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Text 
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. 
23 

When they came to Marah, they could not drink its water because it 

was bitter. (That is why the place is called Marah.) 
24 

So the people grumbled against Moses, saying, "What 

are we to drink?" 
25 

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. There the LORD made a decree and a law for them, 

and there he tested them. 
26 

He said, "If you listen carefully to the voice of the LORD your God and do what 

is right in his eyes, if you pay attention to his commands and keep all his decrees, I will not bring on you 

any of the diseases I brought on the Egyptians, for I am the LORD, who heals you." 
27 

Then they came to 

Elim, where there were twelve springs and seventy palm trees, and they camped there near the water. 

 

Introduction 
The Israelites have gotten saved and baptized and have started singing worship 

music… that’s it right?  Nooo… there’s so much more to come.  Maybe you’ve somehow 

thought that Christians are about getting their sins forgiven and then waiting around for 

heaven.  But actually God has in mind a program of total character renovation.  Not just 

behavior modification, but heart transformation.  That process is generally called 

sanctification. 

We’re going to see as we travel through the desert with these Israelites that they 

were a bunch of rotten, fickle, self-centered, complaining, back-stabbing, annoying 

people.  They certainly weren’t flawless or paragons of faith.  Maybe that’s your 

impression of Christians too (hypocritical, joyless, judgmental, angry).  But far from 

being an objection to Christianity I think that’s a wonderful invitation.  It means you can 

be a part of it too! 

Seriously, though, have you ever been to a condo board meeting?  I’ve been to a 

few and it reminded me that the church doesn’t have a corner on cantankerous folks.  I 

talked with a guy once at a coffee shop that said he could never be a part of Christianity 

because its leadership was too corrupt and controlling.  The more I talked to him I found 

out that he spent several years highly involved with a local Buddhist organization until he 

had a falling out and dispute with the leadership over the way they were using power.  

And I suggested to him that maybe the problem is a universal problem and it lies within 

all human beings. 

Christianity is the only religion that welcomes people who are thoroughly messed 

up and says you can be accepted by God as you are on account of Christ.  You don’t have 
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to attain a certain level of virtue to be a part of this.  And so as you might imagine, the 

church will always be full of people who aren’t always the most put together or enjoyable 

to be around. 

But it’s also a place where God is working to bring those character flaws to light 

and change them.  You don’t change yourself to get in, but once you’re in God begins to 

change you.  We’ll be looking at some elementary principles of this process together 

today.  And what we’ll see is just this: God brings healing. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Test 
In case you’re just joining us, we’ve been going through the story of the Exodus 

bit by bit for the last several months.  We’ve seen God come to his people’s rescue and 

dramatically redeem them from slavery Egypt and lead them out free and rich.  I 

remarked earlier when we saw how God led the Israelites right up against the sea that 

God regularly, intentionally, and lovingly brings his people into situations where they 

will be tested.  I don’t know if I used that exact word then, but that’s the very word we 

see used in v. 25 of today’s text.  Here God ‘tested’ his newly redeemed people.  He’s 

doing it again.  If you want to test the strength of steel you try to bend it.  If you want to 

test a structure you put weight on it.  Likewise, if you want to test a person you put them 

under pressure.  You put them in a place where circumstances weigh on them and you see 

what happens. 

As in this case you let them get tired and thirsty and see how they act.  I don’t 

think this is saying that the Israelites had no liquids for 3 days.  It’s probably just that 

their canteens were running low, they had been rationing, and they hadn’t found any 

place to replenish their supplies for 3 days.  So they started to feel out of control, 

unstable, threatened. 

Finally, they reached a place called Marah.  It looked promising – trees, 

vegetation… water!  But they started to draw from the well and noticed that the water 

was undrinkable.  Perhaps some harmful or just plain unappetizing minerals had leached 

into the supply from the soil.  This was not in the Israelites’ plan.  They were thoroughly 

disappointed.  How they would respond to this test would reveal what was in their hearts. 

 

The Result 

Verse 24 tells us the result of the test – “The people grumbled against Moses, 

saying, ‘What are we to drink?’”  Thus begins a segment that will run through 17:7 with 

this recurring theme of grumbling.  It gets picked up again in Numbers (i.e. ch. 14) and 

Deuteronomy (1:27) and other places throughout the OT.  Grumbling is always portrayed 

as a negative behavior, and a serious behavior – not just some ‘minor’ sin that everyone 

does.  The NT continues this identification of grumbling with sin – “Do all things without 

grumbling” (Ph. 2:14). 

