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I. Massah and Meribah 

 

It was a dry and dusty desert as they trudged away from the wilderness of Sin. The people of Israel 

shuffled through it, grumbling as they ambled along. There was a reason for them being there-they'd 

been rescued. They'd been delivered from slavery in the land of Egypt, from the tyranny and harsh 

treatment of Pharaoh. The Lord had heard their cries and sent Moses; He had plagued the Egyptians 

ten times, parted the Red Sea and led His people out of the land of their captivity. Their destination 

was Canaan, the Promised Land, the land flowing with milk and honey. 

 

Between Egypt and Canaan lay a lot of real estate, and it was there the people grumbled until their 

grumbling turned to cries of despair. Looking at the desolation, they raised their voices and muttered 

against Moses, "Why is it you have brought us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our 

livestock with thirst?" (Ex. 17:3). 

 

Moses warned them, for they were contending not with him, but with God. Further, they were 

tempting Him, testing His patience with their thanklessness; despite their deliverance from Egypt, 

they still failed to trust in the Lord and His goodness. We read in Exodus 17: 

 

So Moses cried out to the LORD, saying, "What shall I do with this people? They are almost ready 

to stone me!" And the LORD said to Moses, "Go on before the people, and take with you some of 

the elders of Israel. Also take in your hand your rod with which you struck the river, and go. 

"Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock in Horeb; and you shall strike the rock, and water 

will come out of it, that the people may drink." And Moses did so in the sight of the elders of Israel. 

 

Despite the doubts and the murmurings, the Lord faithfully cared for His people. Where there was no 

water, the Lord provided water. He directed Moses to strike a rock with his rod; and the same rod 

that struck the Nile and turned water to blood now struck rock and brought forth water. There, at 

Sinai, the Lord provided running water to save His people. 

 

As for the place of the rock, it received two new names that day: Massah, which means "tempted", 

and Meribah, which means "contention." In Exodus 17:7 we read, "So [Moses] called the name of 

the place Massah and Meribah, because of the contention of the children of Israel, and because they 

tempted the LORD, saying, 'Is the LORD among us or not?'" 

 

"Is the LORD among us or not?" After delivering them from Pharaoh, after parting the Red Sea, 

after leading them in a pillar of fire by day and a pillar of fire by night, and after showering them 

with manna each morning so that they could eat; the Lord still had to hear His people say 

contentiously, "Is the LORD among us or not?" He was. And despite their sin and doubt, their 
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tempting and contention, He remained present with them so that they might have life. 

 

One would think that the people of Israel would learn, but they all too easily forgot. In Numbers 20, 

they grumbled once again because of thirst, and contended with Moses, saying,  

 

"If only we had died when our brethren died before the LORD! Why have you brought up the 

assembly of the LORD into this wilderness, that we and our animals should die here? And why have 

you made us come up out of Egypt, to bring us to this evil place? It is not a place of grain or figs or 

vines or pomegranates; nor is there any water to drink." 

 

If their doubts and grumblings were foolish before, they were all the more so now. They knew from 

the past that God could provide water even as they saw the manna on the ground each morning. 

Furthermore, at the center of the camp stood the tabernacle, and even as they grumbled the glory of 

the Lord appeared to Moses and Aaron there. Despite God's gracious presence, however, the 

question from Exodus 17 still echoed: "Is God among us or not?" 

 

The Lord directed Moses once again, this time to speak to the rock, not to strike it. When Moses 

spoke, God promised, the rock would bring forth water-the Word of God would produce water for 

life. 

 

But Moses disobeyed. Rather than speak to the rock, the one who had received the Law struck the 

rock with his rod. Water flowed and the people drank; but for failing to hallow God's name before 

the people, Moses would never step foot in the Promised Land.  

 

Despite Moses' transgression, though, God still provided water and hallowed His name among the 

people. He provided water and the people lived; all because He was there for their good. 

 

II. Tents and Testimony 

 

Those wanderings in the wilderness were a time of contention, true; but they were also a time of 

deliverance as God led His people from Egypt to the Promised Land. The Lord willed that His 

people never forget the journey from Egypt to Canaan; they were to remember it always. Therefore, 

He commanded the Feast of Tabernacles, or the Feast of Booths: "You shall dwell in booths for 

seven days. All who are native Israelites shall dwell in booths, that your generations may know that I 

made the children of Israel dwell in booths when I brought them out of the land of Egypt: I am the 

LORD your God." (Lev. 23:42-43) 

 

Each year, for one week, the people were to live outside their homes and dwell within tents-or 

booths-made of branches. Each day, they were to offer sacrifices, and the eighth day was the 

culmination, the "great day" of the feast. The people of Israel were to remember, so that there would 

be no question: They were not to forget that the Lord was with them. They were not to forget that He 

had delivered them from Egypt.  

