
Exodus 3:1-10; Numbers 11:4-35  

Today’s reading from the Book of Numbers is full of complaints and frustration. Earlier 

in the book we’ve had complaints about lack of water – God sorted that. Then we’ve had 

complaints about lack of food – God provided manna. And so you’d think this will be the 

end of it. But no – here we go again. This time the people are complaining about the lack 

of meat. But there’s more. Moses is complaining about the people and the fact that he’s 

got no one to share his burden with, God gets frustrated with Moses and with the people. 

Not a good combination and yet so much like life we know from our daily experience. 

The title of the Book of Numbers in Hebrew is ‘In the wilderness’. Whenever we read 

any part of it, we think of a journey of the people of Israel through the wilderness, both 

physically and metaphorically. They journey from an enslaved bunch of Israelites to one 

nation under God. None of that is easy or straightforward. That’s why we can relate to it 

so well – it speaks directly to our lives when those aren’t easy or straightforward. The 

Book of Numbers is for those times when everything goes wrong and couldn’t be any 

worse. We’re all on a difficult journey at least from time to time. 

Moses is on one such journey. People he leads are complaining yet again: we never see 

anything but this manna! Moses, being a typical people-pleaser, gives in to their demand. 

He never entertains the idea of resisting their childish behavior and explaining to them 

about reliance on God, gratitude for what we get etc. etc. No, no, he’s on a journey of 

faith too and he himself needs to learn this lesson. So he gives in.  

And maybe there’s a good reason for it. The Rev Bonnie Scott in her sermon called 

‘Deliverance and deli meat’ writes: ‘It is so easy to trade the call that God puts on our 

lives for the demands of people we meet along the way. They ask, and we don't know 

how to refuse. They pile on expectations, and we spend our lives trying to live up. It is 

exhausting trying to keep up with everything people want from us. And it's probably not 

what we signed up for in the first place. But somewhere along the way, we allowed others 

to dictate our work. And even worse, we allow their evaluations of us to define us. How 

do we get so bogged down by the demands and expectations of others? 

I wonder--if we pick up the burdens other people give us because, in a way, they seem 

more manageable than the call of God.’
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She goes on to say that what other people ask of us are small achievable things. Things 

we can count, tick off our to-do list and proudly say: I’ve done as you asked! In Australia 

they say: Too easy! So Moses attempts to deliver on a simple request. 

But because it’s not the first time, because it’s been some time since the people have left 

Egypt and he had to carry the burden of an unruly and complaining people by himself, 

because it’s easy to give in to the mood around us, he’s at a breaking point. Moses is 

burnt out, he’s fed up, he’s had enough. He goes as far as to say to God: If this is how 

you are going to treat me, please go ahead and kill me right now. That’s a voice of utter 
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desperation. But also a voice of utter shortsightedness. For a start he’s speaking to God 

himself like you and I speak to one another. Maybe this experience has become so 

common to him that he never stops to marvel at the wonder of it all.  

Moreover he’s speaking to God who, with his mighty hand, sent plagues on Egypt, 

brought his people out of Egypt, let them pass through the sea while the Egyptians 

drowned in it, sustained his people with water and food in the desert and guides them 

every day with a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. When you look at it like that, 

you can’t believe Moses would even squeal in complaint. And yet so often we are like 

that. It’s only what’s right in front of us and not the bigger picture that we see. That 

shortsightedness, tiredness and human wavering emotion cloud our vision like they did in 

the case of Moses.  

But there’s another danger in pleasing people around us or indulging our own desires and 

shortsighted wants – we can get burned out but we can also settle for a dream that’s too 

small. We can settle for meat in great quantities which makes us ill while what God 

wanted was the Promised Land flowing with milk and honey. God’s dream is big and 

therefore heavy. If we too easily settle for the manageable and shortsighted, we might 

miss the greater blessing of the Promised Land dreamed of by God. 

And yet in the face of our fallen humanity there is good news – the burning bush of our 

first call and its meaning for us forever more. Rev Scott again: ‘Moses may burn out, you 

and I may burn out, but God will never burn out. There is at the heart of God a fire as 

inexhaustible as the dream it carries--relentless energy for the pursuit of justice, strength 

enough to move mountains, a deep wellspring of love for the broken world. In the 

flickering of that burning bush, Moses met the everlasting God who does not grow weary. 

And a thousand miles later, Moses is still learning the same lesson as Israel with its 

manna: God is sufficient.’
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He does learn it again and again. Even though Moses is upset and frustrated at the 

beginning of our story for today, he shows immense maturity when one of his problems – 

the one of lack of support in his leadership – is solved. The 70 in the tabernacle prophecy 

but two outside of it do too. He doesn’t get jealous, doesn’t get upset but immediately 

recognises God’s power and might in this and delights in God’s lesson to him and to 

others. Whether you turn up or not, whether you think you are close to God or not, God 

can still do mighty works through you and put his desire in your heart, his fire in your 

soul and his words in your mouth. Church is not enclosed and therefore limited to the 

four walls of our churches – God is free to work anywhere and he does use this freedom 

with or without our consent.  

After the struggle, frustration and despair, Moses suddenly gets it. God is greater than he 

thought God was. God can and will do what he set out to do. After this revelation comes 

the illness of folks who craved too much of what they didn’t need – you can see Moses 

shaking his head in revelation and sudden understanding of the bigger picture. He buries 

the ones who died and moves the people on – as he was supposed to.  
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Tod Bolsinger, vice president for vocation and formation and teacher of practical 

theology at Fuller Theological Seminary who came to a few of our Path of Renewal 

conferences, speaks of the need for leaders to listen to the folks on the ground but also to 

stand up on the balcony to see the bigger picture. If they omit any of the two, they either 

lose touch with the people they lead or lose sight of the greater purposes of God. Moses 

seems to have got bogged down with the people on the ground and forgot to go up to the 

balcony to see where God is leading. Let us heed this lesson and go to the balcony more 

often – to get a glimpse of the Dream of God we get to be part of. Amen.  


