Complain, Complain, Complain                       Part I  

OUR Text is Numbers 11-12 and deals with complaining by the Israelites in the wilderness and how Moses handled it.
Top of Form

Bottom of Form

II Timothy 3:16: All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness. In light of this scripture back ground, we will begin. 
 Today we’re going to study some important lessons from some obscure chapters in the book of Numbers. When we arrive to Numbers 11, the Children of Israel had been camping around Mt. Sinai for almost a year. It had taken them about 3 months to travel from Egypt --- where they had been slaves --- to Mt. Sinai --- where they became a free nation.

During the 11 months they’d been at Mt. Sinai, they had received the 10 commandments, they had constructed and dedicated the Tabernacle, and they had consecrated the priests. They had organized the 12 tribes and they had raised an army for defense. Israel was now a nation, ready for action.

Unfortunately, their first action was to start COMPLAINING.                            Numbers 11:1 "Now the people complained about their hardships in the hearing of the Lord, and when he heard them his anger was aroused."
Today I want us to look at 4 short lessons we can learn about the sin of complaining. Later on in our study, we’ll look at 3 lessons about how to respond to criticism. That’s 7 points, so stay with me!

The first lesson is that…

1. Complaining is a deadly sin

We tend to think of complaining as nothing more than a harmless way of making conversation, however that is not how God sees it. Numbers 11:2 tells how God reacted when His people started complaining. 
Then fire from the Lord burned among them and consumed some of the outskirts of the camp.
God didn’t consider complaining to be a minor little offence. In the examples we’re going to look at today, God gave two deadly consequences to complainers: consuming fire, and leprosy. It’s obvious that God considers complaining to be a deadly sin. He cannot tolerate complainers among His people. This lesson shows me, I don’t want to turn into a complainer!

After the fires broke out, the people cried out to Moses. He prayed to God and God made the fires die down. But before long the whining started up again. The babble with them began again as they craved other food, and again the Israelites started wailing and said, “If only we had meat to eat!” Numbers 11:4

They were complaining about the miraculous manna that God had provided for them. In essence they were complaining against God. This is why complaining is such a deadly sin. When we complain, what we’re really saying is, “God hasn’t given me enough. God’s not fair!”                                     Complaining is the opposite of thanksgiving.

First of all, then, I urge that entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made on behalf of all men, for kings and all who are in authority, so that we may lead a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and dignity. This is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior,                        (I Timothy 2:1-3) 
The next thing we learn is that …

2. Complaining discourages others

Notice how Moses reacted to all this whining: He asked the Lord, “Why have you brought this trouble on your servant? What have I done to displease you that you put the burden of all these people on me?”                                               Numbers 11:11 Moses told the Lord that taking care of those people was like taking care of a bunch of babies … and he went so far as to say, “ If this is the way it’s going to be, then please just go ahead and kill me!”

Complaining is the opposite of encouraging. Never underestimate how your complaints will demoralize other people! I remember Ben Merald saying:           “I don’t have trouble motivating others – I have trouble with other people de-motivating me!” True words of wisdom!
Maybe you work at a place where there’s a culture of complaining. Then you know how demoralizing it is to spend your time in that environment. People are now working from home because the work place has become so toxic. 
Maybe you live in a home that has developed a culture of complaining. This type of environment kills the family setting, and nobody can enjoy that kind of home life!

I’m so thankful to say that MCC does NOT have a culture of complaining. But I’ve seen plenty of churches that do.

One thing I’ve noticed through the years is that when complaining springs up, it’s usually directed at the very people who are trying the hardest and doing the most to minister to others. In fact, it’s often directed at the ones who have helped the complainer the most.

I remember the first time I learned this. I was talking to a lady who announced she was leaving the church. I invited her to come in and tell me what the problem was. I was shocked that the people she was complaining about were the Sunday School teachers --- who had stood by her through all kinds of troubles, and other church leaders --- who I knew had actually donated money more than once to help pay her bills.

By the end of that conversation, I felt like Moses … just kill me now! 

