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Open your Bibles to Exodus chapter 17, if you would.  How many of you have ever been thirsty?  We’re going to talk a little bit this morning about that—not just literal, physical thirst but, more particularly, spiritual thirst.  The question is—what are we thirsty for?  Are we really understanding what will quench a very real and very powerful thirst—that’s a spiritual thirst?  

We’re weak in our flesh, are we not?  We are needy people, and we do get thirsty fairly regularly, don’t we, just for something to drink.  In a lot of ways that physical thirst is a metaphor for a much deeper, much more substantial thirst in our life.  The world offers us much to imbibe, doesn’t it, to satiate those thirsts.  But as we shall see, Jesus, and it’s only Jesus, who satisfies truly…truly.

Read with me.  We’re just going to look at the first seven verses of our text this morning.  

1 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?"                      





   (Exodus 17:1-7)

This is the fourth in a series of crises that Israel will face in their wilderness wanderings.  This particular crisis has to deal with no water.  They faced this once before, haven’t they, earlier on?  

Again, physical thirst really is a picture of spiritual thirst.  And just as quenching our physical thirst is one of our strongest human drives, may I suggest to you…spiritual thirst demands quenching. It demands quenching.  Jesus talks about “living water,” the water He gives, will quench that thirst—the life He gives, in effect.  

The thirst of the human soul can only be met by Him.  It cannot be met by anything else.  It cannot be met by the world and the things that the world offers.  

Interestingly, you might want to note this, in 1 Corinthians 10:4, Paul, in writing to the Corinthians (talking about these events in the wilderness with respect to Israel and their grumblings and the trials and the testings and their reactions to those), says to them that the rock that Moses struck was Christ!

4 and drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ.   





         (1 Corinthians 10:4)

So we see in this text, God says, “Now go strike that rock.”  There’s a picture in the rock being struck, the rock being smitten; it’s a picture of Jesus on the cross being smitten, being struck.  And when that rock in the wilderness was struck, life-giving water came forth—enough water to satiate the thirst of 2 million people.  That’s a lot of water!  Streams of living water, if you will.  And so also, Christ, if He was that rock—struck on the cross—opened the door for “streams of living water” to come to those who were spiritually thirsty, spiritually needy.  See the tremendous parallel there?  So that rock is a picture of Jesus.  The rock being smitten—a picture of Jesus dying on the cross.  The water coming forth—pictures the life that Jesus provides through His death.  

Now Israel had left the desert.  They go to a place called Rephidim where they fully expected, I think, to find water.  Would that not be a logical thing to think?  We’ve got 2 million people on our trip here, and we’re going to camp out going from place to place.  You would think since water supplies are running low that we would expect to find water where we camp.  Does that make sense to you?  

So they expect to find water but there was no water!  

1 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. 









       (Exodus 17:1)

What were they to do?  What could they do?  What could they do when they found no water there? They faced a fork in the road.  They faced a couple of choices, didn’t they?  You would think that they had learned from previous experiences—God’s faithful provision.  You could say, “Hey, Guys!  You know, God’s provided.”  The murmuring goes through the camp.  The whispering goes through the camp.  “You know, God’s provided.  Let’s just pray.  Let’s all get down on our knees here in the desert, and let’s ask God, ‘Lord, show Moses where the water is.’”  Right?  They could do that.  

Do they do that?  No.  
2 So they quarreled with Moses and said, "Give us water to drink."  

     (Exodus 17:2a)

I think it’s interesting that the Lord led them to that place.  The Lord led them there!  Why would the Lord do that?  Why would the Lord lead them to a place where there was no water?  Think about that.

Now we know that the Pillar of Fire by night and Pillar of Cloud by day was, in effect, their guide.  We’ll meet that again.  So God was leading His people.  He leads them right to a place where there is no water.  Why does He do that?  

Are there parallels in our life?  You pray, “God, lead me.  Lead me in Your way.” Right?  “Lead me in Your way, O Lord,” and He leads you right to a place where there is no water.  You have second thoughts.  You say, “Well, I don’t know, you know.”  

Was God leading Abraham after God called him?  Was God leading Abraham from place to place to place?  Told him He’d make him father of multitudes of offspring and yet there was no child until Abraham was 100 years old.  

Sometimes we pray in earnest…we look to God in faith…“God, lead me.  Lead me to where You want me to be,” and we fully anticipate that it’s going to be a place of rest—but most often it’s a place of testing.  It’s a place of testing.

I think the answer to the question, “Why did God do this?” can be found fundamentally in His name.  What’s in a name?  Everything!  We praise the Name of the Lord, do we not?  We exalt the Name of the Lord.  Because why?  His name reflects who He is, His character, His nature, what He does.  So the name “LORD,” translated also Jehovah or Yahweh, means, very simply, “God of Revelation,” “God of Deliverance.”  He is the LORD.  He reveals Himself.  He delivers His people.  

