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Numbers 12 “The Peril of Rejecting the Faithful Servant: Grumblings, Part 2” Nov 17, 2013 

Also read Hebrews 3 

 

Over the course of our narrative through the book of Numbers, 

 everyone will fall away. 

 

Last time we saw that Joshua – the one who will lead Israel into the land – 

 did not understand what the Spirit was doing. 

 But Moses remained faithful. 

Tonight Miriam and Aaron grumble. 

 But Moses remained faithful. 

Next time the 10 out of 12 spies will lead Israel astray. 

 But Moses remains faithful. 

Then Korah will lead a rebellion against Moses. 

 But Moses remains faithful. 

Everyone else will fail – leaving Moses as the last man standing. 

 And at last, as his sister and brother die in chapter 20, 

  Moses himself will fall short. 

 

As we saw last time, there is a chiastic structure to the seven grumblings of Israel. 

 The first rebellion is about “misfortunes” – and the result is fire that burns the camp. 

 That parallels the last rebellion in chapter 21 where the people become impatient, 

  and the result is fiery serpents. 

 

 The second rebellion in chapter 11 is about food – and the result is food and judgment. 

 The sixth rebellion in chapter 20 is about water – and the result is water and judgment. 

 

 The third rebellion here in chapter 12 is about leadership – and the result is leprosy. 

 The fifth rebellion in chapter 16 is about leadership – and the result is plague. 

 

 The fourth – and central rebellion – is Israel’s failure to enter the Promised Land. 

 

Hebrews 3 reflects on the wilderness wanderings, 

 and warns the church to hold fast to Christ. 

 

We face the same temptations that they did. 

 And we need to “exhort one another every day, as long as it is called ‘today,’ 

  that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.” (Heb 3:13) 

If you would survive the wilderness, 

 then you need the encouragement and exhortation of others – 

  and they need you! 

 

And this is precisely what was lacking in the wilderness! 
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1. Aaron and Miriam Grumble (12:1-9) 

 a. “Has He Not Spoken Through Us Also?” Their Objection (v1-3) 

Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman whom he had married, 

for he had married a Cushite woman. 
2 

And they said, “Has the LORD indeed spoken only 

through Moses? Has he not spoken through us also?” And the LORD heard it. 
3 

Now the man 

Moses was very meek, more than all people who were on the face of the earth. 

 

It’s worth noting that the verb in verse one is a feminine singular verb. 

 This suggests that Miriam takes the lead in the dispute. 

 

The occasion for the quarrel – as is often the case – was a family dispute. 

 Moses had married a Cushite woman. 

  We are not given enough information to understand all the details. 

   We know that Moses had married Zipporah, a Midianite. 

   But that was nearly 40 years ago. 

    It is possible that Zipporah had died. 

    It is possible that Zipporah had refused to come – 

     and that Moses had divorced her. 

    It is also possible that the Cushite is Moses’ second wife. 

   Like I said, we don’t have enough information! 

 The only information we have is that Miriam and Aaron object 

  because Moses has married a Cushite. 

 The text only gives us one reason (or perhaps, “excuse”) for their objection. 

  In chapter 11, it was the “mixed multitude” – the “rabble” – 

   who provoked Israel’s rebellion and grumbling. 

  So now Miriam and Aaron point out that Moses has a foreign woman as a wife. 

 

 Perhaps they are insinuating that Moses has compromised his leadership position 

  by marrying outside the people of Israel. 

 Zipporah was okay – at least she was descended from Abraham! – 

  but this Cushite is beyond the pale. 

 

 It’s worth pointing out that Scripture never objects to interracial marriage. 

  Scripture does warn against interreligious marriage! 

  Christians should only marry “in the Lord.” (1 Corinthians 7:39) 

 But Miriam’s objection is not really the Cushite wife. 

 

Notice, however, that verse 1 is the last reference to the Cushite wife! 

 Verse 2 immediately launches into the real reason for their discontent: 

  little brother is getting too big for his britches! 

 There’s some irony here. 

