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Allen Pruitt

This started out as an easy sermon to write.

I’ve got John 3:16 for a gospel reading
and I’ve got the Hebrew people begging for food

in the Old Testament.

They both seem pretty straight forward.
“God so loved the world”

and all that goes with that.
And then all the humor of listening in

as the Israelites turn complaint into an art form:
“Why have you brought us up out of Egypt
to die in the wilderness?

For there is no food and no water,
and we detest this miserable food.”

It’s almost too easy.
They complain,

just like we complain.
But really,

if I’m honest,
they take complaint to a whole ‘nother level.
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First of all, complaining about being out of Egypt.
“Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to die?”

As if they weren’t dying in Egypt;
as if life was so good

before God brought Moses around.

And then, the real winner.
“For there is no food and no water,

and we detest this miserable food.”

So, there’s no food and no water,
but the food you did give us,

we can barely choke it down.

Which is it? 
No food, no water?
Or miserable food?

Complain, complain.
Moses must have wondered if that’s all they would ever do.

He came along in the Book of Exodus
and he pulled them out of slavery
and into freedom

through the parted waters of the Red Sea.

They saw miracles
and they were saved.

And in their salvation they sang a song
on the far side of the water.

And three short verses after they sang their song,
they were complaining.

“And the people complained against Moses saying,
“What shall we drink?”
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Complaint after victory;
complaint after complaint.

No water,
no food,

bad water,
bad food.

Moses can never satisfy them;
God himself can never satisfy them.

Complain, complain.

And then a plague of serpents,
biting and poisonous.

And they blamed God.
They figured that after all their complaining,

God must have conspired with Moses
to bring these snakes out among them.

Not a bad theory.
But it’s one that I don’t like.

I don’t like to think about God calling down snakes
on anybody,

even the whiny and the petulant.

But they pretty much figured it had to be God.
And they went to Moses demanding an answer.

“You’re pals with God;
you figure this out;
you get us out of this mess.”

I don’t like it,
but they were as sure as they could be:

God did it
and God could make it right.
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I wonder why they were so sure.
I wonder why I am so sure

that God wants nothing to do
with snakes and petty retribution.

Cameron Howard at Luther Seminary
says this about the Hebrew people

and what they knew of God.

“The Hebrews who wandered through the wilderness
did not experience God as a safe and comfortable companion.

In the great showdown with Pharaoh,
God sends ten vicious plagues

to show the superiority of the God of Israel over Egypt's gods,
including Pharaoh.

On the way out of Egypt,
God appears as a terrifying pillar of cloud and fire.

God thunders on the mountain in fire and smoke,
terrifying all who witness it.

These are not the images of God that call us to snuggle up
in God’s everlasting arms,

“safe and secure from all alarms.”1

 http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=23931

http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2393
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That’s not really what I want to hear.
I sort of like that old hymn,

“Leaning on the Everlasting Arms.”

I don’t actually mind imagining God always behind me,
ready to catch me if I fall.

I don’t mind that one bit.

But that’s not all that scripture has to say about God.
The Israelites told a different story,

a story about fear and terror
and a God beyond comprehension.

That’s not what we want to know of God.
This is not the God for whom we long.

But this is the God, the terrifying God,
who will seek us out,
who will find us,
who will call us out of every kind of slavery

and into every kind of life,
no matter how much we complain,
no matter how little we believe.
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I still don’t think that God sent a bunch of snakes,
killing the righteous with the unrighteous.

But I do think that those Israelites,
wandering in the desert,

they knew what sort of mischief
God was capable of;

they could not pretend that God was easy.

They knew that they had complained,
even in the face of God’s sufficiency,

and so they wondered if maybe
God had figured a way

for their complaints to bite them back.

So we don’t believe that God is sending snakes
to bite you for your misdeeds,

but neither is God the tame magician
sitting in the corner.

The God we worship
is something altogether different than we can imagine,

at once impossibly close
and staggeringly far away.
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God is not keeping score with us
in a game that was killed off by the mercy rule long, long ago.

God is redeeming us,
redeeming the world,

offering shelter to the weak,
and laying down crosses in front of the strong.

God is impossible…

but nothing is impossible
with God.


