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Can people make God mad? Yes, we can. The reading from Numbers makes it very clear that we 

humans can infuriate God. How do we do this? By complaining about our “hardships” in the midst of 

God’s goodness. In the beginning of Chapter 11, the Israelites have the nerve to complain to God 

about their “hardships” as they wander in the wilderness. Oh, my, their lives are so hard. God is 

visibly with them. God has been visibly with them and provided for them for over two years. And yet 

the people have the nerve to complain about their hardship. 

What hardship? They are no longer slaves who are being worked literally to death. They are no 

longer starving. They are no longer having their children killed by Pharaoh. Their job is to follow 

where the Lord leads them and to worship the Lord. The Lord is doing the rest. And yet they complain 

about their “hardship.” 

They don’t specify a hardship in their complaint…which is unusual. Usually the people complain 

about something specific like a desire for water or meat or bread. Here, they just complain about an 

unnamed hardship which indicates that they have nothing specific or genuine to complain about. 

They are complaining for no good reason.  

The Lord became righteously angered by his people’s spirit of dissatisfaction with their lives and 

their Lord. The Lord had taken care of them so well, they were so well provided for, that they became 

dissatisfied with their abundance of goodness and wanted something more – though they had no idea 

what. They came to contempt their blessedness and greedily desired even more goodness from the 

Lord. So, the Lord displays his anger with a fire around the outer perimeter of the camp. Now, the 

very same complainers cry out to Moses for to pray to the Lord for deliverance from the fire. Moses 

intercedes with prayer and the Lord permits the fire to die down. 

Did they learn their lesson? Of course not! They immediately begin to complain again! This time 

they complain about something specific. Yes, Lord, you are providing us with food, but not the food 

we crave. We want something different than this manna you keep feeding us. Oh, Pharaoh and our 

life in Egypt was so much better! We had fish and vegetables- at no cost – a feast every day!  

Oh, man, did they ever say the wrong things! How many ways can they insult the Lord who is 

delivering them from slavery. Well, let’s count the ways: 

1) They denigrate the food the Lord provides for them. 
2) They uplift Pharaoh, the tyrant, as a provider of better food. 
3) They claim that their food in Egypt was free [as though the manna is not freely provided to 

them] – forgetting the fact that they paid for that food through their enslavement! 
4) They completely misrepresent their past in Egypt and claim that life in Egypt was better 

than their lives with the Lord. 
 

Wow, talk about biting the hand that feeds you! They have been blessed with so many good things, 
but their hearts desire more. What is good has become ordinary; so ordinary that they despise the 
gifts God has given to them. They complain that what God has done for them is not enough. God 
needs to do more to keep them happy and satisfied. 
 

They Israelites have learned a bad habit. The bad habit of whining and complaining. In the 
beginning, it was right that they cried out to God and complained about their suffering. The Israelites 
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basic human rights had been abrogated. Pharaoh had enslaved them and committed a genocide 
against their newborn sons. Pharaoh was cruel and their lives were full of suffering. Under Pharaoh 
the people faithfully uplifted their suffering to the Lord in their prayers of lament. The people looked to 
their Lord for deliverance and trusted in the Lord’s power to deliver them from evil. 

However, they are no longer in a position of enslavement and suffering. The Israelites are being 
fed, refreshed by streams of water, protected from harm as they travel, and being led to a land of 
promise. The Lord is taking care of the Israelites in regard to their basic human needs as well as their 
psychological needs.  

God could have taken the Israelites directly to the Promised Land, but that would not have been 
good for them. The people needed time to let go of their fear of pursuit by Pharaoh. They needed 
time to learn how to live as people with free will – something they did not have under Pharaoh. They 
needed time to learn to live together as a community and how to govern themselves. 

The problem with the Israelites is that they have not yet embraced their freedom. God doesn’t 
desire them to be independent of him nor does he desire the Israelites to be co-dependent upon him. 
The Lord is teaching them to be partners with him in the salvation of the world. 

They have rested on the Lord’s grace and now take it for granted. Their valid laments to the Lord 
have transformed into invalid complaints against the Lord. The people have not yet learned the 
language of freedom: the language holy of initiative and sacred self –determination. They have 
figured out yet that God delivered them from slavery for a purpose: to bless the world. God has 
blessed them. In the wilderness, they are being trained to bless others. The Israelites haven’t grasped 
this yet. Their mindset hasn’t shifted – they still see themselves as in need and oppressed and 
incapable of self determination and self-rule.  

