
• We began a new series last week called “Lessons from the desert” 

• It was inspired by a book called “The Land Between” by Jeff Manion and uses the 
wanderings of Israel between Egypt and the Promised Land as a metaphor for how we often 
go through deserts in our lives. 

• I had a few conversations this week, and if they are any indication, most, if not all, of us 
understand and know what the desert is like. 

• We know what it like to have unmet expectations, to receive bad news, to deal with 
unexpected circumstances, to be worn out, to feel like God is absent, to try and cope with 
financial, physical and relational problems. 

• The main idea overarching this entire series is that the desert times in our lives are fertile 
ground for transformation. In the desert we are going to develop deeper faith and trust or 
bitterness, anger and resentment will begin to dry up our faith. 

 

• There was a series of 5 horror films put out between 2000 and 2011. The series was called 
Final Destination and each one followed the same script. 

• Someone got a premonition that something bad was going to happen and people were 
going to die. They avoided the incident as a result and seemed to have cheated death. But 
death stalks them anyway and they begin to die in strange and horrific accidents. 

• The idea behind the movies is that death is the final destination and cannot be avoided or 
run from. 

• The desert sometimes feels the same way. When we are in it, it seems like it lasts forever. 
That it will last forever, that it will never really get better. We may have glimpses of “better”, 
but we are consumed by now and it affects how we respond. But THE DESERT IS NOT 
OUR FINAL DESTINATION. 

• There is a bigger picture. A longer game. A different destination.  

• I quit my first job out of college after about 10 years. When I look back, I quit because I 
bought into an attitude of complaining. When I spoke with others about the job, there was 
always complaining. Complaining about the company. Complaining about the bosses. The 
system. Expectations. I eventually decided to leave. (Ironically, all the others who 
complained the most, stayed) 

• Have you ever hung around a complainer? That person who always finds the lead lining in 
every silver cloud? 

 

• THE DESERT IS NOT OUR FINAL DESTINATION. 

• We sometimes can realize intellectually that this might be the case and we simply white-
knuckle it until we can just get through it. 

• There something that happens in the middle of it then that has huge implications. 

• It doesn’t seem like such a big deal, but it begins a pattern that influences what grows in that 
desert ground. 

 

• It’s a pattern of complaining. Grumbling. Murmuring. 

• How we develop is determined more by our response to hardship than the hardship 
ourselves. 

• “Whether we age with grace and poise or become bitter, resentful people is largely 
determined by our response to disappointments and the habits of response that often 
result.” 

• “But hold on” you say. “Aren’t we supposed to be honest with what is going on? Aren’t we 
supposed to take that stuff to God? Are you saying I am supposed to ignore all that?” 



• Of course not. There is a difference between an honest expressions of our feelings before 
God and complaining. 

• Next week we are going to examine the art of the lament. 

• If we were honest, most of the time we are simply complaining. 

• What’s the big deal about complaining anyway? 

• Let me take you through three consecutive events that happened shortly after God 
miraculously brought Israel out of Egypt. 

• These three accounts are found in Exodus 15, 16 and 17. Watch for patterns as we go 
through them. 

Exodus 15:22 Then Moses led Israel from the Red Sea and they went into the Desert of Shur. 
For three days they traveled in the desert without finding water.  

• This is a problem. They needed water. It was the most basic need, even more than food. It 
is also something that was scarce. Their canteens are running low. They are beginning to 
get a little worried. 

• When all of a sudden they see water. A place where they could refill, be refreshed, give their 
animals something to drink. Finally. Whew. 

23 When they came to Marah, they could not drink its water because it was bitter. (That is why 
the place is called Marah.)  

• The water was no good. It was poisoned and undrinkable in some way. Their hopes were 
raised . . .  and then dashed. 

24 So the people grumbled against Moses, saying, “What are we to drink?” 25 Then Moses 
cried out to the LORD, and the LORD showed him a piece of wood. He threw it into the water, 
and the water became fit to drink. There the LORD issued a ruling and instruction for them and 
put them to the test. 26 He said, “If you listen carefully to the LORD your God and do what is 
right in his eyes, if you pay attention to his commands and keep all his decrees, I will not bring 
on you any of the diseases I brought on the Egyptians, for I am the LORD, who heals you.” 27 
Then they came to Elim, where there were twelve springs and seventy palm trees, and they 
camped there near the water. 

• The people complained. God provided. Hmmm. Are we seeing a one-time thing or the 
beginning of a pattern? 

Exodus 16:1 The whole Israelite community set out from Elim and came to the Desert of Sin, 
which is between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second month after they had come 
out of Egypt.  

