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The purpose of this paper is to examine the six (6) instances where the people of Israel complain to God in the book of Numbers in order to ascertain the best way to deal with people who grumble. Complaining is common in church today, and this paper will help identify a biblical response to complaint. I will use literary analysis to discover the message the text gives and analyze that message. 

This paper will be written with the presupposition that the events in the book of Numbers actually happened. The assumption is also being made that what can be learned from these passages can be applied to the modern Christian’s life. This paper will only be written about the verses surrounding the six instances of global complaint in Numbers (11:1-3; 11:4-15; 14:1-38; 16:41-50; 20:3-9; 21:4-9). It will not address the individual complaints of Miriam, Korah (and his friends), or the spies who returned from Canaan. 

After an introduction, the paper will first analyze the six instances of global complaint in the book of Numbers. After those six analyses, an appropriate response to complaining will be given. The conclusion and bibliography will follow. 
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INTRODUCTION
People complain. This simple rule has been around since the beginning of time. Our society and cultures of the past have proven this to be a constant throughout time. Discontentment leads to expression we can call complaining, or grumbling, or weeping, or quarreling. The six instances of complaint in the book of Numbers provide a framework for analyzing the causes and effects of complaining. The myriad complaints coming from a general populace ideally define our modern culture. 
Why do people, especially those who claim to believe in a sovereign God, complain? What are the effects of this grumbling? This paper will analyze complaining in Numbers and determine the causes and effects of these grievances. 
Modern pastors and teachers must routinely deal with grumbling sheep and students. Is there a biblical example of how this routine should play out? This paper will analyze the methods used in Numbers to design an appropriate system for handling complainers. There will also be valuable personal insight, recognizing that everyone complains.  The methods that God and Moses use to deal with complainers will prove effective.
LITERARY ANALYSIS OF COMPLAINING IN NUMBERS
The people of Israel were catapulted into the wilderness for a journey they could never have imagined. The beginning of the book of Numbers shows the Israelites still at the foot of Sinai: a relatively safe place where they had settled down. In chapter ten, however, the cloud that had been resting over the tabernacle prompts the Israelites to leave the security. It is no mistake that this departure prompts their insufferable complaining while they wander through the wilderness. It did not take long for this discontentment to settle in; after only three days, “the people faltered; the holy people became sullied with contempt for the Lord.”
 It is worthwhile to observe the irony in Moses’ speech at the time of the departure, “…the Lord has promised good to Israel.”
 When the Israelites were faced with real problems, they complained instead of praising God and learning about Him.
 The purpose of these recorded complaints would not have been missed to future Israelite generations, and they provide insight for modern readers, as well. Boadt asserts that looking back on history resulted in the exilic tribe to see their loss of freedom as “richly deserved.”

Numbers 11:1-3

The first complaint in the book of Numbers is somewhat vague; the people complained “about their misfortunes.”
 Alter notes that this vagueness may provide the “general paradigm for all the incidents that follow: unreasonable complaint triggering God’s consuming wrath, a plea for Moses’ intercession, an end to the devastation.”
 Mann agrees.
 

The word “complained” in the text is considered rare and Budd considers the Akkadian unninu (“to sigh”) to be the most relevant word of the cognate languages.
 This seems to indicate, along with the phrase “in the hearing of the Lord,” a passive, yet visible grumbling. There is a clear contrast with the outcries they give to Moses in the following verse. The latter is a formal grievance normally brought before an authority.
 

God provides a powerful catalyst to the problem of grumbling by sending fire among the outskirts of their camp. The Lord’s presence is symbolized by a cloud of fire hovering above the encampment at night,
 yet he uses fire to reprimand the grumblers.
 We can expect this to be a literal fire, not symbolic, due to the naming of the place Taberah, which means “the burning place.”
 This also gives credence to the concept of God being everywhere; the fire did not emanate from the tabernacle at the center of the camp, but on the outskirts. Douglas characterizes the Israelites as an enclave and points out that “the characteristic preoccupation of an enclave is leakage of members.”
 God effectively seals off the option of escaping from the camp by sending fire to the distant boundary. 

Moses’ intercessory prayer has immediate results as the fire dies down, or sinks down.
 This is the remedy for grumbling throughout the book: “effective intercession of the mediator God has appointed.”
 Moses had many roles, but his role of prophet is exemplified here; he had the duty and the ability to approach God. Milgrom calls Moses the “archetype of the prophetic intercessor.”
 According to Budd, “Moses is the one who stands between Israel and destruction.”

