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Sermons 
God quenches our thirst 

Exodus 17.1-7; John 4.5-42 

Rev Dr Jos M. Strengholt

Sometimes you just have to let off steam.  You may explode from stress and tension 
if you do not vent some of your frustrations.  Complaining does has some positive 
psychological effects.   You may explode if you don’t.  

But a constant focus on the negative can obscure many of the joys of life.  And it can 
become an energy drain for yourself if not for those around you.  

And the stress-relieving benefits of complaining diminish when complaining slips 
into a more serious mode of anger - as in the case of Israel in the desert.   They were 
angry at Moses becaue they did not get what they wanted.  

We often do not get what we want.  But how to react if you really need it? 

1.  No Water

St Paul, in 1 Corinthians 10, wrote that the events of Israel in the desert “took place 
as examples for us”, and “they were written down for our instruction”.  (1 Cor 10.6, 
11)

We can learn from what Israel experienced; how did God support his people in those 
days?

Reading the story of Israel can easily make us critical of the Israelites.  ‘O my 
goodness.  They were always nagging, always complaining.’

But that is too condescending, without empathy.  As if we would have responded very 
differently.

Just before our story begins, Israel had experienced some great miracles.  First, God 
had made them escape from slavery in Egypt.

Moses whacked with his stick on the Nile River, and to show his power and to punish 
Egypt, God make the water of the Nile turn into blood.  Egypt could not drink its 
own water.  God punished them with thirst.

Then Israel traveled through the desert; when they became hungry for a lack of food, 
the Lord God made quails and manna rain from heaven.  This miracle continued for 
40 years, all the time when Israel traveled through the desert, until Israel reached the 
border of Canaan.
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Israel had just begun experiencing this provision of meat and bread by God, when, as 
we read in Exodus 17:1, the whole community of Israel set out from the Wilderness 
of Sin.

Sin was the name of that desert, and this had nothing to do with sinfulness.  Sin was 
the name of the middle eastern Moon God, and the Egyptian desert called Sinai still 
carries that name of the moon god.  

If bedouin in the desert travel by day, what light do they have? Surely, the sun.

If they travel by night, what light do they use? Yes, the moon.  

Sun and moon - these were two gods in the pantheon of gods in ancient times.   

How did Israel travel, by day and by night?

God went before them by day as a column of smoke.  And in the night, he went 
before them as a column of fire.

Not the gods of those days, not the sun and the moon were the guiding lights of the 
people of God, but the Creator of the sun and the moon himself was with his people.

Just as for us Christians, God himself is our guide in life.  We may be very wise, we 
may get great advise from others, we may be intellectually brilliant, and we use all 
that to the maximum, and we should.   But ultimately, it is God who rules over us and 
guides us.

And Israel traveled exactly in accordance with how God guided them, from station to 
station.  They followed the column of smoke by day and the fire by night.  They were 
totally obedient.  They did what God told them to do, they traveled where He guided 
them.

And in accordance with how God guided them, 
they camped at Rephidim.  This is probably the 
present Wadi Rufayid, some 12 kilometers south 
of Mt Sinai.

‘But there was no water for the people to drink’.

No water? How is this possible? They served 
God, they obeyed His laws, they were faithful 
and good believers.  They followed step by step.  
But God brought them in a place with no water.

You do everything you believe God asks you to do, with a heart that is dedicated to 
serving and loving Him.  And in spite of this, things go badly wrong in your life.  You 
may even presently be in such circumstances.  Where is God? That question is not a 
theological question – it is an existential question.  Where is He?
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Where is He is our sickness? When family-members or friends die? In problems in 
our work? When a child dies in a car accident? When we feel unhappy for whatever 
reasons? 

Israel quarrelled with Moses, demanding water.  The word used here for ‘quarrel’ is 
often used in the Bible as a legal term.  Nowadays we would say: they sued Moses.

They began a court-case.  The complaint they filed was rather formal – maybe they 
did this by approaching the elders of the nation.  ‘He has brought us here, and our 
children are about to die.  He himself should be punished.  He deserves to die.’

It is good to take note, they assumed Moses could actually give them water.  They 
had seen how God had used him in the past to supply in all their needs.  They did 
not doubt Gods ability to save them and supply them in their needs, God gave them 
manna each morning.

But they now needed water and they wanted it NOW.  The behaviour of Israel was 
not the anger of people who reject belief in God.  They were people questioning 
why God was doing what he did.  ‘God must bless me now!’ We will stand on his 
promises, we have rights.’

That they cried out was normal.  They needed water urgently.  But the manner of their 
outcry to God was not normal.  They threatened Moses in their deep anger.

So Moses asks them: “Why do you test God.” Why? What a question.  They needed 
water...  their throats were dry...  their children were crying, the cattle was dying...

‘Moses, why did you bring us out of Egypt? To make us all die of thirst in the desert?’

Then Moses also begins to be upset.  He is also desperate and he addresses God.  
‘What do I do with these people – they are about to stone me.’ To me this sounds as 
if the legal complaint against Moses could indeed lead to the death penalty.

The people asked ‘why’, Moses asked 
‘why’.  And in times of need, there is 
nothing wrong with asking this question.  

