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Lips were cracked and bleeding. Throats were parched. People were almost feverish from the heat, with very little shade from the sun's relentless onslaught. Tempers were as hot as the sand upon which they sat.


Moses shaded his dry eyes from the noon day sun and gazed out on this mass of humanity and animals. They had been led by the Lord to this place called Rephidim, which meant “resting place.” But it was anything but a resting place right now. If they didn't find water and soon, people were going to begin dying. He and some of the elders had traipsed around yesterday, looking for water. All day, trudging around in the blistering heat, to no avail. There was no water to be found, of that he was sure. 


Of course, they were upset and had begun grumbling at Moses, accusing him with gravely, raspy-voiced charges of bringing them out here just to be killed. They accused him of leading them like lambs to the slaughter. Hands were reaching for stones to take their anger out on him, as if killing him would somehow make water miraculously appear.


He knew what God was doing. This was a test. Another one in a long line of tests, in fact. It was a test when they had left Egypt, only to be sandwiched by an impassable Red Sea in front and Pharaoh's horse-drawn chariots behind. The test? Did they trust Yahweh to bring them this far and not take them to the Promised Land? The Israelites had failed that test, accusing Moses, and Yahweh, of dragging them all the way out there only to be annihilated by Pharaoh. God had rescued them, and Moses had hoped they had learned from test. 


A month or so later of meandering through the desert, they had run low on food. Another test. Yahweh was peering into their collective hearts to see if they had faith in God alone. Again, they grumbled to Moses, he grumbled to the Lord, and the Lord, once again, as always, did not fail to deliver. Manna, lots of it. Tons of it. Strike two.


Now, here they were, in need of water. Desperately in need of water. Soon, like today soon. Testing, testing, testing, Moses thought. When would they get it? Did they recognize what Yahweh was again doing? He was asking them, He was literally testing them: Do you trust me as your God? This is a test of the emergency belief system.  


Inevitably, before the Lord fixed their problem, the same questions would pop up. It was the question that lay heavy on their parched lips and dry tongues this day. Is the Lord among us or not? If God could not convince them to trust Him, what words could Moses say? He could remind them of the past two miracles God had sent their way, in spite of their failing to rely on the Lord and not their own understanding, though he wasn't sure it would do any good. 


Moses turned his back on the sun and symbolically, the people as well. How many signs did they need before they would believe that the Lord would keep his promise to be their God and always care for them? Before they had left Egypt, there had been ten, TEN, miraculous and stunning plagues that had befallen Egypt, just as The Lord had said would happen. And that last one, the scariest of nights he had ever experienced, when the Angel of death had passed over their houses and spared their first born sons. Early morning brought a cacophony of wailing and weeping as Egyptian parents awoke to find their sons dead in their beds. The blood of the lamb had saved God's people. Talk about a sign of the Lord's presence and protection. What more did they need? 


Moses understood the method of Yahweh's madness in commanding the Israelites to go to Rephidim. This is a test. God was testing them for faithfulness. Real faith, dependent faith, faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God who had rescued them from slavery, the God who had saved them from Pharaoh, the God who had fed them heavenly food. Were they ready to trust God or not ? Yep, Moses thought, this is another test.  A test to determine if faith was in their hearts. Moses prayed they wouldn't fail this time.  


None of us likes anything that strains our faith. Such tests are hard to endure, they're a strain on our emotions and they're just plain undesirable. We don't like them because, just like the Israelites, we fail sometimes. We fail to trust God every time. We fail to rely on His promises in every need. We don't always believe that God will do what its best for us. We fail because, while we want strong faith, we're often not willing to do what it takes or endure trials that are designed specifically to strengthen faith. Our imperfect faith is always peppered with doubt. 


Of course, the problem with tests, too, is that they test the one thing we know we don't have enough of and the one thing we can't seem to store up. Patience. In some ways, patience and faith go hand in hand. To live by faith is to patiently wait on God. To be patient is to live by faith in God alone. 


It's rather obvious, when you look at it, that the Hebrew people were struggling with the same thing we struggle with today. Instant gratification. We seem to have this obsessive aversion of waiting. We hate to wait. Don't put us on hold. Don't make us sit for an hour at the DMV. Don't make us wait a week for the package to get here. No offense, Steve. 


But most of all, don't make us wait, Lord, for answers to prayer. Especially when the stressful situations we get into are, well, stressful to no end. We need relief and we need it fast. We want God to be like Alka-Seltzer, plop-plop, fizz-fizz, oh what a relief it is. Prayer issued at 11:10 am, prayer answered at 11:11 am. Wow, God, it took you a whole minute?! You're getting slow in your old age! 


