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Walking with God: Leaving Elementary Things

Numbers 11:4-15

After today we will break from our journey.  We are not ending this journey through the desert, walking with Israel & walking with God from Exodus to the Promised Land. You’ll notice we are not even near the Promised Land yet, but we are going to bump into Advent, so after today we will put this on hold a little bit. We will bring it back in January. 
We will transition to Advent starting next week as we look at the journeys of the characters in the Nativity story. In the Nativity story everyone who ‘gets it,’ who is moved by God, is on a journey. You find the same is true with Israel as they are walking with God. They are on this journey and they are growing.
 Today we find ourselves in Numbers chapter 11. Last week Jody talked about Exodus 33 and God’s response to our sin and to our failures. If you flip from chapter 33 on, you discover more lists of law, reaffirmation of the covenant, and how to build the tabernacle. There really isn’t movement until Numbers 11. (We also bypass the entire book of Leviticus. The entire book of Leviticus is made up of  lists and lists and lists of laws.  I have always wanted to do a series on Leviticus for modern living. I think that would be kind of interesting. But in Leviticus again there is not a lot of action, just a lot of laws.).
 Now there is a time frame for all of this - from Exodus to Sinai it takes three months. Three months for them to move out of Egypt into the foothills of Sinai. You find this mentioned in Exodus 19:1. Numbers 1:1 tells you they have been there at the foothills, in this lush area, for about 10 months. Then they pick up in chapter 10:11-13 and start to move north, finally. You get all the way to Numbers 11 before they actually start traveling north to their dreams, north to God’s promises, and north to the Promised Land. It is an exciting time. 
Yesterday my family and I went shopping at the mall- not Christmas shopping- we don’t do that until after Thanksgiving.  The girls needed some more clothes. Teenage girls always seem to need more clothes. I just don’t understand that; this is very new to me. Alan and I were tagging along and we had our own ideas about things we would like to do, but the sisters were going clothes shopping. We’d been to three stores - two hours - and I couldn’t  believe after two hours of looking and trying things on that we didn’t have a single thing bought yet. And Alan and I were saying, “When are we going to get to the Promised Land?”  He wanted to go to EB games and I wanted to go to Sonoma. 
Every time I go to the mall, I go to Sonoma for free samples!  I go and  sample the coffee. I am interested in the machine, kind of.  I give my wife hints but she won’t buy the thing for me. So if you are wondering about pastoral gifts for Christmas… thought I would throw that out there. But we finally, after 2 – 2 ½ hours, get to go to where we want to go. 

That is the feeling you get with the children of Israel - finally they get to go north. But something happens that they don’t really expect. The context for chapter 11 actually begins in chapter 10, and here is what it says. “On the twentieth day of the second month of the second year (so it has been a year and two months now since they have been on this journey with God) the cloud lifted from above the Tabernacle of the Testimony. Then the Israelites set out from the desert of Sinai and traveled from place to place until the cloud came to rest in the Desert of Paran.” 
Then our story continues in chapter 11. 
“The rabble with them began to crave other food, and again the Israelites started wailing and said, ‘If only we had meat to eat! We remember the fish we ate in Egypt at no cost – also the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic. But now we have lost our appetite; we never see anything but this manna!’…

