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MOSES & LEADERSHIP – Handling Conflict 

Exodus 15:22-17:7 

 

Sermon for Peace Church 

February 22, 2009 

 

PURPOSE – To call leaders to rise above the culture of complaint that can pervade a group. 

 

MAIN IDEA – Dealing with complaints is part of the life of a leader – so we must avoid its 

contagiousness by remaining true to the vision, stepping outside of personal issues, and 

listening to God for direction. 

 

 I.     INTRODUCTION 

 

Let’s open our Bibles to Exodus 15:22 … as we continue our series on Moses & Leadership. 

 

1.  Where we left Moses last week was first at the shore of the Red Sea – in a time of CRISIS – 

his people anxious & fear-filled because of Pharaoh’s pursuit. 

 They were trapped – yet Moses rose above the anxiety of the group 

“The Lord will fight for you; you need only to be still.” 

 

 = a great line!  Moses shows the POISE of a leader.  Not getting caught up in the anxiety 

of the moment, but waiting upon God for His leading – which brings their amazing deliverance: 

- The pillar of cloud (the glory of God) comes between the Israelites & Pharaoh’s army 

- The staff is held over the waters – and they are split 

- God’s people miraculously walk through on DRY GROUND 

- After which, Pharaoh & his armies pursue – only to be trapped themselves, and 

drown when the waters collapse around them. 

 

2.  This is an AMAZING DELIVERANCE 

 14:31 – When the Israelites saw the great power the Lord displayed against the 

Egyptians, the people feared the Lord and put their trust in him and in Moses his servant. 

 

(i)  More than that, chapter 15, Moses & Miriam led them in praising God. 
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 Ch. 15:20 – Then Miriam the prophetess, Aaron’s sister, took a tambourine in her hand, 

and all the women followed her, with tambourines and dancing.  Miriam sang to them: 

 “Sing to the Lord, for he is highly exalted. 

 The horse & its rider he has hurled into the sea.” 

 

3.  And with a such a GREAT DELIVERANCE to rejoice in – from death to life – you’d think that 

God’s people would be FOREVER GRATEFUL … forever praiseful … life has been transformed 

 - With such a God on my side, I have want of nothing 

  

(i)  Well, 3 days later – just 3 days later! – let’s see what happens! 

 

   Read vv. 22-24 

 

 = COMPLAINING / GRUMBLING! 

 

(ii)  Does such a Great Deliverance = Forever Gratitude in the people of God? … NOT! 

  (put a strike through that equal sign on your outline!) 

- Just 3 days later! 

 

4.  Nor is this the only time that Moses must deal with God’s complaining people!   

 

 Read 15:24 – 16:8  =  bread / meat 

  Verse 16:1 – 45 days later! 

       Read ch. 17:1-7  = water! 

 

5.  In 1993 Robert Hughes came out with a best-selling book book titled, “The Culture of 

Complaint”  - Bemoaning social conditions of that day (which haven’t improved) …  

 

(i) One of its theses was that today we live in a culture of ENTITLEMENT. 

 -People have expectations that they DESERVE good things (whether they work hard for 

them or not) 

 = > “I’m entitled to the good life of consumerism!” 

Those days of the early immigrants (hardworking life on the prairie) are not for me! 

 A.  So, when things don’t just come to them - school or work opportunities - the culture 

of complaint develops! 
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(ii)  Similarly he argued that a growing sense of VICTIMHOOD in our society has contributed to 

the culture of complaint. 

- 50 years ago people did not understand themselves so much as victims. 

I.e. – They may have been raised in less than ideal homes – but, “Hey, don’t pity me!” 

 

A.  Nowadays, people consider themselves more a product of their environment and, if mom 

was an alcoholic, I’m a victim. 

 … which is true – but how much do you live in that identity? 

 

B.  In our litigious society, victimhood is being taken to incredible extremes! 

 I.e. – Miley Cyrus was slapped with a $14 billion lawsuit for making squint-eyes – by an 

Asian-American in California.  (Enough for $4000 for every Asian-American in the State!). 

 

(iii)  The growing sense of ENTITLEMENT in our consumer society and VICTIMHOOD in our 

litigious society, among other things, has created “The Culture of Complaint”. 

 

 … And let’s not think it doesn’t impact the church! 

(As the saying goes, “When it rains in the world, it leaks in the church!) 

 

HOW DO WE, AS LEADERS, HANDLE THE COMPLAINTS THAT REGULARLY COME OUR WAY from 

the groups – classes / families / churches - we lead? 

 

 II.    THE DANGER OF COMPLAINT – Numbers 11:10-15 

 

Before we share some answers to that question and reflect on the example of Moses, I want 

to point out the DANGER OF INGRATITUDE – even to leaders – by turning to Numbers 11. 

 

1.  This was another occasion of grumbling by God’s people!  This is AFTER they leave Sinai. 

 - God was supplying them with DAILY MANNA – which was quite a versatile food – you 

could boil it / bake it – prepare it in numerous ways … but v. 4 – The rabble with them began to 

crave other food … and AGAIN the Israelites started wailing! 

 - If only we had meat to eat … remember the fish in Egypt … the cucumbers, the melons, 

leeks, onions, garlic … now we just have this manna. 

 … NOW WATCH WHAT HAPPENS TO MOSES! 

         Read vv. 10-15 
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2.  MOSES CAVES! 