We want answers in a reasonable amount of time. Which is how long, exactly? What's a reasonable amount of time for you? A day? A week? Heaven forbid, a month? A year!? I guess it really depends on how serious the situation and how desperate we get. How long do you go before you quit praying to God for the same thing? Is this a test, God? How much longer? Are we there yet? 


And because we don't like to wait, we take things into our own hands, thereby failing the test. It's embarrassing to fail. After all, we believe in God as our Lord and Savior. Most days, we do trust Him to supply our needs in Christ. Most situations, we're able to muddle through, with a mix of faith and worry and prayer and quiet yet controlled desperation. 


But now and then, a circumstance comes along and it throws us completely off-track, catches us by surprise, and before we know it, before we can even stop it, we're grumbling to God, moaning and complaining, doubting His care and His love and His abilities and we fail to trust Him like He calls ut o trust. 


It helps in such times to remember that God is eternally faithful to us. For every test we have failed, God faithfully forgives us because of Jesus.  He does so because Jesus did not fail any test of faith. Jesus' perfect faith is credited to us as perfect faith. He dies for our doubts, thereby assuring us that even the weakest of faith, created and sustained by God in Word and Sacrament, is saving faith. Enough faith to pass the tests God lovingly sends to us. 


It is in the midst of these tests, and even the Lord himself knows they are difficult and strenuous, that God wants to impart to us an understanding of just what it means to live by faith. It is especially when we are thirsting for answers to our dilemmas that God assures us that our faith in Him will never go unnoticed. He loves us. 


For faith to be strong, it must be centered and intently focused on the one sign from God that gives faith its foundation and strength. The cross of Christ. What more does God have to do before we will comprehend the depth and unending vastness of God's steadfast love for us? He gave His one and only Son for our sins. He sent Him to die that agonizing death. He put him in the tomb with the guilty judgment that was ours upon him. He sacrificed everything so that faith in Him would never be empty or useless. 


St. Paul says that these things happened to the Israelites as an example to them, but for us, “they were written down for our instruction.” He points out to the Roman Christians that “whatever was written down in former days was written for our instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.”


Hope is grounded in faith and faith is grounded in Christ and the trustworthiness of God our faithful Father. No problem, no setback, no test can ever keep us from God's determined loved. Nothing in all creation, be it thirst, hunger, trial, tribulation, or disease, can separate us from God's love in Christ. Not even death can yank us from God's caring arms of grace. The answer to the question, “Is God among us or not?” is always an emphatic, faith-inspired “Yes.” It is Yes because Christ died on the cross. His suffering, death and resurrection assure us that God will always guide and direct us and keep us close to Him. Christ empowers faith to depend on God for all things. 


Now, I'm sure you're aware that not everything that happens to you, not every stressful situation or difficult problem or suffering that comes your way is necessarily a test from God. Some things happen because Satan is a mean and spiteful enemy and seeks to cause us any distress that might get us to doubting God. Some things happen because we live in an imperfect world full of sinful human beings that do some really hurtful things to us and we to them. 


However, each and every circumstance we find ourselves in is a chance for us to exercise faith Christ. These are opportunities that God uses to strengthen our faith and firm up our our reliance on him. They also serve to prepare us for the next test to come along, so that no matter what comes our way, our first response becomes the learned response of faith that turns to God first, last and always. Each situation is a chance for us to turn to the Word and be strengthened in our resolve to trust God for all things, whether that means endurance or rescue. 


Is God among you or not? He is, in Christ. He is here, to inhabit the praises of His people. He is here, to speak His Word of comfort and promise to you. He is here to feed you his Body and blood, given and shed for you, tangible materials that assure you God is near and food to strengthen your faith for life. He is here to show you that He is the trustworthy and completely reliable God, the God who will never leave you nor forsake you, no matter the test. 


Luther said that God “can give and change everything from everything, everything into everything, everything from nothing, everything into nothing. Only be concerned that you believe, and where want prevails, do not break down or be concerned. Where abundance prevails, do not be puffed up or carelessly forget God. Whether everything is on hand or everything is lacking, cling to your God always with the same heart, knowing that He who gives plenty will give it even when want bears down upon you.” 


The faithful heart believes, whether in want or in plenty, in health or sickness, in trouble or in peace, that God is in full control. What happens when we put our trust in the Lord is that worry ceases, hope grows, doubt flees, weakness is strengthened, and turmoil is endurable. 


This faith thing is hard, there is no doubt about it. Faith in Christ needs to be tested, if we are to live by faith. A test is never easy, but it can be beneficial. Each test is designed by God for the express purpose of drawing you closer in complete dependence on Him for all your needs, physical as well as spiritual. In fact, life is a test. When it is lived by faith in the one who lived, died and arose for you, it is a test you'll always pass with flying colors. You have Jesus' promise that as He passed, so will you. Amen. 
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