
Sweet Water
Exodus 15:22-27

Ps. 63:1  “O God, You are my God; Early will I seek You; My 
soul thirsts for You; My flesh longs for You In a dry and thirsty land 
Where there is no water.  2 So I have looked for You in the 
sanctuary, To see Your power and Your glory.  3 Because Your 
lovingkindness is better than life, My lips shall praise You.  4 Thus 
I will bless You while I live; I will lift up my hands in Your name.  5 
My soul shall be satisfied as with marrow and fatness, And my 
mouth shall praise You with joyful lips.  6 When I remember You 
on my bed, I meditate on You in the night watches.  7 Because 
You have been my help, Therefore in the shadow of Your wings I 
will rejoice.  8 My soul follows close behind You; Your right hand 
upholds me.”

That is the faith of David when he was in the wilderness of 
Judah.  In our study of Exodus, the people of Israel are also in the 
wilderness, “in a dry and thirsty land where there is no water.”   
And last week we looked at the song they sang, the song of 
praise.  But that’s not what we have here this afternoon.  Now that 
the Egyptian army has been killed in the Red Sea, now that they 
have made their way a three day’s journey into the wilderness, 
now instead of singing a song of praise, “the people complained 
against Moses, saying, “What shall we drink?””   The people 
grumbled. 

I want that contrast to be before you this afternoon: “my soul 
thirsts for you...as in a dry and thirsty land”, versus, “What shall 
we drink?”  The benefit of thinking about it that way is that as an 
illustration, you may well see yourselves in a dry and thirsty land.  
You may identify yourself with these Israelites, traveling away 
from Egypt.  The circumstances of your life might well be 
comparable to the lives of the people of Israel these past three 

days in Exodus 15.  The people set out from the Red Sea.  And 
they entered the wilderness.  

I want you to picture that Sinai peninsula, situated between 
Israel on the east and Egypt on the west.  On the north is the 
Mediterranean Sea and on the south the Red Sea.  It might be 
worth a quick look at a map if you have one in the back of your 
Bible.  The shortest and most direct route from Egypt back to 
Israel would have been along the northern border of the Sinai 
Peninsula, right along the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, but 
that was presumably heavily guarded by Egyptian troops.  So 
they headed south, probably about 30 miles, certainly a good 
three day journey for these 600,000 men, with all their wives, 
children, and livestock.  Three days of hard travel in a desert with 
no water.  Again, we might assume they had taken some water 
with them, but their supply had failed.  They were out.  Keep in 
mind, over 2 million people traveling with all their animals.  That’s 
a lot of water.

Martin Luther sums it up quite well, applying the whole 
situation to our own lives with his words, “When the supply fails, 
our faith is soon gone.”  And so we observe,

I. THE PROBLEM OF GRUMBLING.
v.24  “And the people complained against Moses.”

They grumbled.  In a certain sense, that is very 
understandable.  Calvin remarks, “This was indeed no light 
temptation, to suffer thirst for three days in a dry land, and 
nowhere to meet with relief or remedy.  No wonder, then, that they 
should have groaned with anxiety; but grief [Calvin continues], 
when it is full of contumacy, deserves no pardon.  In such an 
emergency, they should have directed their prayers to God; 
whereas they not only neglected to pray, but violently assailed 
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Moses, and demanded of him the drink which they knew could 
only be given them by God.”

That is precisely where we are in our text.  In their hardship, 
the people simply forgot about what God had done for them.  And 
that is certainly the source of much of our grumbling as well.  
These Israelites demonstrate a common weakness among men.

A. We are prone to forget the saving mercies of God.
All that they could think about was their own immediate thirst.  

They found no water in three days of traveling.  That was it, 
everything else was forgotten.

Yet remember what they forgot!  They forgot the ten plagues, 
climaxing in that judgment of death to the firstborn in every family 
in Egypt–every family but their own.  Pharaoh’s sending them 
away, with the plunder.  Their miraculous crossing of the Red Sea 
on dry ground, only to be followed by the Egyptians who all 
drowned.  

Ex. 14: 30  “Thus the Lord saved Israel that day from the hand 
of the Egyptians, and Israel saw the Egyptians dead on the 
seashore.”

Gone was the memory of those great and might acts.  
Because they were thirsty.  Let me give you a contrast, a worthy 
example to consider within your own soul.

