate the same 

spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the 

spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ." 

 Well, tonight we find the Israelites camped at Rephidim.  Rephidim is 

a wadi or river bed found in the southern end of the Sinai Peninsula some ten 

miles west of Mount Sinai.  It was an oasis, but for some reason there was 

no water to be had.  We don't know why because Moses doesn't tell us.  

There may have been a drought.  It may have something to do with the 

Amalekites, a war-like tribe that we'll meet next week.  But whatever the 

circumstances, there was no water there.  Let's turn to our lesson: 

 The whole Israelite community set out from the Desert of Sin, 
traveling from place to place as the Lord commanded.  They camped 
at Rephidim, but there was not water for the people to drink.  So the 
quarreled with Moses and said, "Give us water to drink."   

Now there are a number of things for us to notice here.  First, the people 

have run out of water, so we are dealing with a very hard trial indeed.  Now I 

don't know if anyone here has ever actually been thirsty.  I don't mean thirsty 

like the thirsty you get after mowing the lawn on a hot day.  I mean swollen 

tongue, cracked-lips thirsty.  But even if we have never been thirsty in that 

sense, I imagine many of us here have had seasons when we have wondered 

what it the world God was doing in our lives--especially wondered how a 
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loving, gracious and wise God could be doing what he is doing.  We all have 

had seasons of illness and grief.  Sometimes long ones indeed.  In any event, 

the trial described here is a real one and one that cuts deep to the bone.   

 The second thing to notice is that this is no accident.  The Israelites 

are in this position because God has commanded them to travel along this 

very route.  Israel is where she is because God wants them there.  It is not an 

accident that Israel is suffering as she is; it is not by chance, but by God's 

fatherly hand that this burden had come upon her.   

 The third thing for us to note is the reaction of the people.  They cry 

out against Moses.  The Bible says that they "quarreled" with him.  The 

word "quarrel" here is an interesting one.  It has a semi-judicial meaning that 

indicates the Israelites want to haul Moses to court, level charges against 

him and put him on trial.   They are seriously frustrated and annoyed with 

Moses, close to panic because of their water situation, and just on the brink 

of taking things into their own hands.   

 Moses' answer to this was to speak the truth.  "Why do you quarrel 

with me?  Why do you put the Lord to the test?"  Now there may have been 

a more politic way to answer the people.  Moses might have said, "I 

 6



understand where you are coming from and I too feel your pain."  He might 

have said, "I know what we must do.  Let’s make a golden calf and worship 

it.  Maybe it will be able to help."  But he didn’t do that.  He spoke the plain, 

unvarnished truth.  He said, "Your quarrel is with God, not me.  You don't 

like what he has done.  You think that you can do better.  Well you can't.  

What you need to do is obey and submit to the One, true and living God.  

That is what is required of you.  Cheerful obedience.  You need to say, 

'Though he slay me, yet will I trust him.'"  It reminds me of what the Prophet 

Joel said to his people as he declared the word of the Lord to them and 

called them to repentance and obedience: 

   Rend your heart and not your garments.  Return to the Lord 
your God, for he is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and 
abounding in love, and he relents from sending calamity.  Who 
knows?  He may turn and have pity and leave behind a blessing…                   

 The people didn’t receive Moses' message well.  In fact, it made 

things worse.  Things escalated.                              

 But the people were thirsty for water there, and they grumbled 
against Moses.  They said, "Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to 
make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?" 
 Then Moses cried out to the Lord, "What am I to do with these 
people?  They are almost ready to stone me." 

The word "grumbling" here indicates that the Israelites are on the verge of 

mob action.  If something doesn't happen soon, they are going to try to lynch 
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Moses.  A revolution is going to take place any moment and Moses knows it.  

When he calls out to God, "They are almost ready to stone me," he is not 

exaggerating.  This is not hyperbole.  In fact, as we saw last week when the 

people were hungry, they are again quick to attribute the worst of motives to 

Moses.  They accuse him of wanting to see them dead.  They say, in effect, 

"You brought us here in order to watch us die.  That was your reason for all 

this deliverance stuff in the first place."   

 Now the people are undergoing a hard testing under the hand of God 

and are proving themselves to be unfaithful.  Moses is undergoing a hard 

trial too.  Not only is he suffering from thirst along with the rest of his 

people, he is also being attacked and threatened by the very people he has 

given up his rest and ease for.  He had been content to be a shepherd in the 

desert of Midian, out in the back of the desert.  He didn’t need this.  But in 

this test, Moses proved to be true and faithful.  He did in his difficulty what 

the rest of Israel ought to have done in theirs.  He called out to the Lord in 

fervent prayer and laid his difficulty at God's feet.  "Then Moses cried out to 

the Lord, "What am I to do with these people?  They are almost ready to 

stone me."   

 Let's listen to God's answer to his prayer. 
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 The Lord answered Moses, "Walk on ahead of the people.  Take 
with you some of the elders of Israel and take in your hand the staff 
with which you struck the Nile, and go.  I will stand there before you 
by the rock at Horeb.  Strike the rock, and water will come out of it 
for the people to drink." 

Here God tells Moses what to do.  First, the prophet is to go out on ahead of 

his people to Horeb.  Horeb is another name for Mount Sinai.  It is also the 

place where God had spoken to Moses at the burning bush.  Second, he is to 

take some of the elders along with him.  They will be witness to what is 

going to happen.  Third, Moses is to take along his staff.  Now notice this.  

