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Text 
Miriam and Aaron began to talk against Moses because of his Cushite wife, for he had married a Cushite. 

2 "Has the LORD spoken only through Moses?" they asked. "Hasn't he also spoken through us?" And the 

LORD heard this. 3 (Now Moses was a very humble man, more humble than anyone else on the face of the 

earth.) 4 At once the LORD said to Moses, Aaron and Miriam, "Come out to the Tent of Meeting, all three 

of you." So the three of them came out. 5 Then the LORD came down in a pillar of cloud; he stood at the 

entrance to the Tent and summoned Aaron and Miriam. When both of them stepped forward, 6 he said, 

"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. 7 But this is not true of my servant Moses; he is faithful in all my house. 8 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?" 9 The anger of the LORD burned against them, and he left them. 10 

When the cloud lifted from above the Tent, there stood Miriam-- leprous, like snow. Aaron turned toward 

her and saw that she had leprosy; 11 and he said to Moses, "Please, my lord, do not hold against us the sin 

we have so foolishly committed. 12 Do not let her be like a stillborn infant coming from its mother's womb 

with its flesh half eaten away." 13 So Moses cried out to the LORD, "O God, please heal her!" 14 The 

LORD replied to Moses, "If her father had spit in her face, would she not have been in disgrace for seven 

days? Confine her outside the camp for seven days; after that she can be brought back." 15 So Miriam was 

confined outside the camp for seven days, and the people did not move on till she was brought back. 16 

After that, the people left Hazeroth and encamped in the Desert of Paran. 

 

Introduction 
 Two different times this week I had meetings in the same church building in the 

city.  It’s a gorgeous space fit into the built environment of an authentic urban 

neighborhood.  It has that vintage feel that people are longing for today, people who 

notice their placelessness and rootlessness.  And the church that meets there is alive and 

well and preaching the gospel.  And when we went down to the basement for lunch I 

remarked to someone that I was having building envy right now.  I wasn’t happy for this 

church; I wanted if for myself. 

 Gatherings like these with other pastors arouse other forms of envy within me.  I 

can compare my ministry with theirs and feel welling up in me a profound discontent.  I 

can think – “There’s got to be some special sauce recipe that they’ve found” – and I want 

to steal it.  I can start to hate myself – “There must be something wrong with me” – and I 

go back and forth between despair and determination to rise up and make myself better. 

 This is a little window into the envious heart of a pastor.  What do you envy?  

What is it you look at in others and say, “I need that!”  You’re not happy for them; you’re 

down on yourself for not being like them.  Are you content?  Are you happy with who 
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you are, who God made you to be?  Are you happy with where you are, where God has 

put you?  Or are you regularly daydreaming of what it would be like to live someone 

else’s life? 

 Today in Numbers we get a story of envy.  Moses’ brother and sister – Aaron and 

Miriam – become fed up with their little brother getting all the attention.  Never mind that 

Aaron is the High Priest and Miriam is the leader of the women (cf. Ex. 15:20).  They’re 

not happy with who and where they are.  They’re not happy for Moses.  They want what 

he’s got.  So we’re going to look more closely at this story, hopefully not just from the 

outside, but from the inside, seeing ourselves in the story.  It’s a story of dysfunction.  

This part of the book of Numbers is showing us how messed up even God’s people are.  

We are messed up.  Our hearts are full of envy and discontent and desires that froth and 

foam in our souls.  In short, what we’re going to see from Numbers 12 today is just this: 

God is the best person to do his job. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Structural Clues 
 So in chapter 11 we saw the people start to grumble – “We don’t like the food!  

Life was better in Egypt!” – and stuff like that.  It was the beginning of a meltdown in the 

desert.  Today is yet another display of the sin of the Israelites. 

 The chapter starts off like this – “Miriam and Aaron began to talk against 

Moses…” (v. 1a).  Throughout the first 10 chapters of Numbers we got used to the phrase 

– “The LORD spoke.”  Chapter 1:1 – “The LORD spoke to Moses…”  Chapter 2:1 – 

“The LORD said to Moses…”  Chapter 4:1 – “The LORD said to Moses…”  Chapter 5:1 

– “The LORD said to Moses…”  Chapter 6:1 – “The LORD said to Moses…”  Chapter 

8:1 – “The LORD said to Moses...”  Chapter 9:1 – “The LORD spoke to Moses…”  

Chapter 10:1 – “The LORD said to Moses…”  Literally, in all these cases the Hebrew 

reads – “And spoke the LORD… to Moses.”  Then we get to chapter 12:1 and it reads 

literally – “And spoke Miriam and Aaron… against Moses.”  Have you ever driven stick 

and crunched the gears?  This is like throwing the transmission from 5
th

 into reverse.  The 

way it’s written shows us something is off. 

