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All churches share some commonalities.  All churches have worship services and study the Bible.  All churches practice prayer.  All churches, at least in this country, depend upon offerings to raise the money needed to do their work.  But there is another element common to all churches, and it’s common to churches because it’s common to people – all churches experience grumbling.  Grumbling is that murmur of discontent that at times rises to a crescendo and can generate a level of conflict which can threaten to shut down any meaningful ministry or forward progress.

Why do people grumble?  Most of the time, grumbling comes from unmet expectations.  Unmet expectations can come from a political candidate, a spouse, or even a coach or a team.  For University of Louisville fans, grumbling is becoming very loud because of such high expectations.  But don’t grin yet, University of Kentucky fans, because now there are some expectations of UK.  In a church – or anywhere else – a person expects something to happen and when it doesn’t they are disappointed, and that disappointment is often aired publicly.  


Even though we dislike the fact that grumbling takes place, and even though we all do our share of grumbling, it is an undeniable part of life, even church life.  Within the Bible we find many references to the grumblings of God’s people.  A fair amount of the New Testament, in fact, was written in response to the grumblings of God’s people.  Read through I and II Corinthians and you will find a record of a church that was full of grumbling.

Our Old Testament passage today is one that contains some pretty dramatic grumbling.  As we continue our series The Bible You Should Know we study an event from the life of Moses.  As we pick up the story, the Hebrew people have just been freed from being slaves in Egypt.  They made their triumphant exit from Egypt and began their march to the Promised Land with great hope and excitement.  They had not traveled far, though, before Pharaoh came in pursuit.  Moses and the people found themselves trapped between Pharaoh’s army and the Red Sea, and the grumbling quickly began.

Is it because there were no graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness?  Why have you dealt with us in this way, bringing us out of Egypt…For it would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the wilderness (verses 11-12).


How is it that a group of people, after witnessing God’s miraculous power of deliverance, could so quickly fear that he had abandoned them?  These are the same people delivered by God from the bonds of slavery.  Why would they so quickly fail in their belief that God would deliver them again?  This would not be the only time this type of grumbling – a grumbling rooted in doubt – would happen.  Even after being saved by God from Pharaoh’s army the people continue to express their desire to go back to Egypt. Read through the next few chapters and you will find this same response, the same grumbling, that takes place again and again.

What was wrong with these people?  Who would exchange freedom for captivity and slavery?


To be fair, we have to admit that on the surface it appeared that the people were trapped.  From their perspective, it would be natural to feel there was no way out of this very difficult predicament.  Interestingly, God told Moses to lead the people to this particular spot on the edge of the sea, to this spot where they became trapped between the sea and Pharaoh’s army.  God actually told them to turn back to get to this location (verse 2).  

This, I believe, was a test.  I think it was a test because God led the people to this particular spot where they would be trapped between the sea and the army of Pharaoh.  It was a test resting upon a very specific question – what did these people really believe?  Did they believe that God would deliver them through the desert and into the Promised Land just as he had delivered them out of Egypt and out of the hand of Pharaoh?


This is a question that comes to us as well.  What do we really believe?  Beyond what we say, when we find ourselves in a position of testing, what will that test reveal about us?

1.  What we say we believe doesn’t matter – it is what we actually believe that matters.


In the past year and a half I have spoken about vision off and on.  You may have noticed I have delayed asking the church to adopt any written or formal statement about vision.  You may have wondered why I asked different groups within the church to write their vision statement and then we never voted on any of them.  


Here is the reason – what I have sought to do is to get us to think about vision, and specifically to understand that vision is not a plan – vision is a state of being, it is a way of thinking.  Our real vision is made up of what we really believe.  It’s possible to put just about anything on a piece of paper and get people to agree to it and then have it approved.  But the key is this – it is the approval that comes because it is a part of who we are, because it is written on our hearts, and it is a part of our spiritual DNA that reflects what we really value and what we really believe.  