 

And they were not to forget that He had promised the Messiah, that someday He would come and 

save them from their sins. 

 

Throughout the centuries, the people celebrated the Festival of Booths, remembering that God had 

delivered them and had promised to come to save them from their sins.  
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This is the feast that they celebrate in John 7, the Gospel lesson for today. The multitudes gather for 

the feast, and among them there is a great thirst. The promises of God have been all but lost, and 

they are tormented by the regulations of the Pharisees as they teach salvation by works and details. 

Stricken and parched by their sinfulness, the people of God thirst for good news and absolution. 

 

In the teeming crowds of Jerusalem stands Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God. He is already well-

known. Many point to Him when they see Him, believing and confessing that He is the Son of God, 

the long-promised Messiah. Others point to Him and utter words like "blasphemer" and "false 

prophet," denying that He could possibly be the Savior of the world. The discussion in Jerusalem 

centers on Jesus quite a bit of the time, and the question is, "Is Jesus the Messiah or not?"  

 

In other words, the question is still the same as it was at Massah and Meribah, back near Mount 

Sinai at the time of Moses: "Is the Lord among us or not?" 

 

The conversations are ongoing as Jesus teaches at the temple throughout the days of the feast, and 

the Lord Himself provides the definitive answer on the eighth day, the great day of the feast, when 

He cries out, "If anyone thirsts, let him come to Me and drink. He who believes in Me, as the 

Scripture has said, out of his heart will flow rivers of living water" (Jn. 7:37b-38). 

 

He cries out the good news, the truth: Living water is found in Him, and He is the source of 

salvation. The people cannot be saved by the dry dust of the Pharisees as they teach their many rules 

and regulations. They cannot be saved by the parched promises of the Sadducees with their "eat, 

drink and be merry" lifestyle. They will be saved by the One who dies in their place, who takes upon 

Himself the burden of their sin, who thirsts on the cross as He suffers the wrath of God for the sin of 

the world.  

 

Let there be no doubt: The Lord is among His people. The same Lord who was with His people in 

the wilderness has taken on human flesh to walk among His people. Jesus, the only-begotten Son of 

God, is with them to give them salvation. The same Lord who brought forth water in the wilderness 

now promises living water to all who believe in Him. He is present with His people, so that they 

might have grace and have it abundantly. 

 

He cries out the truth and announces life for all, but Massah and Meribah now come to Jerusalem. 

Many believe that He is the Savior, and they are forgiven for their sins. Many others, tempted by 

their pride and arrogance, contend with this Savior and plot His downfall; eventually, their plottings 

put Him on the cross, where He is crucified for the sins of the world. 

 

His death is not the end, for He is raised from the dead and ascends into heaven. Furthermore, His 

death is no victory by His enemies, but rather determined by God the Father for the salvation of the 

world. This is the message that Peter proclaims in Acts 2, our first lesson for this day, as he contends 

for the Gospel and declares it to the people at Pentecost. He proclaims to the crowds, "[Jesus], being 

delivered by the determined purpose and foreknowledge of God, you have taken by lawless hands, 

have crucified, and put to death; whom God raised up, having loosed the pains of death, because it 

was not possible that He should be held by it" (Acts 2:23-24). It is God who delivered His Son for 

the sins of the world. Even as Moses struck the rock in the wilderness with his rod for water, so God 

struck His Son at the cross with His Law, so that we might have life. (Don't forget: St. Paul declares 

in I Corinthians 10:4 that Christ was their Rock in the wilderness!) 
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All of this Jesus also declares when He cries out on the great day of the feast, "If anyone thirsts, let 

him come to Me and drink. He who believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, out of his heart will 

flow rivers of living water." In the end, this testimony among the tents at the festival is proven to be 

true. At the cross, Christ conquers death and rises again; He provides living water for all who 

believe. 

 

III. Presence and Proclamation 

 

You and I have much in common with the people of God before us. Like those who stood at Massah 

and Meribah, we have been delivered from slavery-the slavery of sin and death. This world is not 

our home, but we are merely strangers and pilgrims bound for the Promised Land of the kingdom of 

heaven. Though we do not dwell in Jerusalem or sleep in a booth of branches tonight, we also 

remember God's graciousness and anxiously await the coming of the Savior-this time in glory-to 

deliver us to heaven. 

 

Is there thirst? Oh, there is much thirst. The world is devoid of grace and dying of sin. Too often, 

however, the thirst goes unnoticed. The world has no Promised Land to look forward to, so it does 

its best to make the desert look like paradise. But this is the desert of Massah, full of temptations 

away from the Lord of grace. To make the desert look inviting, the world produces idols like 

materialism, selfishness, promiscuity and the glorification of youth and fitness in order to make this 

wilderness seem like paradise. But none of these things offer eternal life. There is great thirst, and 

the world is dying as it seeks to make the most of itself.  