 

Racism 
 So what is Miriam and Aaron’s beef with Moses?  It says they spoke against him 

“because of his Cushite wife, for he had married a Cushite” (v. 1b).  Now this is a little 

vague and leaves us to try to fill in the gaps.  Earlier we were told that Moses’ wife was a 

woman named Zipporah and she was a Midianite.  Reuel/Jethro was her dad; Hobab was 

her brother.  It’s possible that this is referring to her and somehow Cush could be another 

name for Midian (cf. Hab. 3:4).  But why is that a big deal for Miriam and Aaron all of 

the sudden?  Why bring it up at this point? 

 Several scholars propose that this is referring to a second wife that Moses took, 

not Zipporah.  But the reason Miriam and Aaron are worked up is not that Moses has 

become a polygamist.  If so, then they have a pretty good case.  But it doesn’t say they 

spoke against him because he took a another wife; they speak against him because he 

took a Cushite wife. 
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This appears to be an example of racism at work.  One scholar of race and the 

Bible writes that Cush “is used regularly to refer to the area south of Egypt, and above the 

cataracts on the Nile, where a Black African civilization flourished for over two thousand 

years.  Thus it is quite clear that Moses marries a Black African woman.”
1
  Again, we’re 

doing some reading between the lines, but it seems that probably Zipporah has died and 

Miriam and Aaron are upset that Moses has remarried a black woman.  You could point 

to this as a place where the Bible addresses interracial marriage, and racism more 

generally. 

 We don’t have to have this verse in our arsenal to show that the Bible as a whole 

decries racism.  Racism is a great evil.  And the events of recent weeks in Ferguson, 

Missouri, show that it is not something our country is over by any means.  It’s still a 

major issue.  Now my words to our church about this current event would be twofold: (a) 

we cannot ignore it and the issues that it uncovers; and also (b) for those who get worked 

up about it, we can’t just think it’s an issue down there or in the broader culture and 

ignore the issue right here in the UIC Area!  And if you are not willing to plant your life 

here and get involved deeply in the brokenness of our local neighborhood then you 

probably need to think more deeply about the feelings you have and think twice about 

sharing Facebook posts from the comforts of your own middle class home or office 

downtown.  Do you feel the outrage about the racial injustices in this neighborhood?  

There are some crazy stories right here, if you’ll get close enough to listen. 

 Racism is a big issue.  As we’ll see, God is not pleased with Miriam and Aaron’s 

attitude.  They’re not in the right here. 

 

Moses Envy 
 But you know what?  Racism is not the biggest issue in this passage.  It isn’t 

Miriam and Aaron’s biggest rub with Moses.  In fact, Moses marrying a Cushite is really 

just a smokescreen.  They’re just finding something to complain about.  One person puts 

it this way – “Humans with a contentious mind will look far and wide in time and space 

to find something on which to base their grievances.”
2
  The Cushite wife is the first thing 

they mention, but as we read on we realize that it’s not really that.  What is it really? 

 It’s that they are envious of Moses’ position.  “Why is he considered the main 

mediator, the mouthpiece of God?  Why is it always – ‘The LORD said to Moses…’ – 

and then we’ve always got to listen?  Moses, Moses, Moses.”  Look at v. 2 – “‘Has the 

LORD spoken only through Moses?’ they asked.  ‘Hasn’t he also spoken through us?’”  

Do you see what’s really going on?  They wanted Moses’ job.  They are tired of Moses 

getting all the credit as the prophet.  After all, Miriam was a prophetess (Ex. 15:20).  

Aaron received revelation and passed it on to people (?).  They were something too. 

 Have you ever felt this way?  Have you ever looked at someone else and thought, 

“I could do that too!”  Maybe, “I could do that better!”  “Why does he get the breaks, the 

opportunities, the platform?”  Have you ever looked at your situation and position in life 

and thought, “This is not enough.  I’m not getting the recognition I deserve.”  We’re 

frequently comparing and competing, aren’t we?  And this breeds discontent.  I often find 

myself wanting someone else’s personality or gifts.  I often don’t like me.  I’m not 

thankful that God has given that person those gifts and see them as a gift to the larger 

body and also to me and rejoice.  I want them.  My gifts seem so small or unimportant.  

