
• We are in the third week of our series “Lessons from the desert.” 

• In it we are using the wanderings of Israel between Egypt and the Promised Land as a 
metaphor for how we often go through deserts in our lives. 

• When you are going through desert times in your life, I have found that there are lots of 
quotes and advice that might be directed your way. They might pop up on your Facebook 
feed, or in messages from friends. 

• The problem is not the problem. The problem is your attitude about the problem. 

• Never let a bad day make you feel like you have a bad life. 

• When it rains, look for rainbows. When it’s dark, look for stars. 

• Just consider the bad times a down payment for the good times. 

• If you are alive, you have reason to be happy. If things are really bad, they can only get 
better. 

• It could be worse. 

• Ugh.  

• Now, from your friends that are a little more holy we hear things like: 

• When God closes a door he opens a window. 

• If God brings you to it, He will bring you through it. 

• You’re never more safe than when you’re in God’s will. 

• Let go and let God. 

• God will not give you more than you can handle. 

• I understand that they mean well. You have probably used some of these. Some even have 
a little truth in them. But when you are in the middle of the desert, they don’t necessarily 
help a whole lot. In fact, some of these statements raise a lot of questions. 

• Is God directing evil at me? Things are lousy, I must not be in the center of God’s will. This 
certainly feels like a lot more than I can handle. The last time I “let go and let God” didn’t 
solve anything. 

• There is a part of us that wants to cry out when we are in the desert. 

• We saw last week how this can come out in a complaining spirit. We can end in a negative 
place, blaming others and forgetting God’s goodness. A mistrustful place. 

• A complaining spirit makes things worse, not better, even though it might feel good in the 
moment. 

 

• What are we to do with those feelings? Those thoughts? Those questions? 

• Do we just bury them deeper and put on a happy face? Do we just try to soldier through? Do 
we just try to hang on and hope that things get better? 

• What do we do with all that uncertainty, anger, frustration, worry that gets all bottled up 
inside us when we are walking through the desert? What are the options when walking away 
from God really isn’t one of them? 

• LAMENT CAN LEAD TO SPIRITUAL INTIMACY. 
 

• What is a lament? 

• When I heard the term growing up, I almost always associated it with death. It evoked 
images of wailing or weeping aloud or complaining bitterly and loudly. I pictured ashes and 
sackcloth. 

• In fact, I almost always pictured the people doing this in another culture or another country. 
It was kind of uncomfortable to think of seeing or doing it. 

• The dictionary defines a lament as “a passionate expression of grief or sorrow.” 



• When we read someone lamenting in the bible, whoever is lamenting is expressing great 
sorrow, regret or even grief about something or someone. It is not reserved for death but for 
any type of distress. 

• Many eastern cultures do this better than us. But being able to lament (it has been called a 
spiritual discipline) is extraordinarily helpful. It can change the direction of our desert and 
certainly change us. 

• How do we make use of this tool? What does it look like? 

• Last week we saw the pattern of complaint that developed among the Israelites. 

• Each time they had an opportunity, when faced with difficulty in the desert, to lean into God 
and trust him and learn from him, they complained. They grumbled. They resisted. 

• We read another of those situations in Numbers 11. 
Numbers 11:4 The rabble with them began to crave other food, and again the Israelites started 
wailing and said, “If only we had meat to eat! 5 We remember the fish we ate in Egypt at no cost 
– also the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic. 6 But now we have lost our appetite; we 
never see anything but this manna!” 7 The manna was like coriander seed and looked like resin. 
8 The people went around gathering it, and then ground it in a hand mill or crushed it in a 
mortar. They cooked it in a pot or made it into loaves. And it tasted like something made with 
olive oil. 9 When the dew settled on the camp at night, the manna also came down. 10 Moses 
heard the people of every family wailing at the entrance to their tents.  

• This is not a good situation. God was providing but the people were angry. They were 
unhappy. They were focusing their anger and ire on Moses. 

• We’re tired of this food. We want something else. When are we going to be done in the 
desert? Isn’t there something you can do – after all, you’re the reason we are here. 

The LORD became exceedingly angry, and Moses was troubled.  

• They are in the desert and they are complaining. 

• Try to put yourself in Moses shoes right now. You are questioning everything you did. You 
are wondering if you heard from God in the first place. You are seeing God’s miracles but 
balancing it against the overwhelming demands of thousands of people. 