So, God brings them to a place where there is no water.  I think, 1) for the purpose that He would reveal Himself again to them…reveal His marvelous, glorious, faithful nature.  Reveal to them that they need Him. 

We can very easily and most often say, “Lord, I need You.  I need You!”  But we really don’t realize how much we need Him, do we…if truth be known?  We acknowledge that.  We say, “O Lord, I need you.  Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!”  But the depth to which we need Him….  It requires that God reveal Himself to us.  It requires, I believe, for us to be brought to a place where there is no water—where we are bereft of any kind of resources so that God can deliver us, and we see clearly it’s God.  God saves His people.  God delivers His people through all the trials of life.  That salvation, that deliverance may not be that which we have designed.  He says, “My ways are higher than your ways.  My ways are not your ways.”

9 "As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. 






         (Isaiah 55:9)

 “Lord, you deliver me according to Your plan, according to Your purposes, according to Your Will because I know that Your Will and Your deliverance is the very best.”  I don’t know about you but I have to keep rehearsing that!  

In this latest event with my wife, we prayed earnestly that God would deliver her, and she would not have to face the surgery that she was facing.  And up to the last minute I was talking to the doctors about, “Let’s take one more picture!”  I’d been praying that God would heal her.  “Let’s look again before we have to cut!”  …no difference.  It wasn’t my will; it was His Will that we go through this trial.  He would deliver us according to His plan.  

And it requires us to step back and humble ourselves and say, “God, You reveal Yourself to us.  You reveal Your deliverance to us.”  This is what He’s going to do to Israel.  

Not only would He reveal Himself, 2) He would once again test His people.  Testing is not for the purpose of being mean.  It’s not because we’re bad.  The testing is meant to strengthen us…to strengthen us in our confidence in Him—that He is indeed faithful.  More than that, it is to train us!  

How many have ever undergone training?  If you’ve been in athletics…I understand athletic training, the rigors of it.  The coach going, “COME ON!!!  One more!  One more!!  One more!!!”  And you go, “Ohhhhhhhh!!  Leave me alone.”  I can’t tell you how many times in High School playing sports I wanted to quit!  Training…rigorous training.  But that training was for, what?  My good.  It was to strengthen me…to allow me to function at a higher peak, if you will.  

God trains us so that we can trust Him more.  He trains us so that we can trust Him truly to take care of us and take care of all of our needs.

3) Thirdly, He takes us to that place where there is no water that He might glorify Himself.  Jesus said if men don’t praise Him, He’ll cause the rocks to cry out praising Him.

37 When he came near the place where the road goes down the Mount of Olives, the whole crowd of disciples began joyfully to praise God in loud voices for all the miracles they had seen: 38 "Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!" "Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!" 39 Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to Jesus, "Teacher, rebuke your disciples!" 40 "I tell you," he replied, "if they keep quiet , the stones will cry out."                 (Luke 19:37-40)

He’s worthy of all the praise and glory.  And God, just by demonstrating Himself, just by virtue of the glory of creation, He demonstrates His glory.  He glorifies Himself.  This is not an egotistical thing on God’s part.  It’s very God…by virtue of who He is!  You look up, and you see.…  You look at the vastness of creation, and you have to be awe-struck.  All you can say is, “Wow!!”  That’s the essence of worship.

So God will indeed glorify Himself by proving again that He is faithful, by proving again that He and He alone is truly God.  These people are longing to go back to Egypt and to come under the servitude of the Egyptians and the practices of the Egyptian gods, and He’s saying, “Look, I’m going to demonstrate to you again.  I’m going to glorify Myself again showing you that I AM THE ONLY GOD!!  There is no other!!”  

Romans 8:28 tells us….  This is the greatest promise in the Bible—how many know that?  The greatest promise in the Bible.  Paul writes there, 

28 And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. 






      (Romans 8:28)

God is working ALL things together for those Israelites because they are called according to His purpose.  He does the same in our life, Beloved.  He uses our trials whether they’re brought on by our own foolishness or they’re brought on by circumstances beyond that which we can control.  He’s promised to use them for our good.  

He tests us.  He proves us.  He strengthens us.  He arouses us!  How many would admit to needing to be aroused?  Yeah!  I mean if the truth be known, you know we tend to the lowest kind of level.  Right?  “Let me take a nap!  Leave me alone!” (  “Don’t bother me!  I’m eating!”  Right?  It’s that sort of thing.  We truly need to be aroused.  That’s the effect of the sinful flesh that we still carry around with us.  So He uses trials to test us, to prove us, indeed, to arouse us 1) to acknowledge Him and 2) our need for Him.  If everything’s going smoothly, we’ll see pretty soon in Deuteronomy where God tells His people through Moses, He says, “Look, when you come into the land, don’t forget Me!”  

10 When the LORD your God brings you into the land he swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, to give you — a land with large, flourishing cities you did not build, 11 houses filled with all kinds of good things you did not provide, wells you did not dig, and vineyards and olive groves you did not plant — then when you eat and are satisfied, 12 be careful that you do not forget the LORD, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. 