Or sometimes I think to myself – “I’m actually more gifted than that person, but life 
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hasn’t worked out where my gifts get the same air time.”  And I try to subtly put that 

person down and promote myself.  Anybody else with me? 

 

Moses’ Humility 

 I love what comes next.  Don’t miss the end of v. 2 – “And the LORD heard this.”  

The LORD hears all, every word in every conversation, even the ones cloaked behind 

humor.  He even hears every thought in the secret recesses of your mind.  He hears. 

And then v. 3.  Verse 3 is put in parentheses to indicate that this was almost 

certainly an editorial addition made while Numbers was being published.  We believe 

that generally speaking the first five books of the Bible were authored by Moses, because 

most importantly that’s what Jesus believed and taught (i.e. Mk. 7:10, Lk. 5:14, John 

7:19, etc.).  But there can still be revisions and parts that were written by others that were 

inspired and included in the final form of the text.  Things like this would be an example.  

Moses probably didn’t write about himself that he was “a very humble man, more 

humble than anyone else on the face of the earth” (v. 3).  That would kind of seem to 

contradict his humility.  But others who knew Moses interjected this.  And it helps 

interpret the story, doesn’t it? 

Moses doesn’t defend himself here.  Do you get that?  Moses doesn’t come to his 

own defense.  Moses doesn’t say, “I heard that!”  No, the LORD hears and the LORD 

steps in and defends Moses.  That is Moses’ humility.  OT scholar Timothy Ashley 

writes, “Moses himself would probably have let this challenge go unanswered.  It was 

[the LORD] who heard it and who took it upon himself to answer it.”
3
 

This is a great picture of humility for us.  When we are attacked, what is our 

reflex?  To defend ourselves, to explain ourselves, to give our story, to cite all the things 

we’ve done, maybe to even counter-attack.  But Moses was meek and humble in that he 

wasn’t going to stand up for his own position.  Can you let it go?  That’s the opposite of 

envy.  You’re content with where you are because you’re not there of your own 

positioning, but by God’s design.  You’re not there to make a name for yourself or carve 

out your niche.  You’re there to be obedient and love and serve other people, even people 

who may speak against you. 

 

The LORD as Defender 

But the LORD stood up for Moses.  “At once the LORD said to Moses, Aaron 

and Miriam [in a way that all three could hear and understand], ‘Come out to the Tent of 

Meeting, all three of you.’  [Can you imagine what they were feeling?  Uh oh, God heard 

that!]  So the three of them came out [of the camp and into the Tabernacle in the center]” 

(v. 4). 

“Then the LORD came down [generally an indicator of judgment] in a pillar of 

cloud; he stood at the entrance to the Tent and summoned Aaron and Miriam.  When both 

of them stepped forward, he said, ‘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?”’” (vv. 5-8).   

 What’s God saying here?  He’s saying that there are prophets and there is Moses.  

Most prophets got visions or dreams and spoke in ways that took work to interpret.  
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Moses relayed clear communication from God.  He enjoyed a unique kind of relationship 

with God.  The end of the Pentateuch – the last chapter of Deuteronomy – is another part 

that Moses almost certainly didn’t write.  It tells of his death.  And there’s an assessment 

there of his life.  It says, “Since then, no prophet has risen in Israel like Moses, whom the 

LORD knew face to face…” (Dt. 34:10).  Moses was the LORD’s chosen servant for a 

unique role.  Yes there were other prophets and other people had important roles to play, 

but Moses, by God’s determination, had a special place. 

 Miriam and Aaron’s envy of Moses’ role was a great evil.  That’s why “the anger 

of the LORD burned against them, and he left them.  [And] when the cloud lifted from 

above the Tent, there stood Miriam – leprous, like snow” (vv. 9-10a).  It’s ironic because 

in the beginning she’s complaining that Moses married a dark skinned woman, and now 

her punishment was that she became really white.
4
  I’m taking some urban ministry 

classes right now and my professor, Dr. Reynolds, is black and we talk a lot about race in 

the class and he says white is really a funny term because if you actually saw someone 

that was white you would be scared to death! 

