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A little old grandma and her four-year-old grandson were at the beach one day. He was happily playing in the water. She was standing on the shore not wanting to get her feet wet, when all of a sudden, a huge wave appeared from nowhere and crashed directly onto the spot where her grandson was wading. The water receded and the boy was no longer there. He had been swept away.
The grandma held her hands to the sky, screamed and cried: “Lord, how could you? Haven't I been a wonderful grandmother? Haven't I been a wonderful mother? Haven't I gone to church every week? Haven't I given to charity? Haven't I worked my fingers to the bone at every blessed church bazaar for the last forty-seven years? Haven't I taught Sunday school every week? Haven’t I tried my very best to live a life that you would be proud of?”

Before she could continue, a voice boomed from heaven, “All right already!” A moment later another huge wave appeared out of nowhere and crashed on the beach. As the water receded, the boy was standing there smiling and splashing around as if nothing had ever happened.
The voice boomed again. “I have returned your grandson. Are you satisfied?”

She responded, “He had a hat!”
Arguing with God sometimes gets a bad rap. It can seem so . . . ungrateful! The prophet Isaiah positively rebukes Israel in chapters 29 and 45 for quarreling with God.
Isaiah 29:16
You turn things upside down, as if the potter were thought to be like the clay!  Shall what is formed say to the one who formed it, “You did not make me”?  Can the pot say to the potter, “You know nothing”?

Isaiah 45:9

 “Woe to those who quarrel with their Maker, those who are nothing but potsherds among the potsherds on the ground.  Does the clay say to the potter, ‘What are you making?’  
Despite these examples, however, there are a number of clear-cut cases in the Bible where people do argue with God, and apparently suffer no ill effects. Job argued his case, and while he appeared to get nowhere, in the end he was vindicated. Jacob literally wrestled with God. (Genesis 32: 23-25) Any number of the Psalms are actually arguments with God, negotiating for justice and deliverance. (examples Psalm 22 and 143) Jonah argued with God and even went so far as to run away. He lost every argument, but God still showed him mercy. Jeremiah challenged God and brought a formal case against him, beginning by saying, “You are always righteous, LORD, when I bring a case before you. Yet I would speak with you about your justice: Why does the way of the wicked prosper? Why do all the faithless live at ease?” (Jeremiah 12:1) 
And Abraham, who we are going to look at today, provides us with a classic example of arguing with God, because in his case we have God’s response.
Abraham had a prior relationship with the wealthy cities on the plain, of which Sodom and Gomorrah were two predominant examples. His nephew Lot had settled in Sodom. So when Abraham found out that God intended to destroy Sodom for its wickedness, he promptly interceded on their behalf. This wasn’t a humble prayer, however. Abraham actually haggled with God. There’s no other way to put it. This is a case of Jewish bargaining at its best. 
Abraham began his negotiations with fifty. Why fifty? We don’t know. I guess it’s as good a place to start as any. “Will you sweep away the righteous with the wicked?” he asks God. “What if there are fifty righteous people in the city? Will you really sweep it away and not spare the place for the sake of the fifty righteous people in it? Far be it from you to do such a thing—to kill the righteous with the wicked, treating the righteous and the wicked alike. Far be it from you! Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?” 
Now think about this for a moment. Abraham is actually trying to “guilt” God. A Jewish mother couldn’t come up with something this good! You wouldn’t really do such a thing, would you God? I’m sure I heard this wrong—the God I know would never do such a thing! 
When God relents on fifty, Abraham drops the number to forty-five. He then switches to a humble tactic. “Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, though I am nothing but dust and ashes, what if the number of the righteous is five less than fifty? Will you destroy the whole city for lack of five people?” Read between the lines: I mean really God, you’re not going to be petty about this, right? 
When God gives in on forty-five, Abraham goes to forty. Once more, God relents and agrees not to destroy Sodom if forty righteous people can be found. Abraham is on a roll now so he continues, and playing the humble card again he says, “May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak. What if only thirty can be found there?” We can almost imagine God rolling God’s eyes at this point. But once more the Lord agrees to spare Sodom if thirty righteous people can be found. Abraham keeps his nerve. He continues, “Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, what if only twenty can be found there?” The Lord relents for twenty. So Abraham says, “May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak just once more. What if only ten can be found there?” And for ten, God agrees to spare Sodom. At this point Abraham stops negotiating. We’re not sure why. Maybe he thinks he’s pushed this one as far as he can. Maybe he thinks there are at least ten righteous people in Sodom. In the end there are not, and Sodom is destroyed, but it was not for lack of trying on Abraham’s part. I am pretty sure I would never want to buy a used camel from him. But Abraham didn’t get in trouble for trying to drive a hard bargain with God. He was not rebuked for arguing. 

In the New Testament we find someone else arguing with God, Peter. We know that Peter was not generally given to being shy. He even argued with Jesus at times, so it shouldn’t surprise us that he argued with God in a vision. Peter wanted to be more law biding than God. God told Peter to ignore the dietary laws, and Peter said, “Surely not, Lord! I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.” God had to repeat God’s self three times in order for Peter to finally get it. 

While it is not acceptable to be disrespectful to God, we will not be struck dead if we do argue with God. We are allowed to express ourselves honestly. God knows what we are thinking anyway. Putting up a fake façade is a bit insulting when we think about it. If we respect someone we tell them the truth. Jesus said, “You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.” (John 15:14-15) A friend is honest with a friend. But a friend is not disparaging. A friend does not try to tear his or her friend down. We can argue with God because through an act of incredible grace God has called us friends, but we ought to do so without denigrating God’s character. Abraham did. So did Job. So did Jeremiah and the psalmists. Jonah admittedly was a bit of a whiner, but we can’t all get it right.

Having said all this, God is merciful and does know when we are stretched to our limit. Just like a parent knows that a distraught child doesn’t really mean it when she yells, “I hate you!” God knows when we are just firing off in all directions because we’re in pain. When people are grieving I encourage them to yell at God if they need to. God can take it. When we are pushed to the breaking point God knows that we don’t really mean what we say. We just have to find a way to get the hurt out. But while we may need to blame God for cancer in the short term, in the long term it is important that we learn that we can turn to God for strength, healing and comfort to make it through. 

Honesty is not disrespect. Questioning is not lack of faith. Throughout history we have examples of faithful people who challenged God. Sometimes they got the answer they wanted. More often than not they were heard but God did not give an answer in the form they were looking for. Job was not told why tragic events happened to him. He was, however, vindicated as innocent, and his life was eventually restored. Jonah was plainly told that he was wrong, and that God had a right to be merciful to people Jonah hated. But all of us, whether we are right or wrong, have been created to be intelligent thinking beings. Questioning, doubting, challenging and learning to live with uncertainty are part of what it means to be human. We who want predictability and guarantees will not always get what we want, but what we will get is a God who will take the time to hear us out and who no matter what happens, will help us through. Amen.
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