   (Deuteronomy 6:10-12)

When things are going nice, we have a tendency to kind of slack off.  He uses these things to arouse us to acknowledge Him and our need for Him, and to trust Him more and more—to arouse us to become stronger in our enduring and our standing as witnesses for Him.  He uses these trials and difficulties in our life to arouse us simply to draw us closer to Him.  There is nothing like trials to cause you to draw close to Him…draw close to Him in prayer, trust, fellowship

So what do the Israelites do?  

He leads them to this place where there is no water.  He has a design.  He has a purpose in mind.  He knows what He’s doing.  He is sovereign.  He is in control.  

How do the Israelites respond?  Do they pass the test?  Huh?  What do you think?  No.  We read the passage.  Obviously they don’t pass the test.  

Did they trust God?  No.  Did they praise God?  No.  Did they thank God for this opportunity to draw close to Him?  No.  

In fact, they looked to Moses, and they argue and grumble against Moses…again!  

2 So they quarreled with Moses and said, "Give us water to drink."                        (Exodus 17:2a)

Beloved, we always have to remember that though we have earthly leaders, both spiritual and temporal…we have leaders (God has put them into our lives and we are to submit to appropriate authority) but the reality is our hope is not in the leader.  Our hope is, where?  It’s in God!  Our hope is ultimately in God!  

Psalm 31:19, I love this verse.

19 How great is your goodness (speaking to God), which you have stored up for those who fear you, which you bestow in the sight of men on those who take refuge in you.            (Psalms 31:19)

Isn’t that beautiful?  What a testimony!

Psalm 118:8,

8 It is better to take refuge in the LORD than to trust in man. 


     (Psalms 118:8)

So the point is that God is always going to be teaching His people, training His people to trust in Him.  Very often, we don’t do that, and we end up grumbling—certainly towards God’s provision of leadership.  

Now Moses warns the people that they were testing God.

Moses replied, "Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you put the LORD to the test?"  












     (Exodus 17:2b)

He warns them that they’re questioning His goodness.  When you question the goodness of God, that is the beginning of sin.  How could they question God’s goodness when He had already done so much for them.  How could they possibly do this?  How could they doubt, if not His existence, certainly His care?!  We would not do that, would we?  We would never question God’s goodness. We would never doubt His provision and His care, right?  

They also accused Moses of being an imposter—of misleading them and leading them out to their death.

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?" 











       (Exodus 17:3)

That’s a familiar refrain.  Note how serious the situation became.  Verse 4, Moses cries out to God and says, “They’re ready to stone me.  Things are soooo bad they’re about to stone me!!”

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

They had forgotten.  God’s people, God’s special people, had forgotten His wonderful provisions just in their recent past.  They had forgotten how gloriously God had used His servant, Moses, to deliver them out of slavery and bondage in Egypt through the Red Sea.  They’d forgotten!  How quickly and easily we can forget.  “God, Your faithfulness…Your faithfulness to me.”

Now, the question is, “Why?”  Why did they forget?  Why could they forget?  Why could they so quickly forget God’s provision and God’s blessings in their recent past?  I submit to you because their hearts and their minds were carnal, indeed, they were self-centered.  In short, it was all about them.  

And when it’s all about you, you forget everything else.  Isn’t that true?  It doesn’t matter what other people do for you.  I mean, when it’s all about us…we want people to do stuff for us—we want God to do for us, but it’s all about us!  And we see this played out right here in this passage…again.

In Romans, chapter 8, Paul writes about this carnal mind.  He talks about the appetites of this self-centered mind.  He says in verse 5,

5 Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; 










      (Romans 8:5a)

In other words, your mindset determines your appetite—what you’re looking at.  If our mindset is a carnal mindset, if it’s a self-centered mindset, we’re only going to be concerned with those things that are in the short-term.  He says,

…but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. 










      (Romans 8:5b)

Their mindset is on the things that the Spirit desires.  What are some of the things you think the Spirit would desire?  Prayer?  The Word?  Fellowship?  Service?  Surrender?  Trust?  We can go on and on and on, can’t we?  Question is, where is our mind?  What’s our mind focused on?  

He goes on in that passage and he says,

 6 The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace; 7 the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not submit to God's law, nor can it do so. 8 Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God. 



    (Romans 8:6-8)

So when we’re so self-absorbed and so controlled by the sinful nature, you can’t please God!  You won’t please God!  Because why?  It’s all about…you.  Does anybody know what I’m talking about?  

Day by day, out in the wilderness wanderings, they had grown not to trust God—they continued to grow in their own self-absorbsion.  They were going to continue in that.  They had obviously thought little about God because of the response we see.  They thought little about trusting and believing Him on the day-to-day, moment-by-moment basis—certainly had not worshipped Him…nor honored Him.  And then when the test comes, because the “spiritual tanks” aren’t full, if you will…when the test comes, they fail. And the test reveals what really does exist in them.  The test reveals their carnal heart, their carnal mind, their foolishness, their self-centeredness.  

