Sin, like spiritual cancer, often goes undetected for too long, until it’s too late. Sin goes undetected because it often starts out small, unnoticed. In the subtle things like too long of a look or a momentary feeling of jealousy. Over time, unchecked, those subtle sins turn into not-so-subtle, metastasized cancer that wreaks havoc.
Grumbling or complaining is one such subtle, unseen sin. It’s so subtle that when we do complain, we often don’t even see it as grumbling. we’re just “venting our frustrations.” And if we do recognize what we’re doing, we don’t see our grumbling as sin, having anything to do with God or our spiritual condition. It feels so natural to grumble in certain moments that it couldn’t possibly be sin, could it? And even if I do see my grumbling as sin, in my experience, I very rarely recognize just how serious of an offense against God it is. 
One big reason we fail to take grumbling seriously is because we compare it to other sins. In one sense, that is certainly true. But in another way, it’s even more dangerous. We rarely jump from 0-100 into disastrous sin, so how we do get there? Grumbling is a gateway to a world of disastrous sin. It’s the small cancer that has the potential to metastasize and take over our hearts. 
And from our passage this morning, Numbers 11:1-15, we’ll learn from the Israelites’ example of the gravity of grumbling. All of us are given to grumbling. I’m confident to say all of us have grumbled at some point this week. Something major or something minor, whether silently in your heart or you screamed it out loud. This morning, we’ll unpack some universal features about grumbling that will serve as an example as we face similar struggles. 
We’ll approach our study of Numbers 11 this morning through an inductive study. Meaning we’ll study the passage together and make observations along the way, then at the end we’ll put them all together and identify some universal principles about grumbling.
Let’s situate ourselves in the context of the book of Numbers. After a brief 430 years in captivity in Egypt, the Israelites, led by Moses are on their way towards the promised land. On the way there, they stop at Mt. Sinai, where they receive the law. The first 10 chapters of Numbers then see the Israelite camp organizing themselves to get ready to leave Sinai and march towards the promised land.
In Numbers 10, they finally leave the wilderness of Sinai and they’re on their way! So we read the end of Numbers 10 and say “Okay, here we go! What an exciting time! Finally, Israel’s going to take the land that’s been hundreds of years in the making!” We’re soaring high and then we go to chapter 11 and…it comes crashing down very quickly. All we have to do is read the first 4 words of v. 1… “and the people complained”
V. 1
“And the people complained in the hearing of the Lord about their misfortunes” 
What happened here? It’s only been 3 days since they started on their journey! They were riding high, talking about how good God was to them, now they’re complaining!.
“in the hearing of the LORD” – obviously, everything is in the hearing of the Lord. Nothing escapes his ear, but notice how it’s repeated here twice in v. 1. emphasis on the LORD hearing their complaint tells us their complaint is directed towards God. He is the target of their complaint. 
What’s the nature of their complaint? It’s not exactly clear. Could be related to food or just the hard journey of walking through the wilderness. But I want to draw your attention to the word “misfortunes.” Misfortune gives the idea of bad luck, but that’s not the case here. The word for “misfortune” literally translates to “bad, evil.” They’re complaining that God has done evil against them! The situation he’s brought them to, marching through the wilderness is cruel and wrong. In effect, they’re saying that God is not just unwise, but that He is doing evil against His people. Their grumbling here amounts to blasphemy. 
And it’s clear that God does not excuse such talk because of what he does in response…
“and when the Lord heard it, his anger was kindled, and the fire of the Lord burned among them and consumed some outlying parts of the camp.”
The coming of the fire of the LORD here is an act of divine judgment. God’s response to His people grumbling against Him, accusing him of evil, is righteous anger. God is holy and good in all that He does, never doing evil, and will not allow His good name to be so tarnished. So He enacts judgment by sending fire, but only to the outlying parts of the camp. No people or animals are hurt or killed in this time.
V. 2-3
Then the people cried out to Moses, and Moses prayed to the Lord, and the fire died down. So the name of that place was called Taberah, because the fire of the Lord burned among them.