Since then, I’ve seen that it’s not unusual for complainers to target the very people who care about them the most. That was certainly the case with Moses! And it didn’t take long for Moses to learn another lesson …

3. Complaining is contagious

In verse 4 we saw that complaints started with “the rabble.” These were people on the outskirts of the camp … the trouble makers, deadbeats or the “riff-raff.” But the complaining spirit caught hold in the camp … and before you knew it, it had spread all the way from the riff-raff to the top leaders.

Numbers 12: 1 Miriam and Aaron began to talk against Moses because of his Cushite wife, for he had married a Cushite.

Miriam and Aaron were leaders in Israel, they were Moses’ own sister and brother. So this criticism came very close to home. People have various theories about why they objected to this Cushite wife.  

(Cush was, according to the Bible, the eldest son of Ham, a son of Noah. He was the brother of Canaan (land of Canaan), Mizraim (Egypt) and Phut (land of Libya), and the father of the biblical Nimrod mentioned in the "Table of Nations" in Genesis 10:6 and I Chronicles 1:8. kushi, is elsewhere rendered Ethiopian, in 2 Samuel 18:21-32 it is rendered Cushite)   
BUT, whatever their reasons, you can count on one thing, the complaint was trivial. Complaints usually are petty … and complaints are seldom timely or helpful.

Moses had already married the woman, so it was too late to object. And they offered no solution. So what was the point of all the complaining? Complaining really HAS no point. It does nothing positive, but it can spread through an organization or a home like a deadly disease.
When the infection of complaining spreads through a Church, there is no limit to the devastation it can cause. Every now and then, I hear that “a few people” are complaining about something. (It’s never one person with a name, it’s always kind of vague … “several people.”) 
Sometimes it may be a legitimate complaint … or a strong concern and we may need to do something to improve the situation.                                                 Here is a short way to remember this: Concern - Cause – Correction. Memorize this and you won’t be a complaining person, you will be a problem solver. Dealing with complaining people is very tiring!   
 Ladies and Gentlemen, the world is full of complaints and murmuring.                    If we have our eyes open, sometimes we can observe that those whose who are peculiarly fortunate, whose circumstances are peculiarly favourable, they are the front runners in complaining. WHY: when anything occurs to them which does not fall in with their expectations, which does not correspond with their desires, their first mode is to complain, it’s not fair!

 Now on the other hand, we now and again meet with the poor, the suffering, the friendless, who display a cheerful, uncomplaining disposition.
As Jeremiah writes in Laminations 3:39 over his nation lying in waste and ruin: Why should any living mortal, or any man, Offer complaint in view of his sins? 

TO REBEL AGAINST GOD IS TO RESIST HIS PURPOSES. Observe that murmuring is not only wrong, it is useless. A complaining spirit is inconsistent with the will of God, from obstacles in life, the believer can receive the wholesome lessons, discipline of sorrow and can turn them to highest and lasting profit. 
But my biggest concern is not usually the issue people are complaining about. My number one concern is that a spirit of complaining could spread from that group of “a few people” and take hold in the church. Nothing can quench the Holy Spirit like a spirit of complaining!

The reason this is true is because …

4. Complaining is a symptom of deeper sin

Every chronic complainer has a hidden agenda. Most of the time, the complainers are very careful to keep it hidden, even from themselves. However our hidden agenda is never hidden from God.

In the case of Miriam and Aaron, the Bible immediately reveals their hidden agenda: Numbers 12:2 tells what they were really thinking: “Has the Lord spoken only through Moses?” they asked. “Hasn’t he also spoken through us?” Underneath the trivial complaint about Moses’ wife was the hidden SIN of jealousy and selfish ambition.

Any time we have a lesson like this, it’s normal for us to start thinking about other people the message fits. “I wish old so-and-so could here this implication, they really need it!” But this is a point we each need to apply to ourselves.

Next time you catch yourself complaining --- (and let’s admit, we all do it!) --- stop and ask yourself what your REAL motivation is. What underlies your critical attitude?
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OUR Text is Numbers 11-12 and deals with complaining by the Israelites in the wilderness and how Moses handled it.
Top of Form
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II Timothy 3:16: All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness. In light of this scripture back ground, we will begin. 
We seen last week the four lessons on complaining:

1. Complaining is a deadly sin

2. Complaining discourages others

3. Complaining is contagious

4. Complaining is a symptom of deeper sin

We try to hide our real intent --- even from ourselves --- because what is really causing us to complain is probably something ugly.