So back to this concept of testing: God tested the Israelites by bringing them to a 

place where the water was brackish and what the situation revealed in them was a 

grumbling spirit.  I’ve used this analogy before, but probably very few of you were here 

so I’ll use it again.  The first time I did it I actually used a prop – a container of bottled 

water.  Imagine an Ice Mountain bottle except imagine that along the bottom of the bottle 
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there’s an inch of sediment.  The top part looks pretty clear, but settled at the bottom is 

mud. 

Now, what if that bottle got bumped, dropped, and rolled around a little bit, 

shaking it up.  Then it got kicked up against the wall and slowly the muck got worked up 

to the point that it was disgusting and foaming and then someone stepped on it and it and 

the cap popped open and this nasty, gross brown liquid started coming out.  Question: 

would the yuckiness be due to the external pressures.  In other words: is it the fault of the 

wall that the water is not pure?  No.  These conditions just provided the occasion for what 

was really inside the bottle to come out and be revealed. 

That’s how we are as humans.  We blame our circumstances.  “If she wasn’t so 

inconsiderate, I would never…”  Hormones.  “It’s just that time of the month, I’m not 

normally a yeller…”  Lack of sleep.  “I’m a patient person, really.  It’s just that I was up 

all night last night with a crying baby…”  Our past.  “It’s not my fault that I burn through 

relationships, I didn’t have a very stable childhood.”  I’m not excusing other people’s sin 

or denying the fact that sin spins a tangled web that others can get caught in, but I’m just 

saying that we have to own up to the fact that what comes out of us when we are tested is 

what’s in us.  We have nastiness in our hearts.  These situations just give the opportunity 

for what’s really in us to surface. 

The first step of sanctification is seeing more of our sin.  God will put Christians 

in hard spots, trying relationships, stressful situations to test them.  It’s not an admittance 

exam.  Jesus already passed that test for us.  It’s a progress evaluation.  He wants to make 

us aware of those deep places of our hearts that are full of so much junk.  He doesn’t 

want us to just be content to look decent on the outside, like the bottle that’s relatively 

clear because everything has settled to the bottom.  So he stirs us up.  And all kinds of 

things come out – “from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual 

immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, 

arrogance and folly” (Mk. 7:21-22). 

There are lots of issues we could talk about, but this story is about grumbling so 

let’s think about that for awhile.  The Israelites jubilant singing so quickly turns into 

disgruntled grumbling.  “Out of the same mouth come praise and [grumbling]” (James 

3:10).  Isn’t that interesting?  Have you ever left church after worshipping God and then 

snapped at your kids in the car? 

Well, what is grumbling?  It’s complaining.  There’s a difference between 

grumbling and lament.  Lament is bringing your confusion and discouragement to God 

with honesty yet underlying trust.  Grumbling is voicing your grievance against God 

usually to other people.  You may not recognize it’s against God or vocalize it that way, 

but that’s what it is.  Griping about a grey day, for example, is a complaint against God; 

you don’t approve of the way he’s running his universe since he’s the One who “says to 

the snow, ‘Fall on the earth,’ and to the rain shower, ‘Be a mighty downpour’” (Job 

37:6). 

Grumbling is prideful.  We think we know best.  Much of the grumbling in the 

Bible and in life is directed towards those in leadership, those who make decisions that 

affect us.  And we always think if we were in that position we could do things so much 

better.  But those in authority over us are put there by God (cf. Rom. 13:1-2). 

Grumbling is a lack of thankfulness.  “Isn’t it amazing that we human beings can 

stand in front of a closet full of clothes and say we don’t have a thing to wear?  Or stand 
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in front of a refrigerator full of food and say there’s nothing to eat?”
1
  When we groan 

about our job, we’re not seeing it as a gift from God to supply our needs and a calling 

from God to meet others’ needs. 

Grumbling is self-absorbed.  We are the center of the universe.  “How can this be 

happening to ME?”  “I have so much stuff to do.  I don’t have time for this.”  “I don’t 

want to wait!”  “I’m forty years old and single!”  Ever heard that one?  Or said it?  But do 

you want a marriage in order to picture the way God relates to his people to the world, to 

die to yourself in service to another, to be tested even more so that your sanctification can 

progress…  Or do you want marriage for the status, to silence your own insecurities 

surrounding what your singleness says about you or for companionship, sex, the dream of 

fulfillment, kids that are cute and cuddly…? 

