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“Like Getting Water Out of a Rock”

Exodus 17:1-7

September 25, 2005


When I was a kid growing up in Memphis Monopoly was a big deal. About once a week we would gather in the living room of Butch Owen’s house, get out the ole Monopoly board and go at it. I always wanted the train as my piece. Sometimes the roll of the dice would land you on the “pick a chance card” spot. That could be good or it could be bad, never knew. Might end up in jail. But you just as easily could get to go directly to Park Place and collect $200 bucks for passing Go. That would be kind of like winning a mini-lottery or something, especially if you had the money to buy Park Place and put some apartments on it. Monopoly is a board game of chance, but it also teaches you how to take advantage of your good luck and plan ahead. Frequent Monopoly players learn from their moves and get better at capitalizing on their good luck. Monopoly can be a mini life lesson.


Now to our Bible story. Have you ever wondered why the desert? Why did God take all these people into the most inhospitable land imaginable? Why was it necessary for them to wander in a desert for so long before getting to the Promised Land? It was God’s life lesson. They weren’t ready! God couldn’t take them directly to the Promised Land because they weren’t spiritually ready. This story clearly tells us that. The desert is a place where survival requires total trust in the one leading you. God wanted to give them time to learn how critical it was for them to completely trust him.

Chapter 17 records a moment of crisis in the journey. This crisis clearly shows us that the people were not yet ready to enter the Promised Land. Actually this one moment in chapter 17 is the third time the people have begun to complain about their situation, about their lack of basic necessities. They are not just complaining though, this is confrontational complaining, rebellious complaining. “If this is the best you can do we are going back to our Egyptian Gods” kind of complaining. They were looking at Moses but they were talking to God.

You would think that this kind of rebellious confrontation would get God’s back up, but it doesn’t. He just calmly tells Moses what he is to do and to make sure that some of the elders see it. He wants to make sure they know Moses didn’t just find the water but God provided the water. Now, later on, in the book of Numbers this kind of confrontation will draw God’s anger and punishment. After two years of experiencing God’s faithful provisions God expects his people to have learned something, to have matured a little.

God’s reaction to rebellion in Numbers is quite different from his reaction here in Exodus. The people have had a lot of life experiences with God in the last few months. They have witnessed the miracles in Egypt. Walked on dry ground through the Red Sea. And had all their basic necessities met in miraculous ways. But still don’t have much faith in this God who saved them. They don’t yet have a “spiritual memory”. Let me explain.

Lets say that you took your family to Disney World. One of your children was 5 years old and the other was only a year old. Everybody rode in the Beauty and the Beast Tea cups, the one year old sitting on your lap. Years later around the dinner table you begin to talk about that trip. But the child who was one year old at the time can’t remember riding in the teacups, in fact can’t remember the Disney trip at all. For the one year old that trip never happened, even though it did. The one year olds memory doesn’t include the Disney Trip and so for him or her it didn’t happen.

These people in our Exodus story have lived most of their lives in a world in which God didn’t seem to be present. They don’t have a spiritual memory. They have learned to trust in themselves or their leaders but not in God. They are self-centered and God is using the desert experience to teach them to be God centered. The desert was both a hostile teaching environment and a necessary journey toward home.

You have all seen deserts, and you know that at certain times of the year a desert can be a beautiful place. And at other times a desert can be an inhospitable place indeed. A desert is not the kind of place you would want to make your home. 

I would like to suggest that this world is our desert journey. This is the teaching place and a necessary journey toward the Promised Land. Heaven is our home, this life is the place that gets us ready for home. In this place God will mature our spiritual memories, he will teach us that He is the living water. When we are the driest, when we need to quench our thirst the most, if we trust Him then God will give us his living water. This is really the theme and lesson of this story in Exodus. Trust God.


Once upon a time there was a man who got lost in the desert. After wandering around for a long time, his throat dry and parched, he saw a little shack in the distance. He made his way over to the shack and found inside a water pump with a small jug of water and a note.