  In the last chapter Moses had objected that he had to carry the people alone, 

   and so God gave some of his Spirit to the 70 elders. 
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  Now, Miriam and Aaron object that Moses is hogging all the power. 

 

 “Has the LORD indeed spoken only through Moses?  

  Has he not spoken through us also?” 

 

 Miriam had led the chorus of women in Exodus 15. 

 Aaron had been the mouthpiece of Moses in Egypt, 

  and is now the high priest who bears the Urim and Thummim – 

  the means for ascertaining the will of God in difficult situations. 

 

Why does this objection come up now? 

 Until chapter 11, there was Moses, Aaron, and Miriam. 

 Now there are 70 elders who have received the Spirit that was on Moses. 

  The 70 Spirit-filled elders report to Moses. 

  What does this mean for Miriam and Aaron? 

 Remember Moses’ complaint? 

  “I am not able to carry all this people alone” (11:14). 

 Miriam and Aaron are now saying, 

  “What are we? Chopped liver?!” 

 

It’s easy to imagine all sorts of dysfunctional family dynamics here! 

 But the text points us to one dynamic: 

  where once the Exodus was led by these two brothers and their sister, 

   now there are 70 elders – and Miriam and Aaron feel displaced. 

 And they blame Moses. 

 

The first rebellion started with people grumbling about misfortunes. 

The second rebellion started with the rabble – the mixed multitude – 

 prompting Israel to grumble about their food. 

Now the third rebellion starts with the leadership – 

 those who are closest to Moses. 

 

C. S. Lewis points out that many people have done many foolish things 

 in order to get on the “inside”. 

People want the power and knowledge that come from being “in the inner circle.” 

 Aaron and Miriam are in the inner circle – 

  but they want more! 

 They want what Moses has. 

 

I used to want to be “in the know.” 

 I wanted to know the secrets – to be close to the power brokers. 

 But every time I started getting closer, 

  I found such ugliness and pettiness and pride, 
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   that I walked away. 

 

Miriam and Aaron are not content with the status God gave them – 

 so they object to how Moses is leading. 

  

And the LORD heard it. 

 When the LORD hears, then you may be certain that the LORD will act! 

 But the LORD does not act immediately. 

 

So what does Moses do? 

 The text tells us that the man Moses was very meek,  

more than all people who were on the face of the earth. 

 

 The word translated “meek” can mean “humble” “poor” or “afflicted.” 

 If you look at the range of uses in the OT, 

  it is normally used to refer to those who are afflicted or ill-treated by others. 

 

 Some have argued that it should be translated, 

  “Moses was very miserable…”!! 

   the most mistreated man on the earth! 

 But the point of the text is to show us what sort of man Moses is. 

  It is not just that he is mistreated – 

   but how does he respond when mistreated? 

 

 He is humble. 

  He does not try to defend himself. 

  He does not seek his own glory and prestige. 

 

 As Moses had said to Joshua, 

  “Are you jealous for my sake?” 

   Moses is not concerned about his own position and power.  

  He is silent before his accusers. 

  

We often think of humility as the proper response to praise. 

 We think that a humble man is one who responds graciously to fame and fortune – 

  one who is not puffed up by success! 

 The true test of humility, however, is not how you react to fame and fortune. 

 The true test of humility is how you will react to being mistreated. 

 

 And perhaps even more so – 

  how do you react to being mistreated when you could do something about it?! 

 

Moses has power. 
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 But his response to his sister and brother is silence. 

 He does not try to defend himself. 

Moses understands that this is not about him. 

 This is about God. 

 

Think of what Jesus says: 

 Whoever would be great among you shall be your servant. (Matt 23:11) 

 For the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve,  

and to give his life as a ransom for many. (Matt 20:28) 

And so when Jesus is mistreated – when he is “humbled” – 

 he endures the cross, scorning its shame – for the joy set before him. 

 

If you are humble you do not feign humility. 

 You do not put yourself down or pretend that you are surprised at the compliment. 

 If you are humble, then you will understand that your gifts and abilities are not about you. 

