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Text 
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 no water for the people to drink. 
2 
So they quarreled 

with Moses and said, "Give us water to drink." Moses replied, "Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you 

put the LORD to the test?" 
3 
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?" 
4 

Then Moses cried out to the LORD, "What am I to do with these people? They are almost ready to stone 

me." 
5 
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. 
6 
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." So Moses did 

this in the sight of the elders of Israel. 
7 
And he called the place Massah and Meribah because the Israelites 

quarreled and because they tested the LORD saying, "Is the LORD among us or not?" 

 

Introduction 
 Alright, let’s get ourselves back into the story of the Exodus.  We’ve been looking 

at how God redeemed his people from slavery in Egypt, how he parted the waters and 

thereby baptized them in the Sea, and now they’ve been journeying through the desert.  

This last stage is analogous to the Christian’s life.  If you’re a Christian, redemption has 

happened, you’ve been initiated, but now there is a long process of growth and change.  

That’s how it works. 

 And that process is not always pleasant.  It is ‘wilderness training’, if you will.  I 

have a friend who’s in the military and he went through Ranger School.  He’s a fabulous 

story-teller and so a bunch of us guys gathered eagerly to hear him describe his 

experiences after he had graduated.  His commanders put him through the most severe 

trials (lack of sleep, maneuvering in the dark, coping with snakes, etc…).  These were 

tests of physical and mental stamina, all with the goal of strengthening them.  Christian 

spiritual formation is kind of like that.  There are differences, of course… one of them 

being that we never graduate from this school until death. 

 Here’s how the process goes: God lovingly (not sadistically or callously, but 

lovingly) puts his people through tests.  It’s not an admittance test; if you’re a Christian, 

Jesus already passed that test with top marks for you.  You don’t have to worry about 

flunking out.  These tests are progress evaluations; they show you where you are. 

The analogy I’ve been using is that of a plastic water bottle.  At first glance the 

water in it may look clear, but there’s actually sediment at the bottom.  If it gets shaken 
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and squeezed hard enough, the cap may come undone and out comes frothing nastiness.  

The external pressures merely reveal the internal realities.  This is how tests work in the 

life of a Christian – hard circumstances in life are designed to expose sin in our hearts, 

which we can then recognize, repent of, and apply God’s purifying grace to.  And in this 

manner, over time the waters of our hearts get filtered more and more. 

 Now, in case you’re skeptical that this is what has been going on in this segment 

(“It sounds interesting, but aren’t you just imposing this analogy on these stories?”), let 

me read to you what Moses said to the Israelites later on in the Pentateuch as their desert 

wanderings were coming to an end about what God had been doing with them.  

Deuteronomy 8:2 – “Remember how the Lord your God led you all the way in the desert 

these forty years, to humble you and to test you in order to know what was in your 

heart…”  All of these trials and obstacles are God’s gracious attempts to get at what was 

deep down in his people’s hearts.  Tests are in order to know what is in someone’s heart – 

the state of the water in the water bottle. 

 At the end of ch. 15 the test was a lack of water and the result was grumbling, so 

we looked at the sin of grumbling.  In ch. 16 the test was a restriction on work and the 

result was a lack of trust, so we talked about the sin of not resting.  Similarly again today 

in ch. 17 there’s a lack of water for the Israelites as they arrive at a new location.  The 

result is quite shocking, though.  How they respond to this test is to put God to the test!  

They arrogantly attempt to assume the position of being over God, accusing him of sin 

essentially.  And the remarkable thing we see here is that God allows this ‘test’ of 

himself, and in so doing we get to see what is in God’s heart.  It is absolutely 

unbelievable. 

 When we get tested what comes gushing out of us is contaminated water.  We’ve 

seen that already in Exodus and know it to be true in our lives.  But in short what we’re 

going to see today as God is put to the test is just this: God’s heart is a fountain of 

mercy. 

 

Let’s pray… [Lord, put us in our place, by showing us how you put yourself in our 

place…] 

 

God in the Dock 

 “The whole Israelite community set out from the Desert of Sin” (v. 1a).  That’s 

where they were, you may remember, in ch. 16 when God began providing the manna.  

We were told that they came there one month and a day after they left Egypt.  We’re told 

later in ch. 19 that the Israelites arrive at Sinai in the third month after they left Egypt.  

This place they settle at in ch. 17 is called Rephidim and it is the last stop before Sinai, 

sometime during their second month of freedom.  Over this whole period the Israelites 

had been “traveling from place to place as the Lord commanded” (v. 1b).  Other 

translations have “by stages.”  I like that picture.  It’s interesting to look back at your life 

with God and see how there are distinct stages or chapters and it seems that in each one 

the Lord was teaching you something different, although there’s often a common theme. 

 The common theme for the Israelites so far has been a lack of food or water.  

