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MOSES .. WHO WAS SHOWN
A SPECI AL TREE

And when they canme to Marah, they could not drink of the waters of
Marah, for they were bitter. . . And the peopl e nurnured agai nst
Moses, saying, What shall we drink? And he cried unto the LORD;
and the LORD shewed hima tree, which when he had cast into the
waters, the waters were nade sweet. (Exod. 15.23-25)

peopl e who | ove trees discover the Bible is an entranci ng book

the Scriptures nmention various species. There was Deborah's oak

(Gen. 35:8), the palmtree of Deborah (Judg. 4:5), and many ot hers.
Heat hen nati ons worshi pped trees and during tines of decadence the
children of Israel also placed idols in selected groves. The |aw said,
"He that is hanged is accursed of God" (Deut. 2 1:23). This was
particularly true of Absal om whose long hair held himin the branches
of atree until Joab's servants slew the renegade prince (2 Sam 18:15).
When CGod planted the first garden He included special trees, which
were known as the Tree of Life and the Tree of the Know edge of Good
and Evil (Gen. 2:9).

John, describing the wonders of the New Jerusal em spoke of the
tree whi ch produced twelve kinds of fruit and yielded a harvest every
month (see Rev. 22:2). Zacchaeus clinbed a sycanore tree to see Jesus
(see Luke 19:4). Elijah, who fled from Jezebel, sat down under a juni per
tree (see | Kings 19:4). The Lord, who cursed the fruitless fig tree (see
Matt. 21:19), was Hinself nailed to a tree (see Acts 5:30). The Jewi sh
peopl e were forbidden to destroy the fruit trees of their enenies (see
Deut. 20:19), but perhaps the npost amazing tree nentioned in the Bible
was t he unnanmed species that hel ped Israel to survive during the journey
from Egypt to Canaan.

A Crushing Problem ... "They found no water"
"So Moses brought Israel fromthe Red sea,.., and they went three
days in the w | derness, and found no water" (Exod. 15:22). The
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i mense multitude had safely crossed the Red Sea, and was proceeding
on the journey to the Promi sed Land. Traveling at a speed of twelve
mles per day, they wal ked approxinately thirty-six mles through the
scorching heat of the desert and failed to find water. Probably the people
brought supplies from Egypt, but the swiftly dimnishing contents of
the water skins were causing anxiety; the plight of the thirsty cattle was
critical. This was a frightening change fromthe fertile | ands of Egypt.
Perhaps nmany cattle had al ready died and the future was om nous.

Then suddenly a cry of relief echoed through the canp; the advance
gui des coul d see water on the horizon. But "when they canme to Mrah
they could not drink of the waters of Marah, for they were bitter..
And t he peopl e nmurmured agai nst Mses, saying, What shall we drink"
(Exod. 15:23-24). It has been estinated that the nunber of travelers
exceeded two nmillion, and to supply refreshnent at short notice for such
a large multitude necessitated a mracle.

At that time the pillars of cloud and fire were not |eading the tribes,
but Jehovah, who knew every inch of the inhospitable terrain, could
have I ed themin another direction that might, or mght not, have taken
them toward nore favorable circunstances. Deserts and w | der nesses
have oases, but they are few and far between. It nust be renenbered
that Jehovah did not send His people to Marah - He |led then
Sonetines the nost val uable | essons are | earned am d adverse
conditions. If the children of Israel had bypassed Marah, they woul d
have ni ssed one of the greatest experiences in their history. The poet
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was correct when he wote

God noves in a nysterious way

H s wonders to perform

He plants His footsteps in the sea,
And rides upon the storm

A Childlike Prayer... "And he cried unto the LORD

Moses was a patient and tol erant |eader. Men of |esser stature
woul d have been annoyed with the ungrateful people. As they had
done, and would continue to do throughout their |Iong march, they
bl anmed their | eader for everything unpl easant. Endued by divine
power and encouraged by the pronises of God, the patriarch had
successfully confronted Pharaoh and confounded t he pagan
magi ci ans. Yet here in the wilderness his difficulties appeared to be
i nsurnount abl e. There was not hing he could do except pray. Wen
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Moses cried unto the Lord a sigh mght have been heard in heaven:
"Like as a father pitieth his children, so the LORD pitieth themthat
fear him (Ps. 103:13).