Ooooh, how tests are so necessary in our life…to reveal what’s really there.  If they had been indeed walking and trusting and growing and saying, “Lord, You’ve been faithful every day.  You’ve been faithful to me.  You’ve been faithful to me, Lord!  Thank You!  Thank You!!”  When the test comes, do you think that probably that still would have come out of their mouths?  I think so.  

Hebrews chapter 3, the writer to the Hebrews hearkening again back to these events in the wilderness, indeed to the whole 40 years, but this event here speaks to this very issue.  He says, 

7 So, as the Holy Spirit says: "Today, if you hear his voice, 8 do not harden your hearts as you did in the rebellion, during the time of testing in the desert….


   (Hebrews 3:7-8)

Clearly a reference to these passages.  What did the Israelites do?  They hardened their hearts.  He says in v. 9, 

9 where your fathers tested and tried me and for forty years saw what I did.

“They saw My abundant provision for FORTY YEARS!”  That’s incredulous to us!  And yet God provides for us, doesn’t He? You look at your life and you say, “I’ve been a Christian for 10 years.”  “I’ve been a Christian for 5 years.”  “I’ve been a Christian for 40 years”  And… “Am I growing?  Have I seen God’s provision-His abundance in my life for all these years?  Have I seen His faithful hand as He provided breath for my body—as He provided everything I need for life and godliness?  Has He been faithful to me?  Why do I still doubt?!  Why do I still complain?!  Why do I still grumble?!  When am I going to make the breakthrough to the point when it’s not about me, it’s all about Him.  When am I,” if I can put it in these words, “when am I truly going to surrender?  When am I going to bow my knee and say, ‘Lord, I mean this, this time, not my will but Yours be done.’  When am I going to embrace Him?!”

40 YEARS they wandered in the wilderness, and 40 YEARS they hardened their hearts.  He says,

 10 That is why I was angry with that generation, and I said, 'Their hearts are always going astray, and they have not known my ways.' 11 So I declared on oath in my anger, 'They shall never enter my rest.'"   12 See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God.    




           (Hebrews 3:10-12)

The desert period of the Israelites is ours as well…but with one major exception—one marvelous exception.  Though that was the period of wrath for them, we do not experience His wrath.  Somebody say, “Hallelujah!!”  (HALLELUJAH!!)  

That desert experience for them: a period of wrath.  The desert experience for us is a period of blessing!  It’s an absolute period of blessing.  We are in a privileged position, are we not?  Think about who you are.  Think about who you are—what God has provided for you.  We are in a privileged position of living in a time in which the Kingdom of God has come upon this earth.  Now, certainly we are waiting for it’s total fulfillment, and that will come at His Second Coming, but nonetheless, John the Baptist and Jesus both said, “Repent for the Kingdom of God is here!!” 

1 In those days came John the Baptist, preaching in the wilderness of Judaea, 2 And saying, Repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.         


      (Matthew 3:1-2 KJV)

17 From that time Jesus began to preach, and to say, Repent: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand. 








        (Matthew 4:17 KJV)

And you and I are smack in the middle of it!  What an incredible privilege.  People and prophets long to see the things that you and I are experiencing…in terms of God’s grace.  

16 But blessed are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear. 17 For I tell you the truth, many prophets and righteous men longed to see what you see but did not see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it. 




         (Matthew 13:16-17)

And that be true, still however, grumbling and complaining as our Israelite ancestors did remains a live option for us.  Anybody complain or grumble this week?  Yeah.  I’m going to give you ample opportunity to come complain and confess that later.  (
Would you agree with me that we should make every effort to guard against this—especially in view of the clearer vision we have of God’s goodness that is ours by virtue of the Holy Spirit who dwells in us?  We see, though through a glass dimly, we see far more clearly than any of our predecessors in the history of man.  We understand things.  We have His total revelation.  We have fulfillment in Christ.  The things that were pictures in the Old Testament we see clearly fulfilled in Jesus.  We are in a marvelous place, and indeed, it is precisely because of the Spirit’s indwelling that we are able to resist the temptation to grumble and complain.  I think the issue is that we just need to continually have our perspective renewed—that comes through trials/testing...but it also comes through the life of the church.  This is why small groups, discipling and minichurch are so critically important.  So many people diminish them.  “Nahhh, I don’t have time,”  “I don’t want to be involved,”  “It’s boring,” etc.  You can give all these excuses but the reality is that you and I need one another.  We need to be in these environs so that we can be reminded.  We get out of ourselves to go and to remind somebody else.  

Beloved, if all that you and I learn, by the way, through these studies in Exodus…if all that we learn is,  “Don’t be a grumbler.  Don’t be a complainer,” we’re going to miss so much.  I just want to point out a couple of very, very important things that we are to learn.  It’s not just about, “Don’t be a grumbler.”  It’s grasping the bigger picture.  