• You are struggling with people who are speaking about you behind your back to each other. 
To your face. There is opposition. You have your family and brother, but no one else. 
Whenever you go anywhere you feel the accusing stares of the people on your back. They 
are questioning your abilities, your character and your God. 

• You would rather be anywhere else than with these people. 
Moses was troubled.  

• This seems to be an understatement. 

• He is not casually bothered. He is overwhelmed. This is not some casual and passing 
depression. Listen to what is next. It gives a window into his heart. 

11 He asked the LORD, “Why have you brought this trouble on your servant? What have I done 
to displease you that you put the burden of all these people on me? 12 Did I conceive all these 
people? Did I give them birth? Why do you tell me to carry them in my arms, as a nurse carries 
an infant, to the land you promised on oath to their ancestors? 13 Where can I get meat for all 
these people? They keep wailing to me, ‘Give us meat to eat!’ 14 I cannot carry all these people 
by myself; the burden is too heavy for me. 15 If this is how you are going to treat me, please go 
ahead and kill me – if I have found favor in your eyes – and do not let me face my own ruin.”  

• He is on the verge of emotional collapse. The desert is fertile ground for emotional collapse. 

• If you think this is exaggerated, look at the imagery and words that Moses uses. 

• He is at the end of his rope. He has nothing left. He is frustrated with his task, with the 
people, with the resources or lack of them that he has. 

• He is so desperate that he cannot continue this way. He would rather be dead. Gone. Done. 



• When you first read it, it kind of sounds like a complaint. How is this different from what the 
Israelites had done? 

• LAMENT CAN LEAD TO SPIRITUAL INTIMACY because: 

I. Laments turn towards God instead of complaining about him. 

• The key difference between Israel’s complaints and Moses is that the Israelites were 
complaining ABOUT God while Moses is praying TO God. 

• In his despair, Moses is turning towards God, not away from him. 

• The direction of a lament is God. It is not a generic statement. It is not speaking to 
ourselves. It is not even talking it through with other people. 

• It is turning directionally towards God. 

• It is facing God head on and laying it out there. 

• Moses doesn’t argue with the people even though he had the moral high ground. He doesn’t 
get into a fight and prove himself. He doesn’t retreat into himself and decide to escape into 
more fun activities. He doesn’t walk away, even though that’s what he wanted to do. 

• “He asked the Lord.” He turned towards God. 

• The idea of a lament is known in our world – we can actually see it in modern music and 
poetry.  

• The difference is that it is generally a hopeless lament. 

• “Biblical lament never loses sight of God. It’s always a prayer to God. The character of 
lament for us is different. We don’t mourn as those who have no hope.” (Michael Card) 

• LAMENT CAN LEAD TO SPIRITUAL INTIMACY if when we are in the desert, we turn 
towards God. 

II. Lament are unfiltered honesty. 

• When we turn to God in lament, it is to be honest. Don’t hold anything back. 

• It is raw, uninhibited prayer. 

• Moses is speaking with the author of life, the God of his ancestors, and he is not holding 
back. 

• He fires a number of questions at God. 

• “Why have you brought this trouble on your servant?  

• What have I done to displease you that you put the burden of all these people on me? 

• Did I conceive all these people? 

• Did I give them birth?  

• Why do you tell me to carry them in my arms, as a nurse carries an infant, to the land you 
promised on oath to their ancestors?  

• Where can I get meat for all these people? 

• He finishes with the statement, “I can’t continue on like this, you might as well kill me.” 

• That is unflinching honesty. You can hear the undercurrents of blame. The accusational 
nature of his questions. His despair. 

• For a lament to be effective, it must be real and unfiltered. 

• We see this over and over in Scripture. Elijah was a great prophet and had just had a 
showdown with the prophets of Baal. Then the queen wanted to kill him. 

1 Kings 19:3 Elijah was afraid and ran for his life. When he came to Beersheba in Judah, he left 
his servant there, 4 while he himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness. He came to a 
broom bush, sat down under it and prayed that he might die. “I have had enough, LORD,” he 
said. “Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors.” 5 Then he lay down under the bush and 
fell asleep.  



• Or consider Jeremiah. He spoke God’s word. He was obedient. He said unpopular things 
and his reward was to be beaten, put in stocks, publicly humiliated, thrown into a pit and his 
life was in danger. 