Bl essed is the man who prefers praying to pouting! The | eader could

have resented the accusations and kindled a fire of di ssension anong
his foll owers. An angry countenance coul d have stirred enotions to
fever pitch, and a | ashing tongue woul d have produced serious reprisals.
When Moses prayed the Lord responded i mredi ately. He showed him

a tree, and provided humankind with a glinpse of the cross.

A Cear Perception ... "The LORD she wed hima tree"

There is reason to believe the tree had been there all the tine.
not appear overnight as did Jonah's gourd (see Jonah 4:6-7). Probably
it was not tall and stately as a redwood tree, nor huge and strong |ike
an oak. It could have been unattractive. There was not hi ng nmagi ca
about its formation and appearance, but it was the tree of God's choice.
Alone, it could not have perforned any mracle, and Moses knew this
to be a fact.

Simlarly, there was nothing magi cal about the cross of Calvary.
Al t hough churches in Europe display pieces of |lunber that they claim
were parts of the original cross, the fact remains that the type of tree
upon which the Savior died is unknown. Perhaps God withheld that
information to prevent the species becom ng an object of veneration
The startling but glorious fact about Calvary's cross was not the kind
of tree used for the crucifixion, but the mracle that God perforned,
by, on, and through it. The | aw taught that cursed were they who were
hanged on a tree (see Deut. 21:23). It was the purpose of the Al mghty
that Hi s bel oved Son would be nade a curse for us and carry our sins
to the cross. The bitterness of life's disappointnments and the failure of
worl dly resources to quench the spiritual thirst of humanki nd woul d
be renoved through the death of Jesus. The poet realized this truth when
he wote

I tried the broken cisterns, Lord,
But, ah, the waters fail ed;

E'en as | stopped to drink they fled,
And nocked ne as | ail ed.

Now none but Christ can satisfy:
None ot her Nane for ne.
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There's love, and life, and |l asting joy,
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Lord Jesus, found in Thee.

This is an entrancing truth, but its reality depends upon the grace of
God, which reveals it. "God shewed hima tree." Paul wote, It pleased
God. . . to reveal his Son in ne" (Gal. 1:15-16). Blessed is every sou
who can say, "God showed ne a tree!"

A Conpl ete Participation... "He had cast into the waters”

The waters of Marah must have been nuch nore than an oasis in
the wilderness. Since two million people and their animals were to be
refreshed, the source of supply was nore like a |lake. God directed the
attention of Hs servant toward the tree, which was either grow ng cl ose
to the water or |ying upon the ground. There was no prom se of any
mracle. Modses saw the tree, but his faith grasped the unuttered prom ses
of the Lord. The patriarch knew divine gui dance was behind the
revel ation, but without faith he could have remained there until the
peopl e died. God's nmiracle was performed only when Mdses took the
tree and applied it to the place of need. Simlarly, gazing at the cross
of Christ never saved anybody. The unrepentant thief saw the cross,
but he never gained admttance to God's kingdom Faith that believes
the prom ses of God changes the bitter experiences of |ife and produces
the living water of which Jesus spoke (see John 4:10).

The sane truth may be seen in the incident of the borrowed axe. It
was witten of the servant of Elisha, "But as one was felling a beam
the axe head fell into the water: and he cried, and said, Alas, master
for it was borrowed. And the man of CGod said, Were fell it? And he
shewed himthe place. And he cut down a stick, and cast it in thither;
and the iron did swinf (2 Kings 6:5-6). Elisha m ght have | ooked at
the tree, or whatever it was, until the axe head either was swept away
in the currents or buried by silt. Faith cut the branch fromthe tree and
applied it to the place of need, and the lost article was brought to the
surf ace.

