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I hate to break the news to you, Bryan, but probably even if you hired me, the publisher would still want 
them to purchase their own books. I'm not sure the numbers are working on that deal. I'm delighted to 
be here, and I'm also delighted to be part of your Lenten series and what you're doing. Hello? Part of 
your Lenten series is looking at the Book of Exodus. Now, the Book of Exodus is extraordinarily 
important for us because in our culture the word salvation doesn't mean what it used to mean. It's 
either opaque or it's maybe even offensive. The Book of Exodus gives us word pictures, as it were, gives 
us images that help us understand salvation. For example, in the Book of Exodus, the people of Israel are 
liberated from captivity in order to go serve God. 

When most people think of salvation, they think of becoming a Christian. They think that they are taking 
on new restrictions, they're losing their freedom, but actually the Bible tells us that salvation is 
liberation. It's always liberation because if you look to anything more than God for your justification, for 
your significance, for your meaning, for your self-esteem, if you look to anything more than God, you are 
actually enslaved to it. The true Lord is the only master that, if you serve him, will liberate you. If you 
love anything more than God, you won't love the other things well. Therefore, salvation is always a 
liberation. It's not a confining. It's not becoming restricted. It's a liberation. Also, the Book of Exodus, 
and this is very easy to miss. It's a forest for the trees sort of thing. 

When you stand back and look at the Book of Exodus, you realize that salvation is by sheer grace. It is 
not through our performance, not through our moral efforts. It's a gift of sheer grace because, notice, 
God does not give the children of Israel the law and then lead them out. Does he? He doesn't say, "Here 
are the 10 commandments. Now obey them. Okay. You're doing pretty good. Now I'll liberate you." 
Instead, what he does is he liberates them and then he gives them the law. It is the protestant doctrine 
of justification by faith alone but not by faith which is alone. In other words, we are justified, that is 
we're saved, we're accepted by God on the basis of our faith alone, not on the basis of our goods works. 
But if we are truly saved, we will want to obey God with glad and generous hearts. 

Therefore, what we have is we've got a picture, a picture of salvation as all of grace. Salvation is 
liberating. It's all of grace. The other thing we learn in Exodus, and this is where we're going to be today 
in this text. The other thing about salvation we learn here is there's a decisiveness about salvation, but 
there's also a process. Now, this decisiveness, I mean this. You either are a slave or you're not. You're 
either legally a slave or you are liberated. To be a slave is a legal category and you either are or you're 
not. There's nothing in the middle. It's the same thing with being a Christian. Either your sins are 
forgiven or they're not. Either you are justified and accepted by Christ or you're not. 

Dr. David Martyn Lloyd-Jones, a British preacher and pastor, used to ask a question to do a little bit of 
diagnosis. He used to sometimes ask people, "Are you a Christian?" If the person would say, "Well, I'm 
trying," he would conclude that they really didn't understand Christianity. It's like, "Are you married?" 
"Well, I'm trying." There's a subjective side to that, but the fact is you either are or you're not. You either 
took the vows or you're not. Either the form was signed or it wasn't. To be a Christian is you either are 



or you're not. There's a decisive aspect because being a Christian is a status before it's a life because 
you're led out before you're given the law, but having said that, there is a process to it as well because 
you can take a person out of slavery, but it takes a lot longer to take the slavery out of the person. You 
can fall back into the habits of a slave, into the mindset of a slave. That's the reason why the children of 
Israel do not go right from Egypt into the Promised Land, but they go into the wilderness. 

It's in the wilderness, Deuteronomy Chapter 8 tells us, it's in the wilderness that God taught them to rely 
on him. Go to Deuteronomy Chapter 8, says, 

 "I put you in the wilderness and tested you that you would learn that man does not live by bread alone 
but according to my word."  

The Book of Hebrews tells us that we, Christians, if you're a Christian today, you're actually in the 
wilderness. You have been liberated, but you're not in the Promised Land yet. You're not in the new 
heavens, new earth. You're not seeing God face to face yet. We're in the wilderness. We're in this world. 
The wilderness is a place of darkness and difficulty, and it's sometimes hard to find food and drink. The 
wilderness represents the difficulties of this life through which God is teaching us to trust him, through 
which God is working his salvation into us. You're either saved or you're not, and yet it takes time for 
your salvation to be worked into you. That's what happens in the wilderness. 

