
Confidence

Exodus 17:1-7; Psalm 78:1-4, 12-16; Philippians 2:1-13; Matthew 21:23-32

Maybe you like me when I was entering university, bought a book on how to study. I figured

that there was no way that I would make it through college without learning good study habits, and

what parent has ever told their teenage child, “you have the best study habits”?

I don’t remember too much about the book and its prescriptions for good study habits.

However I do remember the instruction that whenever you pick up an article, or a chapter out of a

textbook to read for class, the very first thing you were to do before diving into the reading is to

survey and question. Just flip through the pages of the chapter, looking at the pictures, (if there are

any), reading a sentence if it stands out, and ask questions like, How does this material relate to the

title? Who is the guy in the picture? Why is the author talking about the War of 1812?

These questions will serve as prompts and clues for the material that you read. Be well

assured that whatever you are reading has been prompted by somebody’s question. If you don’t

have the question, you might not understand the answer.

I bet some of you do this on Sunday mornings as our Scripture for the day is being read. You

might ask yourself questions like, What is the relevance of this story? Why am I, an intelligent, 21st

century person, expected to listen to this? How can I use this ancient story in my life today? You

wonder: What is the preacher going to do with this one?

And what about Scripture itself? What are the questions that led ancient Israelites centuries

ago to record the stories of the Exodus? Why were these stories so lovingly passed down to us

through the ages? Why do we as Christians need to know this much about Moses and the Hebrews?

We are once again with the Hebrews on the Exodus and as we have journeyed with them over

the last several weeks you may be tired of hearing from the same book of the Bible but just think
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what it was like for them over the forty years spent in the wilderness! Through a series of signs and

wonders, God has freed the Hebrew slaves from the horrors of Egyptian slavery. Those who thought

they had no hope of freedom have been given freedom. But they are finding freedom to be a great

challenge. For one thing, a vast desert stretches out before them. What are these hundreds of

people going to do to survive out in the wilderness? Here were people who were oppressed back in

Egypt, denied any advantages—how in the world are they going to organize themselves so that they

and their children can survive the journey ahead?

And this Sunday’s Scripture gives an answer to most of those questions. And yet behind the

Scripture is a more fundamental question. It is the question that is asked at the very end of this

Sunday’s Scripture lesson from the Exodus. Here’s the question: is God among us or not?

Here is a question which is not simply an interesting question but is the question. In my

sermon this Sunday, I am counting that this question is also your question. I don’t know that you’ve

ever put this fundamental question exactly in this way. But think of how you felt when you were

struggling with that long illness that kept you off of work and confined for many weeks? Try to

remember your state of mind when you two had tried to have a child, had prayed for a child, had

waited, and longed to start a family, but you had not received the gift for which you had prayed. What

was your question beneath all of the other questions you were asking?

How did you feel when you are forced to move halfway across the country to a new

community, leaving behind valued friends and family? Perhaps you wondered if people would receive

you well in this new place. Would you find friends? Would there be a good school or church to go to?

What I’m saying is that, beneath many of those questions was that fundamental, ancient,

thoroughly biblical question, “Is God among us or not?”

You can endure almost any pain, any unknown or fearful prospect looming before you if you
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know that you do not have to go it alone.

Imagine the Hebrews, standing there out in the wilderness, looking out across the dry and

deadly desert, wondering what tomorrow will bring. God had brought them to freedom from slavery.

God had parted the sea so that they could escape the chariots of the Pharaoh. Then, God had given

them miraculous bread, manna, and quail to eat. But now they had run out of water. And you know

that humans, or I guess any animals, can live longer without food, than we can live without water.

Then and there they ask the fundamental question, “Is God among us or not.”

In just a few verses, Moses is told to take his staff and strike a rock, a dead, hard, dry rock.

And out of the rock, there comes sweet-tasting water. God has once again provided a way when they

thought there was no way.

How dare the Israelites ask the question, “Is God with us or not?” After all they have been

through, after all the many signs and wonders that God has performed on their behalf, how dare they

still ask if God is really with them?

That’s what Moses seems to have thought. Moses seems clearly annoyed by their

questioning, and as we have noted on a previous Sunday, for the Israelites to question God is also to

question Moses. Moses being their leader was God’s idea, not theirs. This Sunday’s text says that

after the great miracle of water coming from the rock, Moses named the location “Massah and

Meribah, because the Israelites argued with and tested the Lord, asking, ‘Is the Lord really with us or

not?’”

God gave Moses no instruction about naming the oasis where Israel had been saved from

dying of thirst. Maybe Moses chose that name in order to memorialize this as the place where the

whining, complaining, and grumbling of the people reached a fever pitch.

Though Moses seems aggravated by the outcry of the people, God does not. God does not
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rebuke the Hebrews for begging for water. God doesn’t lecture them, saying, “Look at all I’ve done for

you! You ought to be grateful for what you have; now it’s water you want?”

No, that’s not at all what God says. God instructs Moses to strike the rock. Water gushes forth.

Life comes from death. The children of Israel will live another day. The fundamental question, the

question, beneath so many of our deepest questions, receives its answer. Is God with us, working

among us or not? Yes! Yes! Look at the water flowing from the rock!

Now I don’t know if you have ever dared to ask the basic, fundamental faith question, “Is God

with us or not?” Perhaps you’re one of those people who is just a natural born skeptic and asker of

questions. Maybe you’re not. But before we’re done with this story from the Exodus (or should I say

this story is done with us!), can I make a couple of observations (arising out of my encounter with this

text) about our questioning?

Firstly, it’s okay to question. Moses seems deeply annoyed by the complaints and the

questions of the people. But God doesn’t seem to be troubled about their complaints. Perhaps God

knows that they are in a life and death situation and their fear, complaining, and outcries are to be

expected. God does not rebuke the Hebrews for asking, “You have brought us all the way out in the

desert to die? Are you really with us or not?”

God immediately responds with a plan and with the miraculous gift of water from the rock.

So go ahead and question, go ahead and complain and grumble if you want to; God will not

desert you because of it.

That’s one of the things that I admire about many of our Jewish brothers and sisters. They are

so secure in their conviction that God loves them and that God will preserve their people that they are

able to complain.

I remember the great premier of Israel, Golda Meir, once complaining with a chuckle, “Of all
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the land in the Near East to promise us, God had to promise us the one bit of land in the near East

that has no oil!”

It takes faith to complain. Sometimes our complaining and our questions are based upon our

deep faith that God is good, that God really does work with us and for us, and that the situation we’re

in doesn’t match up with what we know about God.

Secondly, another observation about the basic question is that perhaps when we complain to

and raise questions about God being with us, we are inviting God to go ahead and be God. We are

saying in effect, “God, show me some of your glory. I know that you love me, and on the basis of that

knowledge. I would love to turn this impossible situation in my life over to you. God, once again,

surprise me with what you are able to do!” I think rather than an expression of a lack of faith, this is

really deep faith.

In today’s Scripture, the God of Israel responds, once again, in ways that are good,

miraculous, and life-giving. Christians believe that we join Israel in the worship of this God, and that

we are here this morning in order to be in relationship with Israel’s God. I wonder what hard, dead

“rock” God means for us to strike so that God’s life–giving water might flow upon us?

Is God with us or not? We read the story of how God was with the freed Hebrew slaves. We

think back on those occasions within our own lives when God showed up and stood with us, and did

for us what we could not do for ourselves. Here is the God-given answer to our question.

Is God with us or not? In the midst of crushing oppression from the Roman Empire there came

a new Moses, one sent to lead us from slavery to freedom through the waters of baptism, and do you

remember his name? Emmanuel. “God with us.” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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