The note read: "pour all the water into the top of the pump to prime it, if you do this you will get all the water you need". Now the man had a choice to make, if he trusted the note and poured the water in and it worked he would have all the water he needed, according to the note. If it didn’t work he would still be thirsty, he would have wasted the precious water, and he might die. Or he could choose to drink the water in the jug and get immediate satisfaction, but it might not be enough and he still might die. After thinking about it the man decided to risk it. He poured the entire jug into the pump and began to work the handle. At first nothing happened and he got a little scared but he kept going and before long water started gushing out. So much water came out he drank all he wanted, took a shower, and filled all the containers he could find. Because he was willing to trust the note, he got all the water he needed.


This life is like that little illustration. Almost daily we will be faced with the choice of who we are to trust, our gut instinct or God. The people in our Bible story today had not yet learned to trust God, they still didn’t have a spiritual memory that guided them. When water started to run low and they began to be thirsty instead of trusting that God was going to provide they began to grumble to Moses. They were spiritually immature.

God leads us into difficult experiences because it is in those hard times that our true natures are revealed. We may believe that we are spiritually grounded and trusting God but then along comes those dry parched times and we quickly lean on our own understanding instead of pulling from the well of God’s grace.

This desert life is God’s testing country. Not so much testing as in pass or fail although that can be a part of the experience. In the Bible the word “testing” usually means “teaching”. Through our experiences in this desert life we begin to develop a spiritual memory to trust God and that spiritual memory will carry us home. At least that is the plan.

Because God has given us free will we can choose who we will trust. We could choose to trust our own abilities to get us through, and they just might. God has given us a wonderful natural resilience. But if we choose to trust God instead God will use that challenging time to add spiritual maturity to our lives. He will develop our confidence in Him. He will help us to get to know him better. Ultimately that knowledge will make us better suited for our service here and our home with him.

Proverbs 3:5 says, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight”. That doesn’t mean that you aren’t to use your God given brain and abilities, not at all. But it does mean that ultimately we must trust that we are not facing any challenges alone. God is going to provide as he sees fit and out of his provisions we will learn deeper trust, and everything will work out.

Sometimes that lesson comes to us through some really wonderful experiences, not desert-like at all. And sometimes they come to us when we are parched and dry from our journey. One lesson we will learn is that this is always God’s world and God is always able to break into our world with whatever “water” we need whenever he pleases. But we need to remember too that this is not really our home, we are just passing through. So don’t get too comfortable siting in the dust and sand!

Another lesson we need to learn is that we must not judge our circumstances by our “stomachs”, our current situation. That’s what the people were doing in our story. We may be “thirsty” and not have a clue where the next “drink of water” is coming from but if we tap into our spiritual memory we will find a reminder that God is still in control, loves us and has saved us. He is not about to let us die out here.

All throughout the Bible there seems to be three basic lessons that are repeated again and again in various ways:

1. Pay attention to what God tells you and obey Him.

2. Trust God over everything and everyone.

3. Always include worship.

Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really

my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free”. (John 8:31) Doing what you know God wants you to do is the first and most important step in a relationship with God. Some of you are in such a primitive place with God that the only thing you know for sure that God wants you to do is read the Bible and pray, but you are not doing that yet. If you don’t read the Bible and pray you will never develop any depth to your relationship with God because you won’t be listening to him. When hurricanes of life come along, and they will, you won’t have ties strong enough to God to keep you safe and afloat. You won’t trust God because your spiritual memory isn’t developed.


Pay attention to God’s word and obey God’s word and you will learn from experience that you can trust God in every circumstance. That experience of trust will make you want to worship God, to bring your offering of gratitude. Worship on Sunday is not about what God is going to give us today, but what we can bring to God today. You can never out give God so no matter how much you give him in worship he will out give you in blessing. But the reason we worship is not to get something from God but to give something to God.


When you pay attention to God and trust God and worship God there isn’t a rock in the world that can keep God’s blessings from pouring out on you. But it is ultimately your decision. Amen.

