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THE WATERS OF MARAH
'When they came to Marah, they could not drink its water because it was bitter.'  Ex 15:23.

Background to chap 15. Escape from Egypt, and overthrow of army in Red Sea. The whole nation is jubilant at what has happened. This is a jubilant, triumphant people. Full to over flowing with the power and goodness of their God. It’s all about God, not about themselves – that’s a great focus for worship isn’t it! Get attention off our failures and fears and onto our God and his grace and fears. We don’t need always to think about how bad we are – but much more about how good God is. 
Looks from v13f that they thought it was always going to be like this – but God has other ideas, and within three days they find themselves at Marah, a place of disappointment and frustration! This is the way it nearly always is for believers. Jesus said to his disciples, "In the world you will have tribulations." He also spoke of "taking up our cross daily", and of "counting the cost" as a soldier or builder does before embarking on a project. 
The Israelites would have been increasing perplexed by the shortage of water as the hours turned into days. Three days without a watering hole! What is going on? If they watched the sun and shadows they would also realise that they were at that time going in the opposite direction to Canaan! Then to come to water and find it too brackish to drink is to add insult to injury, to rub salt into the wound. It is more than they can bear, and they start to moan against Moses.

There are some important things to observe here and the first and most important is that
1. God led them to Marah
This was no accident! Ch 13:17f make it clear that God was the guide of the I's. They had the pillar of cloud and fire as visible evidence of God with them. Ch 14:24 tells us that God was actually present in the cloud, for 'he looked down from the pillar of fire and cloud at the Egyptian army'.
This tells us that their being in trial was not because they were out of the will of God. Sometimes this may be the case with God’s people, but it is not to be assumed.

The trials and testing we experience may not simply come from the opposition. Yes the enemy of our souls will undoubtedly attack, using many schemes and disguises; we may well face opposition & discouragement from others who do not follow the Lord, and sadly even from those who do.
But sometimes the trials and testing we experience are part of the training of God. Marah was no accident! They were at Marah because God wanted them there! This whole episode reminds me of Jesus being driven, compelled by the Spirit to go into the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by Satan. And this just after his baptism and the descent of the H/S and the voice of God assuring him of his pleasure! 

So we know that this experience was God’s will for them - & this is important to remember. Maybe you feel you are at Marah just now; the place of bittern water, the place of disappointment? Or maybe helping someone at Marah? If you’re not there then likelihood is that your journey will take you via this place – when you get there remember that this may be just the place that God wants you to be.

· This is what Job’s comforters failed to grasp; they assumed his change of fortunes was because of something he had done; i.e. he must have sinned. This was no comfort to him. Trite platitudes only make things worse. Let us seek to be wise in our words and not compound people’s pain.

But now, we would not be honest if we failed to ask the question 'Why'? in all this. "Why does God allow and even lead us into Marah experiences?"

Well, we have why it wasn't; i.e. disobedience. Does the Bible give us any positive answers? Yes it does.

2. He led them this way for their own good
Ex 13:17. He led them the long way round because He knew they were not yet ready to face the onslaught of direct opposition. They were armed for the fight, but when it came to it they would have been useless in battle. Marah then was the lesser of two evils, and was a mark of Gods love, care & protection over them. 
There is no painless path to heaven. It will be through many trials that we enter etc. But very often, even without us realising it, God is at work leading us away from harm and difficulty. We call this ‘Providence’. (Cowper’s ‘God works in a mysterious way’ MP 193). 
I look back over my life and there are times and situations that I would rather have avoided; times when I’ve been hurt, vulnerable, disappointed, scared. But I have to admit what a mess I’d have made of things if God had always let me have my own way! I can see that though the road was difficult at times, it was for my good, and I can honestly say that I am glad he has led me as he has. 

There is another reason God leads us or will allow us to go to Marah, 
3. For Training - Deut 8:2f 'Remember how the Lord your God led you all the way in the desert those 40 years, to humble you and to test you in order to know what was in your heart.'
‘Test’ = to reveal what they were really made off, verified, to show them in their real colours.

Now clearly the Lord didn’t need to discover this for himself – he knew full well what they were made of! But he knew that is was necessary for them to find out what they were really made of, to discover their own shortcomings and inabilities and therefore to be humble before the Lord – (‘to humble you’ Deut 8:2)
He deals in the same way with us! We are part of the new covenant community & God has bound himself to us. He wants us to be beacons of light and hope in this world, adverts for him, that people that show how good and great he is. 
Therefore we can expect him to lead us into situations designed to reveal what we’re really made of, so that we will be able to see and recognise the areas of our lives where we still need to grow and develop in our trust and confidence in him. In the difficulties, disappointments and frustrations of life God is at work, training us, calling us to trust him. "A Xian who has been tried is worth 1000 who haven't". (Luther) Cp: Heb 12:5-11 – fatherly discipline for our good and so we share in his holiness.
It may only be at Marah that we experience the miracle of God turning the bitter into sweet. We may choose a life that is easy, I certainly would not have chosen some of the painful experiences I have had in life, with close friends being killed, false accusations, disappointment, etc. But I know as I look back that God has used them all for my good, and overall I would not want it any other way.

· Joni:  she describes her wheel chair as the prison that set her free! And as a gemstone cannot be polished without friction; neither can a man be matured without trials. Their purpose it to make us, not to break us.

Now as we draw to conclusion let me change tack. 

4. The remedy: 

What was it that made the bitter waters sweet? The stick provided by God, v25. Without the piece of wood Marah would have remained bitter.   

The O.T. prophets pictured Jesus as a branch, Is 11:1, a shoot coming from the stump of Jesse's family tree. He is the one sent by God to bring healing into the world and into our lives. Without Jesus our experiences in life will be bitter. It is he and he alone that brings any semblance of reason and hope. Without him and the truth of the Bible life and its difficulties is meaningless and hopeless.

Xian, to be at Marah and have the shoot of Jesse with you is better that being in Egypt without him. Let’s humble ourselves before him, let’s try to trust him and prove him; let’s try to be patient and wait for him, trusting his goodness and providence. 
Prayer: 

Sing: All the way my saviour leads me

