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Exodus 17:1–7
1 Then all the congregation of the sons of Israel journeyed by stages from the wilderness of Sin, according to the command of the LORD, and camped at Rephidim, and there was no water for the people to drink. 2 Therefore the people quarreled with Moses and said, "Give us water that we may drink." And Moses said to them, "Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the LORD?" 3 But the people thirsted there for water; and they grumbled against Moses and said, "Why, now, have you brought us up from Egypt, to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?" 4 So Moses cried out to the LORD, saying, "What shall I do to this people? A little more and they will stone me." 5 Then the LORD said to Moses, "Pass before the people and take with you some of the elders of Israel; and take in your hand your staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. 6 "Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at 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. 7 He named the place Massah and Meribah because of the quarrel of the sons of Israel, and because they tested the LORD, saying, "Is the LORD among us, or not?"
Romans 5:1–8;  John 4:5–26 (27–30, 39–42) 
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
If we could come up with two words to describe Israel, what would they be? 

This people of the Exodus who the Lord has delivered out of slavery in Egypt, this people the Lord has brought forth from the lineage of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, this people, once nothing but a small, insignificant tribe among all the tribes of the world, but now a great people bearing the Name of the Lord himself, what two words would describe them?

Massah and Meribah—that will describe them.  Massah means to test someone, to weary them, to put them under a trial.  Meribah means to contend with someone, to struggle, to quarrel, to bring strife.

Exodus 17:7:

He named the place Massah and Meribah because of the quarrel of the sons of Israel, and because they tested the LORD, saying, "Is the LORD among us, or not?"

That’s how the Lord will know his people Israel: Massah and Meribah—testing and struggle; you weary me, you contend with me.

Actually, we could’ve already known this, for this people is, after all, named Israel.  That name comes from the time when God came down to Jacob, and Jacob wrestled with him all night, not letting God go until he gave him the promise.  He wrestled with God.  The Hebrew word for wrestle or contend with God is, Israel.  

So it’s there in the Name.  Israel will never get away from it.  These are God’s people, God’s holy nation, the nation formed up by the Lord’s promise and living in faith toward him; but their Name is Israel—struggles with God.

And now they are called Massah and Meribah, testing and contention.


This is helpful to us, because as the Apostle reminds us, we are Israel; the church is the new Israel.  We belong to the King of Israel crucified on the cross.  We have been baptized into him, joined to him, so that we are now his Israel, his holy people.

And, as his church, we might imagine, then, the Lord putting two great boulders out in front of the church, one engraved with the word Testing, the other, Contend.  We test God, we struggle, we contend with him.

The testing that Israel was doing: they were testing God by doubting his promise, by questioning his care.  They were contending with him by not hearing his word, by rejecting his prophet.

We may see our own testing of God here, too.  Is that not our sin, that we, too, bring despair upon ourselves by doubting God’s promise?  We find ourselves looking at things going wrong, and we question if God really cares for us.  We contend with God, not faithfully coming to his word, and then acting like we’re upset that he doesn’t give us the answers we think we need him to give us.  And we contend with him by not being faithful to his Word and his Sacraments, then we act surprised that we don’t seem to find him in our own lives.

“Is the Lord among us, or not?,”

complained Israel.

And he named them, Massah and Meribah, Testing and Contending, because they doubted his Gospel, challenged his promise, and turned away from his word as if it were nothing. 

“Is the Lord among us, or not”—a question we might ask, too, when we see things go wrong around us, when we despair of our own sin, when we find ourselves living in some fear.

“Is the Lord among us, or not?”—we’re still Israel, the Israel of New Testament, the people of God, and we know we have our own doubts, our own contentions, our own struggles and weaknesses.

And God knows it, too.  He’s the one who named us as Israel—so our contentions and struggles, they’re hardly a surprise to him.

What does the Lord God do when he finds his people as Massah and Meribah, testing and struggle?