Numbers 11:4-35

Immediately following the first complaint, the people of Israel are incited to complain again. The primary offenders are called “rabble.”
 Some think them to be the multitude of mixed foreigners who joined Israel in leaving Egypt, but had not been assimilated.
 The complaint this time deals with the boredom the people had with manna. It should not be seen as a complaint against hunger, as there was plenty of food provided for them. They were simply discontent with the variety of their meals. The literal translation is that they “craved a craving.”
 The people fondly remembered the delicacies they ate in Egypt: fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic. They specifically point out that the Egyptian food cost nothing; ironic considering the manna cost nothing, either. Alter calls this a “striking instance of selective memory.”
 Slaves in Egypt would have been fed for free by their masters, but the harsh labor was certainly a high price to pay for a free meal.

The manna had lost its appeal to the people as they claim that their “strength is dried up”
 or more literally, their throats were dry,
 or their gullets were shriveled.
 The biblical author clearly disagrees with the people by giving a positive description of the manna: appearance of bdellium and tasted of rich cream
 or the creaminess of oil.
 The dry throats contradict the creaminess of the manna. It should also be noted that there should have been no food at all in the desert; only by God’s mercy was there anything to eat at all.
 

The paradigm changes a little when Moses responds to God: his intercessory prayer is modified to be a complaint itself, albeit respectful. His complaint to God is centered on his leadership, and the difficulty of that task. He rhetorically asks if he conceived these people; if he is to carry these people. Riggans points out that it is, of course, God who conceived the people and it is God who carries them.
 The mercy that God ultimately shows is not instigated by the prophet’s intercessory prayer; there is no indication of the severity of the punishment or the grandness of the mercy. 

The punishment that God brings is a miraculous over-abundance of a natural occurrence. Quail naturally fly across the Sinai from the sea, and the tired birds are easy to trap.
 In a sarcastic manner, or as in Gaebelein, a tragicomic act,
 God provides more quail than the people can eat. Scripture indicates that a very great plague was brought upon the people while the meat was yet between their teeth.
 The meaning of the chewing of the meat is unknown. Some agree the plague happened before any meat could be swallowed.
 Others see the plague occurring after a month-long feast of quail; perhaps food-poisoning or physiological imbalances.
 A third possibility is that the aforementioned rabble was struck down immediately, while the remainder of the populace ate quail for a month until it became loathsome.
 The lack of faith of the people is revealed by the sensual desire of the people and their “sophisticated hankering after Egypt.”

Numbers 14:1-38

Immediately following the spies’ report of the Promised Land, the people raise up another complaint. This time, their desire is not only for the food of Egypt, but for the lifestyle, as well. Budd observes that the theme of returning to Egypt is a typical Old Testament symbol of alienation from God.
 The grumbling begins against Moses and Aaron, but ultimately the aimed their anger at God directly.
 This grievance shows a “fundamental misunderstanding” of God’s character.
 

Moses begins the intercessory process by falling to his face. This act may have taken place in the Tent of Meeting as an act of propitiation on the people’s behalf.
 The act may simply have been a symbol of submission before the people.
 What follows is an interesting glimpse of the future leadership of Israel: Joshua and Caleb plea with the people to cease their rebellion. God then seemingly instigates Moses to intercede by threatening to wipe the people out and start over with Moses as the patriarch. Milgrom notes that “God is actually cuing Moses in his role as intercessor.”
 This can be best seen as a test that Moses passes with flying colors.
 The contrast to chapter eleven when Moses was distressed over these people is tested by the possibility of their complete destruction – a tempting alternative. Moses was deeply committed to Israel. 

Moses intercedes for the people by logically pointing out to God that the Exodus will be shown as a failure and God’s reputation will be tarnished. He ends his plea with “Please pardon the iniquity of this people…”
 The word “pardon” here does not indicate an absolution of sin, but rather a delay in anger.
 Moses knew God as both a “consuming fire” and as a “warm embrace.”


Judgment is immediately handed down from God: the current generations will not see Canaan and they will wander in the desert for forty years. God’s mercy is shown by the aversion of genocide. The people lost their opportunity and had to turn around: back to the desert sands.
 This path may have also served to nullify the victory they secured at the Sea of Reeds earlier.
 The people’s wish to die in the desert will prove to be their ultimate fate.
 The small children that the grumblers noted in verse three will be the ultimate possessors of the Promised Land.
 The ten spies are wiped out by a plague, which could have been the initial punishment for the nation.

