
Sermon prepared on Exodus 17:1-7 by Jonathan Shradar  

 

Exodus 17:1-7 “All the congregation of the people of Israel moved on from the wilderness of 

Sin by stages, according to the commandment of the LORD, and camped at Rephidim, but there 

was no water for the people to drink. [2] Therefore the people quarreled with Moses and said, 

“Give us water to drink.” And Moses said to them, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you 

test the LORD?” [3] But the people thirsted there for water, and the people grumbled against 

Moses and said, “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our 

livestock with thirst?” [4] So Moses cried to the LORD, “What shall I do with this people? They 

are almost ready to stone me.” [5] And the LORD said to Moses, “Pass on before the people, 

taking with you some of the elders of Israel, and take in your hand the staff with which you 

struck the Nile, and go. [6] Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb, and you 

shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, and the people will drink.” And Moses did 

so, in the sight of the elders of Israel. [7] And he called the name of the place Massah and 

Meribah, because of the quarreling of the people of Israel, and because they tested the LORD by 

saying, “Is the LORD among us or not?” (ESV) 

 

What is the Bible about? It is a common and fairly important question… and we may come up 

with several answers, hopefully some of them right! The redemptive story of God, from creation 

to glorification…. It is about Jesus, the central character in the redemptive story… it is the 

overwhelming revelation of God’s provision. It is, certainly in the Old Testament, the recurring 

doubt and disbelief of a people and the unrelenting, miraculous provision for God’s people.  

 

Along the way, these stories of grumbling and testing teach us something of ourselves, our 

nature, our predisposition toward disbelief, to pursue help in the wrong places… but they also 

give us the better place to look.  

 

It is just such a story that we have heard in our text this morning. A parched land, complaint and 

water flowing from a beaten rock.  

 

The Christian (the church) has all they need when Christ is their rock.  
 

Why these old stories? What good are they for the modern, Christian believer? The Apostle Paul, 

in calling the church of Corinth away from wrong thinking and worse living said this: 

 

1 Corinthians 10:1-7 “ For I do not want you to be unaware, brothers, that our fathers were all 

under the cloud, and all passed through the sea, [2] and all were baptized into Moses in the 

cloud and in the sea, [3] and all ate the same spiritual food, [4] and all drank the same spiritual 

drink. For they drank from the spiritual Rock that followed them, and the Rock was Christ. [5] 

Nevertheless, with most of them God was not pleased, for they were overthrown in the 

wilderness. [6] Now these things took place as examples for us, that we might not desire evil as 

they did. [7] Do not be idolaters as some of them were; as it is written, “The people sat down to 

eat and drink and rose up to play.” (ESV) 



As an example… that we would see what it means to trust God, the provision of Christ and not 

fall into idolatry - the worship of lesser things - the evil desired… living for eat, drink and play. 

That we would see Jesus as the treasure that he is.  

 

The history of Israel’s deliverance is the story or our own salvation in Christ.  

 

In this short story we see a difficult situation, the combative response of the people, and a 

humble, gracious miracle.  

 

Here there are three movements that get us, with all of our modern distraction and busyness, 

back to the rock as our foundation, our walls, our roof! Our all. Trouble, Trial and Treasure.  

 

The Christian (the church) has all they need when Christ is their rock.  
 

1) Trouble  

 

Once again there is trouble in the desert! We have been following Israel’s freedom from captivity 

in Egypt, the grand escape by God’s hand. And now the journey to the Promised Land has begun 

and the camp has already come up against obstacles, mostly grumbling stomachs and dry 

mouths… they were out in the wilderness and out of water. Following God’s direction, this place 

that he has them is without water.  

 

For the purpose of their sanctification, God had led them away from the place of provision to a 

place where there was nothing to drink.  

 

Rephidim means “resting place.” It is really not living up to it’s name! Their prophet, their 

leader has brought them here. Moses had led them to Rephidim not because he knew where the 

water was, but because that is where God told him to go.  

 

For those of your that think in spiritual terms, you have probably had a time of life where this 

was your experience… stepping into something you believed the Lord called you to and looking 

around to see no “water,” no refreshment… just sand.  

 

Just regular life of arriving somewhere, place or situation, and it is not what you expected, 

hoped for.  

 

The church can experience this too… seasons of movement, following, and wondering where the 

water is…  

 

This is what Israel is experiencing. And I don’t care how holy you, how mature or fit you are, if 

you don’t have water you are in trouble. But it is their response to the situation that makes 

matters worse.  