  Your power and position is not about you. 

 God could have put anyone there. 

 But he put you there. 

 

When someone compliments you – just say “thank you” – 

 any attempt to be “modest” or self-deprecating simply keeps the focus on you! 

When someone mistreats you because of your position – likewise, move on! 

 It’s not about you. 

 They would have mistreated anyone who was in that position! 

 

How do you use power? 

 Do you use power to get what you want? 

 Or do you use power to love and serve others? 

  

Watch how Moses uses his power with humility. 

 First, he waits for God to act: 

 

 b. “My Servant Moses”: God’s Answer (v4-9) 
4 

And suddenly the LORD said to Moses and to Aaron and Miriam, “Come out, you three, to the 

tent of meeting.”  

 

The LORD speaks suddenly – 

 at a time when Moses, Aaron and Miriam are not near the tent of meeting. 

And he calls them to come and meet with him – 

and he explains his normal method of speaking with the prophets: 

 

And the three of them came out. 
5 

And the LORD came down in a pillar of cloud and stood at the 

entrance of the tent and called Aaron and Miriam, and they both came forward. 
6 

And he said,  
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God’s speech is structured in a chiasm. 

  

“Hear my words:  

If there is a prophet among you,  

I the LORD make myself known to him in a vision;  

I speak with him in a dream. 
7 

Not so with my servant Moses. He is faithful in all my house. 
8 

With him I speak mouth to mouth,  

clearly, and not in riddles, [The word “clearly” is the same as the word “vision”]  

and he beholds the form of the LORD. [The word “behold” is a verb related to “prophet”] 

 

The center of the chiasm is verse 7 – 

 “not so with my servant Moses. He is faithful in all my house.” 

The contrast surrounds this. 

 

God communicates with the prophets through visions and dreams. 

 This is the ordinary way that God will deal with the prophets throughout the centuries. 

 

The LORD contrasts his ordinary dealing with the prophets 

 with his extraordinary dealing with Moses. 

God says that Moses is unique. 

 Moses is “my servant.” 

 Very few people in redemptive history get called “my servant.” 

  Abraham (Gen 26:24) and Caleb (Num 14:24) are the only other two individuals 

   who are called “my servant.” 

 

 To be a faithful servant of the LORD is the highest honor that God bestows – 

  until the day when he sends his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh. 

 Indeed, the image of the “servant of the LORD” will continue to grow, 

  until Isaiah will speak of the “suffering servant” – 

   the Servant of the LORD who comes to restore God’s house. 

 God speaks to Moses “mouth to mouth.” 

  In the ancient world, the idea of speaking “mouth to mouth” 

   is depicted in many pictures. 

  The famous Code of Hammurabi shows the great king Hammurabi 

   speaking “mouth to mouth” with Shamash, the sun god. 

 

 Of course, Hammurabi (like many ancient kings) used this to claim that he was divine! 

 Moses, on the other hand, makes no such claim for himself. 

  After all, Moses is humble! 

  He is humble in how he responds to mistreatment – 

   and he is humble in response to the high position that God has given him. 
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But Moses is the servant of the LORD. 

 He is the one who speaks the word of the LORD to the people – 

  and the people of God should not speak against the LORD’s servant! 

 

Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?” 
9 

And the anger of the LORD 

was kindled against them, and he departed. 

 

What do we do with this? 

 God says that he normally speaks to the prophets through dreams and visions – 

  but with Moses he speaks mouth to mouth. 

 How should we think about visions and dreams? 

 

Hear what Hebrews 1:1-2 says: 

 “Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, 

  but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, 

  whom he appointed the heir of all things, 

   through whom also he created the world.” 

 

 Numbers 12 contrasts God’s method of speaking through the prophets 

  with God’s method of speaking through Moses. 

 Miriam and Aaron were prophets. 

  The LORD had spoken through them. 

But Moses is qualitatively different. 

 He is the servant who is faithful in all God’s house! 

Therefore, in the OT, Moses is the standard by which all prophets must be measured. 