The first thing that’s important to remember is that 1) the desert is a hostile territory.  The desert experiences for the Israelites…it was a hostile territory.  We’re told in the New Testament that this is not our home!

11 Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world….   

      (1 Peter 2:11a)

We sing, “This world is not my home.  I’m just a passin’ through.”  We’re just journeying through this world, this life.  Now, this is not to say that the world is necessarily antithetical to God.  This is still God’s world.  He still owns it.  It still belongs to Him.  He is still very, very much in control of His creation although in ways not always clear to us.  Isn’t that true?  

And just as the desert posed no barrier for God to act mightily on behalf of the Israelites, the desert in which we live, this world, is fully at God’s disposal as well.  Things are NOT out of control.  He is absolutely sovereign.  This is not our home; we are passing through but He can use it and work with it for our benefit.  I think we should take comfort in the fact that we, even here, are God’s special people but that we should not become too comfortable where we are.

Ever been tempted to just kind of settle down and say, “Ah, I’ve arrived.  OK.  I’m here.  I made it.  I got the job, got the money, got the house, got the cars, got the di da di da di da di da….”  And just kind of settle down.  “Ok.  I’ve arrived.  I’ve made it!”  

We’re to trust God while we’re here.  We’re to trust Him fully while we’re on this earth—unlike the Israelites—while at the same time not allowing our current circumstances to determine our ultimate reality.  In other words, this is not all there is.  Now, intellectually we may acknowledge that but do we live that way?  “This is not my home!  This is not where I’m setting my roots down!”  Our gaze must always be not on where we are but on where we’re going.  

Paul puts it so eloquently in Colossians chapter 3.  He says,

1 Since, then, you have been raised with Christ….          



  (Colossians 3:1a)

How many have been raised with Christ?  Sure!  Romans chapter 6.  Paul rehearses that great reality.  He talks to us.  He says, “Those of you who’ve been baptized into Christ Jesus have been baptized into his death, and through that baptism and the death you’ve been buried with him so that as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of God the Father, you too may live a new life.”

3 Or don't you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 4 We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. 











    (Romans 6:3-4)

We’ve been raised with Him.  And so again, to the Colossians Paul says, since this is true, since you’ve been raised with Christ, 

…set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 3 For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.    








          (Colossians 3:1b-4)

That’s my home.  I can hardly wait to get home!  Vicky (referring to Vicky Ramirez, the retired Woman’s Ministry Pastor who was visiting from Florida) can hardly wait to get back to Florida.  (  She can hardly wait to get out of here and visit the rest of us.  Right?!  ( Right!)  (    This is not our home!  The desert is a hostile territory.  We’re not meant for this life.  We’ve been plucked as brands from the fire says Zechariah for a greater, greater destiny.

“…Is this not a brand plucked from the fire?” 



   (Zechariah 3:2b NASB)

Very important.  You see, because if this is your home and things don’t go the way you want, you’re going to, what?  Grumble.  But if this is not your home and things don’t go the way you want, chances are you’re not going to grumble because you know that there’s a greater reality in store for you.  Am I making sense?

The second great lesson (I think is important for us) is for context for our life.  2) We must continually be on our guard against the all-to-common penchant for judging our circumstances by our stomachs, by our appetites.  This is precisely what the Israelites in the desert were guilty of.  

We ask, “Why did they not trust God to provide for them?”  Especially after all they’d seen Him do already.  You say, well, the answer is their lack of faith.  May I suggest to you it’s not just their lack of faith.  We must ask why they lacked faith?  The reason why they behaved the way they did is again a sin that is all too common to us and the one from which so many of our sins derive…that is simply self-centeredness…self-centeredness.  Now, I know nobody here suffers from self-centeredness.  (
We have witnessed Israel’s inclination for defining their situation in terms of their own limited perceptions.  Do we do that?  Do we define our situation in terms of just our perceptions?  We say, “Oooooh, look at this.  This is all I can seeeeeee!  This must mean thus and such….”  Rather than saying, “You know, I can see these things but this is not all that’s really there.  There’s this whole unseen realm.  God has a much greater purpose than that which I can see.”  

You see, they lacked straw for making bricks.  What did they do?  Did they praise God and thank God and trust Him?  No, they complained because they didn’t have straw to make the bricks.  See, their immediate circumstances were determined by their narrow perception of those circumstances.  

When the Egyptian army was chasing them down, and they were backed up against the Red Sea, did they praise God and trust God—say, “God’s going to deliver me.  I don’t know how He’s going to do this but I know He’s going to do this.”  No, they complained and groaned there.

You see, it was very simply their perception, their limited perceptions.  We do the same thing, unfortunately.  The Israelites did not respond in a way that we would expect people to respond who had witnessed God’s mighty acts.  They didn’t.  

All around us is the ever-present temptation to see ourselves as, quite simply, the center of the universe. “It’s all about me…it’s all about me!”   And there isn’t a single one of us that doesn’t wrestle with that to some degree.

