Journeying by Stages
Exodus 17:1–7
Before we begin today, I want to ask you a question: Does anyone here actually like taking tests? If you really enjoy taking tests, raise your hand and let me see.
Whether you like tests or not, I want you to think back to when you were a student. Think about your least favorite subject in school. Maybe it was math, English, history, physics, chemistry, or something else. Think of that one subject that made you stressed just because you knew there was going to be a test. Do you have one in mind? Now, turn to someone next to you and share two things: What was your least favorite subject in school? And do you like taking tests? Why or why not?
I imagine most of us do not really enjoy taking tests. Tests make us nervous. We wonder whether we prepared enough, whether we still remember what we learned, and, of course, what grade we are going to get. But looking back, I think the most important thing about a test is not simply the grade we receive. The deeper question is: Did I actually learn something? And when I face another problem later, can I remember what I learned before?
Now I want you to think about someone else. Have you ever had a really good teacher or mentor in your life? When you did not know the answer and were feeling anxious, a good teacher probably did not just say, “How do you not know this? I already taught you this!” Instead, they might have said, “It’s okay. Let’s take it step by step. Where are you stuck? What are you worried about? What do we already know? Let’s figure out what the next step might be together.”
I think a good teacher creates a sense of safety. They make it possible for us to say, “I don’t know.” They allow us to admit, “I’m afraid,” or even, “I really don’t know what I’m supposed to do next.”
But a good teacher also does not always give us the answer immediately. Sometimes they allow us to try. They allow us to struggle with the problem for a while, and then they help us look back and ask: What have we already learned? What do we already know? And how might that help us take the next step?
When I read Exodus 17, I wonder if something similar is happening with the Israelites. They are traveling through the wilderness, moving from place to place, stage by stage, and God is with them as they learn how to live this new life.
There is a very important phrase in the first verse of today’s passage. It says that the whole congregation of Israel journeyed from the wilderness of Sin “according to the command of the LORD,” traveling from place to place. In other words, they did not arrive at Rephidim because they had taken a wrong turn. They were not there because they had disobeyed God and were now being punished. They were following God’s direction. They had been walking step by step according to God’s leading.
And when they arrived, there was no water.
I think this is one of the most important parts of this story. Sometimes we assume that if God is really leading us, then the road should be smooth. If I am doing what God wants me to do, why am I still facing difficulties? If God really loves me, why isn’t this getting easier?
But this story reminds us that walking on the path God is leading us on does not mean there will be no difficulties. Facing difficulty does not necessarily mean that we have taken the wrong path, and it does not mean that God has left us. Sometimes new problems appear simply because we have arrived somewhere we have never been before.
And this is not the first time the Israelites have faced a problem. They have already left Egypt and crossed the Red Sea. At Marah, they found water that they could not drink, and God provided for them. Later, when they had no food, God provided manna. Again and again, they encountered problems, and again and again, they experienced God’s provision.
But now they arrive at Rephidim, and once again, there is no water.
So for me, one of the deepest questions in this passage is this:
Can they bring the God they came to know yesterday into the difficulty they do not yet understand today?
Yesterday, I knew that God was faithful. Yesterday, I knew that God could provide. Yesterday, I knew that God had not abandoned me. But today, when I am actually thirsty and there is no water, do I still believe it?
That is not only Israel’s question. It is our question too.
When everything is going well, trusting God can seem much easier. But when things do not happen the way we expected, when we are tired, afraid, or insecure, many things inside us begin to come out. Some of us become anxious. Some become angry. Some complain. Some immediately try to find a solution. Some try to control everything. Others become quiet and withdraw.
That is why I think difficulty can sometimes function like a mirror. It does not necessarily create what is inside us. Sometimes it simply reveals what was already there.
That does not mean difficulty itself is good. And I do not believe we need to imagine God intentionally creating suffering just to test us. But when difficulty does come, it can become an opportunity to know ourselves more deeply, to know one another more honestly, and even to know God in a new way.
Growth is not always beautiful. Sometimes we discover our anxiety, our impatience, our fear, or our desire to control things. Those parts of ourselves may not be very pretty. But even there, we have an opportunity to face ourselves honestly and to experience grace.
In today’s story, the Israelites have no water, so they begin to complain. But by the time we reach verse 7, we discover that their deepest question may not actually be about water. They ask, “Is the LORD among us or not?”
On the surface, the question is, “Where is the water?” But underneath that question may be something much deeper: “God, are you still here? Do you see us? Do you still care about us? You brought us this far, but are you going to keep leading us?”
Sometimes our complaints can be like a window that helps us see what we are actually afraid of. We may complain about our work, our family, our church, or another person. But if we are willing to look a little deeper, maybe we will discover: What I am really afraid of is losing something. What I really need is to feel understood. What I really want is to know that someone sees me. What I am really worried about is whether there will still be a place for me when things change.
So perhaps the question is not simply, “Are Christians allowed to complain?” A more important question might be: What is my complaint telling me? And when I recognize what I am truly afraid of, am I willing to bring that fear before God?