Now, there's three things in this text that tell us how you can be sure that when you're in the wilderness 
and when troubles come upon you or trials come upon you to make sure your salvation is working itself 
in. The three things are three aspects to this passage. What we are seeing here is the patience of God, 
the rock of God, and the judgment of God, so let me read it to you. Exodus 17 verses 1 to 7,  

"All the congregation of the people of Israel moved on from the wilderness of Sin by stages, according to 
the commandment of the Lord, and camped in Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink. 
Therefore, the people quarreled with Moses, and said, 'Give us water to drink. And Moses said to them, 
'Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the Lord?' 

But the people thirsted there for water, and the people grumbled against Moses and said, 'Why did you 
bring us up out of Egypt to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?' So Moses cried to the 
Lord, 'What shall I do with these people? They're almost ready to stone me.' And the Lord said to Moses, 
'Pass on before the people, taking with you some of the elders of Israel, and take in your hand the staff 
with which you struck the Nile, and go. Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb; and 
you shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, and the people may drink.' And Moses did so in 
the sight of the elders of Israel. He called the place Massah and Meribah because of the quarreling of the 
people of Israel because they tested the Lord by saying, 'Is the Lord among us or not?'" 

Now, let's look at these three motives, these three things. First of all, look at the patience of God. Moses 
says, "They're quarreling with me." The word quarrel is actually in Hebrew is a legal word that means to 
lodge a complaint because they are now at a place where there was no water. They were essentially 
charging Moses with kind of leadership malpractice. The reason why we know that the word quarrel 
means a legal lodging of a complaint is Moses says, "These people are trying to stone me," which, of 
course, was an execution. Here's Moses, and he's brought them out of Egypt through God, plagues, 
through God, parting of the Red Sea. I mean, through God, Moses has done everything for them, and 
now they're so ungrateful that they're ready to stone him. 



Moses says, "What shall I do with these people?" Which is another way of saying, "I've had it. My 
patience is at an end," but God's patience is not. That's the first point, the patience of God. What does 
God say? He says, "No, let's give them water." The first point is a simple point. If you're reading the 
entire Bible through, go through Genesis all the way to the end or just read the Old Testament, the 
Hebrew scriptures, it will take you a couple days, a few hours a day. You get a bird's eye view of the fact 
that God is constantly doing things for the people, and the people are getting so many things from him, 
but the minute it seems like God is not helping in the way they want, they mistrust him. 

When you get that bird's eye view and you see how God is always coming through for them again and 
again and again, and the moment it seems like he's not doing what they want, they're ready to turn, and 
they don't trust him. You get that bird's eye view, and you see that human beings are spiritual idiots 
because here's God doing all this for them and one more time God being patient with them. "No, no. 
Let's give them some water." I mean, there's nothing more unjust than to accuse God and Moses of 
injustice, but instead, God says, "No, let's give them some water." All I mean is, from high up in a 
helicopter, you can look down, and you see the jungle. But you see the jungle doesn't go on forever, and 
you see there's a river and there's some fields and all that. When you're in the jungle, it does look like 
it's going on forever. When you read the Bible, you've got the perspective, and that is that God's always 
got a plan, that he doesn't give up on us. 

When you're down there, it feels like there is no plan. When you're in the wilderness, get perspective. 
When you're in the wilderness, think about the people who looked up at Jesus Christ on the cross, who 
loved Jesus, who knew all the good Jesus could do. Those who went home that night saying, "I don't see 
any good that God could possibly bring out of that." Now, you know what good God brought out of that 
because we have a whole book, which is like kind of a helicopter view, of why Jesus Christ suffered, but 
you don't have your book. You don't have a helicopter view of why you're going through what you're 
going through, but you need to trust him. You need to see he's patient. You need to see he's not given 
up on you. Point one, the patience of God. 