What we see on TV…what we see on TV…(and I know, some of you may watch a little TV now and again (  ) What we see on TV trains us.  It actually trains us that our perceived needs…to think that we have these perceived needs, “I gotta get that toothpaste!”  “Gotta get the newest razor!”  “The newest SUV!”  Now I may never climb a mountain or go camping but I gotta have that SUV!!  (  Camping may be the worst nightmare in my life but I gotta have that SUV because they said I had to have it!!  And I’m sitting there going, “Whoaaaa!! I gotta have that!”  I got the newest clothes.  Oh man!  Clothes, shoes…deodorant.  (  Now, that may be…. ( (
You see, if we’ll admit this, nothing is more important than meeting our perceived needs.  And we’ll do that to the exclusion of anybody and everybody else.  “I gotta get what I gotta get.  I gotta have that!”  

May I suggest to you the way of the cross is different?  The way of the cross is vastly different.  The way of the cross trains us…trains us in righteousness so that we can be better able to rid our minds of these perceived needs and their immediate gratification and to turn our glance upwards to the things of God who is determined to get us there.  Why is it sometimes we’re so oblivious to what God is doing?  His purpose is to get us there, and it seems like so much of the time we’re struggling with rounded heels—dragged in.  

We must not judge our circumstances by how we see them.  This is important.  We must not judge our circumstances by how we see them but rather by how God wants us to see them.  Is there a difference there?  “God, how do You want me to see this?  I can look at it from a human perspective.  I was going to look at it from my own self-centered perspective, from my own perceived needs, from the immediacy of this issue I can see this; but God, how do You want me to see this?”  

I promise you, if more husbands and wives would look from that perspective we’d have a lot less problems in our marriages and our homes…in the church.  “God, how do You want me to see this?  How do You want me to see this person? The enemy is there blowing in my ear accusing this person to me and by golly, they’re just a wretch!!  But God, how do You want me to see this situation?  How do You want me to view it?  You, Lord.”  

He’s training us to look at the big picture, training us to gain perspective on things rather than our own narrow, doomed version of that picture.  We are Christians, and we are called to a higher life.  Somebody say, “AMEN!”  (AMEN!)  We are called to a higher life!  But the things that we want, the things that we work for, the things that we strive after, fundamentally, are no different from all the people around us.  Does the world look at the church and say, “WOW!!!!  You guys are different!”  Or do they marginalize us because the things we say don’t match the lives that we live.  This is the truth. 

That early church turned the Roman Empire right side up.  The church today is not affecting the culture the way it did in the first century because we’ve lost God’s perspective.  It’s all about us.  You get saved.  You say a prayer.  You walk the aisle.  You go to a Bible study.  But what’s the impact?  I’m still after the things of this world!  They are still the center of my life.  We accept the needs that our world tells us to have.  “Our gods are our stomachs,” to paraphrase Paul.  Philippians 3:19, look at this verse,

19 Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach (in other words, their appetites.  They just worship their needs), and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things. 







 



 (Philippians 3:19)

I would that more men would become involved in the life of the church.  I would that more men would take on responsibility in the church.  I would that more men would take on responsibility as husbands and fathers.  I would that more men would take the lead, step up and learn how to grow to be a man—not learn from our culture what it means to be a man.  Our culture continues to diminish men, diminish men.  They make them look like boobs…buffoons…and we fall right into the mold!  

However, it’s a wonderful breakthrough in Christian maturity when the Lord teaches us to examine these needs to see whether they are from Him or not.  Not every perceived need is something directly from God.  Many Christians today in America are concerned, fundamentally, with just their own material success and their own material needs.  And ministry and spiritual things, while they may be involved, are quite simply marginalized.  

How many of us have said, “I have this sofa but I’d like a nicer one.”  “This house is adequate but we need a bigger one.”  “My income allows me to live fine but if only I made $10,000 more a year, that would make all the difference.”  “I have a wife (or a husband) that if I had a better one that would make my life happier.”  How difficult it is for us to learn the lesson that Paul learned in Philippians chapter 4.  You study Paul’s life, and it’s a marvelous study.  You read through the Book of Acts, and you walk with him through his missionary journeys and all the things that he experienced.  And then, you read the letter to the churches, and he kind of pulls the curtain back and gives you some insight in those letters about his own personal feelings and experiences.  In Philippians chapter 4 he writes this, 

11 I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned…. 
           (Philippians 4:11a)

Accent on the word, what?  Learned.  I’ve learned.  Now remember, he’s writing Philippians.  This is the end of his life.  He’s about ready to go get his head taken off.  He’s in prison in Rome.  And it’s at this point he can say, “You know, I’ve learned.”  I’m saying I’m learning.  I haven’t learned it yet.  I’m learning.  He says, 

…I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. 12 I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret (Underline that word in your Bible.  Circle it!!  I’ve learned the secret…that’s key!) of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. 13 I can do (this...) everything (How can he doe this? Through Christ who what?  Gives him the strength to do it.)  through him who gives me strength.  