 - The complaining becomes CONTAGIOUS – and it affects even the leader himself! 

 

(i)  Verse 11 – He gets angry at God – Why have you brought this trouble on me? 

 

(ii)  He struggles with failure – What have I done to displease you that you burden all of these 

people on me? 

 Am I bad? 

(iii) He questions his calling – Why do you tell me to carry them in my arms? 

 

(iv)  He’s ready to throw in the towel – The burden is too heavy for me! 

 

(v)  He despairs of life itself – If this is how you’re going to treat me (v. 15), put me to death 

right now! 

 

3.  Complaining is contagious – and if the leader in a cause is TANKED by it, the whole project 

is in jeopardy. 

 

 SO HOW DO WE KEEP OUR HEAD WHEN COMPLAINTS ARISE BEFORE US? 

 

 

III.    HANDLING COMPLAINTS   (Put answers on flipchart) 

 

1.  PRAY – lay matters out to God! 

 Numbers 11:16 – Moses cried out to the Lord … 

 Ex. 15:25 – Moses cried out to the Lord 

 

2.  DON’T LOSE THE VISION 

 - Remember what you are called to do 

 - Leadership is influencing others toward a PREFERRED FUTURE – and you cannot lose 

sight of that future – that is what you are called by God to do. 

 

(i)  Moses is called to lead God’s people out of slavery in Egypt to the Promised Land. 

 - Some of them are willing to go back to Egypt – just for food! 

= “Forget all these changes.  Let’s just go back to the way things were” 
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A.  If you’re not sure about your calling, you’ll cave. 

 - It may be that those people AREN’T MEANT to accompany the calling God has given. 

Obedience to God is the most important thing. 

 

(ii)  I was reading a business article this week on “Handling Complaints”.  It had good practical 

advice.  In one bit about people who complain and then threaten to sue, they said that you 

must respond this way: 

 YOU NEED TO DO WHAT YOU NEED TO DO.  (2X) 

 

Keeping vision about God’s call allows you to have the space to give people permission to 

make their own choices in matters. 

 

3.  DON’T TAKE IT PERSONALLY. 

 - They’re complaining to Moses, but he’s doing all he can! 

 - It’s so easy to take complaints personally! 

Ex. 16:7 – He says, Why are you grumbling against us?  Who are we (Aaron & he)?  It’s the Lord 

you’re grumbling against. 

  

That same business article states:  Here’s an important line in handling complaints – ask, 

“WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE ME TO DO?” 

- Complaints can also be DELIVERED so personally … “You’re a bad person!” 

You need to step back from things personally – and find the appropriate steps of action to 

take! 

 

4.  FRAME THE ISSUE … THEOLOGICALLY! 

 15:25 – Moses tries to get them to see the issue in another light.  GOD IS TESTING YOU! 

How will you respond? 

 Try to help people to get beyond their needs and see their life Theo-centrically!  What is 

God doing right now in your life? 

 

5.  Along those lines, TRUST & OBEY! – 15:26 

 If you listen carefully to the voice of God and do what is right in his eyes, I will protect 

you. 

 Help people to listen to the calling of the Lord – in the midst of their complaint – and 

follow it! 
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6.  GRAB THAT STAFF IN YOUR HAND! 

 17:5 – The Lord said to Moses, “Walk on ahead 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. 

 

That staff (THE CROSS) is our hope in the midst of handling complaints. 

 God glories in His Son.  When you pray and trust and seek God with it in your hand, God 

is committed to the glory of His Son.  It is our power to address the needs of people! 

 

7.  FIND APPROPRIATE SUPPORT 

 In Numbers 11, when Moses is feeling so down & out about things, God says:  Bring me 

70 of Israel’s elders who are known to you as leaders & officials among the people.  Have them 

come to the Tent of Meeting, that they may stand there with you.  I will come down and speak 

with you there, and I will take of the Spirit that is on you and put the Spirit on them.  They will 

help you carry the burden of the people so that you will not have to carry it alone. 

 

- Find another teacher, another leader, another elder /deacon / pastor, who can help 

shoulder with you the burden of leadership, especially when complaints come! 

= just someone who will listen, affirm, counsel, guide 

= someone you can trust, who has leadership experience and ability 

= someone who can relate 

 

 

 IV.    CONCLUSION 

 

Handling complaints is not easy for any leader. 

 And because grumbling is so contagious, let me conclude by calling you to the 

ANTIDOTE of complaining:  THANKS-GIVING! 

 

1.  As leaders, we have to PRACTICE GRATITUDE. 

 For some of us, this may be fairly easy; others less so.  But like any spiritual discipline, 

gratitude takes practice. 

 

Can you take 5 minutes every day finding things to be thankful for? 

Can you begin your prayers with thanksgiving – before you turn to petitions!? 

Can you conclude a day by lying in your bed and thinking of 3 things to be grateful for! 
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(i)  As we become grateful people, it will help us not get sucked into the culture of complaint 

that can surround us – even in our own circles of family, school, work and church! 

 

2.  PRACTICE GRATITUDE – even in the tough times 

 Habakkuk 3:17 – Even though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the 

vine… Yet will I rejoice in the Lord.  I will be joyful in God my Savior. 

 The Sovereign Lord is my strength; He makes my feet like the feet of a deer. 

 He enables me to go on the heights! 

 

Handling complaints takes prayer, wisdom, personal strength … and the practice of gratitude. 

 

AMEN! 