Ps. 77:1 “I cry aloud to God, aloud to God, and he will hear 
me. 2  In the day of my trouble I seek the Lord; in the night my 
hand is stretched out without wearying; my soul refuses to be 
comforted. 3  When I remember God, I moan; when I meditate, 
my spirit faints.”

But the Psalmist continues,
Ps. 77:11 “I will remember the deeds of the Lord; yes, I will 

remember your wonders of old. 12 I will ponder all your work, and 
meditate on your mighty deeds. 13 Your way, O God, is 
holy. What god is great like our God? 14 You are the God who 
works wonders; you have made known your might among the 
peoples. 15 You with your arm redeemed your people, the 
children of Jacob and Joseph.”

The point is so well made there, and so encouraging for us as 
well.  When you find yourself in a dry and weary land, this is the 
way to resist the temptation to grumble:  “I will ponder all your 
work, and meditate on your mighty deeds...You with your arm 
redeemed your people, the children of Jacob and Joseph.” 

So think about your own redemption.  Meditate upon God’s 
work to save you.  Consider in your mind the great things God 
has done in your own eternal salvation.  Don’t forget his saving 
mercies.  In this you rejoice, in this hope, in this remembrance of 
God’s saving mercy.  In the realization of your eternal inheritance, 
reserved in heaven for you.  That has to be the focal point, if you 
are going to avoid grumbling and complaining.  And it is such a 
prominent theme in Scripture.  Another example,

Rom. 8:18   “For I consider that the sufferings of this present 
time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed 
to us...24 For in this hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen 
is not hope. For who hopes for what he sees? 25 But if we hope 
for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.”

Beloved, when the circumstances of life are burdensome, then 
more than any other time, recall to your mind what really matters, 
God’s saving mercies shown to you in Jesus Christ.  In that 
context, you will gain the strength to resist the common human 
inclination.  For we all feel that temptation.

B. We are prone to complain about our current 
circumstances.
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For the Israelites, for three days they found no water.  And 
when they finally found some, it was bitter.    They had nothing to 
drink.  That was their circumstance.  Very often, that is our 
circumstance as well, in the matters of our lives.  There is a lot of 
bitter water for us to drink.  That is the context for this whole 
sermon.  Not the history of Israel’s troubles, but the experiences 
of our own.  

There is much more to say from this passage this afternoon, 
but that is the appropriate starting point.  The danger of the 
temptation of the besetting sin of grumbling.  I want to skip over 
the beginning of verse 25 for a moment, and move toward a 
description which Moses gives for,

II. THE COVENANT RESPONSIBILITIES OF GOD’S 
PEOPLE.

I’ll come back to the description of God’s covenant blessings, 
but in that context, let’s look first at our responsibilities.  This is 
always a delicate and difficult balance to strike, emphasizing with 
the Scripture our responsibilities as the covenant people of God 
while at the same time emphasizing the grace of God in 
establishing a relationship with his people.  Surely there are 
glorious blessings that come to God’s covenant people.  There 
are blessings identified here in this text.  But there are also 
responsibilities given to his people.

This covenant between God and his people administered 
under Moses is part of the outworking of the one covenant of 
grace which began right after the fall.  As soon as men fell into 
sin, God promised redemption, the seed of the woman would 
crush the head of the seed of the serpent.  And this covenant with 
Moses is not an exception nor a contradiction of that promise.  
God has redeemed his people.  God saved Israel in the Red Sea.  
God brought brought his people up out of the house bondage, out 

of the land of slavery.  God saved them.  That’s how the covenant 
is established.

And in that context,
A. God defines our covenant relationship with him.
v.25b-26

God defines “a statute and an ordinance.”  These are words 
that often identify the laws and commandments of God.  Here 
they define a pattern, the way in which God will guide and govern 
his people.  Not only does he establish the stipulations of the 
covenant relationship, but that very pattern itself.

And what is the pattern?  It is this, in his graciousness, in the 
kindness of his promise to provide all that his people will ever 
need, he establishes his authority over them.  He establishes the 
relationship that he is to be their ruler, their Lord.  And again, all in 
the context of his gracious kindness.  He gives them sweet waters 
to drink, and then he establishes the basic obligation and duty for 
his people of obedience.  But not merely superficial duty.  Not 
mere external conformity to outward standards of conduct.  
Rather, the duty of loving obedience from the depth of the heart to 
God’s commandments, because they are God’s commandments!