The lesson for churches today is to give up the lament. The Lord is with us and has given us what 
we need to be free, faithful and fruitful. The problem is that we need to move from a language of 
complaint to a language of thanksgiving.  

The ELCA is not a church in hardship. Grace is not a church in hardship. God has provided for us 
all we need to bless others. If we are craving for something other than what God is providing then we 
need to question whether this is something that is bad for us or is this something the Lord is calling us 
to do in partnership with him. We may not need the Lord’s deliverance, we simply need to use the 
gifts and goods God has already given to us.  

Are we looking to God, or the pastor, or the council, or someone else to do something that God is 
calling us to do? Yes, leaders are essential to an orderly and fruitful community. But leaders are not 
solely responsible for an orderly and fruitful community. We need to let go of unrealistic expectations 
of other and to let go of an attitudes of co-dependence in order to respond to God’s call upon each of 
us to use our gifts and be a blessing.  

We have been blessed in order to bless. We are saved in order to save others. We must to be 
careful that we are not crossing the fine line between God's compassion and anger, between justly 
advocating for our needs and being dissatisfied with God's miraculous provision.1 

                                                           
1
 http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?lect_date=9/27/2009&tab=1 
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The attitude of complaint is contagious infection. The attitude of praise and thanksgiving is 
communicable too. As we give thanks and praise to God, others will too. As we set the tone of 
encouragement and hope others will follow. As we embrace our gifts and use them, others will too. As 
we share our visions with one another, these visions will become our shared vision. 

This is why Matthew Riak is a model for our congregation. Matthew visited with us in the past to 

talk about the Sudanese Christ Lutheran Church in Grand Rapids. As a Sudanese Lost Boy refugee, 

Matthew has flourished in America. He has just graduated from seminary. But even before graduating 

Matthew has been having visions and dreaming big dreams for how to bless refugees here in 

America and the people of southern Sudan. 

Matthew planted the Sudanese Christ Lutheran Church in Grand Rapids – a vibrant community of 

faith and fellowship for Sudanese refugees. Through the Sudanese Lutheran Community 

Development mission, Matthew, the people Sudanese Christ Lutheran Church and the North/West 

Lower Michigan Synod have partnered with Lutheran Social Services of Michigan to found Gospel 

Village Health Clinic in Sudan in 2009. Now, Matthew is embarking on his next big dream: a Lutheran 

education center and seminary in Sudan. Matthew is fearless in the freedom he has embraced as a 

refugee turned missionary. While Matthew could complain and lament about his lot in life, he has 

chosen to focus on God and the salvation he has received from being a Lost Boy. And he chooses to 

celebrate his freedom from oppression through a mission to bless others in the name of Christ. 

Matthew takes seriously God command to “be bold and courageous” and to “not be afraid” because 

with God all things are possible.”  

The ELCA is a blessed denomination. We are no longer primarily a denomination of impoverished 

immigrants. We are affluent Americans. We here at Grace are not lacking in resources and blessings. 

We have a Youth Committee dreaming big dreams for our youth and our future. We have a 

Worship team dreaming big dreams for how to praise and worship God. We have a property 

committee dreaming big dreams on how improve our facility so that we can better worship, teach, and 

proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ. We have an Education Committee re-engergizing our youth 

education. We have a booming after worship fellowship time. We have a Vision Team dreaming big 

dreams and receiving visions of a blessed future for us and for our community. We lack no good thing 

here at Grace! 

God is with us! When the Vision and Mission Plan comes before the congregation, our calling is 

not to murmur and complain and lament as a people without hope and without God on our side. 

Our calling is to embrace the dreams and vision God has given us and to give thanks for all the 

Lord is providing for us to make these dreams and visions a reality! We are blessed to be a blessing! 

God is for us! Nothing is impossible for us here at Grace!  

We are on a journey toward a new future as a congregation. Now is not the time to look back with 

nostalgia. Now is the time to look forward with hope. Now is the time to look to God in trust and to 

each other as partners in vision and mission. The Lord’s Spirit is upon us. Let’s embrace the future 

God has promised and prepared for us! AMEN! 