 



They quarrel with Moses, they attack him and demand that he give them water. “Why do you 

test the Lord?” It is not God testing the people but the otherway round. ‘Why do you presume 

upon his provision as if you are in charge’… notice this is not a pleasant petition before Moses… 

This is aggressive, commanding, in the heat of Rephidim the worst of Israel is starting to show 

itself… complaint.  

 

Accusation, ‘why did you bring us here to kill us?’ The same grumbling that we have witnessed… 

wouldn’t it have been better to be in Egypt?! In the trouble, they forget… and it is mere 

sentences apart in the story (can’t be that much time) God’s provision for them right on time 

(meat and manna), and his protection of them from harm in the exodus… the passover, the 

crossing of the Red Sea, defeating Pharoah's army. There is plenty of evidence that God will 

provide for them, and that he will protect them, even that he is with them, guiding them.  

 

God’s people were suffering from a kind of spiritual amnesia. Their memory trouble made them 

forget the provision, the protection, and the presence of God. And as a result, they violently 

complain.  

 

‘God this is isn’t ideal, this isn’t good enough… this just won’t do!’ What is sadly funny for me… I 

hear my voice making these demands! Brought to the place advertised as the “resting place,” I 

can’t find what I am looking for and begin to look to other places, just like Paul warned, idolatry 

of success, influence, sex, approval of people, numbing myself with constant engagement on 

social media... as if what I have experienced of God no longer quenches my thirst.  

 

Whatever the reason for our discontent, what it really shows is that we are not satisfied with 

what God has given us.  

 

This is Israel in spades. Their trouble turns into a trial, with God on the stand, facing accusation. 

The demand for provision, the denial of his protection and the doubting his presence.  

 

2) Trial  

 

Moses cries out to God… ‘what shall I do with these people that are ready to stone me?’ So 

aggressive Moses fears death at their hands. And God’s response is why we can see this as a trial.  

 

He tells Moses to go beyond the camp, to the edge, and to bring some of the elders of Israel with 

him… now the elders of Israel at this moment are not like the elders of a church… like the 

spiritual, loving, shepherds we have! These elders are those that judge the people. That hear and 

decide conflicts, quarrels, cases. Eventually in the story of Israel, these men will sit at the gates 

of cities, ready to judge. So God tells Moses, ‘bring the judges and I will stand before the 

accusation against me.  

 

 



Exodus 17:6 “Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb, and you shall strike 

the rock, and water shall come out of it, and the people will drink.” And Moses did so, in the 

sight of the elders of Israel. (ESV) 

 

This is God proving himself before the court. The people quarrel, ‘give us water or else! You are 

so good and powerful, prove it!’ It is the same whisper we will hear much later in the story, when 

Satan in the wilderness tempts Jesus to throw himself down, to prove his divinity. The same 

whisper we hear, accusation against God’s care for us, against his declared love for us…  

 

Will God really keep his people from death from thirst (protect)? Will he really provide for their 

need? Is he really among them?  

 

There on the rock at Horeb, the same place he revealed himself to Moses in a burning bush, in 

the shadow of Mount Sinai, where his law will be given to Israel. He stands on the stone table of 

judgment and tells Moses to strike the rock with the staff that was the symbol of God’s power.  

 

With the elders as witnesses, the verdict comes. The outcome reveals the treasure.  

 

3) Treasure 

 

Psalm 105:41-42 “He opened the rock, and water gushed out; it flowed through the desert like 

a river. [42] For he remembered his holy promise, and Abraham, his servant.” (ESV) 

 

Treasure not because the people got what they wanted… not just the water. Treasure because 

here is God taking on accusation, facing those that doubt him, and showing himself as the 

treasure they need. Where a crowd demands Moses’ life holding stones in their hands, God 

intervenes and says take me.  

 

God delivered his people by submitting to his own rod of judgment, taking the judgment in 

Moses’ place. 

 

The people demanded his provision, denied his protection and doubted his presence. But the 

water flowing from the rock proved all these things. Obviously it proved that God had the power 

to provide: “He split rocks in the wilderness and gave them drink abundantly as from the deep. 

He made streams come out of the rock and caused waters to flow down like rivers” (Psalm 78:15, 

16).  

 

Not only was God their provider, but he was also their protector. Instead of judging his people 

for their sins - especially for their unbelief - he submitted himself to judgment so they could live. 

Finally, the rock was proof of God’s presence. The Israelites wanted to know if God was with 

them or not. Well, there he was - their Savior, their Treasure - standing on the rock. 

 

 



The rock that Moses struck with his rod was a symbol of God and his salvation. It showed how 

God would submit to the blow of his own justice so that out of him would flow life for his people.  