In verses 2-3, the people recognize what the means – judgment. They cry out to Moses to intercede between them and God. Moses does so, and the fire dies down. We would hope that this would be a lasting memory that would keep them from further grumbling, but alas…
V. 4
“Now the rabble that was among them had a strong craving.”
“the rabble” – immediately you get the sense that these people are trouble. But who are they? They’re a mixed multitude, a group of non-Israelites who do not follow Yahweh who joined the camp during their exodus from Egypt on their way to Sinai. They’ve got a real hankering for something and soon, their craving begins to infect the entire camp.
“And the people of Israel also wept again and said, “Oh that we had meat to eat!”
The rabble’s strong craving turns into complaining and as tends to happen, grumbling gets infectious, and the Israelites start complaining all over again! They allow the non-Israelites to turn them away from trusting in God. This kind of weeping would usually be reserved for a funeral or following a natural disaster. It’s as if they’ve lost all hope, they can’t go on. And what’s the disaster that’s befallen them? No meat! They’re in national mourning over having to be vegetarians. And once the grumbling train gets rolling, it doesn’t stop.
V. 5
We remember the fish we ate in Egypt that cost nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic.
Now the people begin to reminisce. The lack of meat in the wilderness reminds them of the good ol’ days, slavery in Egypt! Oh those were the days! Forget the back-breaking slave labor we were subject to for 400 years, we had free fish! That’s where it’s at! And once they get on the complaining train, they remember all of the wonderful things they ate in Egypt (cucumbers, melons, etc). 
Even on an initial observation, we can see how ridiculous these complaints sound. They spent hundreds of years in captivity, under grueling conditions, working tirelessly. But man, those onions though…that makes it all worth it. NO! Ask any of the Israelites in Egypt: which would you prefer cucumbers and slavery or manna and freedom? 1000 out of 1000 people choose freedom every time. But time and distance from Egypt has made them forget what it was really like. 
V. 6
But now our strength is dried up, and there is nothing at all but this manna to look at.”
Back in Egypt, they Israelites say, we had all this wonderful food. Now look at us, only with manna to eat. In Exodus 16, the people of Israel were complaining in a similar way to Numbers 11 and in response, God provides “bread from heaven” every single day for them to eat. They don’t have to work for it; God gives them enough for everyone to eat for that day. And then the next day. And God has continued to provide manna for them every single day for over a year. 
They’re sick and tired of the manna, meaning they’re sick and tired of what God has provided. We need better food. We need a better God who will give us meat to eat. That’s what we really want! These complaints on the surface may seem innocuous, but they’re a rejection of what God has graciously provided. They’re not complaining out of actual hunger or need for food. Their strength is not truly drying up, they are not wasting away. God has richly supplied all they need! 
When we talk the Israelites talk about manna this way, we assume that the manna is boring and bland. But the next few verses tell us the opposite.
V. 7
“Now the manna was like coriander seed, and its appearance like that of bdellium.”
Bdellium is a beautiful yellow precious stone, prized in ancient times. It was found in the area around the Garden of Eden. It’s nice to look at, but it’s also versatile for cooking!
V. 8
The people went about and gathered it and ground it in handmills or beat it in mortars and boiled it in pots and made cakes of it. 
Manna is used by Israelites in several different preparations. It could be ground into a flour for baking, boiled in pots to be cooked, or beaten in mortars. Not only that, but it’s tasty!
And the taste of it was like the taste of cakes baked with oil 
This description may not immediately seem delicious. Other translations give us the idea that these are cakes cooked in the finest oil. They taste like a luxurious pastry or cake. Not only that, but it’s provided for free every single day! 
V. 9
When the dew fell upon the camp in the night, the manna fell with it.
Every morning when they woke up, there would be manna for them to collect. In the desert wilderness, where there was no food, God provided a miracle every single day. They never had to wonder where the next meal was coming from.
