
March 15, 2020 3rd Sunday in Lent Year A 
*Exodus 17:1-7  Sermon: Where is the Lord, when we need Him?  
Theme:  In a difficult wilderness journey, don’t stray, mindlessly play, or 
demand that someone pay, instead begin to pray.  

Today’s passage is very appropriate in Lent for it speaks of a wilderness journey. 
When we wander in the wilderness we only have the moment that lies in front of 
us. It is difficult to plan or control situations. When things go wrong we feel a sense 
of terror. We respond in many unhelpful ways, we play, mindlessly entertaining 
ourselves, or we stray, losing focus on our purpose in life,  we want someone to pay 
responding in anger with blame for others. The best and often last resort is to pray. 
The Israelites did all of those things when wandering in the wilderness. They 
“played” beginning a wild party with radical misbehavior to relieve their anxiety 
when Moses went up on the mountain to receive the Ten Commandments. At one 
point they strayed from trusting God’s word not believing that Manna would come 
each day so they tried to hoard it, and when they did it went bad. Here they react in 
anger, they want someone to pay, and that person is Moses. Our passage begins 
with all of the people pulling up stakes and moving by stages through the 
wilderness. It has been estimated that there were between two and three million 
people traveling together. Communication just from one end of the camp to the 
other must have been very difficult. Think how hard it is when you have camped to 
pack up your tent and bedding, eating utensils, phone chargers, or in their case 
Camel water bags,  and then drive away. For the Israelites this was only to camp 
again.  Traveling from place to place, as the Lord commanded. They left the desert 
of Sin, which means “thorns” or “clay”, a  dreary place. They then went to a worse 
one, Rephedim, where there was no water. They went from very bad to a lot worse. 
To illustrate, Lorraine and I were driving on a road in the Sierra foothills and it was 
awful, rutted single lane, and twisty. It would give some of our roads in Santa Cruz 
a run for the worst road award. As we drove we came to a sign that said “Warning 
rough road ahead” We thought, what in the world! How could it get worse? That’s 
what the Israelites thought, they were in a desert so dry that only thorns could grow on 
clay soil and they came to Rephedim with the deceptive meaning Hebrew or “to unpack, 
to spread, or  relax”. Sounded good but it was really disappointing. As the text states so 
straightforwardly, “But there was no water”. So they quarreled with Moses, they started 
complaining and it kept up increasing in intensity; they strove and contended with Moses. 
Moses said, “Why do you put the Lord to the test?” Like many a Jewish prophet who 
proclaimed God’s word and were personally attacked, he was in a tough spot.  The people 
knew what they wanted, they wanted Moses to do something saying, “Why did you bring 
us up out of Egypt to let us and our children and our livestock all die?” was their 



repetitious and unrelenting cry.   Moses looked to the Lord for help saying, “Any second 
they are ready to stone me!” It was a million member lynch mob.  The Lord tells Moses 
literally “ to passover”  in front of the people with the stick that he had struck the Nile 
with on the night of Passover. And he tells Moses to hit the rock with real enthusiasm. I 
can see the long slow walk through the camp to the rock. The people knew that symbol 
and what it meant. So God is reminding them of his biggest miracle in their memory.  So 
there is an echo of God’s earlier deliverances. He struck the rock and water flowed out. 
He called it Massah  which means to flow, and Meribah which means “complain”, 
because the people said, “Is God with us or not?” 
   
We are in a similar situation. The whole world is on a wilderness road that seems to have 
no end or purpose. Many will stray, hoarding toilet paper and cleaning material like the 
Israelites hoarded Manna. Many of us will play, just hoping to entertain ourselves to 
distraction. That was my plan until they cancelled all sports! Many already want someone 
to pay. They complain bitterly and with anger. We complain not only to world leaders, but 
to God. Ironically, that is the key turning point of grace. When you start complaining to 
God, that is the first step in prayer. To pray is to remember and reflect on what God has 
done. The Israelites looked back to the greatest redemption event that they remembered 
in the Exodus when God parted the Red Sea and the angel of death passed over the 
Israelite households and the heavily armed Egyptian Army was routed.  Today, due to the 
virus, we are all on a lonely Lenten road. Like the Israelites and like my wife and I when 
we were on that country road, right when we think it cannot get any worse it does. 
Yesterday’s rough road seems tame in comparison to today’s. Now is when we should not 
stray, or play or want someone to pay, but we should pray. To begin to pray is to 
remember who God is and what he has done.  Like the Israelites we need to hope in a 
God who was willing to come to suffer and die, so that we could be led out of the 
wilderness of sin and death.  

Let Us Pray: Lord in these difficult times teach us to look to you and your Son. Help us to 
think not only of ourselves but others as your Son did and still does. As Christ intercedes 
for us daily let us daily pray for doctors, leaders, and victims of this terrible sickness.  Let 
us through prayer share love rather than fear, grace rather than pain and hope rather than 
despair. Amen 