"Two natural explanations of the text have been attenpted: 1) that
El i sha passed a pi ece of wood underneath the axe head, and then lifted
it to the surface; 2) that he thrust a stick or piece of wood through the
hole in the axe head, and so pulled it out. But both explanations do
violence to the text, and we may be sure that if either had been true,
t he occurrence woul d never have been recorded. The sacred witers
were not concerned to record acts of nanual dexterity" (quoted from
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"2 Kings," The Pulpit Commentary [ G and Rapids: Eerdmans, 1950],
120).

A Col ossal Provision ... "The waters were nade sweet"

The extent of this miracle cannot be overestinated; it defies natura
expl anation. Possibly the Marah area was filled with swanps where
wat er was extrenely salty or filled with minerals. Some schol ars
identify this place with "Am Hawarah," which is forty-seven mles
sout heast from Suez and approximately seven nmiles fromthe Red Sea.
There is a large spring in the district where travelers find refreshnent.
The Savi or may have been thinking of this niracle when He said,
"If any man thirst, let himcone unto ne, and drink. He that believeth
on ne, as the scripture bath said, out of his belly shall flowrivers of
living water" (John 7:37-38). The restrictive condition may be found
t hroughout the Scriptures. Jesus said, "Let himcone unto ne." Even
God remai ns away when foolish people are unresponsive to H's
overtures. The statement, "And there he proved them" sheds |ight upon
t he purpose of Jehovah. The words were repeated in Exodus 16:4:. ....
that | may prove them whether they will walk in ny law, or no." Cod
tested His people to ascertain what notivated their actions. The
Hebrews were being prepared for future trials; God was exercising the
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nmuscl es of their faith, and making future conquests possible.

Many attenpts have been made to nane trees that had the capability
of sweetening bitter water, but none of themcan be found in the Sina
Peninsula. If, formerly, they grew there, it would explain why God had
to indicate which tree Mdses should use; the patriarch was not a
bot ani st. However, even the best of the explanations cannot prove how
one tree could cleanse enough water to supply the need of a nultitude.

It is easier to believe the Wrd of God than to accept the theories of
nen.

The Continuing Pleasure... "And they canme to Ein

Eli mnmeans "a place of refreshment” (see Exod. 15:27). It was an
apt nane for at the oasis were seventy palmtrees and twel ve wells.
After the oppressive heat and continued thirst in the wlderness, the
l uxurious conditions were a foretaste of the Pronmised Land. Traveling
south, the tribes had journeyed approximtely fifty to sixty mles. They
were conpl etely dependent upon God and H s servant and had
conpl ai ned about every unpl easant circunstance. Yet, just beyond the
hori zon, abundant help awaited them There were towering palmtrees,
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whi ch cast shade upon the ground, twelve wells of refreshing water,
and mlk fromthe coconuts offered what appeared to be the elixir of
life. God had already planned the sojourn at Elimeven when the tribes
were conpl ai ning at Marah. Sone ni ghts appear to be endl ess,
suggesting the dawn of a new day will never arrive. Blessed are the
peopl e who see in the dark

It is difficult for inpatient people to wait, especially when they are
convi nced God noves too slowy. Anxious souls would like to give
God a push! The psal ni st recogni zed the inportance of patience when
he wote, "Wait patiently for hin (Ps. 37:7). The weary Israelites
woul d have liked to remain at Elimforever; they had forgotten their
destinati on was Canaan. The new conditions were wonderful, but they
could not continue solving the nation's problens. Had not the Lord been
filled with patience, tolerating the ceasel ess conplaints would have
been inpossi ble. Unfortunately, Israel wal ked by sight and not by faith.
The | usci ous grapes of Eschol |ay ahead, but the nation was | ooking
back and renmenbering the garlic of Egypt. They were foolish, and so
are we if we enulate their exanple.
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