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Is the Lord Among Us Or Not? 
Exodus 17:1-7 
There was truly great expectation.  Amongst the people, one could almost taste their thirst for 
fulfilment of the promise.  For the promise itself was great.  And they were going somewhere.  Yes, 
while there was still a journey still ahead, and whilst there were risks, here was much to look 
forward to.  Yes, there seemed to be a truly great expectation because of the promise. 

And yet there was grumbling.  And yet there were was 
murmuring among the people.  There was discontent.  
There was seemingly a lack of faith at the first sign of 
difficulty.  Is the Lord among us or not?

Who is this?  Us?  Surely not!  Well, before you answer, 
let us ponder further as we join the people in Exodus 
17 today.

It certainly is the story of the people of Israel, isn’t it 
— of God’s chosen ones as God walks with them.  In 
Exodus there is a pattern.  A pattern of God’s love, mercy and rescue of people followed by their 
grumbling at the first sign of difficulty.  For example… 

After the miraculous rescue of the people by God 
from slavery in Egypt, and then soon after at the Red 
Sea, we hear the song of praise by Moses and Miriam.  
What assurance that God is with the people!  Things 
are looking good.  But just three days later into their 
journey, the water and the people have become equally 
bitter.  “So the people grumbled against Moses saying, 
‘What are we to drink?’”  And Moses, the leader and 
intercessor for the people, cried out to the Lord, and 
the Lord provided sweet water.  All is well.  Calm is 

restored.  The journey recommences.   But later on in their journey in the desert of Sin (an 
interesting name!) we hear that  “In the desert the whole community grumbled against Moses and 
Aaron.  The Israelites said to them, ‘If only we had died by the Lord’s hand in Egypt — at least there 
we had some tucker and plenty of it — but you, you have brought us out into the desert to starve 
this entire assembly to death.”  This time, both Moses and Aaron bear the brunt of the people’s 
grumbling.  Can’t we go back?  Give us the old way and the golden old days! But again, God comes 
to the rescue.  “The Lord said to Moses, ‘I will rain down bread from heaven for you.’"  And God 
sends the manna rain for the people.  

Are you seeing the pattern here?

And so we now come to our reading in Exodus 17.  Again the people are on the move.  They’re still 
being led by God to the promised land.  They’re in the wilderness of Sin and they have no water.  
So they quarrel with Moses.  They grumble and murmur again!  Moses the leader says, “Why do 
you quarrel with me?  Why do you put the Lord to the test?”  And they grumble all the more.  The 
grumbling.  Moses had heard it all before.  No doubt he must be tiring of it all.  Instead of simply 
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crying out to the Lord for water as their intercessor as he had previously, Moses now says to the 
Lord, “What am I to do with these people?  They are almost ready to stone me.”  Moses now 
assumes the place of God, as if he’s the one acting to save them all the time.  What am I to do?  
Now even Moses complains, and asks if God is really among the people.

And yet for all this, Moses turns to God as his source 
of help, because God has promised to rescue!!!  “Is 
God among us?” the people ask.  And despite the 
grumblings of the people again,  despite their weak 
faith and the tiring of the leader, God delivers.  God is 
faithful.  God is present as he has always promised.  
God delivers by waiting on the rock and providing life-
giving water.  Is it any different in the community of 
God today?  For a family of disciples of Christ; for a 
couple or an individual walking the journey of life with 
God? Is it any different for us as congregation?  For you?  For me?

We too have been on a journey — a physical one, and yet also very much a spiritual one.  You may 
be very aware of your individual journey, or of a journey for your family.  Certainly the COVID 
pandemic brought big changes in our lives, including introducing streamed worship for remote 
viewing.  Our congregation has also been on a journey from our previous church in Station Street 
to this beautifully refurbished church in Riversdale Road, and toward building Project B and sharing 
those facilities with our incoming partners.  And we certainly know of our long LCANZ ordination 
journey these past 30 or more years, most recently culminating in this year’s Synod and a struggle 
so vigorous that some have called it spiritual warfare.  Is God still amongst us?  It just doesn’t seem 
the same.  How long can we put up with this?  And as soon as we lower our eyes like the children 
of Israel to our navels, the grumbling or the complacency will come.

Several of these changes have led to declining church attendances.  This has happened in our 
country (as shown in the national census figures) and our church (both the wider LCANZ and 
here in St Paul’s).  It’s been a hard few years’ journey.  Yet our loving God, the same God who 
journeyed with Israel in their desert of Sin, and who walks with us, calls us to look beyond our 
navels and our own feet, and look to him and the places and the people he is leading us to, this 
Lent and beyond.  For the community in which we are now placed,  we have life-giving water — it’s 
not only ours to drink, but make no mistake, we are called on a new journey to share it… to share 
Jesus.  On this journey, we are being prepared to share it anew.  It’s an exciting adventure; but it’s 
sometimes hard and very different.  The challenge for us is to receive the life-giving water of Jesus, 
and to share it with the people about us — and perhaps in new ways in new times… with the 
people of this new place where we are now set, and the people where God takes us.  In John’s 
gospel we hear:

Many Samaritans from that city believed in him because of the woman’s testimony, “He told 
me everything I have ever done.”  So when the Samaritans came to him, they asked him to 
stay with them; and he stayed there two days.  And many more believed because of his 
word.  They said to the woman, “It is no longer because of what you said that we believe, 
for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly the Saviour of the world.”

John 4:39-42 

We’re on a journey: an adventure we make as individuals, families, congregation, and whole church.  
God has promised us eternal life,  a promised land.  God is leading us.  It’s not all beer and skittles 
along the way.  And yet it’s often in the wilderness where growth miraculously occurs, not always in 
the beautifully manicured garden that we expect.  It’s on a hill, so bereft of life that it’s called the 
place of the skull, that love comes fully to life, in the sacrifice of God himself for the people he 
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loves.  Often it’s when we are weak and vulnerable 
that growth comes, because of him in us.  Because 
that’s when we turn to God, who alone can save and 
provide what we need.  Like the woman at the well, 
who in turn ministers to a whole city by her witness.  
And we can too…perhaps by lifting up the 
opportunities for women to minister with the gospel 
in our church.

What a gift we have!  We may not have it all together.  
There will be times when we complain, and times when we think we need to be God, because we 
question whether God is with us on the journey.  But I can assure you of what God promises you, 
promises us, that we do have: Immanuel — God with us; the Word became flesh and made his 
dwelling among us (as it says right there on the wall behind our altar).  “I am among you as one 
who serves.”  God who goes to the cross to intercede for the world with arms outstretched in 
sacrifice for all who would put their trust in him.

We surely have God with us! Jesus who meets us where we are, and says, “Whoever drinks the 
water I give them will never thirst.”  Wow!  “Indeed, the water I give them will become in them a 
spring of water welling up to eternal life.”  This is Jesus for you.  

“If anyone is thirsty, let them come to me and drink.  Whoever believes in me, as the 
Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within them.”

John 7:38

What a gift we have!  Flowing water of life.  And what 
a calling we have to follow this Jesus, and to learn to 
share his life in a parched and often critical and 
complaining world.  

There was great expectation as they struck out on a 
journey of mission; an adventure of sharing life-giving 
water for — and in — a parched world in need of 
love; a journey of bold witness in faith, whatever it may 
take.  And God led the people, and provided what they 

needed in love and grace.  Amen.

Video of the service including the above address: https://youtu.be/BD0H_yql3iU

 3


	Exodus 17:1-7