Grumbling ultimately comes from a heart that refuses to see God as truly good.  

One counselor tells this story – “I know a lady who has a very harsh husband.  In many 

ways, she has been broken by his meanness.  One day I was sharing with her the glorious 

love of the Lord.  She started pounding on the arm of her chair, saying, ‘I don’t want you 

to tell me that God loves me.  I want a husband who loves me.’”
2
  Now, if you shake 

your head in disdain at this woman, you don’t know your own heart.  We all do this.  We 

don’t really believe that God is a treasure, that God alone is eternally satisfying. 

 

The Remedy 

But God is.  And because he loves his people, he leads them into places where 

they see the arrogance, ingratitude, selfishness, and distrust in their hearts so that he can 

show them his grace.  And in so doing, he captures their hearts more and more for him.  

And in so doing, he changes them.  Think about it: how do we learn patience?  Well it 

takes time.  And it takes experiencing God’s patience with us over time. 

The tests aren’t for God to find out what’s in his people’s hearts; they’re for his 

people.  God already knows what he’s gotten himself into.  He knows his people fully 

and yet chooses them based entirely on his grace and good pleasure.  This story reveals 

the muck in the Israelites’ hearts, and the love in God’s.  He puts up with them!  He’s 

committed to them!  He provides for them.  “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” (v. 25).  God graciously gave them what they needed, despite their grumbling.  He 

showed them their sin and then his grace. 

“Modern research has told us about the moringa tree whose crushed seeds provide 

an environmentally friendly and inexpensive way to purify water”
3
 leading some to 

suspect that this tree God told Moses about had natural healing powers.  But this is 

probably a supernatural event utilizing a natural object.  The prophet Elisha did 

something similar with salt in 2 Kings 2:20-22 and it’s kind of like how Jesus used some 

mud to heal a blind man’s eyes in John 9:6.  God uses the most unsuspecting, humble 

means to spiritually reveal himself to people, like a bumbling preacher or stale bread and 

bad wine, or other fallen/broken people in community. 

 I will refrain from making too much of this and talking about how “God seems to 

specialize in trees of healing”
4
 and drawing connections to the tree Jesus was crucified 

on.  That’s the kind of irresponsible allegorizing I’ve warned against.  But I think it is 

safe to say that God can take the bitter things in a Christian’s life and turn them into 

sweet things.  A time of testing may be painful.  You may have sins in your heart exposed 
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that make you want to gag, and the fallout from their surfacing may be messy, but God is 

at work in them to teach you things that later you will look back on and say, “Those were 

some of the bitterest times of my life, but also some of the sweetest.  I wouldn’t trade 

them for the world.”  This experience for the Israelites turned out not to be their 

destruction, but an early step in their sanctification. 

Look at the end of v. 26 – God reveals himself to be Yahweh-Rophe.  The word 

means “to restore, to heal, to cure… not only in the physical sense but in the moral and 

spiritual sense also.”
5
  He says, “I am the Lord who heals.”  It’s a great picture isn’t it?  

God as the Great Physician.  We generally think of healing these days in terms of a balm 

applied to the wounds inflicted on us by others… 

Like in medicine, soul healing often requires painful tests and harsh treatments.  

“There the Lord made a decree and a law for them, and there he tested them” (v. 25).  

We’ve seen the test already that diagnosed the grumbling disease.  Now we’re introduced 

to the prescription.  This is the first mention in Exodus of decrees, laws, commands.  

That’s significant.  Many people think Christianity is about rules – do this, don’t do that.  

But in fact it’s about grace.  God has redeemed this people and pledged himself to them 

with no reference at all to rules thus far.  That’s so important.  This comes after their 

salvation, during their sanctification. 

“He said, ‘If you listen carefully to the voice of the Lord your God and do what is 

right in his eyes, if you pay attention to his commands and keep all his decrees, I will not 

bring on you any of the diseases I brought on the Egyptians, for I am the Lord, who heals 

you’” (v. 26).  God’s not taking away with his left hand what he gave with his right hand.  

He’s not saying, “You guys have to keep these rules to be my people.”  They are his 

people, not because of what they’ve done, but because of what God has done.  He has 

committed himself to them and guaranteed their future.  But now as part of this process 

of changing them he is beginning to introduce regulations into their lives – not to restrict 

them, but to heal them. 