Why does Moses spend this time to talk about what the manna was like? As an indictment against the complaints of the Israelites. There’s no ground for them to be grumbling about the manna like this. One commentator says it this way 1) Delightful in appearance 2) adaptable in preparation 3) sweet in taste 4) regular in supply And you have the audacity to say “there’s nothing at all, but this manna?”
After this commentary on the manna, Moses brings us back to the scene of the Israelites complaining about the food situation. How will Moses responds to all the people’s grumbling about meat?
 

V. 10 
The complaining has spread throughout the camp now. People are weeping, crying over the lack of meat. It’d almost be a laughable picture if their unbelief and rejection of Yahweh wasn’t so sad. This outpouring of complaints is far worse than v. 1-3.
The anger of the LORD burns again at the continued complaining. His people have doubled down on their blasphemy. Notice that in v. 1 his anger was “kindled” and now here in v. 10 his anger it “blazed hotly”. The situation has escalated as they continue in their unbelief. But this time we also get Moses’ response to the situation as well.
“Moses was displeased” – displeased is the same word as “misfortunes” in v. 1. What the people were doing was evil in the sight of Moses. He sees their complaining for what it is, a rejection of God. 
Are you kidding me? Time after time, these people complain and time after time, I have to intercede for them. And they never learn! If you were in Moses’ shoes, how would you respond? Sadly, Moses’ reaction to the people’s grumbling is to begin grumbling himself. 
V. 11-15
“dealt ill” – Here’s our word for evil again! Why have you done evil to me, God? He sounds exactly like the rest of the Israelites! Moses feels as though God has given him this task of caring for the people and left him out to dry. He’s relying entirely on his own power. He’s forgotten that it’s God’s strength that will sustain him. 
He compares the people to a newborn child who have constant needs. They demand meat constantly and what is he supposed to do about it? They’re wandering in the desert wilderness. How many times can I remind them about the manna? Notice the question “Where am I to get meat…” In his grumbling, Moses doesn’t understand that if God provides bread from heaven every morning, surely God could provide meat for the people. But in his grumbling, he’s thinking more of himself than of God.
 If this is how things are going to continue, I’d rather die than live like this! Moses sees the trajectory of God’s people and their continued complaining. God is going to enact righteous judgment on them and he’d rather die than see that judgment play out. 
And that judgment does play out over the rest of this chapter and the next few chapters of this book. God judges the people and in an ironic twist, He uses the very thing the people crave so desperately in order to do so – meat. 
11:18-20 SLIDE
11:31-34 SLIDE
You want meat? You got meat. You got so much meat it makes an all-you-can-eat Brazilian buffet look like nothing. So much meat that it comes out of your nostrils. This image of a grumbling people getting what they craved reminds us that such grumbling against God is no small sin. It may be subtle, but it is serious. How should we apply this text of Israelite grumbling to our own lives? In 1 Corinthians 10, the apostle Paul explicitly tells us that the events of Numbers 11 took place as an example for us, that we would not desire evil as they did. What lessons should we learn? 
Let’s consider 4 Reasons Why Grumbling Is So Grievous To God.
1) Grumbling goes to war with God Himself (V.1-3)
Here it will be helpful to define what exactly grumbling is and is not. A working definition of complaining may be this “expressing dissatisfaction and annoyance about a state of affairs or an event.” You may hear that definition and think “Isn’t there a righteous way to complain? And the answer is yes. The Bible does have a category for this kind of complaint. If someone deals with me in a unjust way, it’s not wrong for me to file a complaint and seek retribution. That’s not grumbling.
Grumbling is not the same as grieving. As you see and experience the effects of a fallen, broken world, it is right for you to cry out to God in lament. You can express your pain to the Lord, be honest with him, and He is there to comfort you, not condemn you. You aren’t going to be happy-go-lucky all the time with a permanent smile glued to on your face. There will be moments of frustration, circumstances that are trying, situations that are just plain annoying, where life doesn’t go your way. 
