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In 2010, a massive earthquake struck Haiti, devastating the capital and leaving hundreds of thousands dead or homeless. Amid the rubble, a journalist interviewed a mother who had lost her entire family. Through tears, she asked a simple, gut-punching question: “Why would God let this happen?  This isn’t fair.  He can’t be good.”[footnoteRef:1]  And that cry – God, where are You? – echoes through every wilderness of human history. [1:  Illustration adapted from https://niemanstoryboard.org/2022/02/10/trauma-earthquake-haiti-moni-basu/ Accessed October 24, 2025] 

…
Today we’re returning to the book of Exodus, and we’re right around the halfway point of the story. Now, if you’re thinking about where that might be, it’s not the baby in the basket, not the burning bush, not the ten plagues, or the Red Sea. We’ve passed all that.

And surprisingly, we’re still not done. This is just the middle.  The second half of Exodus happens after the escape from Egypt. God’s people have been set free from slavery—but freedom doesn’t mean they’re finished. Now God is doing the harder work: getting Egypt out of them.

And that’s where we meet them today—in the desert. Hungry. Thirsty. Afraid. Complaining. Still accusing God.  And it’s good the text lingers here, because for many of us, this is where we live. Our wilderness seasons don’t end in a week.

So open your Bible to Exodus 17:1. Would you stand with me as we come before God’s Word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Exodus 17:1-7]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

Now if you were with us two weeks ago, the people ran out of food – and God fed them with manna from heaven.  But this time, the situation’s worse.  They’re out of water.  And it’s here, in this bone-dry place, that we meet God’s patience and His provision again.  And if you’re taking notes that’s where we’re going today.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/the-water-of-grace/ (Accessed October 22, 2025)] 


First, let’s dig into the patience of God.  
…


So I grew up as the oldest sinner among three siblings.  And as the oldest, I discovered a strange talent: I could ruin my sister’s day just by showing up in the wrong mood.  If I was miserable, I wanted everyone else to be too.  And Israel was the same.  They were professional grumblers and good at sharing it around.  But in Exodus 17, they take it up a notch.  Verse 2 says:
	So they quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water to drink.”  (Exodus 17:2)
	
Now in English a quarrel is something angry kids get into, but the Hebrew here has legal connotations – it’s closer to filing a lawsuit.  So this isn’t two kids arguing over Lego, it’s litigation.  Israel is dragging Moses into court and accusing him of criminal negligence.  “You brought us out here to die!  This is murder!”   And in verse 4 Moses sees where this is going and goes for help.  So we read:
Then Moses cried out to the Lord, “What am I to do with these people? They are almost ready to stone me.” (Exodus 17:4)
	
Now this isn’t a metaphor.  Stoning was the legal penalty for murder.  So the people aren’t whining – they‘re preparing for an execution.  And we can see Moses’ complaint here – “Hey God, I’m just doing what You’ve said.  So help me out here.”  I mean really Moses is just middle management and he knows it.  Really God is the responsible party here.  And this is why Moses asks the people:
“Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you put the LORD to the test?” (Exodus 17:2)

So picture the scene: we have three parties in a courtroom.  We’ve got some thirsty people who are desperate and furious; they are at the end of their rope.  We’ve got an exasperated Moses who thinks he’s about to die, and we have God.  And ultimately the fingers are all pointing at Him.  So how does God respond to accusation?  Not with anger, not with judgment, but with patience.  
…
Now we see this here, but it’s not just here.  And this is what I want to encourage you again to read Exodus at home.  We’re just hitting the highlights in this series.  But if you read through Exodus you’ll notice a pattern that runs through it all like a drumbeat.  

So in Egypt the slaves are complaining.  And at the Red Sea they panic.  And in the desert without food they accuse.  And then when they get manna too many days in a row they grumble.  And every single time, God responds the same way – with mercy.  He provides.  He saves.  He’s patient.

And if you read Exodus straight through, it’s almost comical.  You want to yell at the page: “what’s wrong with these people?!”  I mean they just watched the Red Sea split in half and Pharaoh’s army get swept away.  And yet every time things get hard, it’s like they’ve developed spiritual amnesia.  How can they possibly have forgotten what God’s done?


I mean sure, having no water in a desert is a big deal – fair.  But if you’ve seen God bring impossible answers to your problems over and over at some point surly the rational response to wilderness is to sit down and say, “Well, here we are again.  Let’s see what God’s going to do this time because He’s obviously up to something.”  Isn’t that rational in the face of God’s faithfulness?
…
Well rational or not that’s not how they see it.  Instead the first thing the people jump to in the face of a new problem is that God is out to get them.  It’s like the Israelites were the original internet conspiracy theorists—scrolling through the desert convinced that Moses and God had cooked up a secret plan to “dehydrate the population for control.”