The people of Israel addressed Moses 
about God.  But Moses was wiser.  He 
addressed God directly.  ‘Lord, save us.’

2.  God takes action

Then God takes action.  He has chosen 
Israel, and He was indeed in their midst.  
The Lord God was in their midst, even when they did not experience this in their 
fear.  Even when they suffered from thirst.  Even when He seemed so far, even at 
times of disaster, He did not leave them alone.  
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And in spite of their complaints, God in his grace did not strike Israel to punish it for 
its lack of faith.

Moses was not to strike Israel, but he had to strike a rock, and God made water come 
out of the rock for the people to drink.  This is so much in line with how the whole 
Bible speaks of the grace of God.

This gracious character of God is fully revealed in his Son Jesus Christ.  He did not 
come to our world to punish, to strike us, but to be stricken.

And this made the Apostle Paul in his first letter to the Corinthians write that the 
forefathers drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock, Paul 
says, was Christ.

The fact that the Apostle Paul, when reading his own Jewish Biblical sources, 
recognised Jesus Christ in the rock in this story of Moses and Israel, is because Jesus 
Christ is the place from where God quenches our thirst - but he had to be stricken.

In the midst of their misery, God was with Israel.  It was the Son of God himself who 
was present with Israel.  Immanuel.  He is Immanuel: God with us.  He suffers with 
us.  The rock was struck, and God showed His mercy – water flowed freely.

In a very personal way, this same miracle is experienced by the Samaritan woman who 
met Jesus at the well where she had come to find water.

Her life was miserable; she had been married five times and she was now living with 
another man with whom she was not married.

You can just imagine what this meant in Samaritan society.  The woman was 
ostracised, and she must also have felt that God, or fate, or life had dealt her all the 
wrong cards....

For that woman, did it matter whom she could blame? Her own choices, society, her 
upbringing.  Whatever.  She was miserable and she wondered: where is God.

And Jesus, the rock who traveled with Israel, also offered this woman living water.  
Everyone who drinks normal water will become thirsty again, and without that water, 
he will die in a few days.  But Jesus offered to change something inside her, a radical 
change of life and direction.

‘Whoever drinks the water I give him, will never thirst.  Indeed, the water I give him 
will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.’

What Jesus promised, was a relationship with God.  A relationship that is always 
satisfying.  A personal link to the Father, the Almighty.  In the midst of the misery of 
life, He promises to be close to us.

God is patient with us, his people, and our nagging, our complaints, our lack of 
perfection, that does not stop Him from being with us.
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He graciously and faithfully responds not to our characteristic lack of faith, but to our 
human needs.

3.  The search

So does this now mean that God gives us all we need, physically, emotionally, 
spiritually? It certainly does not mean that he gives us all that we desire, all we want.

When trees or plants are thirsty, the roots go deeper and deeper into the soil.  The 
trees become more healthy, stronger, by not having their needs met too easily.

There are times in life when we need some trimming.  By trimming the plants, the 
trees, they become better.  And this is what happens to us when we do not have 
our needs met.  When we do have to hold on to God with our fingernails for our 
emotional survival.  When we need him but when He stays silent for a while.

Being fully satisfied, being totally 
happy is, I think, overrated.  Most 
people only rarely have those 
experiences of total happiness.  
These are the moments of elation, 
gifts of God.  And to strive for it 
is almost useless.

In our lives we go through many 
phases where we struggle to make ends meet, to feed our children, and to experience 
the presence of God.  We are in many respects like Israel in the desert - thirsty.  But 
with God nearby through Jesus Christ.

He promises that we will not thirst, but we know, we are often thirsty for God, for 
happiness, for help in life.

Oh yes, the promise is real enough - but we are to dig, always dig, for finding 
the water that quenches our thirst and it is exactly because we miss that blessed 
experience of Gods presence that we search and search.

And the search, the digging, the thirsting is important because it keeps us aware that 
without God, we are lost.  And it makes our roots go deeper.

It is the seeming absence of God that increases our longing, faith and our stamina.  
And in a strange way, this makes us grow much more, than if God would treat us 
today to all thing we desire.

Our choice in such moments is either rebellion against God, like Israel did in the 
desert, or it is complaining to God, praying to God, as Moses did.

That last approach - of laying your problems and sorrows and lack of joy before God - 
is really what He wants.  Because that is exactly what our faith is about.
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It is about relating to God, seeking Him.  Because He always satisfies.  Not maybe 
how we expect it, not always when we want it, not even always when we think we 
need it.  But He is there.

Conclusion

Jesus Christ, the spiritual rock, travels with you all the way.  Today, tomorrow, all your 
life, as you are part of his family.

So even when you feel low, down and out; when you experience serious problems - he 
is there with you.  And today again, he feeds us with manna and living water - the 
rock who was stricken feeds us with himself.  With bread and wine that reminds us of 
the price he paid to redeem us and to reconcile us with God.

This does not solve all of your temporary problems - but it does ensure you that He is 
with you, very nearby.  And if he does not help you immediately in your area of need - 
grow stronger.  Do not blame God - but have your spiritual roots seek deeper for him, 
the one who satisfies and who goives you strength to handle life.

+ Amen