“They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink” (v. 1c).  How 

will they react this time?  Pray and trust God to provide, as he had in the past?  He had 

spared them the plagues, he had parted the Red Sea, he had sweetened the waters at 
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Mara, he had rained down bread from heaven and all the quail they could eat.  You think 

he might be wanting them to trust him.  But they didn’t.  Instead we read – “So they 

quarreled with Moses and said, ‘Give us water to drink’” (v. 2a). 

 The word ‘quarrel’ here is more than just a little spat.  It means to bring a charge.  

This is different than just grumbling (although v. 3 says they did that too).  This language 

“denotes formal legal proceedings”
1
  They’re filing a complaint, bringing a law suit.  In 

v. 3 they spell out the charges in more detail – “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to 

make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?”  They’re accusing Moses of 

attempted murder, or genocide really. 

 But as we’ve seen before, Moses is God’s representative, spokesman, attorney so 

to speak.  This is ultimately a case against the Lord.  And that’s what Moses says – “Why 

do you quarrel with me?  Why do you put the Lord to the test?” (v. 2b).  The end of this 

segment, v. 7, summarizes what went on there – “And he called the place Massah and 

Meribah because the Israelites quarreled and because they tested the Lord saying, ‘Is the 

Lord among us or not?’”  The great OT scholar Gerhard Von Rad remarked that these 

names – Massah and Meribah – “imply that legal cases were investigated and decided by 

ordeal there.”
2
 

Do you see what’s happening?  The Israelites are convening a court-martial to try 

God for being unfaithful to his covenant – “Is the Lord among us or not?” (v. 7).  They’re 

putting “God in the Dock,” to borrow a phrase from C.S. Lewis
3
 and imagery from a 

British courtroom.  Yahweh – the great Creator, sovereign Redeemer, gracious Provider – 

was lovingly testing his people, but now his people presumptuously turn around and 

decide that they can test him. 

And isn’t this how we so often react when we get tested?  We put God on trial!  

How can you do this?  This is not fair?  You’re not really keeping up your end of the 

deal.  I know of several Christians in dry deserts who have responded with the most bitter 

charges against God.  They just can’t accept that God could have a good and gracious 

purpose behind their suffering or wise though mysterious answer to their queries.  Indeed, 

this is how the whole of humanity has acted towards God.  One thinks in the most severe 

case of Friedrich Nietzsche and his verdict that God was dead.  But you’ll often hear 

people say something like, “If God is real or if he expects me to follow him, he’s got a lot 

of explaining to do.”  We put God in the dock. 

 I want to say this again: there is nothing wrong with lament, with taking our 

troubles to God.  You can be honest.  You can express doubts and confusion; ask 

questions.  He wants this.  Opening the lines of communication is often the point of tests.  

But there’s a difference between respectful lament that goes to God with a baseline of 

trust, and blasphemous arrogance that accuses God of impotence or incompetence or 

worse yet injustice; that puts oneself in the seat of judgment and finds God guilty of 

wrong doing.  What the Israelites are doing here is proud audacity.  It was clearly wrong, 

as Dt. 6:16 would make clear – “Do not test the Lord your God as you did at Massah;” a 

passage that, you may recall, the Lord Jesus quotes to the devil during his wilderness 

tests (cf. Mt. 4:7).  Putting God to the test is a horrible sin.  “Who are you, O man, to talk 

back to God?” (Rom. 9:20). 

 

God on the Rock 
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 And yet… and yet, let’s finish this story out.  Let’s see how God reacts to this 

whole trial scene the Israelites are setting up.  And we get more evidence that we are to 

view this as a courtroom kind of scenario in Moses’ prayer in v. 4.  He says that the 

people are ready to stone him.  This is not mob violence; but it’s actually quite the 

opposite.  This is how the justice system worked back then.  A defendant was found 

guilty and the whole community would gather to stone him or her.  The reference to 

stoning here isn’t to angry anarchy, but a picture of legal execution. 

 So let’s see how the Lord answered Moses: v. 5 – “Walk on ahead of these 

people.”  And though it’s only a few short verses, feel the drama and suspense.  Is Moses 

going to get it?  “Take with you some of the elders of Israel.”  The elders would serve as 

the official witnesses in the trial.  “And take in your hand the staff…”  THE staff… “with 

which you struck the Nile.”  Why is that detail significant?  It’s very clear here that this is 

the rod of wrath, the instrument of Yahweh’s judgment on the gods of Egypt in the 

plagues.  “And go…”  What was going to happen?  Was God going to smite the 

Israelites?  Was he taking the elders to the woodshed for daring to accuse the Almighty? 

 Verse 6 – “I will stand there before you.”  Whenever a superior meets with an 

inferior, the inferior is said to “stand before” the superior.  God is unquestionably the 

superior party here.  But he’s saying he is going to stand before Moses.  Wait, it gets 

stranger.  The NIV says, “I will stand there before you by the rock.”  But it can, and has, 

and I would argue should be translated differently.  The King James Version rendered it 

“upon the rock.”  The ESV and NASB have “on.”  God goes along with this trial, the 

court convenes.  God passes on ahead of Moses, ahead of the people and stands on the 

rock and says, “Strike the rock.”  Strike the rock!  Strike the rock with the rod of 

judgment!?  O… my… God! 