Numbers 16:41-50 (17:6-15 in Hebrew)

Following the rebellion of Korah and friends, the people grumble again. They once again complain directly to Moses and Aaron, but this complaint offends God – it defrauds the leadership He has chosen for His people. Instantly, the glory of the Lord appears in the cloud over the Tent of Meeting. Milgrom asserts the cloud filled with fire to indicate an audience with Moses.
 

God’s message to Moses and Aaron is for them to get out of the way, while He consumes the people in an instant.
 The typical intercession apparently follows: Moses and Aaron fall on their faces. While Gane sees no time for even a short intercession,
 Milgrom sees a short time of prayer taking place.
 Moses and Aaron did not “get away” as they were commanded, but instantly thought of the salvation of their people. Either God answered the prayer in a way that was not recorded,
 or Moses perceived that another action must occur:
 he ordered Aaron to burn incense amid the people. The plague had begun. 

God claimed, and certainly could have fulfilled, to consume the people in an instant. The actions of Aaron, however, point to a linear destruction of the people; one that made its way through the population. Any delays in Aaron’s procedure would have apparently resulted in more deaths. Aaron breaks the priestly law of contact with the dead
 by inserting himself between the living and the dead. He does so to save the living.
 Riggans points out a messianic connotation: “Jesus came to us supremely as the High Priest who stands between us and death.”

Numbers 20:3-9

In what is becoming a tiresome repetition, the people complain to Moses about the thirst they are enduring. Their complaints are similar: “Egypt was better than this evil place; we wish were dead; why did you (Moses) do this to us?” The wish for death with their brothers probably refers to the recent wave of destruction which included incineration, plague, and being swallowed by the earth. These were all instantaneous deaths compared to the slow death by thirst.
 The foods they yearn for (pomegranates, figs, grapes) are precisely what were brought back from the spy mission in Canaan.


Moses follows his now normal jaunt to the Tent of Meeting and engaged in intercessory prayer. His expectation of God was probably as before, a display of anger and judgment at the rebellion of the people. “There was no judgment. There was no anger. There was just a gentle word…”
 Could it be that Moses’ future disobedience is related to this gentleness?

The response of God to the grumbling is a solution to their immediate need: fresh water. The only punishment that occurs in this event is the promise to Moses and Aaron that they will not enter Canaan. While tradition indicates Moses’ disobedience by angrily striking the rock twice instead of speaking to it as the reason for this punishment, it is most probable that the reason is related to Moses’ self-centeredness in front of the congregation.
 Even though Moses was provoked by the people, his sin cannot be acceptable.

Numbers 21:4-9

This chapter begins the story of the next generation who, unfortunately, are grumblers like their parents were. Their complaint is now directly pointed to both Moses and God. The people complain about the lack of food and water. Gaebelein sees their complaint as directed against the manna; their most offensive complaint ever.
 Were they expecting quail – and willing to suffer the consequences?
Riggans quotes Jewish tradition when he says that this is the worst complaint and the resulting curse was the most terrible.
 And the curse is immediate. There is no time for intercession. God releases “fiery serpents”
 upon the people, many of whom died. While serpents are common desert creatures, this miraculous onslaught was a divine attacking force.
 The serpents do not simply show the creativity of God when punishing the Israelites, nor was their use simply out of convenience. Snakes had a profound post-Egyptian meaning to the people: that of power and sovereignty, as the cobra on Pharaoh’s crown.
 Gane references Matthew 7:9-10 when he says, “Perhaps some snakes will help them appreciate [God’s] bread!”