• It might be jealousy or selfish ambition (like Miriam and Aaron).

• It might be perfectionism or need to be in control – where everything has to be the way you want it or you can’t be happy (that’s not real happiness) here is another lesson: it’s not someone’s job to make you happy—if you think it is—you have bigger problems!!
• It might be bitterness --- an underlying anger and resentfulness over something that doesn’t seem fair to you

Ask the Holy Spirit to reveal what is causing you to have a critical spirit.  God can root that sin out of your life … and then you’ll be able to replace complaining with thanksgiving. Then you’ll be able to stop discouraging and start encouraging.
Jesus addressed this same issue in Matthew 7:3 when he said, “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?”
It never feels that way to us when we’re criticizing someone else. It seems like we’re seeing clearly, and THEIR problem is a big one. But think of it this way: The other person may very well have a fault or weakness. But the fact that you have focused in on their fault means that you have a much greater fault. In God’s eyes, a critical spirit is a serious sin.

When the Israelites complained, God sent a consuming fire. When Miriam and Aaron complained against Moses, God struck Miriam with leprosy. We should never underestimate the damage our complaining can do … especially in the church. God cannot tolerate complaining among His people.

So far we talked about lessons we can learn about complainers. This is important, because all of us are tempted to complain at times.

Here is a lesson on how we can respond when we are the TARGET of a complainer --- because (unless you just sit around doing nothing) you WILL be the target of complaints. The reason there are no or light complaints against you, could it be its caused you’re not involved, your just a spectator instead of being a participant? There is more truth to that statement than you realize.  
Next time a complaint happens to you, remember that Moses responded with WISDOM, with HUMILITY, and with GRACE.

When the Israelites were complaining about the food, Moses turned to God in his frustration and admitted, I cannot carry all these people by myself; the burden is too heavy for me. Numbers 11:14

God told Moses to get 70 men to help him and delegate … and that’s what Moses did. In that way, he responded with WISDOM.

There’s almost always a grain of truth in any criticism. God’s Word can give you the wisdom to see where the truth lies --- and address the issue in a way that makes things better for everyone.

Moses responded with HUMILITY. Numbers 12:1-2 tells how Miriam and Aaron complained against Moses. Verse 3 throws in this little aside: (Now Moses was a very humble man, more humble than anyone else on the face of the earth.)

Moses didn’t even try to defend himself. He just stood back and let the Lord defend him.

God is capable of coming to your defense when you are unfairly attacked. When you’re under attack from a critic is a good time to test out the truth of James 4:10 Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and he shall lift you up.
God defended Moses in no uncertain terms --- when Miriam came down with leprosy.

And notice that Moses responded with GRACE. He prayed for Miriam’s healing, and God answered his prayer.

If we can face criticism the way Moses did – with WISDOM, HUMILITY, and GRACE --- we’ll find that God can defend us and that our relationships can be restored.

Summary: The Israelites complained about God’s care even when God had performed many miracles to save them from slavery. Though richly blessed, we still have the tendency to complain, also, nothing has changed!
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A certain man attends his company’s Christmas party with the intention of having a good time. During the course of the evening, however, the said man consumes much too much alcohol. He awakes next morning feeling awful. He has a pounding headache. He is nauseous and achy all over. And he recalls in the sober light of day what an absolute fool he made of himself the evening before. He promises himself that if he recovers from this hangover he will never drink again.

Fast forward now a year. This same man again attends the company Christmas party. He again drinks too much, and his coworkers again have the opportunity to see him wearing their favorite lampshade. And he again awakens the next morning with regrets and pledges of amendment of life.

The term for the all too familiar phenomenon just described is selective amnesia. Selective amnesia is the incomplete recall of past experiences that favors the positive but conveniently forgets the unpleasant.

And if ever there was a people who suffered from a corporate selective amnesia it was the nation of Israel in the Old Testament. The first 3 verses of the chapter provide the necessary context for the rest of what happens in chapter 16, and reveals the first of what will be many, many other examples of the people of Israel suffering from selective amnesia. Lets read the first 3 verses of Exodus chapter 16 to set the context for our lesson. 
Have you ever had one of those days? You know the type of day I mean. One of those days when three things break at home, the boss gives you a project that has an impossible deadline, and the kids have to be at three places at once. 
Those are the days when we question if we will be able to make it through alive, and fear that one stray, quirky occurrence might blow our world apart.