God does not tell Moses to take his staff and go.  He tells Moses to take the 

staff "with which you struck the Nile" and go.  God specifically mentions the 

staff that had struck the Nile River.  Why?  Well remember, when Moses 

took the staff and struck the Nile River, the waters turned to blood.  They 

became undrinkable.  Now that same rod which had cursed Egypt is going to 

be used to provide water for and bless the children of Israel.   

 After telling Moses what to do, God next tells Moses what he is going 

to do.  First, he tells Moses that he is going to be there, standing before him 

by the rock at Horeb.  Now some people think that this is simply 

anthropomorphic language, using human imagery to describe the presence of 

God.  Others think that this means God will appear to Moses at Horeb in the 

cloud of glory that had been leading Israel through the desert.  I tend to think 
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the latter is correct, but in either case, God promises that he will be at Horeb 

in a special way to provide for his people.  Second, he tells Moses to strike 

the rock.  Third, he says that he is going to provide water.  And fourth, he 

says that the people are going to drink.  What is going on here?  God is 

going to continue to display his grace and mercy.  He is going to continue to 

provide for a people who are ungrateful and undeserving.   

 Now we need to get this absolutely clear.  The lesson God is teaching 

is not, "It’s okay if you disobey Me.  It's no big deal.  I am not serious about 

obedience, righteousness or repentance."  God forbid that we take such a 

lesson from here tonight.  God is absolutely serious about these things.  And 

his promise to judge and destroy those who life in disobedience is just as 

sure and true as is his promise to forgive those who come to him with a 

contrite heart.  God takes disobedience so seriously that in order to grant 

forgiveness to his people he willed that his beloved and only begotten Son 

take on human flesh and die at Calvary.  It was God's will to bruise him.  

Beloved, we must take sin with the greatest seriousness and never, ever 

suggest that it is not big deal.  Our sin put the Lord on the cross.   

 No.  This is the lesson God is teaching here.  God is saying to his 

people, "I am going to lead you to Mount Sinai.  When we are there I am 
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going to give you the Law.  When I do you will be tempted to make a 

mistake.  You might think that if you obey my commandments, then I will 

save you.  No.  No.  No.  It doesn’t work that way.  Before you ever get to 

Mount Sinai you will prove that you do not deserve salvation in any way.  I 

have tested you so that you will see you have faltered and failed every step 

of the way.  You have grumbled and complained.  You have whined and 

bellyached.  You have given yourself over to cowardice and panic even 

though time after time I have shown you signs and wonders of my power 

and love.  And yet I will bless you nevertheless, for your salvation does not 

depend on your good works but upon my covenant promise.  Before you 

receive my law you must know deep in your bones that salvation by works is 

not the salvation I offer.  My salvation is salvation by grace alone."   

 Moses struck the rock.  Water poured forth.  The people drank and 

were satisfied.  Now notice this.  As I said earlier, when God changed the 

bitter waters of Mara and made them sweet, he did so by having Moses 

throw a tree into the waters.  As we saw, that tree was a picture of Jesus, of 

who he was and of the work he had come to do at Calvary.  When God 

provided manna for the hungry bellies of his children in the desert of Sin, 

that manna was a picture of Jesus.  It taught the Israelites that just as bread 

feeds the body, so the word of God feeds the soul.  Jesus, the eternal word of 
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God, feeds the souls of all who believe on him and strengthens them unto 

eternal life.  Well, the same thing is going on here tonight.  The water that 

gushes from the rock gives us a picture of Jesus.   

 Our Lord is the rock.  He is a sure foundation on which our lives can 

be built.  The rock is struck.  That is a picture of the crucifixion.  The 

judgement that the people had earned by their grumbling and disobedience is 

a judgement that lands upon the Lord.  It causes him to suffer.  He feels the 

wrath of the full judgement of God for all of the sins of all of his people.  As 

Paul puts it, "he who knew no sin became sin."  And because our Lord was 

struck, because our Lord took upon himself the penalty, we are spared.  

More, his life giving righteousness flows to us.  For the Lord Jesus, when 

the rod of the Lord struck, it was death, even as it had been death for the 

Nile in Egypt when it turned to blood.  For the people belonging to Jesus, 

when he was struck, it was life.  It was forgiveness and cleansing and new 

life and refreshment and blessing after blessing after blessing.  And the 

glorious thing is that after three days, death could hold our Lord no longer 

and he rose victorious over sin and death and the grave.   

 Our lesson ends,  
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 So Moses did this in the sight of the elders of Israel.  And he 
called the place Massah [testing] and Meribah [quarreling] because 
the Israelites quarreled and because they tested the Lord saying, "Is 
the Lord among us or not? 

Is the Lord among us or not?  Beloved, let us never doubt it.  God shows 

himself to us in creation that day by day declares his praise.  He has shown 

himself to us more fully in the Holy Bible that teaches us everything we 

need to know for our salvation.  He meets us Sunday by Sunday in the word 

as it is preached.  He met us this morning at his Table, where we saw and fed 

upon the tokens of his sacrifice at Calvary.  So let us put aside all 

complaining.  Let us follow our Lord with determination and good cheer.  

Though we may falter, he will not.  He is faithful and true and utterly to be 

trusted.  So let us trust and obey.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.  
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