
FIRST RESPONDERS: Complaints

Don’t you just hate complainers? The people who are never satisfied? They complain about the restaurant’s food.
Then they complain about the service they got from the wait staff who brought them that food. They complain
about the weather, outdoors or in - it’s too hot, too cold, too humid, too dry, too windy, too cloudy, too sunny;
it’s been too long since it rained, or too long since it hasn’t rained.

Complainers complain about their friends and their families. He won’t talk to me. He won’t stop talking. She’s
making a mess out of her life. She’s making a mess out of my life. 

Complainers complain about everything. Of course, no single complainer complains about everything. Most
complainers have some standards. There are some aspects of life with which they’re satisfied; it’s just that
complainers rarely talk about those, do they?

You know a complainer or two or six, or fifteen. I know a complainer or two or six or fifteen. We all know
complainers. They’re everywhere - perhaps even here this morning! As are people who complain about God.
They complain that God doesn’t care enough. They complain that God doesn’t provide enough. They complain
that God doesn’t stop the bad things that are happening in the world enough. Essentially, they complain that God
isn’t God enough.

We all know people who complain about God, too. You might not think you do, but you do; I know you do,
because I am one of them; I am one of the complainers. Most of my complaints are questions that start with the
word why. Fill in the rest of the question and chances are I’ve said it or something like it. If you have some idea
that pastors should be so spiritually mature as to be immune from complaining about God, think again.

But I’m not alone. Either in this room, I imagine, or in the Bible, which is filled with spiritually mature people
who complain, a lot.

There’s Job. In the opening of the book, God says Job is just about the finest example of humanity on the planet!
And then Job spends 30+ chapters complaining that God isn’t fair.

Then there’s Jonah. God sends him to preach in a city called Nineveh; Jonah doesn’t want to go. We focused on
him a couple of weeks ago, but there’s another part of his story that we need to hear today. After Jonah preaches
doom and gloom to the Ninevites, he expects God to give it ‘em. Fire and brimstone from the skies, or an
earthquake, or some invading army. Don’t know and it doesn’t matter. But Jonah is not happy when God decides
not to give it to the Ninevites. Look at this from 4.1-3  .... Hear the complaint? God, I thought you were going to
do one thing, but you did something else. I like my gods predictable! And you’re not!

And of course, among the complainers we can’t forget is Moses. He complained to God about the job God gave
him - to lead the slaves out of Egypt and toward the promised land. For example, let’s look at Numbers 11.10-
15. And pay attention to the passion of Moses’ complaints  .... Hear that? He complains to God about all the
complainers he has to deal with. 

And the people Moses leads are another group of complainers in the Bible. Look at this from Numbers 21.4-5 
.... They don’t like the food and they don’t like the drinks. Restaurant critics,  every one of them!

The point of all those references is that lots of Bible people complain to and about God. So, I guess, if you and I
do, we at least have company!

How does God respond to complaints? In the Bible, God’s responses vary. In Exodus 15, people complain to
Moses about the bitter tasting water. God shows Moses a piece of wood, which Moses throws into the water to
improve the taste. So sometimes, God reacts to complaints with provision.



Sometimes God reacts angrily to complaints. Numbers 14.26-33  ..... That’s anger, right?

But sometimes God is patient with complaints. Like with Jonah. At the end of the book, upon hearing Jonah’s
complaint about God’s decision not to punish the Ninevites, God employs a gentle object lesson to help Jonah
understand. Find the book of Jonah in your Bible when you get home and remind yourself of that teachable
moment.

There isn’t just one reaction to complaints from God in the Bible; there are many. So this one sermon isn’t going
to cover them all. But there’s a scene in Exodus 16 that gives us something to think about on the subject. This is a
long scene, so we’re only going to look at the first five verses of it. Remember, Moses has led the slaves out of
Egypt, and they’re on their way to the Promised Land.... So we have another complaint about the food. My
goodness, back in Egypt did we have good food.  It was a Golden Corral buffet of meat and bread! Here, out in
the wilderness, we got nothing. 

God’s response to their complaints is multi-layered. God says, I’m going to rain down food for those people,
Moses. They’re going to have food, all kinds of food. But there’s a catch. They’re only to take as much food as
they need for the day. One day at a time. This scene is the origins of the idea of daily bread which Jesus included
in what we call the Lord’s prayer. God says to the wilderness complainers, I’m going to provide for you, but one
day at a time. Meaning, you’re going to have to come back to me daily to get what you need. You can’t stock up.
No hoarding! I’ll get you through today. And then when tomorrow becomes today, I’ll get you through that day,
too.

Two really important ideas going on in that story. One, God has a plan for the slaves. God wants them out of
Egypt and in the Promised Land. And the other important idea is that God will provide, but on God’s timetable,
not ours.

What’s the lesson for us complainers? It’s deep and complicated if you study the entire Bible because you can
find all kinds of messages on the subject, but in Exodus 16 the message is God has a will and a way for you and
me. God has a purpose for your life. God has a direction in which God wants you to head. God has something for
you to this week - your age doesn’t matter, your frailty doesn’t matter, your experience doesn’t matter, your
church membership doesn’t matter. God has a will, a plan, a vision, a way for you this week! Every week! You
can complain about it - I have! - but the plan isn’t going to change.

But God also WILL provide for you. You will have what you need for the journey God wants you to take in your
life. God will supply you along the way. But that supply will come to you according to God’s discretion, not
yours. And the most likely structure of that supply will be something akin to daily bread - enough for today.
Why? To keep you coming back for more. To keep you connected.

It’s a bit like Sunday worship. One worship can’t teach you all you need to know, can’t give expression to all the
praise you need to offer to God, can’t give you all the encouragement you need for the challenges of your life. So
you need to come back for more. (That would be next Sunday, if that’s not clear!)

You can complain about that design - the have-to come-back-to-me design; I have. But it’s not going to change.
That’s the way God wants it.

Your best course this week - MY best course this week - is to celebrate the amazing truth that the maker of the
universe thinks highly enough of you - your mistakes and failures, and all - to have something planned for you
this and every coming week. And not only is there something waiting for you this week, God will get you there
and make sure you have what you need when you need it, but not always before.

Complain if you want to. I probably will! But when you run out of breath from all the complaining. Stop. Take a
deep breath. And be amazed that the God to and about whom you complain will simply never let you go.