Because when the problem in front of us becomes very large, it is easy to forget yesterday’s grace. Sometimes we stare at what we do not have for so long that we forget what we have already received.
That is what seems to be happening with the people in this story. They have no water, so who do they go to first? Moses. They say to him, “Give us water to drink!”
Every time I read that, part of me wants to say, “Moses doesn’t have any water either!”
The people seem to be saying, “You are our leader. We have a problem, so you need to fix it.” But Moses cannot produce water by himself. I think this is also an important reminder for the church. Some problems cannot be solved by the pastor alone. They cannot be solved by the elders alone. They cannot be solved by any one person simply trying harder.
When we place all of our expectations on one person, we can easily forget that the deeper question for the church is not only, “Who is going to fix this problem for us?” The deeper question is, “God, what are you asking us to do now? How are you leading us through this together?”
So Moses does something very important. He turns to God and cries out, “What shall I do with this people?”
I really appreciate Moses here because he does not pretend that he knows the answer. He does not assume that because he is the leader, he must know everything. He is able to say, in a sense, “God, I don’t know what to do.”
And God does not condemn Moses for not knowing.
Instead, God tells Moses to move forward, to take some of the elders with him, to carry the staff in his hand, and to go to the rock at Horeb.
Then God says what I think is one of the most beautiful lines in this entire passage:
“I will be standing there in front of you on the rock at Horeb.”
Did you notice that?
God does not say, “Moses, figure out where I am.”
God says, “I will be there.”
Before Moses knows the answer, God is already there. Before the people see the water, God is already there. While the whole community is still afraid, complaining, and unsure about what comes next, God is already there.
So perhaps faith does not mean that every time we face a problem, we immediately know the answer. Faith means that even when I do not know the answer, I can still trust that God is already there.
I can bring the God I came to know yesterday into the difficulty I do not yet understand today. Yesterday’s experience of grace will not answer every question we have today, but it can remind us that the One who walks with us through today’s questions is still the same God.
And I believe this is especially important for our church right now. Our church is going through a season of transition, and whenever there is transition, there will be discomfort. There will be new questions that we have to discuss and face together. Different people will have different ideas, and those differences may sometimes create tension. Those problems are real. We do not need to pretend that they do not exist, and just because we are a church does not mean everyone will always think the same way.
But perhaps the question this passage invites us to ask is not only, “Why are we having these problems?” Maybe the better question is, “In the middle of these problems, how is God leading us to take the next step?”
Sometimes new problems appear not because we have gone the wrong way, but because we have reached a place we have never been before. The Israelites encountered the problems of the wilderness because they had already left Egypt and were moving toward the place God had promised them. If they had stayed where they were, they would never have faced the problems of Rephidim. But they also would not have continued moving forward.
And for this community, this is not the first time we have traveled a road without knowing exactly where it would lead.
Many people in this congregation once came from Taiwan to the United States. You left behind familiar languages, cultures, family members, and ways of life, and began again in a new place. Was that easy? I imagine it was not. There must have been moments of fear. There must have been loneliness. There must have been times when you had no idea what the next step would be.
There may have been questions then that you simply could not answer.
And yet today, we are sitting here.
When we look back, perhaps we can see that many roads only became clear one step at a time. God did not always place the entire map in front of us. Sometimes we took one step, and only then could we see the next one.
So when we once again face questions that we cannot answer, perhaps we can look back and ask: How did God bring us here? How did we make it through the things that once seemed impossible? When we did not know the answer before, how did God lead us step by step?
And then we can return to the central question of today’s message:
Can we bring the God we came to know yesterday into the difficulty we do not yet understand today?
I think this is the invitation of “journeying by stages.” We are not being asked to know every answer right now. We are not being asked to solve every problem right now. Instead, when we do not know what comes next, we can do what Moses did and bring the problem before God.
We can say, “God, I really do not know what the next step is. This process makes me uncomfortable. These changes make me afraid. There are problems we honestly do not know how to solve. But God, help us remember how you have led us before. Let even this difficulty become another opportunity for us to experience your grace. Teach us again to trust you. Teach us again to love one another. Teach us again to listen to one another. And help us see how you are leading us into the next step.”
Brothers and sisters, I think this is what it means to journey by stages. It does not mean that with every step we will know the answer. It does not mean that following God will remove every difficulty from our lives. It means that at every stage, we learn more about ourselves, more about one another, and more about God.
We are allowed not to know the answer. We are allowed to admit that we are afraid. We can even say, “God, I really do not understand what you are doing right now.”
But today’s story reminds us of something:
Before the people ever saw the water, God was already standing at the rock.
So when we do not know what comes next, let us remember the grace of God that has brought us this far. Let us bring the God we came to know yesterday into the difficulties we do not yet understand today. And let us trust that the God who has led us step by step to this place will continue to lead us on the road ahead.
We do not have to rush.
We can take it one step at a time.
Journeying by stages. Step by step. Because God is already there, and God is still walking with us.
Amen.