Moses was having one of those days in our reading. He had successfully brought the Israelites out of Egypt and ended their slavery. The Israelites had cross the Red Sea on dry land, had fresh water provided for them from a rock, received the ten commandments, and had God’s presence evident to them in a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. Every day they ate Manna, a food the miraculously appeared each morning—at that was the problem. They wanted meat.

We enter the story just as Moses is crying out to God. Moses dilemma and God’s answer to it, teaches us a great deal about ourselves and how God operates in our lives.

PEER PRESSURE

Moses’ problem started with a group of people identified as a rabble. This was a small but vocal group of people that was able to influence the rest of the Israelite camp. The rabble was bored with Manna; they wanted something different. They wanted meat. The rabble kept complaining until they had all the people knocking at Moses’ door demanding that he provide them with meat.

This story is an example of what is described as: group dynamics. Sociologists have long known that crowds take on the behavior of the lowest common denominator. In other words, they dumb down instead of rising up to more noble behavior. If one person throws a brick and breaks a window then the crowd will pick up bricks and break windows. If an individual appeals for sanity and a cooler head he or she will be shouted down.

Though it is difficult for Christians to have a positive influence in the world, it is even more difficult for the world NOT to have an adverse influence on Christians. We know that God has us in the palm of his hand. We know that all things work for good for those who love God and are called according to his purpose. We believe that God wants the very best for us, and because of what Jesus Christ died on the Cross we live lives of faith, hope and love.
If this is true, (AND IT IS) then why have we picked up the anxiety and fear of the world?                                                                                                 Why do we worry that our lives will never be the same?                                               Why do we doubt God’s love for us?                                                                            Why have our praises been turned into complaints?                                                          Like the Israelites, we have let the rabble influence us.
The challenge is to keep our eyes on the miracles that surround us, and to be aware of the blessings that God pours into our lives. Here is a lesson: Our focus needs to be on what we have been given rather than what we don’t have.
Moses complains to the Lord and tells him that unless something changes, God should just kill him. Moses was certainly venting. Though the Lord knew the seriousness of the situation, he did not take Moses’ request seriously.

The Lord responds to Moses predicament by asking Moses to gather seventy elders together.

When we are over burdened, there are two possible courses of action.                   First, we can put down some of our burdens. We do need to practice saying, “No.” and only involving ourselves in activities that make our priority list. The Second way to get rid of burdens is to share them. That’s what God wanted Moses to do.

One of the greatest changes that have taken place in the church over the last several decades is that church leaders are beginning to share the ministry of the church. The people in the pews are being referred to as “lay ministers,” and we understand that the only way that the mission and ministry of the Lord is going to be accomplished is to have all of us share in that ministry.
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In our last message, we find the Israelites were complaining about the food, Moses turned to God in his frustration and admitted, I cannot carry all these people by myself; the burden is too heavy for me. Numbers 11:14

PEER PRESSURE

Moses’ problem started with a group of people identified as a rabble. This was a small but vocal group of people that was able to influence the rest of the Israelite camp. The rabble was bored with Manna; they wanted something different. They wanted meat. The rabble kept complaining until they had all the people knocking at Moses’ door demanding that he provide them with meat.

This story is an example of what is described as: group dynamics. Sociologists have long known that crowds take on the behavior of the lowest common denominator. In other words, they dumb down instead of rising up to more noble behavior. If one person throws a brick and breaks a window then the crowd will pick up bricks and break windows. If an individual appeals for sanity and a cooler head he or she will be shouted down.

Though it is difficult for Christians to have a positive influence in the world, it is even more difficult for the world NOT to have an adverse influence on Christians. 
We know that God has us in the palm of his hand. We know that all things work for good for those who love God and are called according to his purpose. We believe that God wants the very best for us, and because of what Jesus Christ died on the Cross we live lives of faith, hope and love.
If this is true, (AND IT IS) then why have we picked up the anxiety and fear of the world?                                                                                                 
EMPOWER

Our individual gifts and talents are not enough to accomplish the task before us. This necessitates that we receive God’s power in the person of the Holy Spirit.