Grumbling has to do with the inclination of your heart in the times of trial. Here’s what that means. Grumbling always looks inward, towards self. “It’s not fair that I have to deal with this pain and they don’t “I don’t deserve to go through that” When we grumble, we’re looking at our circumstances through a self-focused lens. Everything is about how inconvenient, how frustrating, how terrible this is for me. It stops there. We don’t allow God’s truth any place in the conversation. We don’t give room for God’s word to shape how we think about and respond to those circumstances. When we grumble, we’re opposing God on two fronts – His sovereignty and His goodness. We’re questioning if God really does know best. We question if God really could have a grander purpose behind my pain. Is God asleep at the wheel? A grumbling spirit acts as though God is dealing poorly with us, treating me unfairly and unjustly. That’s what the Israelites in Numbers 11 are expressing. God is holding out on us! He’s acting in an evil way against us, causing us to suffer like this!  
This is the fundamental reason why grumbling is such a grievous sin. At some level, every grumble is grumbling against God. Why? When you grumble about the way things have shaken out, who is the one who shakes things out that way? Who is the one sovereign over all the affairs of the world? It’s God. Our grumbles are, in a real sense, going to war against God himself because we’d rather things be done our way than God’s way. 
Brothers and sisters, in our trials, in your sufferings, remember the words of Psalm 119.
Psalm 119:65-68 SLIDE
God is good and he does good. He has dealt well with you in all things. Even when things are confusing, rest in the knowledge He conducts the events of your life and the entire world according to his good and wise purposes. He has not abandoned you, he’s not holding out on you. Our God welcomes you to bring your cares and complaints to him, but please don’t just end there. As you come before the Lord, ask the Holy Spirit to help you see how He is producing good. Pray for his help to respond to the trial in a way that brings him glory. 1 Thessalonians 5:18 says “give thanks in all circumstances.” Even when there are a thousand things going wrong in life, there are a million reasons to give thanks to the Lord. Thankfulness is an effective medicine to cure a grumbling spirit. 

2) Grumbling grows out of greedy cravings (v.4a)
What’s perhaps most interesting about the people’s craving for meat is that it doesn’t come from a place of any hunger. None of the people were starving! God had never failed to provide manna for them. Rather than craving sustenance, the rabble craved luxury beyond what they needed. Meat would have been an indulgence, often reserved for royalty and other major occasions. Rather than being grateful for the daily manna God provided for them, they craved anything but what God had given. They were greedy for more than what God had given. When what we crave doesn’t line up with what God has given, that’s a recipe for grumbling.
Our flesh is so strong in its cravings, that we start to feel as though we’re entitled to get what we want, when we want it, how we want it.  For us, it’s probably not an insatiable craving for meat that you feel entitled to. But we may feel entitled to wealth, entitled to have a spouse, entitled to a promotion at work, entitled to having kids, entitled to be recognized for my hard work. You name it, we crave it. 
Sometimes our desires aren’t bad things at all! You desperately want to be married, but God hasn’t yet provided you with a spouse. You and your spouse desperately want to have biological children, but God hasn’t yet blessed you in that way. You interview for the job of your dreams, but you don’t get the job. In no way is it wrong to desire such things. The problem is how in our sinful hearts, we turn good things into idols. We so easily convince ourselves that we’re entitled to the things we desire. And if God won’t give you the thing you deserve, we grumble against Him. We fall into the same trap as the people of Israel, rejecting the manna God has provided and focusing only on what we don’t have. 
What’s the craving of your heart this morning? Something you want, but hasn’t been realized yet. You’ve been praying about it, seeking to be patient, but you feel grumbling starting to creep in. If God never gave you the meat, would you be satisfied with the manna? If you never receive that thing you crave, can you rest and be satisfied in Jesus Christ, the bread of life? 


3) Grumbling gives a distorted view of reality (v.4b-9)
A Rose-Colored Remembrance of the Past: First and probably the most striking feature of Numbers 11:1-15 is revisionist history by the Israelites, speaking fondly about their time in Egypt. The free fish they ate, the cucumbers, the melons, the garlic, etc. The way they describe it, you’d think Egypt was a vacation destination, not the site of their enslavement! I’m sure they did eat those things, but at what cost? Their lives and freedom! The way they talk about the food is out of touch with the reality of what life in Egypt was really like. 