• We are about a month and a half removed from leaving Egypt. God had miraculously 
provided by sweetening the water just several weeks earlier. 

• But now they encountered another problem. The problem of food. 

• There was a lot of them and a little bit of food. It wouldn’t take long for what they had 
brought along to begin to run out. 

• It seemed that they had now reached this point. 
2 In the desert the whole community grumbled against Moses and Aaron. 3 The Israelites said 
to them, “If only we had died by the LORD’s hand in Egypt! There we sat around pots of meat 
and ate all the food we wanted, but you have brought us out into this desert to starve this entire 
assembly to death.”  

• What is going on? What do we do? 

• What follows is the account of how God provided. 
4 Then the LORD said to Moses, “I will rain down bread from heaven for you. 

• He told the Israelites that when the woke up the next morning, there would be bread on the 
ground. Like dew on the grass in the morning. 

• They were to get up and gather what they needed for the day. 

• When the sun rose, the rest would melt away like snow and evaporate. 



• So they did. It was like little wafers of bread – they called it Manna. They were only to gather 
what was needed for that day and not save any of it. The only exception was on Friday, 
where they gathered enough for 2 days so that they would not work on the Sabbath. 

• They did not listen to these instructions really well, but God continued to provide this manna 
every day. 

• But the Israelites are not done yet. 
Exodus 17:1 The whole Israelite community set out from the Desert of Sin, traveling from place 
to place as the LORD commanded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the 
people to drink.  

• They were getting good every day, but water was an issue again. 
2 So they quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water to drink.” Moses replied, “Why do you 
quarrel with me? Why do you put the LORD to the test?” 3 But the people were thirsty for water 
there, and they grumbled against Moses. They said, “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to 
make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?”  

• Are you catching the pattern yet? 
4 Then Moses cried out to the LORD, “What am I to do with these people? They are almost 
ready to stone me.” 5 The LORD answered Moses, “Go out in front of the people. Take with you 
some of the elders of Israel and take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and 
go. 6 I will stand there before you by the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out 
of it for the people to drink.” So Moses did this in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7 And he called 
the place Massah and Meribah because the Israelites quarreled and because they tested the 
LORD saying, “Is the LORD among us or not?” 

• In these three little accounts, we begin to see a pattern. When the people encountered 
hardship, they complained.  

• We might think that, really, what’s the big deal? It’s just complaining. It’s not as though they 
were complaining about a long line at the grocery store or a bad parking space. They 
needed food and water to live. Relatively important! 

• God seems to take their complaints a lot more seriously than we might think. I believe it is 
because of what their complaints represent and what they cause to happen in the middle of 
the desert. 

I. Complaints encourage distrust. 

• Remember that the desert is God’s invitation for us to practice trust. 

• Complaints do the exact opposite. 
 
A. Complaints forget or ignore God’s past goodness. 

• Complaints focus on immediate relief 

• There is no thought for the future. It’s all about now. And it’s all about relief now. 

• The Israelites needed water and they needed it now. 

• The Israelites wanted food and they wanted it now. 

• The Israelites needed relief and they needed it now. 

• Because their focus was on the now, they easily forgot what he JUST happened. 

• Chapter 15 begins with a song. God had just delivered them. They had watched him part the 
Red Sea. They had seen him destroy the Egyptian army. They had experienced God in an 
amazing way. They wrote a song about it and sang it. Massive, off-the-charts worship.  

• Within days or weeks, they are complaining. 

• There was no recognition or remembering of what he had done.  

• Their present was so overwhelming it was all they thought about. 



• When we get into our desert, it is sooo easy to forget what God has done. Or we minimize it. 
“What have you done for me lately?” 

• If you are like me, you are thinking: “If God had parted the waters of the Red Sea and rained 
down bread from heaven every day, there is no way I would respond the way the Israelites 
did.” I wonder . . .  

 
B. Complaints look backwards more than forward. 

• There is an interesting progression in the Israelites complaints. Their first complaint was 
simply that they needed water. 

• But then they said: “If only we had died by the LORD’s hand in Egypt! There we sat around 
pots of meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have brought us out into this desert to 
starve this entire assembly to death.”  

• It was better before. 

• “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to make us and our children and livestock die of 
thirst?”  

• Complaints color the past. The past seems better than the present and is viewed through 
rose-colored glasses. The Israelites were remembering their past in a skewed way. They 
were conveniently ignoring that they were slaves in Egypt. 

• A complaining spirit is more about what I want now and what used to be than it is about 
where God might be leading and what he might be doing or teaching. 