No.  God’s not abusing His people, He’s saving them.  But they keep forgetting they’ve been saved.  And yet God doesn’t deride them for this, He just saves them again.  He’s patient with them miracle after miracle.  That’s the drumbeat.
…
Now why is it so easy to see this in the text, but so hard to see it in our own lives?  Like I do the same thing. God’s been faithful to me time and again—but the moment things dry up, I panic, complain, and assume the worst. Instead of saying, “God’s been good before—He’ll be good again,” I act like this is the one time He’s going to fail.

Is it just me, or are there any other sinners in the room?
…
Now here’s the beautiful part: When we’re faithless God doesn’t throw up His hands and say, “that’s it, I’m done.”  He stays patient.  Again and again.  

Why? Because He knows something’s wrong with our spiritual memory. See we’re quick to remember pain and slow to remember grace.  We replay criticism and failure a hundred times in our minds, but we hardly ever replay His faithfulness.
…
So what do you do when someone says something nasty about you?  How do you deal with that?  Does that ever happen to you?
…
The other day someone posted something about me online saying essentially “That pastor Dan at Fort George is terrible.  He lets people do drugs on the church property and light fires.  The neighbourhood is deteriorating on his watch, and he doesn’t care at all.”  That was the first post and then other people chimed in and agreed – “Dan really is terrible.”  

Now I don’t know about you, but one of my big strategies when people say mean things about me is to lay awake at night thinking about all the awesome ways I could have responded.  And I can be a genius of revenge all night.  I can really get myself worked up.  So do you have any good strategies for solving the world’s problems?  Do they involve ruminating on the injustice you’ve experienced and playing it over and over in your mind?  This is a classic human trick – it’s a bad strategy for faith.

In contrast when something good happens to me I am remarkably efficient at forgetting.  Like how many compliments do I need to receive to outweigh one criticism?  It’s a lot.  Or how many prayer requests does God have to answer to make up for the one time He doesn’t answer the way I want?  I don’t know but it’s a lot.  It always feels like the last time God answered a prayer was 30 years ago even when it actually happened yesterday.
…
So what do we do about this?  If it’s dark and dry in your life, what’s the answer?  It’s to take the medication God prescribes for spiritual amnesia.  This is something God prescribes for His people over 150 times in scripture, but here are just a few references in the context we are studying – see if you can pick the medication out.  God says:
“Remember the day you came out from Egypt” (Exodus 13:3)
“Remember what the LORD your God did to Pharaoh” (Deuteronomy 7:18)
“Remember how He led you these forty years in the wilderness.”  (Deuteronomy 8:2)

The prescription for spiritual amnesia is to intentionally remember the patience of God.  Now you wouldn’t think God would have to command this – like do we really need to be reminded to remember when God graciously gives us a miracle instead of giving us what we deserve?  But the story of Israel tells us we do.  The human default is to forget when God shows up, but faith is the decision to remind ourselves about what God has done instead of letting it fade into obscurity.  

See remembering is the act of faith.  And this is why God’s people pattern our lives like we do.  So if you want to grow in your faith then get up every morning and get into the word and pray.  If you want to see God’s faithfulness then surround yourself with God’s people.  If you want your soul to thrive and enjoy the abundance of seeing God at work then school yourself and your children about what He did for you yesterday.  Remember and don’t forget.  

So what do we learn from the first part of this story?  That God is endlessly patient with people who constantly forget how patient He is. 
…
The second thing we see in the text is the provision of the Rock of God.  So the people are dying of thirst, and God gives Moses a strange command in verse 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.” (Exodus 17:6)

Now that’s weird.  If you’re looking for water in the desert, you don’t usually start by looking at the top of a giant rock.  This is about the least likely place to find water.  But this is how God works – His grace usually flows from the most impossible places. 

And this is the blessing of the desert.  See it’s in the desperate places where every other source dries up that I’m finally forced to conclude that God is my only hope.  And when I get there, I find out He is all I need.  But it takes a desert to expose this.  Why?
Well, let’s be honest, it’s because we’ve all got lots of backup gods.  So some of us draw our worth from our jobs.  And that works great until you get downsized, replaced or retired.  And the world just moves on.  Others of us find value in relationships – a spouse, kids or friends – but even the best people eventually disappoint us.  And truthfully, the person who lets me down most is me.  

So God brings us into the desert to break our dependence on these backup gods, not to punish us, but to teach us where to look to find life.  And what we find is that it’s when He’s all we’ve got that we discover He’s all we need.  

But that doesn’t mean it feels good when God leads us into the desert.
…
So none of our kids were born good sleepers.  You would think with four we would deserve one or two, but all our babies woke up every couple hours convinced they were about to starve.  And when they did mom would respond and no one would sleep – at least this is how I remember the story – and then eventually mom would get a weekend away and dad would be in charge.  And “draconian dad” had one job: teach the baby that hunger doesn’t mean death.  

Now was it loving?  The baby didn’t think so.  But actually yes.  See I know if you go off to college still waking up and crying your roommate will not be as gracious as your mom – life will be short.  So I opted for a weekend of pain to save them from something worse – and to earn points with mom.