     (Philippians 4:11b-13)

He’s gotten it.  He’s gotten it!!  We come to a place where we say, “I get it!  I’m freeeee!”  

We go through our own desert experiences honed in on our own lacks and honed in on our own desires, and you know what?  Oblivious…totally oblivious to the new creations we are in Christ.  We forget who we are!!!   “I’m a new creation!”  You get up every morning and you say, “God, thank You that I’m a new creation.  Thank You that You’re at work in my life.  Thank You that You’re changing me and transforming me.  Thank You, Lord, that it’s not any more about the past.  I live hopefully today, God!!”  Why don’t we do that?  I venture to say most don’t.  Most are not living hopefully.  Most think that living hopefully means, “Welllll, I hope things go better today,” rather than, “God!  Thank You for what You’re going to do today!!  Whooooo!  Let’s go!!  It’s an adventure today!  I’m going to get in.  I’m going to strap down.  I’m going to hold on because here we goooooooo!” (  We’re oblivious.

After all we’ve seen God do in our lives, after all we’ve witnessed, not the least of which is giving us new life,  “I am born again!!  All my sins have been forgiven.  I enjoy the grace of God!  He loves me as much today as He ever will in all eternity”  —but if I only had this or that, then things would be better.  

Now, there’s nothing wrong with praying for a new house.  There’s nothing wrong with a better income.  There’s really no virtue in being anti-materialistic.  God gives us all good things.

17 Every good thing given and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow.  

         (James 1:17 NASB)

But there is that fine line that is sometimes so faint to us but so clear to God—that fine between seeking His guidance in these matters with simple trust knowing that our perceptions of what we need are not always pure and seeking these things because we feel that we just cannot be happy without them, that they will somehow complete the picture for me.  The fact is that the things of this world will not meet our needs.  If anything, they may indeed make them worse.  

I’ve learned the secret of praying, “God, protect me from my prayers!”  (  “God, if this is not Your Will….”  Don’t we pray presuming we know everything?  We tell God how to do it!  “God, step A, step B, step C…. I’ve got it nailed down.  This is the way You should work.”  I’m taken to the place where I’m saying, “God, if this no where near where Your Will is, don’t even listen to that prayer, God.  Just erase it!”  (  A free person is one who is content whatever the circumstances because he or she knows that the big picture is more than just clothes on our back; it’s more than just money in our 401K.  

Jesus, Himself, addressed this issue in words that are as relevant to us just as they would have been for the Israelites.  Matthew 6:30-32, He says, 

30 If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? 31 So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?'  (We are consumed with these things!) 32 For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them.      






           (Matthew 6:30-32)

“He’s going to take care of you.”  And then later on, He’ll say what?  In the next verse, He says what?  Here’s the priority.  Seek first, what?  The Kingdom of God, His righteousness.  All these things will be taken care of.  

33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 34 Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own. 





           (Matthew 6:33-34)

Did the Israelites really think that they were being led out into the desert to die, do you think?  Did they really believe that?  I think so.  Did you ever notice when you’re so self-absorbed and your circumstances are crashing in on you where you really believe you’re going to die, do you really believe it’s going to end?  “The whole thing’s going up in flames!  We’re going to sink!  There’s no hope!  It’s all over!  I may as well just give up!”  We really believe it!  As irrational as it may seem to us now, as we step back and look with some perspective, in the midst of the fire we really believe that we’re going down.  

I believe that they really believed that.  And it’s easy to see why.  They could not, would not, did not look past themselves.  “It’s all about me.”  They wouldn’t look past themselves.  They wouldn’t look past their needs so they turned their frustrations toward God, toward Moses.  Allllll they could see was that their needs right there in front of them were not being met.  

If I had a dollar for every wife that said to her husband, “You are not meeting my needs,” I’d be a wealthy man today.  (   If I had a dollar every time a husband thought it….  (  

As foolish as their actions may seem to us, now as we sit and look and explore and unwrap this passage—as foolish as their actions may seem to us, my guess is that many of us have more in common with the Israelites than we care to admit.  The good new is that Christ does not let us go during our desert march.  He does not abandon us.  He has bought us with a price, and it is His purpose to keep things in perspective for us.  Ewwwwwwww, and how does He do that?  He tests us.  He tests us!  And this testing is not an occasional spot check to see if we really mean business.  You know, like the drug testing…periodic spot check to see if these guys are really doing it.  No, no.  It’s not a periodic spot check to see if we really mean business.  It is Christ knowing full well that when push comes to shove, we do not really mean business.  We say we do but how easily we go astray.  But He is there to train us.  He says, “I’ll never leave you nor forsake you.”   Isn’t that marvelous?  Now, we think, just in one perspective, He’s not going to abandon us.  “Ohhh, He’s always going to be with me.  Ohhhhh…”  No! He says, “I’m never going to leave you to yourself.  I’m going to be there to train you all the way to the end!”  Ohhhhh, Hallelujah!!  