 

But Hebrews contrasts how God spoke to our fathers by the prophets – 

 and now, how God has spoken to us by his Son. 

 

And Hebrews 3 cites Numbers 12 when it says, 

 “Therefore, holy brothers, you who share in a heavenly calling, 

  consider Jesus, the apostle and high priest of our confession, 

  who was faithful to him who appointed him, 

   just as Moses was faithful in all his house. 

 For Jesus has been counted worthy of more glory than Moses – 

  as much more glory as the builder of a house has more honor than the house itself. 

 …Now Moses was faithful in all God’s house as a servant,  

  to testify to the things that were to spoken later, 

   but Christ is faithful over God’s house as a son.” 

 

Today, all Christians are prophets. 

 In Numbers 11, the Spirit of Moses was given to the 70 –  
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so that they prophesied like Moses. 

 In Acts 2, the Spirit of Christ is poured out upon all of God’s people, 

  and so therefore all believers share in the prophetic gifting of Christ. 

  

How should we think about dreams and visions? 

 Dreams can have many sources. 

   

 Back around the year 200, Tertullian noted that  

“the greater part of mankind get their knowledge of God from dreams.” 

 And today missionaries frequently hear of people who seek God because of their dreams. 

 

 But Tertullian also recognized that Christians rarely have those sorts of dreams. 

  Rather, he pointed out that Christians often have demonic dreams: 

“Thus it is that, as the mercy of God super-abounds to the heathen,  

so the temptation of the evil one encounters the saints,  

from whom he never withdraws his malignant efforts  

to steal over them as best he may in their very sleep,  

if unable to assault them when they are awake.” (On the Soul, 47) 

 

This is what Numbers 12, as seen through the lens of Hebrews 1 and 3 would lead us to expect. 

 Dreams and visions are the most rudimentary way that God speaks to mankind. 

 But while dreams and visions may point people towards the right path, 

they do not reveal the way of salvation. 

 

As we’re seeing in the book of Numbers, 

 Moses reveals the way of salvation – as a faithful servant in God’s house. 

 Compared to all that went before him, 

  Moses is glorious! 

 But compared to Jesus, 

  Moses is worthless! 

  

 Compared to dreams and visions, the Law brought life! 

 But compared to Christ, the Law brought death! 

 

Now, that’s not to say that dreams and visions are entirely worthless. 

 Sometimes God will use dreams to show us something. 

  Think of Paul in the book of Acts, 

   who sometimes relies on dreams  

to give him direction as to where to preach next. 

 But notice how they function for Paul! 

  Dreams are not a source of revelation. 

  Paul is trying to find the next place to preach. 

  He has been blocked by the Holy Spirit in Asia and Mysia. 
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   (We don’t know exactly what that means – 

    but clearly Paul is stumped.) 

  Then he has a vision at night of a man of Macedonia called him to come. 

 Since Luke and Paul are trying to find a place to preach the gospel, 

  and all the regular means are cut off – 

   we concluded that “God had called us to preach the gospel to them.” 

 

So, how should you think of dreams? 

 As “news.” 

 Not as revelation, but as information to be interpreted according to God’s revelation. 

 

A dream once showed me that I was too materialistic. 

 I loved stuff more than I loved God. 

 I did not want to sell my belongings, give to the poor, and follow Jesus. 

  

God has spoken in these last days by his Son. 

 You now share in the heavenly calling of Christ. 

 Therefore, you are capable of “judging” dreams – 

  interpreting them according to the Word of God – 

  and acting on the basis of what God has said in his Word! 

 

But we must not let dreams and visions “trump” the voice of the Son of God. 

 After all, look what happened when Miriam and Aaron allowed their “lesser” gifts 

  to trump their respect for Moses. 

 

2. “Her Father Spits”: the Shaming of Miriam (12:10-16) 

 a. “We Have Done Foolishly”: Aaron’s Plea (v10-13) 
10 

When the cloud removed from over the tent, behold, Miriam was leprous,
[a]

 like snow. And 

Aaron turned toward Miriam, and behold, she was leprous.  

