
WATER FROM THE ROCK 

(Exodus 17; Numbers 20) 

 

 
Our physical body is made up of 60-70 percent water.  We need water to cool our 

bodies, protect our organs and nourish our cells.  We need water, even when we have yet 

to crave water. After a while, if we consume no water, we will die.   So, if you are 

traversing a long way by foot, water will probably be an important commodity to have.    

 

Water or the lack of drinking water became an issue more than once in the 

journey of the 

Israelites from 

Egypt to the 

promised land of 

Canaan. Three 

days after 

miraculously 

escaping from the 

Egyptian army 

through the Red 

Sea, the Israelites 

“found no water” 

and when they 

came to water it 

was too “bitter” 

to drink,  thus 

being named  “the 

waters of Marah”  

(Exodus 15:22-

23).    God 

miraculously 

cured the water by 

having Moses cast 

a tree into the 

waters, making 

them “sweet” 

(Exodus 15:25).  

Approximately a year and a half later, the Israelites were without water as they encamped 

in Rephidim.  God miraculously supplies water by commanding Moses to take the rod, 

which he had used to part the Red Sea, and “smite the rock, and there shall come water 

out of it, that the people may drink” (Exodus 17:6).  Approximately thirty-eight years 

later, there was no water for the congregation while encamped at  Kadesh (Numbers 

20:1-2).  Again, God miraculously provides water by commanding Moses to take the 

same rod as before,  but this time He commands,  “speak ye unto the rock before their 

eyes, that it give forth its water; and thou shalt bring forth to them water out of the 

rock…” (Numbers 20:8).   
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When water was needed God provided plenty for the Israelites and their cattle.  

On all occasions, He provided it through miraculous means teaching His people that their 

necessities for life were provided by none other than God.  There were other miraculous 

happenings occurring during the 40 years of wilderness journey pointing to God and his 

faithfulness to his promises.  Neither their clothes nor shoes ever became old, nor did 

their feet swell during this time (Deuteronomy 8:4).  They lacked nothing in regard to 

their sustenance (Nehemiah 9:21).   God sustained them.  Through miracles He 

constantly made them see this point.  While God is able to supply and faithful to fulfill 

his promises, the question was how His people would act toward God in critical times 

when they had immediate needs. Herein lies the important lessons we can take learn from 

these moments when God miraculously provided water from the rocks.  

 

 

While God never tempts nor entices us to do evil (James 1:13),   He does wait at 

times to fulfill our true needs to see how we will act toward Him.  It was not that Israel 

was apprehensive or upset about the lack of water that condemned them, but that they 

strove with God through His leader indicting Him of unfaithfulness towards them.  No 

water is creating a larger question in the heart of His people: “Is Jehovah among us, or 

not?” (Exodus 17:7).  Because they thirst, now, and God has not acted now, then God 

must not be with us! They are thus tempting or testing God by judging the situation by 

their own standards.  They do not just complain about not having water, their strife 

crosses the line in not only tempting God but judging the motives of Moses, God’s 

leader.  “Wherefore hast thou brought us up out of Egypt to kill us and our children and 

our cattle with thirst?”  (Exodus 17:3).   Thirty-eight years later, the sudden lack of water 

created the same response:  “And why have ye brought the assembly of Jehovah into this 

wilderness, that we should die there, we and our beasts? And wherefore have ye made us 

to come out of Egypt, to bring us into this evil place?  It is no place of seed or figs, or of 

vines, or of pomegranates; neither  is there any water to drink” (Numbers 20: 4-5).   

 

Because of Israel striving with and tempting God with their murmuring, the 

places where God provided water for His people were named: “Massah” and “Meribah” 

(Exodus 17:7, Numbers 20:13).  “Meribah” means “strife”.  “Massah” means “tempting” 

or “proving”.  We must not allow anxious moments such as losing our job or home to 

cause us to strive against God doubting his faithfulness, and thus tempting Him or testing 

Him.  When we are wondering about our next meal, does our limited vision of the 

situation cause us to conclude that God is not with us and is unfaithful?  Our trust in God 

must replace our anxiety.  We must place God’s kingdom first and put His standard for 

righteousness into practice in our lives.  “All these things” we need will be given to us 

(Matthew 6:33).    We must not murmur regarding any of God’s demands upon us in His 

word (Philippians 2:14, I Peter 4:9).  This will keep our example strong for the cause of 

Christ, and our acts of kindness sweet.   
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Moses was commanded to strike the rock to bring forth water at one time (Exodus 

17:6), and then with the rod in hand, speak to the rock in Kadesh (Numbers 20:7-).  God 

provided water for His people and cattle both times, even when Moses “smote” the rock 

when God instructed him to “speak” to the rock.  Moses learned a sobering lesson from 

his disobedience.  He was not allowed to enter the 

promised land because of his action.  What he did in 

general was that he “did not sanctify God before the 

eyes of the people” (Numbers 20:12).  We only set 

God apart before others when we do exactly what 

God commands.  Otherwise, we are injecting our 

own wisdom and will.    Moses could reason, “God 

allowed me to strike the rock before, so I can do it 

now.”  Moses learned that God demands we follow 

his instructions at the time he gives them. By 

speaking to the rock on this occasion, Moses would 

be sanctifying God before the people’s eyes because 

he would be doing exactly what God commanded. 

Out of frustrated anger Moses spoke unadvisedly 

with his lips (Psalm 106:33), and smote the rock 

instead of speaking to the rock.   Moses responded to 

the murmuring people, “Hear now ye rebels: shall 

we bring you forth water out of the rock? And Moses lifted up his hand and smote the 

rock with his rod twice” (Numbers 20:10-11).  Loosing his temper in anger, Moses 

erupted by speaking unadvisedly with his lips and struck the rock instead of speaking to 

the rock.  Years of faithful leadership to the promised land was made void in a moment of 

loosing control which kept him from leading God’s people into the promised land.  We 

must learn to control our passions and always be obedient to God’s word, so we do not 

forfeit entrance into the rest of Heaven (Hebrews 3:18-4:1; 4:18).  

 

The New Testament reveals two types of anger which we are to avoid.  We can 

manifest a sudden outburst of wrath “THUMOS” where we lose all control.  This wrath 

is a work of the flesh, which keeps us from Heaven (Galatians 5:19-21).  Also, there is 

an anger “ORGE” which is less sudden in its rise but may last longer.  Both types of 

anger are to be put to death in the life of a Christian (Colossians 3:8).  As Moses 

experienced, “the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God “ (James 1:20).  

We must “be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath” (James 1:19).  Determine to 

never allow murmuring individuals or difficult circumstances to cause you to lose control 

of your mind or speech.  The sobering thought is that in losing control, we can forfeit 

Heaven! 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:  

 

1. If God knows our needs (cf. Matthew 6:32), why do the Israelites have to 

complain of their situation before God provides water? 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Why does God provide water through miraculous means during the Israelites’ 

wilderness journey?  

 

 

 

 

3. How did the Israelites “tempt” Jehovah?  

 

 

 

4. What harm can we cause when we, as Christians, “murmur”?  

 

 

 

5. Why did God not allow Moses to enter the Promised Land with God’s people?  

 

 

 

6. In what areas of the Christian life can we apply the principle of doing exactly 

what God commands when He commands it?  

 

 

 

 

7. Describe the two types of anger we are to not allow arise in our life.   


