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Exodus 17:1-7; Psalm 78:1-4,12-16; Philippians 2:1-13, Matthew 21:23-32

“God is with us”

“If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if

any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being

like minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.” (Philippians 2:1,2) As St. Paul sits

in a Roman prison his mind turns to the people he knows in Philippi.  He has some sense of the

difficulty of their lives since he himself has experienced those same difficulties.  As he pens this portion

of his letter it seems that he wishes to draw them into the process of recalling God’s blessing.

Encouragement, comfort, fellowship, tenderness, compassion received from a connection with God and

God’s Messiah can be capped by the members of that congregation ‘being like minded’.  The first set of

conditions are individual and internal but the act of being like minded requires an external manifestation

and can only take place within a group setting.  Once again we see the twin demands of loving God and

loving our neighbour and they both require an action and a decision.  We get to decide on our reaction to

God’s presence in our midst and St. Paul is urging his readers to make that decision in such a way as it

manifests itself in a unity of purpose and spirit.  St. Paul may have been writing this letter with the

knowledge that difficult circumstances sometimes cause people to forget that God is still in their midst.

The people of Israel often seemed to forget this, particularly in the early days of their journey. 

They had been released from captivity in Egypt in order to travel, first to Mount Sinai, on their way to

their promised land.  They faced traveling difficulties which caused them to disbelieve in the

effectiveness of God’s presence in their lives. Of course there is no substitute for water in order for a

human to survive and they were being led through a desert   landscape but the people of Israel were still

accompanied by the evidence of God’s presence - the pillar of fire or cloud.  The difficulty they faced

was real - no water at their stopping point - but they quarreled instead of trusting in the God who brought

them into this place.  “Is the Lord among us or not?” they seemed to ask and the answer depended on

whether they had their basic needs met.  It is significant that when the water was produced the decision

was made to name the place “testing and quarreling” (Massah and Meribah).  I also find it significant

that in one of the psalms used in the Morning Prayer office as an invitatory this event is remembered.

“Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as you did at Meribah, as you did that day at

Massah in the desert, where your ancestors tested and tried me, though they had seen what I did.” (Psalm

95:8,9) Through this experience the nation of Israel was shown the need to remember and believe

that God is indeed in their midst even when circumstances seem to show otherwise.

The presence of God in our midst is not just a blessing to us as individuals it calls us into a set of



behaviours that are meant as a blessing to the community in which we live as well as the world in which

that community exists.  The understanding and belief that God is truly in our midst is meant to spur us

on from that place of blessing into the world around us through the agency of the faith community that

should also give evidence of the presence of God in our midst.  According to this letter from St. Paul,

and a few other places in scripture, one of the manifestations of that Godly presence is a sense of unity -

a like-mindedness that grows from the seed of God’s presence in our hearts.  In order to exhibit this

characteristic some changes may have to be made in our attitude and our behaviour.  St. Paul lists the

following: “do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than

yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.”

(Phil. 2:3,4)  Loving God and loving our neighbour are the things upon which the whole law of God

rests and in order to do both of these things we need to take our eyes off ourselves and place them on

God and our neighbour. The reality of God in our midst calls us to ‘consider others better than ourselves’

because in this way we declare our love of God and of our neighbour but, according to the story from the

book of Exodus, there are some things that can trip us up as we attempt to walk this way. Among those

things are the difficulties that come to us on the journey as we follow our Lord and Saviour to our

promised land.  Hardship has a way of disguising the reality of God’s presence in our lives which can

cause us to enter into behaviour which takes us away from God’s presence. This is not a call to ignore

our difficulty or to interpret it to mean God is displeased with us it is rather a call to remember the

source of our healing.  If God is in our midst and we are facing difficulty it is to God that we should

plead because it is from God that a solution will arise.  The problem with the people of Israel at Meribah

and Massah wasn’t that they were going through a difficult portion of their journey it was the fact that

they tested God and quarreled with their leader. This behaviour does not speak of loving God and loving

our neighbour - in fact you might say it is the opposite.  As a contrast to this type of behaviour St. Paul

records this challenging poem which he introduces with the words, “your attitude should be the same as

that of Christ Jesus”.  Faced with difficulty this is what Jesus did to demonstrate love for God and love

for neighbour.

“Who, being in very nature God, did not count equality with God as something to be exploited,

but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being

found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death - even death on a cross.

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at

the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue

confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Phil 2:6-11)  

As we hear the stories of Jesus we hear stories of a man who was always aware of God’s



presence and who loved God with all his heart, all his soul, all his mind, and all his strength and who

loved his neighbour as himself.  St. Paul holds him up as  an example to follow and an encouragement

that it is possible when we are united with Christ.  Being like-minded, having the same love, being in

one spirit and purpose means allowing Jesus, through his Spirit, to teach us how to live.  It is to this One

who endured the cross that all authority has been granted - he was given the name that is above every

name.  God is in his temple, which today is the heart of those who have come to believe in God’s

Messiah, so we are never away from God presence.

This is something that the chief priests and elders were challenged to learn after Jesus entered the

Temple just prior to the crucifixion. They were not willing to recognize God’s presence in their midst in

the person of this man from Nazareth and it caused them to miss out on the wonder of God’s rescue

project.  They, it would seem, were the son who said yes but then did not go and so missed out on doing

what the father wanted.  Their choice to not acknowledge God’s presence in Jesus was manifested in

behaviour that was very self-centred and which did not conform to the image of considering others better

than themselves.  They, like the people at the waters of Meribah and Massah, stand as a warning to us

that the presence of God will always be available but our stubbornness or pride can prevent the benefit of

that presence from having an affect on our lives and on the lives of those around us.

Sitting in that Roman jail St. Paul may have heard reports of dissension and conflict in the

Philippian Church and knew the danger of having them disqualify themselves from the work of God.  He

urged his readers to take unity seriously as evidence of God’s presence in their midst and he gave them

some strong suggestions as to what achieving that unity would entail.  He instructed them to ‘continue to

work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act

according to his good purpose” (Phil. 2:12b,13) I believe we would do well to listen carefully to Paul’s

admonition and encouragement.  The difficulties we are facing are certainly no more imaginary than the

lack of water on that desert journey but they offer the same kind of challenge. We can become so

consumed with our own predicament that we forget to seek help from the only source needed. Or we can

remember God’s presence in our midst through the Holy Spirit which has been poured out for us.  It is

our choice. If we are to love God with all our heart, all our soul, all our mind, and all our strength and

love our neighbour as ourselves we will need to allow God to fill us with that love he promised and the

strength he offers us as he helps us learn the way to go.  My prayer is that as we continue to face

difficulties we will never lose sight of God’s presence in our midst and never forget to turn to God for

the help that is offered. May the unity of faith, the bond of peace, and the righteousness of Jesus’ life be

ours forever.  