Point two, the rock of God. Now, what do I mean by that? It's only because there was no other place to 
get water that they had to look to God for the water. They had to look to the rock. Some years ago, I was 
passing through Hopewell, Virginia, which is where my very first church was. I went there as a man of 24 
years old, and I looked at the church, and it was a small church. It was a loving church. I was there for 
nine years, and I made many, many good friends. Then, after that, I moved on to teach and eventually to 
New York City. But 25 years after I was ordained, the people of Hopewell, being who they were, they 
were keeping count. When Kathy and I drove through Hopewell that summer on our way home from the 
beaches of the Southeast back up to New York, they surprised us with a reception, with a little reception 
in honor of the 25th anniversary of my ordination. Very sweet. 

At one point, I dreaded this. I knew it was going to happen. At one point, 20 of the people got up, 
basically about 20, and said, "We all have been doing some reflection on what we most got out of your 
ministry. In the nine years you were here, we were all trying to remember “what is one thing that you 
helped us with most." When the 20 people had gotten up and explained what that was, which was very 
moving in many ways, but afterwards, Kathy and I noticed nobody mentioned a sermon. Nobody said, 
"The thing that I remember the most was one day in one of your sermons, you were preaching on this, 
and I never forgot it." Nobody mentioned a sermon. In those days, when I used to be a pastor and I 
would visit people, especially visit them in the hospital. I visited them whenever there was a problem, 
we always read Scripture together. It was the Scriptures that I read when they were in the wilderness 
that they remembered. 



I remember one man got up, I remember this well, and he said, "When my wife and I were down at the 
Petersburg jail because our son had been arrested, and we thought it was the end of the world, we 
didn't know what we were going to do, and you came and visited us. Before you left, we sat down, and 
we read John Chapter 13 verse 7, 'For Jesus says, 'You do not know now what I am doing, but later you 
will understand.''" He said, "We never forgot that, and that verse just sunk into our hearts. For years 
after, it's helped us get through things." Why? See, I remember thinking, "I preached on that text, and 
you were sitting there taking notes on it, didn't sink in." See, it's in the wilderness that he turned to God. 
It was in the wilderness, when all other sources of water dry up, you get the water of God, and you say, 
"Why didn't I have this before?" See, it's only in the wilderness that God becomes your rock. 

A story about a lumberjack who was going into a forest. He knew he was going to bring the entire grove 
of trees down. He saw a mother bird making a nest in one of the branches, "Oh my goodness. That 
won't be any good because I'm going to be in here the next two weeks cutting these trees down." He 
went over to the tree, and he smacked it with the side of his ax. The poor mother bird was like this. 
Finally, she didn't know what in the world was going on, and so she flew over to another tree and 
started making her nest over there, so he followed her over, and he took the ax, and he smacked that 
tree. The poor bird was getting whiplash. She moved to another tree, and he kept doing that until finally 
she flew up into a high rock and made a nest in the rock, and then he went home. You see, in this world, 
every tree is coming down. Don't make your deepest comfort, don't make your greatest meaning and 
security and happiness be in anything. Build your nest in the rock. 

Number three, judgment. This story is not just about the patience of God and the rock of God, it's about 
the judgment of God. We here in America, in particular, in our culture, we have such an ambivalent, that 
too big a word, we are so conflicted about judgment, the idea of moral judgment. On the one hand, we 
say no one has the right to tell anyone else what is right for him or her. No one has the right to tell me 
what's right or wrong for me. No one has the right to tell other people what's right or wrong for him or 
her. We're all about no judgments, but the other thing we're about is justice. In justice, we're telling 
everybody what is right or wrong for him or her. On social media, basically, this is what social media's 
about. No moral judgments for me, but lots of moral judgments for you. That's how it works. We are 
deeply conflicted. We are in a relativistic culture and an incredibly judgmental moralistic culture at the 
same time. 