Remember that all the plagues that God brought upon the Egyptians were physical 

manifestations of spiritual maladies.  Sin results in physical and spiritual death and 

disintegration.  Sin’s not good for you.  Here the Lord is saying that he’s committed to 

nursing them to health, giving them life.  He’s going to go after the sin that’s in their 

hearts, expose it, address it, and remove it. 

God’s laws, his commands and decrees are the Christian’s friend.  First, they 

show us more clearly what righteousness is.  Then they show us our own unrighteousness 

and lead us back to Christ fulfilling the law on our behalf.  “Without the gospel, in the 

law we only find standards unmet, and guilt without relief.”
6
  But finally, in the light of 

God’s grace his laws guide us in living for him.  The rules help us grow in grace. 

At this point God’s decrees for the Israelites were pretty simple and undeveloped.  

More are coming at Sinai.  I’m not sure exactly what is being referenced here, but 

probably the instructions about Passover and The Feast of Unleavened Bread and the 

regulations concerning the redemption of the firstborn – practices that hearken back to 

God’s great act of redemption.  For new Christians the first ‘rules’ are things like going 

to church on Sunday.  Going to church isn’t a hoop to jump through to gain God’s favor.  

It’s something you do after you have God’s favor in Christ to be reminded of it again and 

again.  Reading the Bible isn’t a requirement for becoming a Christian, but it’s a basic 

practice that Christians do to be reminded of what God’s done for them.  Commitment to 
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community isn’t what makes a Christian, but it’s in community that God remakes 

Christians… 

God gives his people things to do after they become Christians to help them grow 

in sanctification.  Disciplines, behaviors, boundaries within which to live, habits that will 

foster spiritual development, that will suffocate sin and satisfy the soul more on God.  

These are means that the Lord uses to heal his people. 

 

The Break 

 So Christians are messed up people with lots of sin still in their lives.  They don’t 

have to get rid of it to gain God’s love, but simply believe Christ took the judgment for 

their sin and in him they have God’s unfailing, unflinching love.  But because of God’s 

love he’s committed to a regimen of sanctification, a healing process for his people that 

includes tests which expose sin and duties which help replace sin.  We see all this in the 

episode of the Israelites at Marah and God’s words to them there. 

 Now look at v. 27 – “Then they came to Elim, where there were twelve springs 

and seventy palm trees, and they camped there near the water.”  Again, don’t make too 

much of the numbers 12 and 70.  It’s just saying that this was a sufficiently large oasis.  

At Elim the Israelites had it easy.  They had plenty of water.  Things were good.  The 

‘Song at the Sea’… then severe testing and seeing sin and seeing God’s patience and 

learning new things… then a glass of cool, refreshing water under a palm tree.  Do you 

see the pattern? 

 Students have finals and then Summer Break, right?  God brings tests and gives 

homework, but there are times in life when things are relaxed.  My physical therapist 

diagnosed my back problem and gave me a bunch of exercises, a big part of which is core 

strengthening.  But he said that it’s better to not exercise a muscle every day, but give it 

time to rest and grow.  This is how sanctification works.  There are times in my life when 

God tests me and it’s hard and I see new ways that my heart is twisted and ways God 

wants to address that.  But then there are times when there’s a break.  God lets up for a bit 

and let’s me just enjoy the progress we’ve made.  And then sooner or later he brings 

something else into my life that shows up yet another area I hadn’t seen in my heart that 

needs work.  Marah then Elim, then Marah then Elim.  That’s kind of the arrangement.  

It’s a process that never ends in this life. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

“Christians don’t think God will love us because we’re good, but that God will 

make us good because He loves us,” C.S. Lewis said.  Notice that this whole process 

occurs in the context of grace – God leads them to water; God wants to delight his 

people; he desires to heal them.  Awareness of this grace is how we change on the inside.  

The cycle of seeing your sin, confessing it, and experiencing his forgiveness is what 

purifies the muddy waters of our heart – “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just 

and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1Jn. 1:9).  Let’s 

spend some time obeying his command to repent.  What sins in your heart has he been 

showing up lately… 

Now let’s obey the command to “fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of 

our faith, who for the joy set before him [didn’t grumble about the agony but] endured 

the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb. 
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12:2).  He has told his followers to eat this meal in remembrance of him as a way to do 

that.  The bread symbolizing his body broken for us and the wine symbolizing his blood 

shed for us are great medicine for sin sick souls. 

 

Benediction 
To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious 

presence without fault and with great joy – to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, 

power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and 

forevermore!  Amen. (Jd. 24-25) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 21, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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