 Moses heard the people of every family wailing, each at the entrance to his tent. The Lord became exceedingly angry, and Moses was troubled. 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? (Now he has really changed from take my life; I lay my life down for them. Now he is complaining- why did you give these people to 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 forefathers? Where can I get meat for all these people? They keep wailing to me, ‘Give us meat to eat!’ I cannot carry all these people myself; the burden is too heavy for me. If this is how you are going to treat me, put me to death right now - if I have found favor in your eyes – do not let me face my own ruin.” 
Now let’s pray. Heavenly Father as we end this journey for now, put it on pause, once again open our hearts and minds to what you have to say. May our spirits just yearn; yearn for a fresh word from you. We pray all these things in Christ’s name. Amen.
I find that one phrase really interesting – “the cloud came to rest in the Desert of Paran.”  If you follow them on a map, what you will discover is God had led them, since the Exodus, around the perimeter of the Sinai Peninsula. Now God did that for a reason. You get a hint of the reason in Exodus 13 where it mentions that God refuses to take them north right away by the way of the Philistines because he knew if they went north they would encounter war, and they weren’t ready to face that kind of trial. God had to nurture them; God had to grow them in their faith before they could face that kind of trial. So God led them on the easier path around the perimeter of the Sinai. There was a lot more water, a lot more food. It was cooler; you got the breeze. It would stretch them -they were in the desert for a purpose. The purpose of their desert wandering was for them to grow - to grow in their faith - and to learn to trust God. 
What you discover in the reading of this story is that God stretches them but God doesn’t put them in a situation that will cause them to break. God knows who he is dealing with. God knows what they are able to handle and what they are not able to handle, so God protects them. God protects them from something that already exists. The Desert of Paran has always been there, God just never allowed them to experience it because they weren’t ready to handle it. 
Now you come to chapter 11. They have been with the Lord for a year and a half  learning on a daily basis, and God decides that it is time. It is time for a deeper, closer walk with him, so what he does is have them head north toward the Promised Land - God leads them into the Desert of Paran. What you need to know about the Desert of Paran is that it is the heart of the Sinai Peninsula. If you have seen it on a map they are going straight through the heart of the desert. It is the hottest, most barren and largest desert in the entire peninsula. I was out there one time when I was in Israel. It is just a wasteland. For as far as you can see it looks like the Gobi desert. It is just an incredible sight. And God leads them into this more intense, more challenging move because he knows that if he takes them to the Promised Land as they are they will bring all the dysfunction with them. This Promised Land, which is not paradise but will be a great improvement in their world, is going to be ruined and spoiled because they are taking the dysfunction that they learned in Egypt with them to the Promised Land. God is not going to allow them to do that. He takes them into a more tense, heated relationship with him in order to burn some of this stuff off, so that when they get to the Promised Land they will experience a promise type of life – a life that he desires for them. 
What I find interesting is that God does the same thing with us. Initially, in the early stages of our faith, God protects us; he coddles us. It feels that God is so close we can just taste him. Everything is new. Everything is fresh. We are just soaking it all in. Everything is just fantastic, easy and smooth 

And then what you discover as you mature in your faith is that God will lead you or allow you to experience things that have always been there. Things in your life- attitudes, behaviors, patterns of thought, all kinds of things that have always been there but you never realized it. All of a sudden it begins to rise to the surface. God begins to deal with you, and the Christian faith begins to, in your experience, lose a little bit of its luster. It is not as exciting. 
Why does God do that? Is it because he is cruel to us? No! He is doing it because he wants us to grow. He wants to have a deeper relationship with us. He wants us to experience more of himself than we have ever experienced before. He wants us to grow up. He wants us to mature in life and in our faith.
 It reminds me of this passage in Hebrews where the Hebrew writer says the same thing about what God is trying to do in his people. “We have much to say about this. But it is hard to explain because you are slow to learn. In fact though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you. Therefore, let us leave the elementary teachings about Christ and go on to maturity.”