We do the same thing: if your marriage is in a bit of a rocky season, you may be tempted to think how much easier my life was a single person! I could do what I wanted, when I wanted. Maybe it’d be nice to be free from him or her for good.” “Remember the days before I was a Christian? Life was easier then, less trouble, didn’t have to worry about conviction of my sin, I could sleep in on Sundays. That sounds pretty good right about now.” Like the Israelites, such ways of thinking about the past are distorted pictures of reality. What good is it to sleep in on Sundays and go to brunch if you’re still enslaved to sin? That kind of distorted view of the past can have terrible, destructive repercussions.
Selective View of the Present. They think back too fondly on the food from Egypt and they think too little of the manna! They speak of manna as if it’s the most disgusting thing on the planet. Such a view is out of touch with reality. The manna looks good, tastes good, and it’s totally free! In their grumbling, they only see what they want to see about the manna. 
You and I can get so focused on whatever is troubling us that we lose sight of all the good things God is doing. We get spiritual tunnel vision where the object of our grumbling consumes our thoughts and our view of reality is distorted so we can’t see anything else. We miss all the ways God is providing for us every day because we’re consumed by our craving for something else.
4) Grumbling grips people in leadership (10-15)
As we read Moses’ response to the people’s grumbling, we can feel some sympathy for him. Again and again, the people grumble against the Lord, Moses intercedes, and the people never learn their lesson. And when the people have all these complaints, the load upon him as the leader must feel like an immense load. Anyone who has been a leader in some capacity knows the heavy burden of fielding people’s complaints. 
One of Moses’ problems is that he was never meant to carry the burden by himself. He is supposed to rely upon the Lord for strength. In his grumbling, he has a distorted view of reality, so He feels like God has left him out to dry. The problem is not that Moses cries out to God in this moment, in fact that is the proper thing for him to do. When we have complaints, it’s not wrong to call out to God and ask God “why?”
The issue at hand, rather, is the posture of his heart towards God.  Moses is not praying to God to give him strength to endure. He’s not praying for wisdom for how to approach this difficult situation. He’s given in to the same kind of grumbling as the Israelites! It’s a finger pointing at God, grumbling against God for treating him poorly. Why have you dealt ill with me? Only a few days after Moses emphasizing how good God was to Israel in chapter 10, he’s now turned a complete 180! Even leaders can be gripped by the infectious disease of grumbling. 
Speaking candidly as a pastor, when our counsel is ignored and go off into sin, when people raise complaints, when no one seems to catch our vision, it’s easy to begin grumbling himself. Such discouragement and grumbling like Moses here is unfortunately all too common among pastors. And I don’t say that to earn pity, rather the opposite. That kind of grumbling reveals that we’re trusting in our own ways, not trusting in God’s leadership. We have failed to believe that God will sanctify His people in His time, not ours. He will grow His church His way, not ours. This passage is a reminder to pastors, elders, and all ministry leaders that rather than grumble and complain, we must pray for our people, be long-suffering, patient with them, shepherd’s God flock with love and compassion. 
This passage is a call to all leaders, whether in the church, in the workplace, fathers in the home, mothers with your children. Do not rely on your own strength for this task to which God has called you. As you hear complaints around you, it’s so natural to fall into grumbling right alongside them. Pray for the Holy Spirit’s help to turn your grumbling into thankfulness. 
Give yourself a reality check. Come back to reality by rehearsing what you know to be true. Bring to mind God’s faithfulness to you in the past, spend intentional time thinking about how He is right now providing for your needs, and remind yourself of the future hope of eternal glory in heaven. Saturate yourself in the words of the Scriptures. In the pages of God’s word, you’ll find an undistorted picture of reality. Rehearse the gospel truth time after time until it really sinks in. Pray that God’s Holy Spirit would fill your heart with thankfulness to God for providing the true bread of heaven, Jesus Christ. He is the true and better manna. He is more than enough to satisfy the hunger of our souls each and every day.