We find as the saga continues in Numbers chapter 11, verses 24-30 reveals   Moses gathered the elders together and the Spirit came upon them. The elders and Moses were empowered to minister to the needs of the people.
One of the central truths of God’s Word about water immersion is that at our baptism we were filled with the Holy Spirit. We believe this theologically, but we doubt it in practicality,  in our everyday life. It is difficult enough to convince people that they have gifts and talents that God can use to his glory, but it is even more difficult to convince people that they have been filled with the Holy Spirit and empowered by God to accomplish the tasks that God has called them to do. 
WHY is it always the other guy who has the talent and the Spirit? That’s our thinking, and why do we think like that?
Not only do we see here in the scriptures the elders receive the Holy Spirit, but the Holy Spirit overflows and fills two people who were on Moses’ list. Moses realizes that God moves in unexpected ways. We too need to remember that God often surprises us and that we will consistently be amazed at who the Spirit chooses to accomplish God’s will.

REMEMBER:
If it wasn’t for the cross of Christ, we could say that life hasn’t changed much between Moses’ time and ours. But because of the cross of Christ, we can face the challenges of life with faith and, share each others burdens, and live in this reality that we have been filled with the Spirit and equipped for mission.
This Good News has the ability to change our lives and our world! That’s because of Jesus!!
You recall that after 4 centuries of slavery in Egypt God raised up a deliverer for the descendants of Abraham in Moses. The Lord brought plagues, and blight, and even death upon the Egyptians until pharaoh agreed to emancipate the people of Israel. In Exodus 14 the Lord miraculously dries up the Red Sea to allow His people to cross on dry ground. And He closes the Red Sea again on pharaoh and his army as they attempt to pursue Israel to return them to bondage, destroying the most mighty military power in the world in one fell swoop. Exodus 14 ends with this in verse 31:

Thus Israel saw the great work which the LORD had done in Egypt; so the people feared the LORD, and believed the LORD and His servant Moses.

In Exodus chapter 15: 23-27, the Lord miraculously turns the bitter and poisoned waters of Marah into sweet drinkable refreshment so that His people would be recharged.

Everything God had done for His people thus far He had done to demonstrate that He was able to provide for them, and that He would take care of them. And yet here we find them in chapter 16, verse 2, the recent recipients of so much grace, so much miraculous provision, and so much loving care, now they are griping, murmuring, and complaining. And as I indicated previously, this grumbling was not unique; it would come to characterize the nation of Israel throughout the remainder of the Old Testament.

Let us spend a few moments this morning examining the phenomenon of complaining saints, as well as how we might correct the flaw in our own lives—both individually as believers and collectively as a church family.

To begin, complaining is a spiritual problem. It finds its origins in discontentment. Biblical commentator Matthew Henry writes:

“Discontentment magnifies what is past, and vilifies what is present, without regard to truth or reason”.

And he is exactly right. When we are discontent, and think life or God owes us more than we currently enjoy, we begin griping and complaining. If we are to defeat the unsavory vice of complaining, we must catch it in its infancy here—in discontentment—and work to foster that rare and precious jewel of contentment. 

TUNE IN: contentment for the believer is the conviction that God loves us and will provide for us, and that He is in absolute control of every situation, even difficult ones.

Next, complaining is a gratitude problem. When we begin assuming our blessings as rights, and forget how much we’ve been given, and how little we actually deserve, and when we forget to thank the Lord for everything, we begin complaining. 
As the old revival hymn goes: “Count your many blessings, name them one by one, and it will surprise you what the Lord hath done.” I can tell you now: It is impossible to be grateful and to grumble at the same time.
Thirdly, complaining is a perception problem. And this cuts two ways. For a start, complaining exaggerates the positive memories of the past. “Oh, that we were back in Egypt!” the Israelites said. Wasn’t Egypt wonderful?! Never mind the toiling from daylight till dark and the stripes across our backs. 
In the Church this phenomenon exhibits itself in wistful recollections of past, “Oh, to be back in the good old days of preacher so-and-so.” I will bet it wasn’t all a bed roses. There were problems. And any church expending energy trying to replicate the past will never be open to what God has for its future. But secondly, complaining exaggerates the problems of today. The people of Israel were hungry, but they weren’t going to starve. The same God who parted the Red Sea and turned bitter waters sweet was going to feed them. He just hadn’t done it yet. But their complaining caused the Israelites to magnify the good things of the past and magnify the problems of today—both completely out of proportion.