“Let us leave the elementary teaching about Christ and move on to maturity.” That is what God was doing with Israel in the desert and that is exactly what God will do with us. I love the imagery of elementary things. I think of elementary school. Early in our Christian life we are in elementary school and things are a lot easier. But you can’t stay in elementary school forever, can you? What do you think about a 30-year-old still in elementary school? There is something wrong there. The parents aren’t all that loving- they need to move him on. The same thing is true in our lives as well. God will graduate us. God will push us to middle school; God will push us to high school; God will push us into adulthood until we mature in our faith and  able to stand on our own.  God doesn’t want us to remain  slaves to the things of this world or  slaves to ourselves, God wants to produce free men, free women - free in him- and that is a wonderful experience. 
When you became a Christian, God put something in you. God gave you a gift -the gift of the Holy Spirit. He is in your soul, in your spirit. Then, through the Holy Spirit, God communicates to you that you know him, that you are on his side, but God is not content to stay there. He doesn’t want to simply remain in your soul; he wants more for you. What you discover is that the Holy Spirit will begin to start invading and pushing his way out of your soul and spirit, so your heart begins to beat with the emotions, the feelings and the passion that beat in the heart of God. He moves up to your mind and you start unthinking the things that you have been told, and begin to think with the mind of Christ. God begins to push into your emotions so they are not controlling you. God pushes into your hands, your feet. He pushes into your eyes so he controls what you begin to look at; he pushes into your feet so you walk his path; he pushes into your hands until you are able to do the things he wants you to do. He works all this and continues that work until people begin to see God eking out of your life, so people can look at you and say they see God in you. 
Are you allowing God to push out of your soul and to claim your entire being? He is either Lord of all or he is not Lord at all. So if you are going to have a deeper relationship with God, God is going to take you there whether you like it or not. Whether you go there or not depends on your willingness to allow him to push out and take over every nook & cranny of your life. 
The second thing you will experience if you want to have a deeper walk with God is you have to keep it real. You’ve got to keep it real. Now I believe this group knows American Idol. Is there anyone here who has never seen American Idol? I will tell you what “keep it real” means. Early on in the competition, except for Simon, everyone is kind of nice. They are gentle, just trying to be encouraging. As  contestants move on in the competition, if they are really going to reach the level of recording artist, it is important for the judges to just be honest. And later in the competition they will  just be very brutality honest about whether someone has the makings of a professional artist who is worthy to be recorded or not. That is what they mean by “keep it real.” They are telling you the truth as it really is, being brutality honest and authentic. 
Now in the passage you get this comment. It starts off with the mention of a “rabble.” When I think of a rabble I think of Cecil B. De Mille’s version of The Ten Commandments. I just love the water scene -the parting of the Red Sea. I remember the one who personified the rabble. The actor was Edward G. Robinson when he played the part of Dothan. Every time there was some form of trial , when it seemed God was not showing up, it was always Dothan who took the part of the rabble, saying, “Moses, where is your God?” Who are the rabble in the story? Well, they are the people who tagged along for the ride for their own reasons. They did not believe in the journey. They did not believe in Moses’ leadership in the journey, nor did they believe in the God who called them out on this journey. They are simply on this road trip with Israel for their own purposes, their own agenda, and their own ideas.
 I’ve discovered, after almost twenty years of ministry, that it’s very common in churches. I’d like to assume that a person in church  believes in Jesus Christ and  wants to follow him with all their heart and soul, but I find that isn’t always true. I find people who go to church or follow after God for a lot of other reasons, not necessarily because they have a deep and abiding desire to follow him and allow his word to penetrate every part of their heart and all their soul. 
Susan Goodenough (Director of Student Ministries) was at a college ministry bible study and they were looking at a passage of Jesus’ teaching on divorce. All these kids have a claim of authentic Christian faith, but the immediate response to the passage of Jesus teaching on divorce was well that is a bunch of bunk. Susan told me she nearly fell out of her chair; she had never heard that. There is an assumption that if you are following this Jesus Christ that your response to him isn’t, “Well, that is a bunch of bunk,” but the response is “What can I learn from this passage and how does it challenge and mold my life, my behavior?