We are so ambivalent and conflicted about judgment. Nobody has the right to make moral judgments, 
and yet we need to make moral judgments. We hate judgment, and we need judgment. When it comes 
to the judgment of God, we've got just as big a problem. When you talk about a God of Judgment Day, 
"On the Judgment Day, God will punish. He will make everything right." It's interesting, about 20 years 
ago, most people I talked to, at least up in New York City, said, "I believe in a God of love, and I don't like 
the idea of a Judgment Day at all." That is not true anymore. The average person, non-Christian, that I 
talk to in New York, would say, "If there is a God, of course I would want a God who punishes injustice." 
It's changed. Part of the reason is the fact that how are we ever going to get real justice in the world if 
there's no God, a God of judgment. 

Miroslav Volf, who is a Croatian and wrote a book some years ago called Exclusion and Embrace. 
Miroslav has a fascinating passage in this because he was looking at the genocide that happened in the 
former Yugoslavia, in Serbia and Croatia, and all that incredible warfare and actually the genocide that 
happened in the 1990s. In the book, he says this. He talks about the importance of believing that there's 
a judgment day. He says, "My thesis is that the practice of nonviolence requires a belief in divine 
vengeance. My thesis will be unpopular with many in the West, but imagine speaking to people as I have 



whose cities and villages have been first plundered and then burned and leveled to the ground. Those 
whose daughters and sisters have been raped, whose fathers and brothers have had their throats slit. 
You may say to them, 'You should not retaliate,' but they ask, 'Why not?' 

I say this: The only means of prohibiting violence by us is to insist the vengeance is only legitimate when 
it comes from God. Violence thrives today secretly nourished by the belief that God will not take the 
sword. It takes the quiet of a suburb for the birth of the thesis that human nonviolence is the result of a 
God who refuses to judge. In a scorched land soaked in the blood of the innocent, that idea will 
invariably die like other pleasant captivities of the liberal mind. If God were not angry at injustice and 
deception and did not make a final end to violence, that God would not be worthy of our worship." 
What Miroslav Volf found was when he talked to people who believed in a God of judgment, then it was 
possible for them to say, "I will not pick up the sword, because I know in the end God will make 
everything right." Otherwise, what do you say? 

What do you say to somebody whose daughters and sisters have been raped, whose fathers and 
brothers have had their throats slit? Do you say, "Violence won't stop anything"? Clearly, you haven't 
suffered. What are you going to say that's powerful enough? He says what he found in that situation, by 
far the most powerful thing that brought peace was to say, "You're not the judge. There is a judge, and 
on the final day, he will stand on the earth. He knows what everybody deserves, and he will give 
everybody what they deserve." On the one hand, if there's no Judgment Day, divine judgment, what 
hope is there for us? On the other hand, if there is a divine Judgment Day, what hope is there for us? Let 
me explain what I mean. 

Some years ago, a minister I know said that he believed that God is the fairest judge possible because 
the way he reads Romans 2. Romans 2 says even the Gentiles who don't actually have the word of God, 
they have a certain knowledge in their conscience of God's standards. He said, "Here's what I think that 
means. It means that God has a little invisible recorder around every one of our necks, and all it does 
throughout our life is record every time you say to somebody else, 'You should,' or, 'You ought.' All it 
ever does is pick up, all it ever does is record your moral standards for everybody else." He says, "Maybe 
what's going to happen is on judgment day, God's going to say, 'Hey, I am so fair. Let me show you. You 
see this little invisible recorder around your neck?' You say, 'No, I didn't see that.' 'Well,' he says, 'it was 
there.' He says, 'I'm not even going to judge you by my moral standards. I'm just going to judge you by 
your standards. Let's hear what they are.' He's going to poke the button, and it's going to play." 

This minister said, I remember, he said, "And there's not a person who's ever lived who will even be able 
to live up to their own moral standards, let alone God's." If there is no Judgment Day, if there is no 
divine judgment, what hope is there for the world? If there is a divine judgment, what hope is there for 
you and me? You see why we've got a problem? But the solution to the problem is right here. First of all, 
remember, the people have lodged a formal complaint, not only against Moses but basically against 
God. Even Moses realizes that. He says to them, "Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the 
Lord?" They're mad at God. They're saying that God is the reason for all the bad things that are 
happening to them. We just saw that there's nothing more unjust than to charge God who's done 
everything for them of injustice. They deserve to be punished. What is God going to do? 