He sets in front of them his prophet.  For the Israel of the Exodus, it’s Moses, a man ordained to deliver them from slavery, to speak the Lord’s promise to them, to call them back to the Lord’s Name, to reestablish them in the Lord’s Word, to comfort them and cleanse them by the Lord’s Gospel.

He sets in front of us, Jesus.  The last prophet.  The final.  The prophet who accomplishes and fulfills all the promises having been delivered by the prophets sent before, the prophet giving comfort to all people and cleansing all from sin; for this prophet, Jesus, is God the Son in the flesh, having come as Savior for every sinner.


We now contend with him.  To do anything less would be to forget that we are Israel, the people who by their very Name contend with God.

How to contend with God?  We remember our father in the faith Jacob, the grandson of father Abraham.  We remember how Jacob wrestled him to the ground and would not let go until the promise was given, and how God, instead of crushing Jacob, gave him the promise.  The promise: sins forgiven, guilt removed, peace with God.  

The promise every sinner needs to hear.  We need to hear it, our loved ones need to hear it, our neighbor too—The promise, the Gospel, sins forgiven, guilt removed, peace with God. 


God is always there with the promise.  But he doesn’t do it in a vacuum.  He’s not just up in Heaven blindly and heedlessly casting the promise out without a care in the world, but he is having his promise spoken, proclaimed into the ears of actual sinners who have doubts, sometimes who are despairing, sometimes who have forgotten his comfort, sometimes who are living in great fear.  But he is not far from this, not separated.  He is among us.  His is gathering us to his Name, bringing us to himself, coming among us in his word, locating himself in our midst in his Body and Blood.  The question, “Is the Lord among us, or not?” is answered by nothing less than that, his holy Body and Blood, in our midst—he is among us.

Our Lord is there with the promise.  Sins-forgiven, guilt removed, you are clean before the face of God. 

And in all of this, he hears our contention.  Do we have a contention against God, a complaint that we need to hear his voice, an argument that we can’t comfort ourselves?  Do we have strong words for God?

Good.  We are Israel.  He wants to hear our contention.  As he listened to the grumblings of the Israelites, and sometimes told them they had gone too far, and other times told them, Yes, I am here, as he listened to the argument of the Samaritan woman at the well, and instead of telling her to be quite and straighten up, telling her, You came to the well for water, now let me give you the water of eternal life, so he listens to our contention.

Our complaint about travails of health and pain of sickness, our contention about things in this world being unbalanced and unfair, our struggling with our own shame and guilt, he hears that prayer.

For we are Israel, and his is the God of Israel, cleansing her with his own blood.


There is an old acronym some of us have heard for our prayer to God.

The acronym is Acts, A.C.T.S.

A stands for Acknowledge for Adoration—acknowledging who God is.

C stands for confession, confessing that we are sinners.

T stands for thanksgiving, giving thanks to God for his forgiveness of our sins and for all his gifts.

S stands for supplication, giving supplication and intercession to God for ourselves, our loved ones, and for the world.

A.C.T.S., a good mnemonic device.

But maybe, in light of being the Israel of God, we can also think of it as,

A, argument, argue with God and struggle with him, as if you were Jacob himself, for God wants to hear your every concern.

C, contend with God and don’t let him go, for he wants to know all that is troubling us and bringing us pain, and he himself gave us the name Israel.

T, talk to God, speak with him in the full confidence of faith, knowing that he has put his Name on you, he will never let you go, and he wants to hear your voice, your talking to him in prayer.

And S, surprise.  Be surprised, be always surprised and astonished at his gracious hand, at his desire to give blessing and benefit, at his will to be known not for the Law’s retribution, but for the Gospel’s mercy and salvation.


But however we work the acronym, Jesus knows who we are.  He knows our sin, our turning of our backs on his Word, but he also knows the contending that springs from our faith, of our calling upon him struggling to know the certainty of his salvation.

He knows this, for he is the one who has called us into the church, who has named the church Israel and himself our Lord.  He is our Savior, and he hears our every prayer. 

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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