Jeremiah 20:14 Cursed be the day I was born! May the day my mother bore me not be blessed! 
. . . 18 Why did I ever come out of the womb to see trouble and sorrow and to end my days in 
shame? 

• God knows what we are feeling. He gets our emotions and feelings and thoughts and 
challenges in the desert better than we do. 

• Even though he knows it already, WE need to come and cry out. We need to speak. It 
needs to be expressed. It needs to come out. We need to tell God. It is not so that he finds 
out, but so that we can put words to and share honestly what is happening. LAMENT CAN 
LEAD TO SPIRITUAL INTIMACY because: 

III. Laments begin or continue a dialogue with God. 

• Lament is the exercise of acquainting God with our deep need, not because he needs us to 
tell him, but because we are beginning a conversation where we open ourselves up to his 
care, mercy and provision. 

• This is not just a simply diatribe that Moses spouts off against God and shakes his fist and 
walks away. 

• He is crying out and he and God begin a dialogue. God gives him help from others. God 
performs a miracle shortly after this. He gave Moses direction and Moses went and acted on 
it. 

• When we are honest with God and direct to him, it begins to clarify our own thoughts and 
feelings. It brings us to a place where we begin listen. To hear him. 

• Sometimes he points us in a new direction. Gives us an assignment. 

• Sometimes he makes us aware of our own sins and deficiencies. 

• Sometimes he meets us with encouragement. A hug. His presence. 

• Perhaps our slowness to turn to God and be honest with him is anchored in a suspicion that 
God is somehow unconcerned with us.  

• Our view of God affects whether we will seek him in the desert in our hour of crisis. 

• If we see him as concerned, present and caring, we are much more likely to draw near to 
him with our need. 

• Moses honest prayer is powerful. A dialogue has started. Intimacy has deepened. 

IV. Examples of laments. 

• So how do we do this. It is foreign to some of you. We probably have not practiced enough. 

• First, I want you to be encouraged because some of the greatest giants of faith went through 
severe deserts and poured out their hearts in lament. 

• There is a reason that God included these in the bible. They are models and 
encouragements for us. 

• One of the best places to get examples of laments is in the Psalms. They are filled with real 
and directed honesty. 

Psalm 69:1 Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my neck. 2 I sink in the miry 
depths, where there is no foothold. I have come into the deep waters; the floods engulf me. 

• The imagery is powerful and timeless. 

• The imagery is powerful and timeless. 

• Or how about this one. 



Psalm 55: 6 I said, “Oh, that I had the wings of a dove! I would fly away and be at rest. 7 I would 
flee far away and stay in the desert; . . . 22 Cast your cares on the LORD and he will sustain 
you; he will never let the righteous be shaken. 

• Borrow the language of Scripture. It is filled with imagery that we can identify with. Look 
through the Psalms. Use their words as yours. 

Psalm 13:1 How long, LORD? Will you forget me forever? How long will you hide your face from 
me? 2 How long must I wrestle with my thoughts and day after day have sorrow in my heart? 
How long will my enemy triumph over me? 3 Look on me and answer, LORD my God. Give light 
to my eyes, or I will sleep in death, 4 and my enemy will say, “I have overcome him,” and my 
foes will rejoice when I fall. 5 But I trust in your unfailing love; my heart rejoices in your 
salvation. 6 I will sing the LORD’s praise, for he has been good to me. 

• Use these examples. Borrow their imagery. Find one that fits how you feel and use it. 

• Write it down. Say it verbally. Mold it to your situation. I have listed some on the back of the 
bulletin today. Keep it handy. Refer to it. 

 

• LAMENT CAN LEAD TO SPIRITUAL INTIMACY. 

• Laments encapsulate the idea that our hope for the future is anchored in God’s goodness to 
us in the past. 

• Our laments can help remind us of this. 

• When we do this, it turns them from a melody of despair to one of hope. 

• When you are in the desert, LAMENT CAN LEAD TO SPIRITUAL INTIMACY. 

• Turn towards God rather than complaining about him. 

• Be completely honest with him. Be clear about what is going on in you. 

• Let it begin a dialogue between you and God. Speak your lament. Listen to his response. 
Allow him to speak words of life and challenge into you. 

• Let him to the work that he desires to do in the desert. 
 

• I wonder if desperate prayers may be an indication of spiritual health rather than a sign of 
spiritual deficiency. 

• LAMENT CAN LEAD TO SPIRITUAL INTIMACY. 
 