The intercession is prompted by the people and gives of true repentance. They ask Moses to pray for them and have God remove the serpents. But God did not simply remove the serpents; God shows Himself as a Healer.
 Moses, in obedience to God, erects a standard with a snake atop. When the afflicted look at it they are healed. The serpent on the pole is not a magical cure, but a symbol of faith.
 The surprising aspects of erecting a graven image of an animal are not recorded. Levine argues that while this does not conflict with biblical monotheism, it is related to other Near Eastern magical phenomenologies; specifically, sympathetic magic.
 Gaebelein posits the paradoxical relationship between being reviled at a heavenly gift (manna) and accepting a reviling deliverance (snakes).
 Once again, God shows Himself merciful to the rebels. 
HOW TO DEAL WITH COMPLAINING
Grumbling is a dangerous way of life, as is obvious from reading the book of Numbers. The effects reach far beyond the individual and clearly disturb God. Duguid asserts that grumbling is a sin.
 If that is the case, it should be avoided as any sin should be avoided. Sins that deal with attitudes or emotions are ethereal and difficult to categorize. But, as Gaebelein points out, “the people of God in all ages seem to display similar traits of irreligion and apostasy.”
 There is much to learn from the book of Numbers that is relevant for today. It is not enough to deal only with personal complaining. Once personally mastered, or even before mastery is complete, the process of managing others who complain should be implemented. Understanding the structure of complaining can be useful in architecting the solution. Grumbling has the following attributes: (1) contagious, (2) addictive, and (3) selfishly motivated. The impacts of complaining are: (1) damaged relationships, (2) distorted views of God, and (3) self-destruction. Managing complainers should include: (1) faith, (2) intercession, and (3) contentment. 
Attributes

It is clear from the Numbers narratives that complaining is a contagion. It is difficult to imagine such a large group of people spontaneously complaining together. In Numbers 11:4, we see the rabble of foreigners responsible for inciting the complaints among the masses. Ministry leaders must pay special attention to this: it is all too easy to observe the masses grumbling and then to find one’s self grumbling about the grumblers. Moses proved this in Numbers 11:11-15; the complaints of the people resulted in his complaints to God.
Complaining also has addictive properties that can transform it into a chronic illness. The people of Israel seemingly never stopped complaining. Their griping was not only constant, but it also increased in depth. The more they grumbled the more offensive the complaints became. It behooves ministers to address grumbling in an efficient and timely manner. 
Selfish people are concerned with themselves more than they are with others. This short-sighted hubris results in irrational complaints. The Israelites’ complaints were always centered on their own comfort: lack of food or water, miserable living conditions, leadership they disagreed with. Selfishness in ministry is always detrimental. 
Impacts
The results of complaining can be seen initially in the ruined personal relationships of the complainer. When negativity and selfishness abound, relationships rarely succeed. While the narratives are silent on most of the interpersonal relationships within the camp, it is clear that this sort of behavior is detrimental. Grumbling can also have negative impacts on interpersonal relationships with unbelievers. As Duguid notes, “Grumbling believers give non-Christians little reason to want to join them.”

Complainers also have a distorted view of who God is. The clear picture of God as the Provider, the Sovereign One, and the Faithful Promise-Keeper is somehow lost by the Israelites in the wilderness. In Numbers 14:3, they actually accuse God of bringing them to the desert to kill them. This lack of faith and trust in God will devalue Him causing severe relational problems. 
The ultimate result of complaining is the destruction of self.
 In Numbers the destruction was often swift and final. Those who were spared ultimate destruction were excused due to the intercession of Moses. In Numbers 21, the people confessed their sin, after the snakes terrorized them, resulting in a solution. Either way, a catalyst was necessary to avoid the self-destruction. 
Solutions
Faith in God is the ultimate solution for complaint. It is impossible to see God as being in control and complain against Him. Likewise, it is impossible to know that He will keep His promises and grumble. This faith should also include great patience and respect for God’s timing. Moses was an example of great faith; he (almost) always believed God would provide for His people. Riggans points out that even though the people grumbled against him and at times plotted against him, they knew that Moses was “the Lord’s man.”
 Ministers should likewise be examples of faith to all. 
The common theme throughout all the complaint narratives is the power of intercessory prayer. Moses was comfortable praying for others – so comfortable that he seemed to fall to his face instantly when the situation called for it. Paul exhorts ministers to intercede for all people.

Contentment is a valuable sedative to grumbling. For us to properly glorify God, we must be satisfied.
 Being content is a common command in the New Testament.
 The wandering Israelites would have benefited greatly from this lifestyle. 
CONCLUSION
The book of Numbers provides a valuable study in the area of grumbling. Complaining can be seen as an addictive problem the Israelites consistently dealt with. Their selfish dissatisfaction with God and with Moses provides a framework that is useful for modern readers. The frequency and depth of complaint occur as frequently in modern times as they did in ancient times. Ministers will greatly benefit from a specific knowledge of how to address complainers in their ministries. Seeing God as the Faithful Provider and being content are the beginnings for conquering this debilitating disease. 
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