Have you ever noticed that He’ll use some of your “perceived” needs as a means for teaching you a lesson?  He sometimes allows us to experience the fruit of our own self-centeredness in order to impress on us how fleeting such a focus really is.  These times of testing, when you think about it, are really a great gift from God, right?  A great gift from God.  Why?  Because He’s moving us to a deeper understanding of what life is really all about!  Stripping us of our pride and our arrogance, our foolishness, our worldly perceptions—training us.  

Not long ago I got a testimony from this man.  Let me read it to you.  It fits marvelously here.  He says,

“Not long ago our family was in the throes of a significant decision—whether to move to a nicer house or stay where we were.” (Now, you can apply this to a nicer spouse, a nicer this, a nicer that.  You fill in the blank for yourself.)  

He says, “This decision process began, quite imperceptibly, as a feeling of dissatisfaction with our present situation.”  (The myth of the greener grass, you know.)

“This dissatisfaction arose from a mental picture we had of the ideal that we wanted.  The question, of course, is where this mental picture came from.”  He said, “I don’t really know, but most likely from subtle, implicit comparisons I have made all my life between what I have and what others have.” (Now certainly none of us have experienced that.)

“So, our decision to put the house on the market became an obsession of sorts.  It became the center of what we felt we needed to make our lives complete.  As it turns out, the Lord has been using this mundane situation to test us—that is, to teach us about Himself and what it means to be a true servant of God.  As I write this, it’s been over a year since our house first went on the market (Amazing, in this hot market now, right?)—and during that time, we are learning slowly but surely some things about ourselves that we don’t particularly like.”  

“Why was I so irritable and so quick to complain to God, “all we want is a house”? (“Come on, God!  You can do that!  Get the house!!  Sell this stinkin’ house!”)  

“More important,” he says, “we are learning that God has in store for us much more than we can imagine.  He knows what we need.  His goal is to conform us to the image of Christ so that we can understand what real needs are and what gives true and lasting happiness.”

“I wish I could say that I had a vision or an angel came to me in a dream telling me what God’s will is—but this is not what happened.  Through a series of experiences and observation, as subtle as those false perceptions that started us down that road to begin with, we are beginning to see…we are beginning to understand that God cares for us more than we give Him credit for.  And He shows this care not by giving us what we want, but by using what we want to teach us how to want Him more.”  (Oh man!!)

He says, “It is a gift from God to be able to say with one’s whole heart, ‘I trust the Lord to do what is best.’” (I’m free.  I’m free!)  

Beloved, when we rise above the noise of our own self-centered world (What we want, what we want, what we want—what we perceive will make us happy.  When we rise above that…), we can truly begin to make a difference in this world.  We can make a tremendous difference in the lives of those around us.  

What message are we passing on to others?  What message are passing on in our own homes to our own children if we make it our passion to listen to those grumbling voices inside us that tell us we are not complete unless something is added?  I cannot help but think that a life of contentment, which is a life that trusts truly in God, when it is lived out will have a powerful and lasting effect in the lives of those around us.  We’re not caught up in the groundswell of the world.  We’re able to stand firm when that tidal wave comes over people.  

Beloved, when you’re tempted to grumble, when you’re tempted to complain, just remember, if you will, that underneath that grumbling and complaining is unbelief.  But underneath that unbelief is self-centeredness.  When you’re grumbling to yourself quietly or out loud, it’s because it’s all about you—which opens the door to unbelief, which leads to grumbling and complaining.  

What should you do instead?  May I suggest: stop, pray, begin to thank God for His faithfulness, begin to thank God for His provision—that He has met that need, and He will continue to meet that need—that you can be satisfied—you can be content.  Trust Him, acknowledge Him, wait on Him because He’s faithful, and His purpose is good, pleasing and perfect.

The Israelites cried out at the end of our passage in verse 7, the last phrase—they cried out,

"Is the LORD among us or not?"    



                             (Exodus 17:7b)

Beloved, we say, “The Lord is among us!”  (Hallelujah!)  There is no doubt in our minds.  He is among us.  Amen?  (Amen!)

Say, “The Lord is among us!”  (The Lord is among us!)  “He is for us!”  (He is for us!)  Ask yourself this question:  What am I really thirsty for?  What am I really thirsty for?!  That’ll tell you where you are spiritually.  Let’s pray.

Lord, thank You again for Your instruction, for Your Word, for the examples, Lord, that You give us in this book called the Bible.  Thank You that we do have a Living Hope, one that does not disappoint.  Lord, thank You that You promised never to leave us, forsake us, but You are at work in our life every day so that we can will and do what Your good pleasure is.  Lord, we can’t hurry the process along but we know that You are at work in us and for that we are eternally grateful.  Make us your kind of people, Lord.  Set us free.  Teach us as you did Your servant, Paul, the secret of being content—not covetous, not anxious, not fearful but content.  Free to worship and free to serve.  Free to give our lives to Your purposes.  God, thank You.  We love you this morning.   
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