The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Pentecost, Year A

The Text: Numbers 11 and Acts 2
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, Amen.
The Text: “Is the Lord’s arm too short?” (Numbers 11:23)

Let’s pray:  Holy Spirit, you show us through the death and resurrection of Christ that the arm of God is not too short.  Teach us to trust this in all the situations of life.  Amen.

Time can numb the pain of the past.

Have you ever looked back on something in your life and wished you were back there EVEN if honestly it was not that good?
We can tend to look back on things with what people call ‘rose-coloured glasses’.  Not always, but often, we minimize the bad and magnify the good. 

In the Old Testament book of Numbers, we find the children of Israel doing just that.

They are in the desert on the way to the promised land. But something pretty basic is missing:  meat! And they are craving it.  
This craving leads them to a completely outrageous statement:

“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.” (Numbers 11:4–5, NIV) 

Did you pick the completely outrageous statement?

It's only a little outrageous they are not happy with the manna bread that God is giving them.  But it is completely outrageous that they suggest that in Egypt they ate at no cost.

The fish might have been caught freely in the Nile. But at what cost?

They were slaves there. The so-called free fish were at the cost of nothing less than their freedom! Their liberty. Their ability to worship the God of their ancestors Abraham, Isaac and Jacob was totally compromised. Not very free at all.
Have any of us ever skipped over the reality of the past like they did?
Returning to the account:  God becomes angry at the Israelites. It's just crazy ingratitude he is hearing.

Something really interesting happens next. 

It’s like a second string to the story – the first string (theme) being the meat issue - and the second being about their leader Moses. 
Moses, becomes troubled and essentially asks God: 

“What did I do to deserve being in the middle between your anger and these whinging people?”

Broken and despairing, he tells God three things:

· He can't get meat for all these people; 
· the people are too much of burden; 
· and most disturbingly God should do him a favour and put him to death.

Words of a broken and despairing man indeed.

We remember that God is angry at the complaints of the people.

But with Moses he kicks into action in anything but an angry way.
Just a little aside: it’s Pentecost Sunday today where we remember the Spirit coming 10 days after the ascension of Jesus.

You are about to hear the reason this text from Numbers is set for today.

God says to Moses to bring him seventy of Israel’s elders.

“… I will take some of the power of the Spirit that is on you and put it on them. They will share the burden of the people with you so that you will not have to carry it alone.” (Numbers 11:17, NIV) 

What a relief for Moses.  
Perhaps we too should think a little more about how God might be providing for our future in ways we can't yet know instead of glorifying the not-so-good past?
The other thing God promises is to provide meat for the people.

God says to Moses:

 “… the Lord will give you [people] meat, and you will eat it. You will not eat it for just one day, or two days, or five, ten or twenty days, but for a whole month—until it comes out of your nostrils and you loathe it—because you have rejected the Lord, who is among you, and have wailed before him, saying, “Why did we ever leave Egypt?” (Numbers 11:18–20, NIV) 

I don't think Moses found it funny at the time.
He immediately gets onto the logistics, noting that all the flocks and herds, and all the fish in the sea wouldn't be enough for a month’s worth.  

Hmmm.  

Moses seems to forgotten who he is dealing with here.  
It seems he is also suffering amnesia.  

God therefore simply – deftly and profoundly – asks:

“Is the Lord’s arm too short?”

“Is the Lord’s arm too short?”

That is, does God have the power to deliver what he says he will?
Or does he lack the strength?
What should we think?

“Is the Lord’s arm too short?”

Too short in our own situations?

Is that how we carry on?

From here two things happen back in the desert.
God does take the Spirit that is on Moses and puts it on the seventy elders.  
The Spirit is his demonstration and means by which he shows his arm is NEVER too short. 
To be sure, the elders even prophesy for a while to show that is the case. 

To be doubly sure, two elders who didn't get to the place this was happening also receive the spirit in the extremities of the camp. 

It’s a beautiful example of God being able to multiply his gifts.

Bottom Line: The Lord’s arm is not too short!

The other thing that happens is that a big wind springs up.

Remember that big wind because it’s going to come up later.

But back here in the desert the wind brings the quail.

Millions of them. 

All around the camp no higher than a meter above the ground.

Well… the Israelites had been dreaming of meat! 
Meat between the teeth and filling the belly.

No meat for ages.

Whinge and God delivers!
The people go into a frenzy.
A serious frenzy.

Each household collects a huge amount of quail. More than they need.
It’s all free too!

Just like in Egypt!

Except, actually, it's not.
In Egypt the cost was slavery.

Here it’s also slavery.  

Slavery not to Pharaoh though.

But to self, desires, greed and envy. 

When we read the account, we remember how God gets angry when he sees this self-destructive greed take over (we can only wonder what he thought of the toilet paper scramble during Covid?)

Back to the quail…  we are told:
“But while the meat was still between their teeth and before it could be consumed, the anger of the Lord burned against the people, and he struck them with a severe plague.” (Numbers 11:33, NIV) 

It does seem a bit like God has given with one hand and taken with the other.

But just as the fish of Egypt came at a cost – the bitterness of slavery – perhaps what is happening here is that God is using the plague to remind them that the meat they longed for from their time in Egypt is indeed costly. 
He is taking them back to that place to remind them just how free it wasn’t!

It was awful – just like the plague they are now experiencing.
Moreover, it’s not just a reminder of the cost of the meat in Egypt.
It's also a reminder of the cost of their present sin.
Now what does this have to do with the first Pentecost day, 1400 years later in Jerusalem?
One way to think about that Pentecost day was that a huge group of 3000 people had their needs met. Their deepest needs of the quest for long-lasting deep life with God. 

A loud wind was heard.
God was active.

Just like with the quail.

And his spirit descended.

Just like on the elders. 

The big difference though is that by now God had acted decisively to deal with everything that kept these people from knowing him. 

Only 52 days earlier Jesus had died on a cross outside this same city. He had carried their sin and his blood paid their redemption price.
Only 50 days earlier he had risen – having overcome all the powers of darkness for us.

Everyone knows about these two acts but doesn't know what their purpose is or what to do about it.  
And when they ask, Peter tells them:
“Repent and be baptized.  Everyone of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.  And you will receive the gift of the Holy Sprit.

The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call”. (Acts 2:38-39).

Christ had not been there in the desert 1400 years earlier with the people craving meat. Now he is there – right there with them.

His death means that the people there that on first Christian Pentecost didn't get to stew in their sins any longer.

They no longer had to face the consequences of taking their envy, desire and disobedience by the teeth and starting to chew on it.

Jesus had done it for them on his cross 52 days earlier!

And now, by that same Spirit that went into the seventy, the spirit shook the place with the baptism of the 3000. Children and all, as it says.

The good news of Pentecost that we continually live in is this: 
We are already free in the blood of Christ!
We are free to have exactly the future the Spirit has given us.

We are free to live in the promise of 1 Thessalonians 5:16:
“Rejoice always, pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. Do not quench the Spirit.” (1 Thessalonians 5:16–19, NIV) 

We are free to trust that God certainly has a future for us that is way better than the one that comes out of us coveting the past and wishing for what we don't have.
Is the arm of God too short?

Let’s not quench the Spirit.

Our freedom comes from the sure act of Christ dying for us and rising, and the Spirit bringing us all those benefits.

Is the arm of the God too short? No. He has reached out into our sinful lives with grace – has had mercy on us, forgives our sin, feeds us with the bread of life so that can truly live; now and eternally. 
Let’s pray:  And may the peace of God which surpasses all understanding keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.