 

And this is where the story connects to us. “For they drank from the spiritual Rock that followed 

them, and the Rock was Christ.” Jesus is the ROCK. The water. The treasure of God.  

 

This trouble and trial point to the true provision of Jesus…  

 

“The rock was Christ because like the rock, Christ was struck with divine judgment. This is what 

happened to him on the cross. Christ was bearing the curse for our sin, so God struck him with 

the rod of justice. The Scripture says, “He was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for 

our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we 

are healed” (Isaiah 53:5). The judgment that Christ received on the cross is the proof of our 

protection. It shows that we will not suffer eternal death for our sins. God has taken the 

judgment of our guilt upon himself, and now we are safe for all of eternity.” -Ryken 

 

He is now our resting place, where we go for refreshment, to quench our thirst… to see beyond 

the trouble.  

 

The Christian has all they need when Christ is their rock.  
 

Many generations later, Jesus, the Messiah, came and approached a well in Samaria. There he 

revealed himself to a woman attempting to quench her thirst in all the wrong places… approval 

of men…  

 

Jesus asks her for a drink… it is offensive, a Jew asking a woman of Samaria…  

 

John 4:10-15 “Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to 

you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.” 

[11] The woman said to him, “Sir, you have nothing to draw water with, and the well is deep. 

Where do you get that living water? [12] Are you greater than our father Jacob? He gave us the 

well and drank from it himself, as did his sons and his livestock.” [13] Jesus said to her, 

“Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, [14] but whoever drinks of the water 

that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become in him 

a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” [15] The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, 

so that I will not be thirsty or have to come here to draw water.” (ESV) 

 

‘You can’t do it Jesus… you can’t save a wretch like me! I am too messed up. You can’t do it 

Jesus, you can’t restore this relationship… you can’t change who I am… you can’t give me water.’  

 

‘The water I will give will become a spring of water welling up to eternal life. It is water I give. To 

end thirst. To give life.’  

 



It is only to Jesus we can go for this… our idolatry… however schedule-demanding, alluring, 

can’t provide it. Those things we run to only use us, leave us thirsty.  

 

BUT JESUS. He stands in your place on the rock of judgment. He take the blows you deserve. 

Water flows from his side when he is struck. And through him you have eternal life.  

 

If you will believe. If you will follow him, know that he provides, protects and is present with 

you. This isn’t just a water to lower the heat of hellfire and judgment, it is a spring welling up, 

fueling life now, with new purpose, new calling… flowing from you to others, bringing water to 

desert places, to parched souls.  

 

I wonder if God has moved you into a new place that seems barren/dry. That scares you… New 

job, new relationships, new environment… new emotions. “Where is the water?!” And you hear 

the accusation… against God’s provision, protection and presence…  

 

Maybe you don’t even believe in Jesus but you find yourself trying to scratch that internal itch 

that won’t quit… that longing… never satisfied.  

 

I have been there… I know what it is like to try to dig my own well…  

 

Or how he brings the church to new places, ‘where God told you to go,’ but it looks dry!  

 

Only one solution. Drink of Jesus.  

 

Come to the Rock. Cling to his life, death and resurrection for you. Yield your life to the Spirit he 

has given you, give over all of yourself to his mission, his direction and purpose. Be refreshed by 

his grasp of you… that he will never let you go and that he is with you always… And drink of 

nothing else!  

 

John 7:37-38 “On the last day of the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and cried out, “If 

anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. [38] Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has 

said, ‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’” (ESV) 

 

The water from the Rock is not only for Israel in the wilderness. Jesus’ offer to the thirsty is not 

only for those in Jerusalem during the feast. It is for you today. To drink. To experience. To 

share. This reservoir rock that is Jesus.  

 

God, in Christ,  is our provider and protector, our ever-present help in trouble. If we remember 

this, we will be able to trust him without grumbling or complaining. We will go nowhere else. 

But what’s more, we will see the glory of Christ in meeting our needs, giving us life, and pouring 

out his grace in what were once dry places.  

 

 



The Christian (the church) has all they need when Christ is their rock.  
 

In Christ we now live, following this Rock, this living water that is Jesus. And it is headed 

somewhere, giving us hope as we make the journey, as we live.  

 

Revelation 22:1-5 “Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, 

flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb [2] through the middle of the street of the city; 

also, on either side of the river, the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit each 

month. The leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations. [3] No longer will there be 

anything accursed, but the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his servants will 

worship him. [4] They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. [5] And night 

will be no more. They will need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and 

they will reign forever and ever.” (ESV) 

 