 
C. Complaints blame others. 

• Have you ever said or thought: “I trust God completely, it’s people I don’t trust?” “God hasn’t 
let me down. It’s his people.” 

• At first glance it seems as though the people are not grumbling about God. 
15:24 So the people grumbled against Moses. 
16:2 In the desert the whole community grumbled against Moses and Aaron.  

• Now it is the whole community and they expanded who they are grumbling against. 
17:2 So they quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water to drink.”  
4 Then Moses cried out to the LORD, “What am I to do with these people? They are almost 
ready to stone me.”  

• It has escalated to the threat of physical violence and rebellion. 

• When we are in the desert and complaining, we begin to make our problem the result of 
others. If my husband treated me right. If my wife was more attentive. If my boss 
appreciated me. If that leader had treated me better. If my kids listened.  

• Whether we challenge out loud or just mistrust and complain internally, something is going 
on that God takes seriously. 

• Even though we are told that they grumbled and quarreled with Moses, that’s not how God 
saw it. 

16:6 So Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, “In the evening you will know that it was the 
LORD who brought you out of Egypt, 7 and in the morning you will see the glory of the LORD, 
because he has heard your grumbling against him. Who are we, that you should grumble 
against us?” 
17:7 And he called the place Massah and Meribah because the Israelites quarreled and 
because they tested the LORD saying, “Is the LORD among us or not?” 

• Their complaints were ultimately directed at God. They were grumbling about him. Because, 
according to v7, their ultimate problem is that they doubted God’s presence and provision. 

• Our complaints ultimately doubt God’s presence. They doubt his goodness. They doubt his 
purposes. Our heart says, “Things would be better without God.” 

• While complaining doesn’t seem like much, God takes complaints very seriously. 



• THE DESERT IS NOT OUR FINAL DESTINATION. When we see it that way, we can easily 
begin to complain. What do you do? 

II. Lean into God (even when you don’t feel like it). 

• What do I mean by this? 

• Look at Moses response during these complaint crises. 
15:25 Then Moses cried out to the LORD, and the LORD showed him a piece of wood. He 
threw it into the water, and the water became fit to drink. 
16:4 Then the LORD said to Moses, “I will rain down bread from heaven for you. 
17:4 Then Moses cried out to the LORD, “What am I to do with these people? They are almost 
ready to stone me.”  

• The word used means to cry out for help. 

• Moses was frustrated. Moses did not know what to do. Moses was afraid. 

• He went to God with his problem. He wasn’t complaining to God. He was seeking his help. 

• He was honest yet this was not an issue of blame or complaint. He was seeking help. 

• “God what next?” “God, how do I proceed?” 

• Honesty assesses, complaints blame. Honesty asks what you can do. Complaints want 
someone else to fix it. Honesty is humble. Complaints put me first. 

• Complaints and murmuring have to do with lack of trust, yet the desert is God’s invitation to 
trust. 

• I wonder if God was after something that the people were missing? 

• When he turned the water from bitter to sweet, might he be showing them that God can 
bring something sweet from something rancid – life from death? 

• When he rained down Manna, might he be showing them they could trust him to provide 
every single day. 

• When they got water from the rock, he was demonstrating something from nothing. 

• It had yet to be demonstrated by a test whether the children of Israel were worshipping 
people who occasionally murmured, or if they were a murmuring people who occasionally 
worshipped. 

 

• THE DESERT IS NOT OUR FINAL DESTINATION. 

• We often don’t get to choose what happens to us. We DO have control over our reaction. 

• We will always choose something when we experience deep disappointment – the only 
question is how we will respond. 

• Every choice is an opportunity to trust. Trust and complaint are incompatible roommates. 

• When we choose to trust instead of complaining, it changes the whole desert equation. 
 

• Ask yourself: 

• Where might my frustration be morphing into the spirit of complaint and taking up residence 
in my heart? 

• In my complaining, is there any possibility that I might be implying, “God, I was better off 
without you”? 

• There is a difference between an honest expressions of our feelings before God and 
complaining. 

• Honesty is productive and healing. Complaining leads to bitterness, resentment and a 
shriveling faith. 

• When we choose to complain, we forfeit the opportunity to become people of faith. 

• With each difficulty, God is saying, “Will you trust me?” With each complaint, we, like the 
Israelites, are saying, “No we will not!” 



• THE DESERT IS NOT OUR FINAL DESTINATION. 

• Are we letting it mold us into people of trust? 

• Are we letting the desert prepare us for the Promised Land? 

• Do we trust? Do we respond in faith? Are we allowing ourselves to be training into greater 
dependence on God? 

• The patterns of our responses will shape who we become. 

• Who are you becoming? 


