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There are many stories in the Bible I wish I could have experienced firsthand. I would love to meet Abraham 
and Esther, Ruth and Rahab.  I particular would love to be with Shiphrah and Puah, the feisty midwives found 
in Exodus 2 as I love their courage that is not limited to the binary framework of “either/or” (which is often a 
learned part of our day-to-day living, we’re either for something or against it). Rather Shiphrah and Puah’s 
courage is anchored in their utter belief and embodiment of God, and because they truly believe in a God who 
wants to bring forth life and loves all creation, they do not heed the Pharaoh’s law to limit the growth of the 
Hebrew people by killing all Hebrew baby boys, rather they cleverly explain their revolutionary actions away to 
the Pharaoh, setting the stage for Moses to live and play his part in determining the fate of God’s people.   
 
Though the exodus story… Moses and the Israelite’s story of wilderness wandering is not one I would chose for 
myself or others… yet here we are.  We have wandered in the wilderness since mid-March.  We have seen 
God’s abundance and provisions in our midst, and yet, like the Israelites, there has been grumbling… lots of 
grumbling.   While some complain about confusion, others feel their rights are being infringed.  Still others turn 
a blind eye to the law; refusing to wear masks, keep social distances, attend or host large gatherings without any 
safety plan in place, contact tracing lists completed, sanitization or hygiene addressed… 
 
Thankfully (and ultimately) the exodus story is a story of God’s grace and mercy; with Moses being the first 
recipient when his life is spared through the ingenuity and wisdom of strong women!  When life in Egypt 
enslaves God’s people, it is God who is present and works through Moses to lead them through the Red Sea… 
to freedom.  Each time the people grumble… God provides.   Praise for provisions quickly turn to accusations 
against Moses and threats to derail his leadership.      

The timing of Exodus 17 is not completely clear. It is probably not long after “the manna and quail” miracle. 
Given their short memories, it could have been as soon as a few days later, but we do not know for sure. Again 
they are thirsty. Again they grumble to Moses, this time so severely that Moses believes he might be stoned. 
And God… as God so graciously does, again, hears their grumbling and provides water; this time using Moses 
to strike a rock with his staff.  Moses names the place Massah and Meribah because the Israelites quarrel and 
test God as to whether the Lord is with them or not. 
 
It is, after all, human nature to feel the need to whine and complain. Basic physical and emotional needs drive 
us to this response; grumbling till our needs are met. It would have been frightening to be in the desert… 
uncertain of one’s future.  It would be hard to watch one’s children confused and questioning, with little ability 
to quell their fears… or offer hope, due to the uncertain and uncharted territory that was their reality.   
 
Yet if there is one lesson the Israelites soon learn, is that their propensity… and ours… to whine does not 
eliminate or overtake God’s propensity to provide. God doesn’t need our grumbling to provide for our needs.  
God provides again and again… Holy abundance and yet God asks for nothing in return.  God’s greatest and 
deepest desire is simply to have our love… our trust… our commitment to be obedient to God’s ways of justice, 
peace, hope, love, reconciliation for and with all creation.     
 
Sadly, we know the Israelites are not alone in their grumbling.  God provides… God’s people grumble.  God 
comes inhuman flesh… in Jesus… and the people are still not satisfied.  The fledgling churches… in Asia 
Minor… Ephesus, Corinth, Thessalonica, Galatia, Philippi also experience the same discontent… 
dissatisfaction… disunity as they seek to obey the Roman laws and ways of order to show their allegiance and 
willingness to assimilate into very systems that elevate some, and oppress others; that call individuals to elevate 
self and seek status as individuals, rather than seeking ways to live that bless and benefit the wider community. 
 
Paul writes each church, offering encouragement, reminding them of their mission, the call to love God and 
center one’s life on Jesus… the call to serve others and the joy that comes when we care for others like Jesus.  