What do we really believe?  I’m not talking about giving the kinds of answers that we think we should give.  Several years ago, when I was helping teach the youth, they developed a standard response to most of my questions.  Whenever I asked them a question they would say God or Jesus.  I’m talking about looking closely at what we really do believe.  

Because what we really believe will be reflected in who we are, in what we do, in what we value, in what we give our time and resources to, and the things that really capture our hearts.  What do we really believe about worship and the value of worship?  What do we really believe about outreach and the call to be engaged in outreach?  What do we really believe about discipleship and the call to grow deeper in our faith and our knowledge about God and the Scriptures?

2.  God will place us in a place of testing to forge us into the people he wants us to be.


Being free from Egypt was a good news/bad news situation for the Hebrews.  

For Moses and the Hebrew people, once they crossed the sea they were finally free from the Egyptians.  That was the good news.  The bad news was it was time to begin fashioning themselves into a nation, which would not be an easy task.  It would be a task that would be accomplished by wandering through the desert for a generation and that would only be the beginning of their becoming a nation.  By the way, this is why I keep referring to the people as the Hebrews because they were not yet the nation of Israel.  This is a very significant point because it was during the wandering in the wilderness that God forged these people into a nation.

Notice in verses 14 and 15 what takes place.  Moses tells the people the Lord will fight for you while you keep silent.  In other words, Moses is saying let’s all sit back while God fights for us.  We’ve got it made.  We sit in silence – which basically means to do nothing – while God rescues us.  But God tells Moses very bluntly this is not how it’s going to be.  He says why are you crying out to me?  Tell the sons of Israel to go forward.  


What do you think they saw when the looked around to see which way was forward?  They saw Pharaoh’s army in one direction and that was obviously not the way forward.  They look the other direction and there’s the sea.  There was only one way forward, and it was through the sea.  

What God was trying to get the people to understand was that there had to be some movement on their part.  God had placed them in a position of testing because it is when we are in a time and place of difficulty that we are forged into the people he wants us to be.


And this is where it’s easy for churches to miss the lesson.  It is when we are in a place of difficulty that we can begin to the grumbling that separates us, we can begin to break apart and struggle with conflict, and we miss the learning and growing opportunity that God desires for us.  Most churches spend a huge amount of time trying to avoid times of testing but I believe we are placed in such times so that God can mold us.  

The most important lessons are learned when we step out in faith, trusting that God is there to lead us.

3.  The story of Moses is the story of the perils of leadership.


I am always skeptical of who are to eager in pursuing positions of leadership, because leadership is very tough, and it exacts a toll on people in leadership positions.


This is an awkward topic for me to discuss, being in a position of leadership, but we can’t look at the story of Moses without seeing the burden of leadership that was placed upon him.  Time and again he is dealing with this huge group of people who are constantly angry with him and at times he even fears for his life.  His father-in-law counsels with him and tells him he is trying to do too much.  And finally, at one point, Moses just breaks down and pours out his heart to God and ends his entreaty by asking God to take his life (Numbers 11:10-15).  And then, at the end of his life, God allows Moses to gaze upon the Promised Land from Mount Nebo.  He was so close, but after all the burdens he carried, after all the trials he suffered with the people, he could only look upon the Promised Land because of a failure of leadership that you can read about in Numbers 20:8-12.

The burden of leadership is very heavy at times.  The burden of leadership is that people will grumble about your leadership, but the reality of leadership is that God ministers to groups of people through leaders and it is never easy to be in a position of leadership.  If you are in a position of leadership – either in this church or elsewhere – you know this to be true.  You also know that it is extremely critical that you take your position as a leader very seriously.  It is costly to be a leader, but if you have been called to lead, you need to lead.

Pray for our leaders.  Pray for those in leadership in our nation, in our community, and certainly in our church.

The danger of placating the grumblers.  The danger is the visionaries are often shut out because of a desire to make sure everyone is happy and content.  Five % of grumblers can prevent 95 % of people from moving forward.
Do you remember in the summer I told you I was praying that you would be filled with discontent.
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