 

Sometimes, the world chooses to seek out eternal life, but looks everywhere but to the Savior. The 

land of Meribah survives as the world contends with God and shows contempt for His salvation. 

Christ and Christianity are seen more and more as politically incorrect and the white man's 

imposition on the world, while the Gospel is held in contempt even by many in Christendom. People 

look anywhere for salvation but to the Savior as they place their hope in false gods, their own works 

or inner meditations. The thirst is great, and many are dying. 

 

Where can living water be found? Where is truth and salvation? The question takes on different 

words, but returns to the query of Massah and Meribah: Is the Lord [still] among us or not? 

 

The answer to the question lies both at Easter and Pentecost, for the two cannot be separated. Easter 

announces that Christ is risen from the dead; therefore, He is alive and able to be present among us. 

Pentecost announces how He is among us, and Jesus Himself proclaims it in the Gospel when He 

says, "He who believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, out of his heart will flow rivers of living 

water." (Jn 7:38) St. John goes on to explain in the next verse, But this He spoke concerning the 

Spirit, whom those believing in Him would receive, for the Holy Spirit was not yet given, because 

Jesus was not yet glorified (Jn. 7:39). 

 

Before He ascended into heaven, Jesus instructed His disciples to wait in Jerusalem because He 

would send to them the Holy Spirit. This happened at Pentecost: as they were gathered in a room, 

there was a sound like a loud wind and tongues of fire appeared above the heads of those gathered. 

The disciples then went outside and proclaimed the Gospel, including Peter's sermon that we hear in 

the first lesson today. After the preaching, 3,000 were baptized that day (Acts 2:41). And in the days 

that followed, the Christians continued to meet, devoting themselves to the apostles' teaching, to 
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prayer, and the "breaking of bread"-a phrase for the Lord's Supper (Acts 2:42). 

 

That day, the Lord sent the Holy Spirit; and it is no coincidence that the Spirit's coming was 

followed by preaching the Gospel, by Baptism and by the Lord's Supper. These are the means by 

which the Spirit works to accomplish His ministry. And what is the work of the Spirit today? The 

work of the Spirit is to answer the question "Is the Lord among us or not?" with the answer, "Yes. 

And here He is!" 

 

Oh rejoice on this festival of Pentecost! As we proclaim to you the Word of God, the Spirit is at 

work to bring Christ to you, that He might forgive your sins and dwell within you. The Holy Spirit 

brings your risen Savior to you this day, that Christ might cleanse you of sin and satisfy your thirst 

with living water, that you might be His people forever. The Holy Spirit works through the Word of 

God. Moses spoke the Word of God to the rock in Horeb, and water flowed. We proclaim to you the 

Word of God, and living water flows; for by the work of the Spirit, Christ is here to take away your 

sins. Furthermore, as you speak the Introit and chant the liturgy, and as you sing the hymns this day, 

living waters flow from you as you proclaim the Gospel to one another-just as they flow when you 

share the Gospel with those whom you encounter in your daily vocation. Thus we rejoice in the 

Word of God and its proclamation today. Is the Lord among us? Yes, certainly. By His Word. 

 

We also rejoice that the Holy Spirit works through the waters of Holy Baptism. For the youngest 

infant or the oldest man or woman, the Holy Spirit delivers Christ to them by water and the Word. 

There He washes our sins away; there the only-begotten Son of God makes us sons of God and heirs 

of His kingdom. By water and the Word, the Spirit delivers Christ; and Christ delivers His living 

waters of salvation to you, that you might be His forever. Is the Lord among us? Yes, certainly. By 

His Sacrament of Holy Baptism. 

 

Furthermore, the Holy Spirit delivers Christ to you in Holy Communion. Jesus, who turned water 

into wine at Cana and who multiplied bread for the 5,000, now gives you His body and blood in with 

and under the bread and wine of the Lord's Supper. There He grants forgiveness and nurtures faith; 

there He strengthens and preserves you in the one true faith unto life everlasting. Is the Lord among 

us? Yes, certainly. By His Sacrament of Holy Communion. 

 

Dear hearers, rejoice! The Lord is truly among you. He was with His people at Massah and Meribah, 

giving them water from the rock to sustain their lives. He was among His people, in the flesh, in 

Jerusalem to proclaim His Word and promise living water. And because He sent His Holy Spirit at 

Pentecost, He is among you by His means of grace. You are delivered from your wilderness of sin. 

Your thirst is quenched. Your sins are forgiven. 

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