The most remarkable part of this story, apart from the miraculous provision by God of bread from heaven, was that in the midst of all this griping and greed, God graciously hears the cries of His people.

Do you know what we find over and over in Scripture? That when the Lord’s covenant people whisper His name, He bends His ears to earth to hear them. The Book of Hebrews encourages us to go boldly before the throne of grace. That doesn’t mean we kick down the doors and demand God to give us what we want. Rather, it is coming before our loving heavenly Father, confident we’ll get a hearing, and that He will give us what we ask if it is beneficial for us and in accord with His will. The Lord hears the prayers of the righteous.

But more than that, Jesus reminds us in the Sermon on the Mount that God knows our needs before we even ask.

The point here is that there is no need to complain. If we need something with in the will of God, we will get it. If we don’t have something, it is because we don’t really need it, because it isn’t good for us, or because we haven’t received it yet. Remember, God’s answers to our prayers are “yes,” “no,” and “yes, but not now.” 
Our response should not be complaining, but one of trust and patience.

It is a good thing that God is patient with us, and forgiving. How many times have we complained in the midst of His goodness, and found fault with the way He is administering the universe? We learn in Exodus chapter 16, however, and throughout the remainder of the Bible, that in spite of His people’s shortsightedness God graciously hears them.

And God generously gives them what they need. Verse 11:

And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, “I have heard the complaints of the children of Israel. Speak to them, saying, ‘At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the morning you shall be filled with bread. And you shall know that I am the Lord your God.”

Well, how can we grow from griping to gladness? How can we move from complaining to praising?

First, we must trust the LORD completely. This trust means more than ascent to a set of abstract propositions about God, but rather is a whole-hearted reliance upon Him in daily living. It means to cling to Him no matter what may come. “Though he slay me, yet will I trust Him,” Job says in Job 13:15. That’s trusting the Lord completely.

Secondly, we must thank the Lord continually. St. Paul reminds us in Philippians 4:6-7 that we are to be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, to let our requests be known unto God. And if we do, he promises that peace from God which passes all understanding will guard our hearts and minds. Be thankful in everything. Good times. Bad times. In all times. As I said earlier: It isn’t humanly possible to be truly thankful and continue complaining.

Thirdly, we must tell of the Lord constantly. I can recall testimony time in the church when people would stand up and just share with the congregation what the Lord had done for them. We could use a little of that in the Church today. Sharing testimonies gives the one sharing boldness in proclaiming the Gospel. And the ones who hear them are encouraged by God’s loving intervention in the lives of others. You don’t think so, have you ever heard of George Muller, he has 50 thousand prayers answered, and you can read them, he wrote them down. 
This principle was certainly at work in the Old Testament. Read through the psalms. From beginning to end you find the psalmists promising to praise the Lord publicly and share with the congregation God’s mighty deeds if only He would deliver them from trouble. David prays to the Lord for deliverance from his enemies in Psalm 22, that familiar psalm which begins with “My God, My God, why hast thou forsaken me?” If it comes, verse 22, David swears, “I will declare your name to my brethren; in the midst of the assembly I will praise you.”

John Yates, the preacher of the Falls Church in Virginia, tells the story of a young man at the post office desk was approached by an older fellow with a post card in his hand. The old man said, “Young man, could you please address this post card for me?”

The young man gladly did so, then agreed to write a short message when asked and to sign the card for the man. Finally the younger man asked, “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

The old man looked at the post card, thought about it for a moment, and said, “Yes, at the end put, ‘P.S. Please excuse the sloppy handwriting.’”

Complaining takes no special skill. Anybody can do it. But maintaining our joy come what may takes grace, strength, and humility. It is going to require a spiritual DNA change. 
Let us make the decision today to seek those virtues and be people of holy expectation and contagious delight.