“‘And water will come out of it for the people to drink.’  So Moses did this in the 

sight of the elders of Israel” (v. 6).  Whether this provision of water had a natural 

explanation (a hidden aquifer right under thin sheet of shale) or a supernatural one 

doesn’t really much matter.  God is saying, “Okay, you accuse me?  You want to put me 

to the test?  You deserve to die for this, but instead I will show you what’s really in my 

heart.  My heart is a fountain of mercy.  I will provide for you abundantly, by stepping 

in and taking the punishment you deserve on myself!  You put me in the dock; I put 

myself on the rock.” 

 

Christ on the Cross 
 Now does it make sense to you when the Apostle Paul, writing in the NT in 1 

Corinthians 10 about this event said, “That rock was Christ!?”  That was just yet another 

example of God in his awesome sovereignty weaving together a cosmic tapestry 

displaying his glory in Jesus.  Paul said, “Our forefathers were all under the cloud and… 

they all passed through the sea.  They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the 

sea.  They all ate the same spiritual food [the true Bread from Heaven, as we saw two 

weeks ago] and drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock that 

accompanied them, and that rock was Christ” (1Cor. 10:1-4). 

 Jesus was God in human flesh come to a grumbling people and a world that 

maligned him.  And yet he “did not come to judge the world, but to save it” (Jn. 12:47).  

He allowed us puny, finite, fallen human beings to put him on trial, quite literally.  He 

stood before Pontius Pilate with poise and unspeakable humility.  Interrogated by the 
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Sanhedrin and Herod.  Mocked by the crowds.  Scourged with a whip.  And finally nailed 

to a cross where the rod of divine judgment came down on him with full soul wrenching 

force.  “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the 

punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed” (Is. 

53:5).  After his death “one of the soldiers pierced Jesus’ side with a spear, bringing a 

sudden flow of blood and water” (Jn. 19:34). 

 This is who God is!  Many have a hard time with God.  You may have all kinds of 

questions – “How can a good God allow these kinds of atrocities to happen?  How could 

a powerful God have let this kind of stuff happen to me?”  Someone may try to explain 

the mysteries of God to you, but ultimately he can’t.  Someone else may just try to 

squelch your objections and decry the pride that would dare to accuse God.  And she 

could, it’s true, but that’s not the only thing you need.  You need to be pointed to the 

cross.  The cross is the place where God stepped in to take the blow of our judgment on 

himself, not just symbolically, but literally.  I don’t understand everything about how 

God works and why certain things happen, but I know that when God was sinfully put to 

the test he opened up his bottle and revealed the fresh, pure streams of living water that 

was inside him.  God’s heart is a fountain of mercy. 

He is a God who, despite our blasphemous sins, substituted himself for humanity.  

John Stott famously explains, 

 

The concept of substitution may be said, then, to lie at the heart of both sin 

and salvation.  For the essence of sin is man substituting himself for God, 

while the essence of salvation is God substituting himself for man.  Man 

asserts himself against God and puts himself where only God deserves to 

be; God sacrifices himself for man and puts himself where only man 

deserves to be.  Man claims prerogatives which belong to God alone; God 

accepts penalties which belong to man alone.
4
 

 

“Mine, mine was the transgression, But Thine the deadly pain.  Lo, here I fall, my 

Savior!  'Tis I deserve Thy place.” 

 

Water for the Soul 
Falling at the foot of the cross, coming to taste of this kind of magnificent mercy 

is the deepest, most satisfying experience in the whole world.  Psalm 105:41 says of 

God’s work at the rock near Horeb – “He opened the rock, and water gushed out; like a 

river it flowed in the desert.”  Psalm 78:15 – “He split the rocks in the desert and gave 

them water as abundant as the seas; he brought streams out of a rocky crag and made 

water flow down like rivers.”  John 7:37-38 says that one time “Jesus stood [in 

Jerusalem] and said in a loud voice, ‘If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.  

Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from 

within him.’” 

Flowing out of the cross is life-giving water, eternal refreshment, etc…  Staying 

regularly at the foot of the cross where your God, the pure, holy, and righteous Judge of 

all the Earth stepped down off of the Bench and took your blame and execution so that 

you could live… that is the only place where life makes sense, where joy is sustained, 

where your heart is cleansed.  Apart from this you will suffer spiritual dehydration and 
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eventually die of thirst.  Outside of this steady stream of grace, life is just an oppressive, 

barren desert.  But in it it’s like a hot shower on a cold day: you just want to stand in 

there forever, letting it fall down on you.  You can! 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
May you drink deeply of the refreshing grace of God flowing from the cross. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, April 25, 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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