
Bitter Waters of Marah 

By the hand of God and under the leadership of Moses, Israel was able to escape from their
physical bondage in Egypt.  As they entered into the wilderness, they gained their freedom, but this did
not mean they left all their trials and hardships behind.  They had to face many problems on their
journey through the wilderness, but God was with them to help them through these trials.  The same is
true today for those who escape the bondage of sin by crossing the spiritual Red Sea of the blood of
Christ.  Christians are free from the bondage of sin, but there are many temptations or trials to face as
we follow God through the wilderness of this world.  God helped Israel along their journey, and he will
help Christians today.   Many lessons can be learned concerning the church today by studying the
problems Israel faced in the wilderness and understanding how God helped them to overcome those
trials. The physical trials of Israel in the wilderness were analogous to the spiritual trials of the church
in the world today.

We will begin by examining the first problem Israel encountered,
which was the lack of drinking water.   A great  amount  of water  was
needed for the vast number of Israelites who had left Egypt, but there was
none to be found.  After three days they came to a place called Marah and
found water, but it was bitter.  This meant that the waters were poisonous
and  unfit  to  drink.   The  Israelites  began  to  murmur  against  Moses
because they had no water, so Moses cried unto the Lord for help.  The
account of Israel being thirsty and having nothing to drink except the bitter waters of Marah is given in
Exodus 15:22-25 which reads,

So Moses brought Israel from the Red sea, and they went out into the wilderness of
Shur; and they went three days in the wilderness, and found no water, And when they
came to  Marah,  they could  not  drink  of  the  waters  of  Marah,  for  they were  bitter:
therefore the name of it was called Marah.  And the people murmured against Moses,
saying, What shall we drink?  And he cried unto the Lord; and the Lord shewed him a
tree, which when he had cast into the waters, the waters were made sweet: there he made
for them a statute and an ordinance, and there he proved them.
 
God once again used a literal situation with Israel of old to teach a wonderful lesson concerning

the church in the Christian dispensation.  The nation of Israel represented spiritual Israel to come,
which is the church.  Israel needed literal water in order to sustain their
physical lives.  The church today also needs water in order to survive.
The difference is the church is a spiritual institution, therefore the water
that it needs must be spiritual water.  These spiritual waters are the same
as those represented by the water in the Garden of Eden.  Spiritual water
is the word of life that God gave through Jesus and the Apostles.  The
church today needs the spiritual water of Jesus Christ in order to sustain our spiritual lives.

The water at Marah was bitter or polluted, no doubt with some type of physical impurities.  It
would not sustain life.  In fact, it would take life.  The waters of Marah can be compared to the spiritual
water of the world today.  There are many places in the world today where the spiritual water has
become bitter.  It is polluted with all manner of false teachings.  Just as the physical waters at Marah
were bitter and could not be used by the physical body, the polluted spiritual waters of the world cannot
be used by our spiritual souls.  The church must have the pure water of life that is supplied by Jesus
Christ.  Christians must have pure spiritual water in order to live spiritually just as Israel needed pure
physical water in order to live physically.



This exact symbolism is used in Revelation chapter 8.  In that passage a
star named "Wormwood" falls into the spiritual waters of the world.  According
to Lam. 3:15, Wormwood is a bitter substance.  When the wormwood fell into
the spiritual waters of the world, the water became bitter.  This shows that the
true spiritual teachings of God can become polluted with the false teachings of
man.  The passage goes on to say that when the waters became bitter, many
men died.  Since we are dealing with spiritual waters that sustain spiritual life,
the death here must be spiritual death.  Today, if men drink of spiritual waters that have been polluted
with false teachings, they will die spiritually.  Only the true spiritual water of life provided by Jesus
Christ  will  sustain our  spiritual  souls.   For more information on other  symbols in  this  passage in
Revelation, see our commentary Revelation for Christians Today.

At Marah, God told Moses to make the waters sweet or pure so they might drink and live by
cutting a tree and casting it into the waters.  As we have discussed before, our spiritual tree of life is
Jesus.  When we encounter the bitter spiritual waters of this world, we can make them sweet by putting
Jesus Christ into them.  If we believe and follow the true teaching of the Bible, we are drinking of the
true spiritual water of life.

We might also note that this tree was "cut down" in order to make the waters pure.  This is
exactly how the spiritual waters of this world were made pure in the first place.  Jesus was "cut down"
in order to provide the pure spiritual water of life.  He allowed himself to be killed in order to bring the
saving gospel to the world.  He was then resurrected from the grave by God and supplied us with the
pure spiritual water of life.

The  church  today  is  surrounded  by  a  world  of  sin.   It  is  also
surrounded by a world of false religious teachings or bitter spiritual waters.  It
is our responsibility to provide the pure water of life to this world in order that
those  who are  drinking bitter  waters  may turn  to  the  sweet  waters  of  the
gospel and live.

It  is  also  important  that  we  keep  the  spiritual  water  that  we  are
drinking in the church pure.  We must not let the false teaching of the world
pollute the pure water of life.  If they do become polluted and we drink of
them, we will die also.  The way we keep them pure is by precisely following the teachings of Jesus
Christ.  We must always have the tree of life in our spiritual waters.  This is exactly where our tree of
life is pictured as standing in Rev. 22:2.  It says,

In the midst of the street of it, and on either side of the river, was there the tree of life,
which bare twelve manner of fruits, and yielded her fruit every month: and the leaves of
the tree were for the healing of the nations. 

Jesus is our tree of life and only he can make the spiritual waters of this world pure.
Today, in this world we go to great lengths to insure that the physical water we drink is not

polluted.  We pass laws to keep people and industry from adding pollutants to our water.  We are also
attempting to clean up water that has previously become polluted.  We understand the necessity of
having pure water to drink.  We realize that drinking polluted water will cause great discomfort to our
bodies and can also cause serious illness or even death.  We will thus avoid drinking polluted water at
all cost.  Though we know the importance of drinking pure physical water, many in the world today do
not ever think about examining the spiritual water they drink.  They accept the spiritual water offered
by some man or  religious  organization  without  question.   For  this  reason,  many in the  world  are
spiritually sick or even dead.  We must examine the spiritual water we drink.  If we do not want to
become sick  spiritually,  we must  make sure that  we are  drinking the  sweet  spiritual  water  of  life
provided by God through his Word.