 

Because Miriam alone suffers the penalty, 

 many have thought that this means that Miriam was the instigator. 

Certainly the feminine singular verb in verse 1 points this direction – 

 but I suspect that there is another reason why Aaron is spared. 

 

Aaron is the high priest. 

  If he is stricken, then he must be excluded from the camp. 

 Aaron certainly deserves the same fate as Miriam! 

 And he recognizes this in his confession – 

  where he intercedes for his sister: 
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And Aaron said to Moses, “Oh, my lord, do not punish us
[b]

 because we have done foolishly 

and have sinned. 
12 

Let her not be as one dead, whose flesh is half eaten away when he comes out 
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of his mother's womb.”  

 

Aaron acknowledges their folly. 

 We have done foolishly – we have become delusional! 

 We have sinned – we have transgressed against the LORD! 

 

I would point out that this is not the first time that Aaron has acted foolishly. 

 At Mt Sinai – less than a year earlier – 

  Aaron had led Israel into the sin with the golden calf. 

 That time Aaron had tried to make excuses. 

 

 This time, Aaron shows improvement! 

  He repents immediately.  

 

And Moses intercedes as well: 

 b. “Seven Days”: The Restoration of Miriam (v14-16) 
13 

And Moses cried to the LORD, “O God, please heal her—please.” 
14 

But the LORD said to 

Moses, “If her father had but spit in her face, should she not be shamed seven days? Let her be 

shut outside the camp seven days, and after that she may be brought in again.”  

 

Moses’ plea itself has a chiastic structure: 

 God please give healing please to her! 

 El    na  repha’    na    lah. 

 

 Short and to the point! 

 It’s a good reminder that prayer does not need many words!! 

 

But the LORD reminds Moses that sin has consequences. 

 Foolishness cannot be allowed to fester. 

 Miriam must be shut outside the camp for seven days. 

  You may think that Aaron got off easy. 

   

 But all Israel knew. 

 After all, the LORD had ordered both of them to appear before him in the tent of meeting. 

 

And while Miriam is the one shut outside the camp seven days, 

 while the people are waiting to march, 

  they know full well that Aaron had supported her. 

 And when Miriam was restored to the camp, 

  it would have been Aaron, the high priest, who restored her. 
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So Miriam was shut outside the camp seven days, and the people did not set out on the march 

till Miriam was brought in again. 
16 

After that the people set out from Hazeroth, and camped in 
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the wilderness of Paran. 

 

Why is Miriam outside the camp? 

 There is a certain irony here. 

 Because she objected to the fact that Moses had married a Cushite. 

  Miriam objected that Moses had married an outsider – 

   and so Miriam herself is put outside the camp! 

God’s judgments often have this sense of poetic justice – 

 a proportionality between the crime and the punishment. 

 

But also note that Israel waits for her. 

 Whenever the camp moved there were many unclean people who were “left behind” 

 (or, more likely, who would follow behind –  

  every time the camp moved, there would have been a pack of the “unclean” 

   who would bring up the rear). 

 But Miriam was not subjected to that humiliation. 

 Her honor and her shame was that the whole camp had to wait for seven days! 

 

Perhaps for our distance we do not see the significance of this – 

 but what are they waiting for? 

 what comes next for Israel? 

 

 Israel must wait an extra week before arriving at the wilderness of Paran – 

  just outside the Promised Land. 

 

If all had gone well, the next part of the story would have been  

Israel’s entry into the Promised Land  

 

“Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, 

 leading you to fall away from the living God.” 

 

How can you avoid this? 

How can you make sure that you do not fall away? 

 “But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called ‘today,’ 

  that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. 

 For we have come to share in Christ, 

  if indeed we hold our original confidence firm to the end.” (Heb 3:12-14) 

 

You need each other. 

 Sin is deceitful. 

 If no one knows you well enough to see your sin – then you are in a dangerous place! 

 If Aaron had exhorted Miriam – then maybe she sees the point and doesn’t rebel. 

Hold fast your confidence in Christ to the end!  