Here's what he says. He says to Moses,  

"Pass on before the people, taking with you some of the elders of Israel, and take in your hand the staff 
with which you struck the Nile, and go. Behold, I will stand before you on the rock; and you will strike the 



rock, and water will come out of it, and the people will drink." When Moses walked out with the elders, 
the people realized that there was a trial that was going to happen because the elders were witnesses in 
the trial. When Moses came out with the staff, they realized there was going to be punishment. See, 
judges in those days often would have a staff or a rod as a symbol of their authority. If the person was 
found guilty, in many cases, the rod would come down on them as their punishment, but this isn't just 
any human staff or rod of any human judge. This is the rod of God. This is the rod by which God smote 
the Nile, which means this is the rod by which God brought his divine justice down on the injustices of 
Egypt. 

Here's Moses with the rod of God and the elders and everybody knows there's going to be a trial, and 
somebody's going to be executed. Somebody's going to be punished. They go along. They go to the rock, 
and here's what God says, "I will stand before you on the rock." Virtually nowhere else that I've ever 
found in the Bible do we ever see God standing before people. People stand before God. The king 
doesn't stand before people. People stand before the king, but God says, "I will stand before you on the 
rock and bring the divine justice down on me." What God is doing here is he is actually giving people, in 
his mercy, something beyond even what they asked for in their own righteousness. They demanded that 
God be punished for all the trouble they were enduring. He went beyond that. He said, "I'll be punished 
for your evil and your injustice so you can drink." 

Paul says in 1 Corinthians 10, "Our forefathers drank from the spiritual rock in the wilderness, and their 
rock was Christ," because on the cross when Christ says, "I thirst," he's cut off from the Father. He's 
getting the cosmic thirst we deserve so that we could have the water of life. In the wilderness, when 
you're in the wilderness, when bad things happen to you, terrible things happen, the natural impulse is 
either going to be to say, "I hate thee," or, "I hate me." You're either going to blame God or you're going 
to blame yourself. You're either going to say, "I'm a terrible person," or, "God, you're a terrible person," 
or you're going to do both at once. That's what often happens, but look to the rock. Look to the cross. 

First of all, the cross tells you that even though we don't know the reason why God is allowing this 
suffering in your life, we don't know what the reason for that suffering is, we know what it isn't. It isn't 
that he doesn't love us. No other religion has a God who would come down into this world and take the 
punishment we deserve and to suffer the way Jesus Christ suffered. Whatever you're suffering, I don't 
know the reason why God is allowing it, but it's not because he doesn't love you. It can't be that. He's 
got to have some loving plan because look what he's done. On the other hand, if you say, "I hate me. I 
must be a terrible person. God must be punishing me for my sins." Hey, everybody, if God decided at 
midnight tonight to punish everybody for their sins, there'd be nobody here at 12:01! 

For you to say, "Maybe God's punishing me for my sins," shows you don't know much about your sin. 
Whatever you're experiencing, you probably deserve a lot worse. No, no, no. Your judgment day's in the 
past if you're a Christian. Do you realize that? The rest of the world, their judgment day's in the future. 
Your judgment day's over. The verdict is in. God loves you. He accepts you. He delights in you. It doesn't 
have anything to do with the ups and downs of your performance this week. No, no, no. If you're 
suffering, he's weeping too. Yes, he might be letting something happen to wake you up. Absolutely, he 
might be to get you to look to the rock. Maybe he's letting other sources of water dry up so that you'll 
look to him and finally get that. 

Don't let people judge you. Don't let your portfolio judge you, your checking account judge you, the 
mirror judge you or your waistline judge you. Let Jesus Christ judge you. He loves you because he's the 
judge who was judged. Let him be your judge.  



Let's pray. Our Father, we thank you for giving us this amazing insight that when we're in the wilderness, 
you're patient with us, you're seeking to give us new kinds of comfort and love, and you're never 
punishing us for our sins, for you took that punishment yourself. We ask that you would comfort us in all 
these ways so that when we are in the wilderness, when we feel ourselves in the wilderness, your 
salvation will be working more and more into the center of our hearts so we could become more and 
more conformed to the image of your Son Jesus Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen. 
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