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Pentecost 18, 2009
Preached:  October 4, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Numbers 12:1-15
“Listen to Me!”
1. We all demand attention.
2. We think we have ideas worth listening to.
3. But only God’s Word has a power that finally all must listen to.
Have you ever been around a little child who has just learned to talk well and is discovering that if they talk, adults will listen to them? There are some children who crave attention. They will say, “Hey! Hey!” And when they have your attention—when they are in the spotlight, so to speak—they will say, “Um . . . uh . . . well . . .” They’re trying to make something up to keep your attention.
We all to a certain extent need attention, need recognition. You maybe realized this about yourself when you were already an adult. You were somebody who didn’t necessarily always voice your opinion, but on this one certain subject you felt, “Boy, you know, people should listen to me on this one. I’ve got this one figured out.” And you became very bold about making your point.
We have three talkers in today’s sermon text. All three of them were to a greater or lesser extent spokesmen for the Lord. One was Moses, the greatest prophet of the Old Testament. He was God’s chosen leader who led the people of God, the Israelites, out of slavery in Egypt. God appeared to Moses numerous times and gave direct messages to relay to the people. One was Moses’ older brother Aaron who had been chosen to be high priest, to lead in presenting the sacrifices to the Lord at the tabernacle. And the third one was their sister Miriam, a leader among the women of Israel. When God miraculously divided the Red Sea and the people escaped from the Egyptian army, Miriam led the women in singing with tambourines and dancing to celebrate the escape. She’s even called a prophetess in that chapter of Exodus. 
But in today’s scene, which happens while they were traveling through the wilderness on their way to the Promised Land, Miriam and Aaron show their jealousy of their brother Moses. They say, “Has the LORD spoken only through Moses? Hasn’t he also spoken through us?” Some sibling jealousy. “Is Moses the only one that God has chosen as His spokesman?” Can you hear what they’re thinking? “Listen to me too! I’m an important person too!”  This is an amazing part of Scripture. Did it strike you how blunt it is? How downright shocking it is at times?
God calls the three of them together and has them stand at the entrance to the tabernacle, the tent church that they used in the wilderness when they worshiped God. He appears to them in the pillar of cloud that He used as His way of leading them through the desert. And He says, “Listen to my words:  When a prophet of the LORD is among you, I reveal myself to him in visions, I speak to him in dreams. But this is not true of my servant Moses; he is faithful in all my house. With him I speak face to face, clearly and not in riddles; he sees the form of the LORD. Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?” The normal way that prophets in the Old Testament got their messages was that God revealed it to them in dreams and visions. But not with Moses. Moses, God says, got to see Him “face to face.” Moses was in an extremely privileged position even among God’s prophets. So why would his brother and sister speak against him? Even the thing they complained about seems somewhat questionable. The only thing they could come up with against him was that he had married a Cushite wife. He had not married a Jewish wife. He had married a wife from a different nation, something that didn’t directly affect the messages Moses received from the LORD.  
The LORD burned with anger. The pillar of cloud came down over them, and when it lifted from them, there stood Miriam covered with leprosy—the dreaded disease of Bible times. There is no explanation given as to why Miriam received the leprosy and not Aaron. Was she the ringleader in this mini-revolt? Her name is listed first at the beginning when the complaint is made. All we know is that she is stricken with this terrible consequence of the sin. And Aaron instantly repents. He turns to Moses (how his tone has changed now!) and says, “Please, my lord, do not hold against us the sin we have so foolishly committed.” So foolishly committed! Do you remember the most famous scene that Aaron was involved in the wilderness? He had earlier allowed the people to talk him into making a golden calf to worship. That time Aaron, when confronted by Moses, had made all kinds of excuses. But not this time. “Please, my lord, (now Moses is lord!) do not hold against us the sin we have so foolishly committed. Do not let her be like a stillborn infant coming from its mother’s womb with its flesh half eaten away.” (What a picture of what a horrible skin disease leprosy was!)
So Moses prayed to the LORD on Miriam’s behalf, and the LORD healed her. There were seven days when she was unclean and had to remain outside the camp, but the LORD was also gracious. He did not lead the Children of Israel to break camp and continue their journey for seven days. That in and of itself could have been a problem for Miriam. She could have been left behind in the desert. But the LORD forgives, and He restores.
All of us want to be listened to. We think we have valuable things to say to others. We think that we too know something about the way of God. And we would like to share with others the wonderful things that God has done for us. But we can be misguided too. We can let petty jealousies and a feeling of our own superiority lead us to say to others, “I don’t need to listen to you! I think I know a little bit about God too. You know you’re not the only one who can speak for God!” When you feel that sensation rising in your mind and when your pulse starts to beat a little faster because you feel that your brother or sister is getting just a little too high and mighty, be careful! 
God’s Word always stands in the end. But it does not come through in our self-righteous talk. It doesn’t exist in our puffed up ideas about ourselves. As a matter of fact this incident from the life of Moses is a good example of how, when we do humbly speak the word of God, people will oppose us. Sometimes the members of our own families will oppose us and say, “Who do you think you are, supposing God speaks through you?” If we stand on the side of God’s Word, people aren’t necessarily going to listen to us. Speaking God’s Word often brings out the willful human response of defiance. But in the end, God’s Word always stands. It’s the only thing that lasts on this earth. 
Three thousand four hundred years ago Moses wrote this book of Numbers, and people are still reading it today. Of all the books ever written, still the number one best seller of all times is the Bible. No year in the recorded history of book selling has any other book ever come in first place, except the Bible. There is a staying power in the Bible. The human race has never tired of reading it. It’s because it was inspired by the Holy Spirit. This book has a drawing power like no other. People thumb their noses at it all the time. There are many that say, “Is this really God speaking?” But in the end it always remains. That’s the thing about God’s Word. God always has the final word. Either He brings people to faith, brings them to the conviction that they say, “Yes, Jesus is my Savior,” or on the last day He says, “Depart from me, you who are cursed.” 
You don’t have to be afraid to use His Word. He’s called each one of us to be His witnesses. He has called each one of us to speak for Him. You can say to people, “Listen to me!” Just make sure it’s not just your opinion that you are giving them. Speak God’s Word to them. And it will be the LORD saying through you, “Listen to me!” When you speak that Word you will always be successful. I think we’re so often hesitant to witness because we are afraid that our words will meet with resistance. It’s not the other person’s response that God holds you responsible for. If you speak the Word—whether they respond positively or negatively—your part has been a success. When you speak God’s words, the angels are rejoicing in heaven. When you speak God’s words, the demons are shrieking in hell. Don’t ever hesitate to speak the Word of God, because God’s Word always has the final say. Go out and demand a hearing. Speak God’s Word boldly. And when you have had your say, let the results up to God. Because He will always defend you, and in the end His Word will be the final word.  Amen.