To the church in Philippi, Paul says, "Be united to one another in the same way that Christ has united with you" 
knowing that in order to have a unified group it's important to be united in love, to work toward agreement, and 
to avoid one-ups-man-ship. Yet Paul says more than this. Paul implores them to "adopt the attitude that Christ 
Jesus has toward us"… the attitude of serving others, advocating for others, loving others through your 
actions… the attitude of seeking justice for others, elevating others, blessing others by sharing with others… the 
attitude of teaching others, listening to others, learning from others… the attitude of love, honour, respecting 
others… even as we disagree. 
 
Studies of church growth show that churches in conflict, churches suffering divisions, don't grow. "People do 
not affiliate with a conflicted organization," observes one church consultant. Division, conflict, fighting factions 
are often a symptom of exhausted or over-extended leaders, a lack of congregational focus or mission, the 
grumblings and discontent of folks who want everything to be spoon-fed to them… handed to them… provided 
for them, like the Israelites.  And when God provides, they still grumble.    
 
Which church will you be in the coming days and years?  How will you live faithfully as you follow Jesus?  
Will you embrace and embody the opportunities for joy as you live and serve and bless in the way of Jesus?  
Will you seek to learn and grow, individually and corporately studying and praying God’s Word?  Will you 
fully engage in the new ministry that is being offered, share your gifts and talents generously, encourage 
creativity, let go of elements of community living that no longer bring forth life… only exhaustion?  Will you 
seek out ways to build up the body of Christ, through welcome, hospitality, advocacy, justice, reconciliation, 
outreach… which can all take place outside the building… in safe ways… in these COVID days?  Or will you 
grumble… badger… bully… and believe church should be the way it has always been… that we sing the hymns 
you alone enjoy… that ideas expressed and messages preached represent your thoughts… that all teachings will 
maintain the status quo, rather than challenge and stretch?  We know what Jesus did… what he would do… 

There is plenty we do not know about Jesus, yet we do know he has a wonderful way of bringing people 
together!  He calls 12 disciples from diverse backgrounds to walk with him.  He gets into trouble for uniting 
despairing sinners and presumptuous saints.  He saves by assembling us… teaching us to call folks the world 
regards as strangers and enemies our sisters and brothers.  The One who commands us to “Love one another” by 
blessing those who persecute us… praying for those who hate us… is surely prejudiced toward unity… 
community… communion…     

In a world that often tells us “Unity" can be a matter of "Shut up and go along with the majority." Perhaps this is 
why Paul doesn't say to First Church of Philippi, "Get your act together. If you're not unified, nobody will join 
your congregation." Or "Be united or you'll never meet your budget!"  Rather he reminds them that Christian 
unity is achieved not by like-mindedness, holding similar political opinions, liking the same hymns and 
liturgies, etc…. rather because we are joined together by one Lord, one faith, one baptism. 

Paul ministers to the divisions and factions… the dis-unity in the church, not by naming or tackling the 
disagreements directly. He doesn't try to position himself on one side or the other, mounting arguments for and 
arguments against. Paul doesn't even attempt to find some elusive middle-ground or moderating position.  
Rather, Paul quotes from what we believe to be a popular early Christian hymn. It's our scripture for today. 
“Though he was in the form of God, he did not consider being equal with God something to exploit. 
But he emptied himself by taking the form of a slave...he humbled himself even to the point of death on a cross. 
 
Through this hymn, Paul encourages the church to focus upon the great mission we share; to allow Jesus to 
gather us, to overcome our boundaries and divisions and to be one in Jesus Christ. In other words, to show the 
world what Jesus can do!  “Complete my joy by thinking the same way and having the same love, being united, 
and agreeing with each other. Don't do anything for selfish purposes, but with humility think of others as better 
than yourselves. Instead of each person watching out for their own good, watch out for what is better for others. 
Adopt the attitude that was in Jesus Christ.     May it be so in and through us.  AMEN and AMEN 