 I knew this person in my other church.  I couldn’t understand why was she always on me about something. There was nothing I could do that was right in her eyes. I finally just got frustrated with her and I said, “Why do you come to church to begin with?” Her answer was, “I come to church to relax.” Now, you can relax in church, but that should not be your primary goal for going to church.
 I got to thinking about my own family and my own father, and how as children we went to church. I can’t remember how regularly, but I do remember the slick back look with the hair gel and I would say, “Mom this is the time of the dry look, and you are putting that grease in my hair. Please, have mercy!”  
My dad was a businessman and I eventually learned why he went to church. It wasn’t because he had any great faith. I knew my father, and at home he was tough. At home he played no part in the Christian faith. He was there because, in those days, no one trusted you unless you went to church. You weren’t considered an honest businessman. So it was important for business for him to be there.
 I think the church as a whole (not specifically this church but all churches), went through a phase where it was believed that churches ought to be run like businesses, that leadership was chosen from people who were good, outstanding (from the exterior), business people in the community that people were respected. They were invited into the leadership of the church whether or not they had a real faith, whether or not they had any spiritual depth at all. As a result many churches were run like businesses. Something I learned a long time ago is that some business practices work, but sometimes God calls us to do some things that don’t  make any sense from the business side, even though it is the right thing to do. Sometimes God challenges you to put yourself out on a limb and just to trust him. 
The rabble in this passage, and actually all through scripture, just has a difficult time trusting God. They prefer to be comfortable. They like their comfort. God will not call them to be comfortable. He challenges them in their deeper walk with him. Jesus said something that I always struggled with  when I read it,  something very challenging. In Matthew he says, “Not everyone who says to me ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven.” Well, who will then?  “Only those who do the will of my Father in heaven.” 
So who are you in the passage? Who are you? Are you real? Do you have a real, genuine, authentic faith or are you the rabble? I notice the rabble are the only ones who gave Moses a hard time when he tried to lead them in the direction that God wanted.  They didn’t have that spiritual depth, so it confused them and caused them all kinds of turmoil. Does this describe you? Do you resist God and his Word or do you relinquish your will to his. You know, all of us struggle, all of us fall, but does your heart say ‘that is a bunch of bunk’ or does your heart say ‘Lord, your will be done, your will be done’? Keep it real if you want a deeper walk with God, keep it real. 
The third thing I see in the passage is if you want a deeper walk with God, you’ve got to look for God in the present moment. This phrase is just haunting my mind -if only. The rabble will not undermine your faith with doubt, the rabble will undermine your faith by distracting your focus onto lesser things. Note what they say: if only we had cucumbers and melons, if only we could go back to Egypt, if only we could have something other than this manna. It is interesting that manna itself, the word manna, means “What is this?” While God provided food for their body he also gave them a question for their mind and for their spirit to think on so that they were spiritually fed. “What is this now, God? What are you up to?”  One commentator says thatwhen we hear if only all the time, the faith that had allowed us to see the presence of God starts to dim. 
As a pastor I have heard a lot of “if onlys” - if only I had more money… if only I had a better job…if only I were married to that special person… if only I could afford to retire early…then I would be happy. If only focuses on the past and  on the future. Sometimes we think of the past: if I only had my health back, if only I had my husband back, if only this was the 50’s. The problem with the if only statement is it’s preoccupation with the past or with the future. As a result the present begins to disappear.  If only assumes that the source of our happiness is either in the past or in the future and it implicitly defines the present by what is missing, by what I don’t have, rather than by what I do have. If only is always a judgment on the present. 
The problem is the present is all we have. And it is in the present where God lodges joy. It is only in the present that God speaks, that God acts. It is only in the present where we actually get to make memories, the memories that make life rich and joyful. 
One of the great tragedies of our time is speed - everything is moving so fast. A hundred years ago we were on horseback, now we are on jets. Today a second is too slow. We speak in terms of nanoseconds because that is how fast we are going. We rush kids through their childhood and don’t allow them to enjoy what it means to be a child, able to roam around and do the things that are just plain fun. We have parents who are sitting at playgrounds watching their two year old and fretting about whether or not they will get into college,  rather than enjoying their children and creating rich memories and moments they can look back on and celebrate.
 Just yesterday, again we were shopping. We have been on a six year plan to remodel our home. The reason we are remodeling our home is to sell it because we just simply want out of the neighborhood that we are currently in. My daughter said something to me that just struck me and she was so right. I was working on it Friday, and it took really all day, so we just didn’t have a normal Friday family time. Friday night is always family time for us. But things just didn’t work out that way. The carpet guys came a little late and so we were pushing midnight finishing up. So she said on Saturday morning, “Can’t we just not work today on the house and just have family time?” It struck me, what she was saying is, “Can we stop working and planning for the future and  use the present moment to make some memories, to have some fun?” 
A lot of us spend so much time in the present focusing on the past or focusing and working so hard for a future that we are losing the present;  the present is passing us by. We are losing the opportunity to do those things that makes life rich and memorable and deep. I am reminded when God provided manna in the desert he said the manna will stay good only for the day. You can’t keep it as a relic for the future to show your friends. It won’t stay for tomorrow. You can only eat manna now. The same thing is true in our lives. The only time to live, to experience God, to hear him, allow him to touch our lives, to live our lives so that we make memories so it is rich, is now, the present. God’s only offering is the present. Are you living your life that way in the present, not always thinking about the past, not always planning the future, but living now? Are you doing that? Don’t let the present disappear or pass you by.
 Let’s pray. Heavenly Father, I am preaching to myself because it is true even in church ministry we are always thinking of the future. We have been planning Christmas since August. We just haven’t, well I haven’t, allowed myself just to enjoy today. You said ”Today is the day of salvation. Today you can experience me, you won’t experience me tomorrow, you can’t experience me in the past, they don’t exist.” All we have is today. So today may we experience your salvation, today may we experience life, today may we spend time with you so you enrich our lives! Fill us, fill us with yourself. Wake us up to life and to you. We pray all these things in Christ’s name. Amen. 