 Anyway, there’s an interesting irony in her punishment, but maybe you’re 

wondering – “Why did only Miriam get punished?”  At first it could seem a bit unfair, 

maybe even sexist.  One suggestion is that since leprosy made you ceremonially unclean 

the nation couldn’t afford having Aaron as High Priest out for that long.  That doesn’t 

really help that much.  The answer actually lies in the text itself.  The chapter “begins 

with the feminine singular form of the verb [to speak], implicating Miriam as the leader 

in this endeavor.”
5
  Miriam’s name comes first.  She was the instigator.  She’s the ring 

leader of this mutiny.  Aaron seems prone to go along with things.  Furthermore, as one 

scholar points out, “That this is not the biased statement of a male-dominant society, 

reflected in what some might call a ‘man-God wrath against women,’ is proven by 

Aaron’s appalled response upon observing his stricken sister and Moses’ impassioned 

plea to God for her healing.”
6
 

 

Moses’ Intercession 

 Let’s look at that part of the story now.  “Aaron turned toward her and saw that 

she had leprosy; and he said to Moses, ‘Please, my 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’” (vv. 10b-12).  That’s a vivid, gross 

description, isn’t it?  Aaron is feeling the effects of all this.  He sees now with perception 

where all this leads. 

And understand what he does.  This is repentance.  We can repent of sin!  

Remember that!  God can show you the horrific consequences of sin.  And you can admit 

your sin and ask for forgiveness.  That’s what Aaron does here.  He had just been 

questioning his little brother Moses’ special status, but now he recognizes how foolish 

that was and calls him ‘lord’.  That takes humility.  Talk about eating his words.  He 

knows that Moses has a special relationship with the LORD, a role as mediator and so 

Aaron goes to him and says please and confesses that what they did was sin and asks for 

him to intercede. 

 And Moses does.  Not reluctantly, but gladly and with his own emotions engaged.  

“Moses graciously becomes the intercessor on behalf of his accuser.”
7
  Verse 13 – “So 
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Moses cried out to the LORD, ‘O God, please heal her!’”  That’s cool.  No revenge in his 

voice. 

 “The LORD replied to Moses, ‘If her father had spit in her face, would she not 

have been in disgrace for seven days?  Confine her outside the camp for seven days; after 

that she can be brought back.’  So Miriam was confined outside the camp for seven days, 

and the people did not move on till she was brought back.  After that, the people left 

Hazeroth and encamped in the Desert of Paran” (vv. 14-16).  So instead of lifelong 

leprosy and being cut off from her people, Miriam was healed and made to stay outside 

the camp for just seven days.  Everything waited for her and once she was restored then 

the people moved on toward the Promised Land.  This shows us that sin can be forgiven 

but not all consequences are always erased.  God forgives but you may still have to live 

with some ramifications of your actions in this world.  For example, you cheated on your 

test and lied about it and got caught.  God will forgive you if you go to him through 

Jesus, but you may still get an F or get kicked out of school. 

 

What Do We Learn About What We Are Like? 
 So that’s the story.  There’s a lot in this little story to notice and draw lessons 

from.  I want to step back at the end now and just ask, “What do we learn from this about 

what we are like?”  We have envy in our hearts.  We want what others have.  It is very 

hard to be content with who and where we are. 

 And what is at the root of envy?  All envy is at bottom a resentment of God.  

We’re not just envious of other people; we’re envious of God.  We are not happy with the 

limits he has placed on us.  We are not okay with him being sovereign and us being left to 

play with the cards he has dealt us.  We speak against him, “Why did you make me this 

way?”  We really want his job.  We want to determine our lot in life.  We don’t want to 

submit to him.  Wasn’t this part of the original sin?  The tempter worked on the woman 

with this tactic – “God knows that when you eat of [the forbidden fruit] your eyes will be 

opened, and you will be like God” (Gen. 3:5).  We want to be gods ourselves, not 

subjects of God.  We have God envy. 

And so we resent the fact that we are not omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent.  

We despise our creatureliness and aspire to take God’s job.  But God is the best person 

to do his job. 

And now that we have become consumed with envy the fact is that we are not just 

creatures, but condemned creatures unable to save ourselves.  And we resent that even 

more deeply.  We want to still believe that somehow we can fix ourselves and fix the 

world.  And so when God himself came into this world he created in the person of Jesus, 

saying, “I am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except 

through me,” what did we do?  We spoke against him.  At first it was smoke screens like 

– “He doesn’t wash his hands”  “He hangs out with sinners.”  But then the real issue 

came out.  We resented his authority.  He didn’t come to tell us we were great and could 

activate the god within and rise up and save ourselves.  He came telling us we were 

helpless and needed a Savior and we wanted to be our own saviors and so we killed him.  