And this is what God’s doing with us in our deserts.  He’s not being cruel – He’s training us.  The short-term pain of deprivation saves us from long-term destruction.  
…
Now that’s easy to say when the hardship is small — missing out on a school, losing a job, or taking a detour.  I can get a sense of God’s plans in those things.  But what about when life shatters?  What about when someone you love gets sick and doesn’t recover?  What happens when a relationship falls apart or an earthquake takes your family?  How can see God’s provision then?
…
Here is where we need to see what really happens in this story.  We need to see the litigation against the Rock.  

So the people are quarreling against Moses and accusing him of criminal neglect – “you brought us out here to die!”  And Moses cries out to God, “What am I supposed to do with these people?”  And God responds by setting up a courtroom.  In verse 5 He tells Moses:
“Go out in front 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 (Exodus 17:5)

So get this: the elders are the jury and witnesses.  The staff is the gavel and instrument of judgment.  In other words, court is in session.  And this is exactly what the people were hoping for, “Ha, finally we are going to get some justice.  Stones are going to fly.”  
But slowly the penny drops.  Moses isn’t going to get it.  Moses has the staff!  Imagine your discomfort if you took someone to court only to find out that they were the judge.  So the people are shocked.  But they’re not the only ones.  There is another.
…
So Moses has been dragged over the coals by these people.  They are about to stone him.  And now God is turning the tables and Moses probably feels like the people are finally going to get what they have coming.  But then look what happens in verse 6.  God says:
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.”  (Exodus 17:6)

It’s not the people who are called to stand up and defend themselves.  God stands before the people.  This is legal language and God puts Himself in the defendant’s place.  He says, “You want justice?  Take it out on Me.”  
…
Now if you’re a Christian you know where this is going, but back in Exodus this was confusing.  See all this legal courtroom drama gets set up, and then the plot twists.  First Moses is accused but really it’s the grumbling people who are guilty but then it’s God who gets the stick.  And everyone is left scratching their heads.  Did justice just get served?  Does the water prover we were right?  What just happened?
…
So was God guilty?  Well, did He lead Israel into the desert?...  Yes.  But we’ve already talked about how God didn’t create deserts and disease.  These things came into being when sin entered the picture and people are the ones guilty of that.  

I mean if justice were to come down today in video form and every secret thing you did was up on the screen for us all to watch and judge it wouldn’t just a few billionaires getting punished.  It would be all of us.  It’s like G.K. Chesterton said, “What’s wrong with the world?  I am.”  

See we are the guilty ones.  And from our position of guilt we accuse God.  And yet instead of condemning us for our accusations, God allows Himself to be condemned.  Instead of striking back, He lets Himself be struck down.  That’s who He is.  He loves us.  And that’s what He does.  He saves us at His expense.

Now all of this wasn’t totally clear in Exodus – there was some mystery still – but it foreshadowed what was to come.  

See the human condition is to blame God.  And all of us like sheep have gone astray and pointed our bony fingers at the infinite God of the universe and said “it’s Your fault I’m in this desert!”  And how does God respond?  How would you respond if you were accused like this?
…


I think the average person would say, if there really was a God and we blamed Him for all the crap in the world, even though most of it was our own doing, we would expect Him to say, “You insolent little insects, get down on your knees before I crush you.”  But what does God do?  He gets down on His knees so we can crush Him.

God saw our tendencies and His response was to become human and enter our wilderness.  He gave up heaven to become homeless, hungry and thirsty.  And in the end He took the strike of the rod that we deserve.  In 1st Corinthains Paul makes the connection for us saying:
For I do not want you to be ignorant of the fact, brothers and sisters, that our ancestors all… drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ. (1 Corinthians 10:1-4)

Paul’s saying the courtroom drama of Exodus is connected to the cross.

And this is why on the cross, Jesus cried out, “I thirst.”  The One who made rivers had run dry so that living water could flow to us.  He took the cosmic thirst we deserve, so we could drink deeply of His grace.  And as a result Jesus is able to say 
Let anyone who is thirsty come to Me and drink.” (John 7:37)

Friends, Jesus did all this so that when you find yourself in the wilderness – dry, tired, wondering if God sees you or could possibly be good you can remember what He did for you and is still doing.

See the same God who patiently endured Israel’s accusations still endures yours.  So it’s okay to bring Him your pain and questions – He can handle them.  Doubt isn’t sin, doubt is faith on it’s side; it’s the refusal to believe that is sin.  So bring Him your questions in faith choosing to remember that He is good and is working all things out – even the things you can’t possibly understand.  

And know that the same God who brought water from the rock brought life from the cross for you.  And the same God who was struck in your place stands with you in every desert you find yourself in today.

So stop trusting the things that keep letting you down and go to the Rock.  He has been good before – so choose to remember – and you will see Him be good again.  