Not the law in an of itself, not a performance based forced 
conformity to some abstract set of regulations, but a call to honor 
God by obeying him.  It is a call to love God by obeying him.  And 
what does God call his people to do?  According to verse 26, they 
must “diligently heed the voice of the LORD your God.”  They 
must “do what is right in His sight, [and] give ear to His 
commandments and keep all His statutes.”

That’s the relationship, rightly called a covenant relationship.  
It is the covenant of grace, that is sovereignly established by God 
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in his grace.  God chooses us to be his people, he calls us, he 
saves us.  Solely on the basis of his own mercy and grace, and 
having nothing to do with any merit or worth in ourselves.  That’s 
the gospel of grace.  

Then, as a covenant people, he establishes a relationship that 
has conditions placed upon our lives.  Within the security of that 
established covenant relationship, God says, “If you do this...I will 
bless you.”  That presence of a conditional statement within the 
covenant of grace really bothers some people, as if that 
contradicts the whole concept of grace.  And some are misled so 
completely that they disregard all of these Old Testament patterns 
of the covenant and dismiss any reference to any conditional 
elements within the covenant God has established with his people 
today.  But I submit to you that this covenant established between 
God and his people through Moses is the same covenant of grace 
as is in force today.

This pattern is still in force, this pattern of recognizing God’s 
position of authority.  To put it in the language of the New 
Testament, it is to say “Jesus is Lord.”  And so the 
commandments, the covenant stipulations, oblige us to 
obedience.  Not in order to enter a covenant relationship with 
God, but to express our loving gratitude for that relationship he 
has established with us.

I have redeemed you to be my children, God says, and here is 
how you are to live.  I have been gracious to you.  I will give you 
sweet waters, and you will be careful to do what is right in MY 
eyes.  With that pattern,

B.  God tests our covenant faithfulness to him.
God tests his people!  And people of God, that’s a good thing.  

Because his tests have a good purpose, to purify and to vindicate.  

God’s tests are designed to build and show forth your faith, not as 
a stimulus to failure.  By contrast, we read,

James 1:13  “Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am 
tempted by God”; for God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does He 
Himself tempt anyone.”

But he does test!  So James writes,
James 1:2  “My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into 

various trials, 3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces 
patience. 4 But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be 
perfect and complete, lacking nothing.”

So there is a test.
v.25  “...There he tested them.”

It is a test of love.  And the test is quite simple, “Will you love 
me?”  Here in Exodus, the love of God toward his people is not in 
question, but the love of his people toward him.  God says, “I love 
you.”  And then challenges his people with that heart-probing 
question, “Will you love me?”   The specific provision of that test 
of love?  “Will you obey me?”  Will you love me by obeying me?  
Will you honor and glorify me by obeying me? 

Let me connect this idea of love for God and obedience to his 
law from both the Old Testament and the New.

1 John 5:3  “For this is the love of God, that we keep His 
commandments. And His commandments are not burdensome.”

And also, Deut. 6: 4  “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the 
LORD is one! 5 “You shall love the LORD your God with all your 
heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength. 6 "And these 
words which I command you today shall be in your heart.”

Love God, with all your heart.  That’s what Jesus identified as 
the first of all the commandments.  Love God with all your 
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strength.  And what does that mean?  It means to honor him with 
fear and reverence, which means to obey his law.  As Deut. 6 
explains just before that great commandment of love,

Deut. 6:1  “Now this is the commandment, and these are the 
statutes and judgments which the LORD your God has 
commanded to teach you, that you may observe them in the land 
which you are crossing over to possess, 2 that you may fear the 
LORD your God, to keep all His statutes and His commandments 
which I command you, you and your son and your grandson, all 
the days of your life, and that your days may be prolonged.”

God tests our love for him, just as he did for Abraham.  God 
tested Abraham.  “Show me your faith,” was the test.  It was a test 
of faith.

Heb. 11:17  “By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered 
up Isaac, and he who had received the promises offered up his 
only begotten son, 18 of whom it was said, “In Isaac your seed 
shall be called.”