Pilate “knew it was out of envy that they had handed Jesus over to him” (Mt. 27:18). 

What do we learn about ourselves here?  Deep down we are wicked.  “For from 

within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, 
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adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly” (Mk. 7:21-

22). 

 

What Do We Learn About What God Is Like? 

 Now, what do we learn from this story about what God is like?  A lot.  He hears 

all; he’s omniscient and omnipresent.  He defends the cause of the humble.  He speaks.  

He’s involved in this world.  He has anger that burns against sin.  And also, most 

importantly, he’s merciful.  He forgives sin. 

 Did you notice pre-echoes of Jesus in this OT story?  We find Christ in the OT in 

types and shadows and one of them is the figure of Moses.  Moses is like Jesus in many 

ways.  He sets him up so well.  Moses was a very humble man, the most humble that ever 

lived… until Christ.  Jesus is “gentle and humble in heart” (Mt. 11:29), he left not the 

palace of Egypt, but the throne room of heaven. 

“Moses saw God’s form and heard his word, but Jesus was the Word and in the 

form of God (John 1:14-18; Phil. 2:6).”
8
  He didn’t just see God face to face, he is God 

and in his face we behold the glory of God.  He didn’t just relay a message from God; 

Jesus is God thus what he says is the Word of God. 

And did you catch the significance of v. 7 in Numbers 12?  God calls Moses his 

servant and says, “He is faithful in all my house.”  The NT book of Hebrews picks up on 

this and says, “Jesus has been found worthy of greater honor than Moses…  Moses was 

faithful as a servant  in all God’s house…, but Christ is faithful as a son over God’s 

house” (Heb. 3:3, 5-6).  Jesus is everything Moses was and more.  In Moses we get a 

faint glimmer.  In Jesus we see clearly what God is like. 

And most importantly we see that God is merciful through a mediator.  Moses on 

many occasions acts like we see him acting in Numbers 12.  He intercedes.  He pleads for 

mercy.  And in doing so he gives us a beautiful picture of Christ.  We know now that 

“there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1Tim. 

2:5).  Jesus is the one who cries out to the Father on our behalf, “O God, please heal 

them.”  He went to the cross willingly.  He didn’t defend himself.  He let the Father 

vindicate him in the resurrection.  And in the meantime he died to take the punishment 

that otherwise we would have to bear for our own sins.  And as he was being killed at the 

hands of sinful men he prayed, “Father, forgive them” (Lk. 23:34). 

Jesus does his job perfectly.  Nobody else could do what he did.  “He is able to 

save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to 

intercede for them” (Heb. 7:25).  God is the best person to do his job because he 

exercises his authority to have mercy.  Don’t resent; repent.  Go to him, confessing your 

sins and letting Christ be your Savior.  In so doing you will come to trust him more and 

accept his sovereign will and be content. 

 

Conclusion 

Andrea and I were flipping through the channels one night this week and briefly 

saw the beginning of the ABC show Mistresses.  I guess it’s about a bunch of women and 

their sex lives.  Well in this scene one of the women is talking with her friends about how 

she has been in a phase of having anonymous sex with multiple partners and now one of 

them has found her to say that he is HIV positive.  She breaks down: 

“Oh my God.  I can’t believe this is happening.” 
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 And her friend jumps right in: 

“No wait.  Shh.  Sweet heart, I know you’re scared but everything’s going to be 

fine.  Just breathe.” 

“What if I’m not?  What if this is the universe’s way of punishing me.  What I did 

with those men… it was immoral, shameful.” 

“Oh no, no, no.  Stop right there…  You listen to me: You are a grown woman 

and if the universe is going to punish you then the universe is a sexist pig.”
9
 

Everyone knows God is there, that we live in a moral universe.  But we resent his 

authority.  We want to stand above him and pronounce judgment on him.  But we can’t 

take his job.  We can’t save ourselves that way.  Listen: the good news is that God is not 

just the impersonal universe, but the God revealed in Jesus Christ, the personal God who 

loved the world and sent his Son to die for us so that whoever believes in him shall not 

perish but have eternal life.  He is merciful.  He’s not a sexist pig.  He is a Savior.  Don’t 

resent, repent and come to Christ in faith and say, “Please, my Lord, do not hold against 

us the sin we have so foolishly committed.”  You may still get an STD, but you will be 

completely forgiven for eternity.  That is his promise.  Let him do his job.  You couldn’t 

do it better. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
“Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever 

and ever. Amen” (1Tim. 1:17). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 31, 2014.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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