With that test, with all tests administered by God, comes a 
promise.  Blessings!  Rewards.  Sweet waters.  So let’s end by 
focusing upon,

III. THE COVENANT BLESSINGS OF GOD.
What does he do when the people of Israel grumble?  He 

made the water sweet!  
v.25a

He doesn’t chastise them for their grumbling spirit, though well 
he could.  Instead, he simply makes sweet waters!  So the moral 
of the story is that if you complain loud enough God will give you 
what you want.  Of course not!  Rather, God uses this occasion to 
show forth his graciousness and kindness, despite their 
ingratitude.

A. God is kind in his forbearance.
And notice the emphasis.  God not only takes away the 

bitterness so that they can drink the water, but he makes it sweet.  
Beloved, God is the source of sweet waters!  God in his 
graciousness, gives gifts of sweetness to his people.  Now, he 
may lead you down south in the desert without waters for three 
days before he gives you the sweet waters.  That may even be a 
description of your entire life, for our lives throughout this age until 
Jesus returns are well exemplified by these travels in the 
wilderness by the Israelites.  You may well taste the waters and at 
first find them to be bitter.  But even then, don’t forget his past 
blessings.  Don’t forget the blessings of his saving mercy.  And 
don’t forget to trust him whatever your present circumstances 
might be.

Forbearance, that’s the first blessing.  Then,
v.26b. “I will put none of the diseases on you which I have 

brought on the Egyptians. For I am the LORD who heals you.”

B. God is the great physician.
“None of the diseases.”  I believe that is a reference to the ten 

plagues that God imposed upon Egypt, the plagues of his 
judgment and justice.  God promises to preserve his people, to 
keep them from his judgment and to free them from his 
condemnation.  And so we have the great New Testament 
promised blessing,

Rom. 8:1  “There is therefore now no condemnation to those 
who are in Christ Jesus, who do not walk according to the flesh, 
but according to the Spirit.”

No condemnation to those who show themselves to be God’s 
people, who love God, who are in Christ.  None of these 
diseases.  None of my judgments.  None of my wrath.  Even 
when we sin, for although the word of God comes to us that we 
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might not sin, yet,
1 John 2:1 “...if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the 

Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. 2 And He Himself is the 
propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the 
whole world.”

And so we sing with the Psalmist,
Ps. 103:1 “Bless the Lord, O my soul; And all that is within me, 

bless His holy name! 2 Bless the Lord, O my soul, And forget not 
all His benefits: 3 Who forgives all your iniquities, Who heals all 
your diseases, 4 Who redeems your life from destruction, Who 
crowns you with lovingkindness and tender mercies, 5 Who 
satisfies your mouth with good things  So that your youth is 
renewed like the eagle’s.”

He heals all your diseases, most especially, the plague of his 
own justice.  As that Psalm continues,

Ps. 103:8 “The Lord is merciful and gracious, Slow to anger, 
and abounding in mercy. 9 He will not always strive with us, Nor 
will He keep His anger forever. 10 He has not dealt with us 
according to our sins, Nor punished us according to our iniquities. 
11 For as the heavens are high above the earth, So great is His 
mercy toward those who fear Him; 12 As far as the east is from 
the west, So far has He removed our transgressions from us.”

Surely that is his greatest blessing.  With a final promise of 
blessing shown forth in his provisions for the people of Israel.

C. God provides an abundance for his covenant people.
They were wandering in a desert, without water for days on 

end.  And,
v.27  “Then they came to Elim, where there were twelve 

springs of water and seventy palm trees, and they encamped 
there by the water.”

We will see this pattern over and over again in the remainder 
of the book of Exodus.  You will see it over and over again in your 
own lives.  God may well lead you through “a dry and thirsty land 
where there is no water.”  And then he will lead you to springs of 
living water.  Thus we have the invitation of the gospel itself, in 
the words of Jesus spoken to that woman from Samaria,

John 4:13  “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty 
again, 14 but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will 
never be thirsty forever. The water that I will give him will become 
in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”

So it is, in Jesus’ own words again,
John 7:37  “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. 38 

Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out of his 
heart will flow rivers of living water.’”

In the dry and thirsty land of our own lives, Jesus is the living 
water.  And “whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will 
never thirst.”
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