Bible readings

English Standard Version
Old Testament

Numbers 12:1-16

12 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
Lorp heard it. > Now the man Moses was very meek, more than all people who were
on the face of the earth. * And suddenly the LORD said to Moses and to Aaron and
Miriam, “Come out, you three, to the tent of meeting.” And the three of them came
out. ° 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. ® And he said, “Hear
my words: If there is a prophet among you, | the LORD make myself known to him in
a vision; | speak with him in a dream. ” Not so with my servant Moses. He is faithful
in all my house. ® With him | speak mouth to mouth, clearly, and not in riddles, and
he beholds the form of the LORD. Why then were you not afraid to speak against my
servant Moses?” ° And the anger of the LorD was kindled against them, and he
departed.

%When the cloud removed from over the tent, behold, Miriam was leprous, like
snow. And Aaron turned toward Miriam, and behold, she was leprous. ** And Aaron
said to Moses, “Oh, my lord, do not punish us because we have done foolishly and
have sinned. *? Let her not be as one dead, whose flesh is half eaten away when he
comes out of his mother's womb.” ** And Moses cried to the LorD, “O God, please
heal her—please.” * 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.” **> 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. '° After that the people set out from Hazeroth, and camped in
the wilderness of Paran.

New Testament
1 Corinthians: 12: 12-26

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the
body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. ** For in one Spirit we were all
baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink
of one Spirit.

4 For the body does not consist of one member but of many. *° If the foot should say,
“‘Because | am not a hand, | do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any
less a part of the body. *® And if the ear should say, “Because | am not an eye, | do
not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. *’ If the
whole body were an eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If the whole body
were an ear, where would be the sense of smell? ® But as it is, God arranged the



members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. *° If all were a single member,
where would the body be? 20 As it is, there are many parts, yet one body.

21 The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to
the feet, “| have no need of you.” 22 On the contrary, the parts of the body that seem
to be weaker are indispensable, 23 and on those parts of the body that we think less
honourable we bestow the greater honour, and our unpresentable parts are treated
with greater modesty, 24 which our more presentable parts do not require. But God
has so composed the body, giving greater honour to the part that lacked it, 25 that
there may be no division in the body, but that the members may have the same care
for one another. 26 If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is
honoured, all rejoice together.

Sermon
Not approved...oy Whom?

The letter that came with the Twinspire, which you received, generates a lot of
talking among the congregation, and outside the congregation. The news regarding
the church building triggers conversations that express all sorts of emotions and
opinions: disapproval, unhappiness, resentment.

Our Old Testament reading is also about talking that happens within a congregation.
Disapproval is expressed. Here it is disapproval of Moses’ marriage to a Cushite
woman. The disapproval comes from Miriam, Moses’ sister. And she talks about this
with their brother Aaron.

This Cushite woman, who is she? Her ancestors are Noah and his son Ham, and
Ham’s son Cush. Noah is may be more known to you as the builder of the ark. But
the same Noah is also, in the Bible, ‘a man of the field’. He was the first one who
planted a vineyard. And he was also the first one, as the Dutch theologian Deurloo
elegantly says,

'to submit to the power of wine; he became drunk and uncovered himself in his tent.
After peering at the naked ‘shame’ of his father and at what was going on inside,
Ham told his brothers outside'...(Deurloo’s Commentary on Genesis)

Ham passed on what he had seen to his brothers, and so talked about their father, in
a disrespectful manner. Deurloo makes the crucial point that it is to be appreciated
‘in the ancient Oriental culture, this situation is shocking since honour and shame
were at stake’.

What is the reaction of Ham’s brothers to him? Their reaction was respect for their
father. Such a contrast to Ham. The brothers covered the shame of the father. Their
respect for their father was unshaken; untouched. They were not influenced by Ham.
It left Ham with this identity: the identity of Canaan, of which it is said:

‘Cursed be Canaan’. (Genesis 9:24)

In a situation like this, in a culture that is so different from ours, where it is about
honour and shame, curse and blessing are the appropriate responses.



This curse was passed on to Ham’s son Cush, which takes us to the Cushite
woman, whom Moses married.

But let’s not forget that God’s grace is greater than any curse. This grace shines
through Moses’ marriage to this Cushite woman. For through her marriage with the
meek, humble Moses, this woman was given a place in God’s plan for Israel. And so
this woman was included within Israel.

As for Miriam’s talking with Aaron, it went from disapproval of Moses’ marriage to
something bigger. It went to doubting; belitting Moses’ position as he had been
given it, by God.

Has the LORD indeed spoken only through Moses? Has he not spoken through us
also?’(Numbers 12:2)

What'’s going on here...? ‘Undermining’, that is what’s going on. Undermining the
leadership of Moses: Who does he think he is? He acts as if God only speaks to him,
and not through us.

This is where God'’s disapproval comes in. And so He intervenes. Moses, Miriam and
Aaron are summoned by God. And God spells out who Moses is to Him:

“Hear my words: If there is a prophet among you, | the LORD make myself known to
him in a vision; | speak with him in a dream. " Not so with my servant Moses. He is
faithful in all my house. ® With him | speak mouth to mouth, clearly, and not in riddles,
and he beholds the form of the LorD. Why then were you not afraid to speak against
my servant Moses?”° And the anger of the LorD was kindled against them, and he
departed. (Numbers 12:6-9)

Moses was singled out, from all the prophets, by God Himself. This was not to be
questioned or criticised. What God does, is neither to be questioned nor criticised.

What follows from this situation is that, just as Ham was cursed, because of his
disrespect for his father Noah, so Miriam is cursed, because of her disrespect for
Moses. Her curse takes form in her leprosy. And so she is taken out of the
congregation; out of the community; society.

We’re not told why only Miriam, and not Aaron faces the consequence of their
wrongdoing. What we are told is that Aaron repents; acknowledges their wrongdoing:
he suffers, seeing his sister suffering. This makes Moses ask God for healing for
Miriam:

13 And Moses cried to the LORD, “O God, please heal her—please.” ** 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.” *> 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. (Numbers
12:13-15)

After seven days, a new beginning for Miriam. But during those seven days, there is
something that can be so easily overlooked, but is so profound. During the seven



days of Miriam’s isolation, there is solidarity with Miriam. Not until Miriam is back, the
people continue their journey. Here is fellowship. Here we have solid fellowship. And
that is approved...by Whom? By God.

The God we worship now, still does not approve of people disrespecting, criticising,
undermining others. Therefore...be careful what you say and how you say what you
say. It is so easy to assess, judge and draw conclusions on the basis of what you
see. But what you see is so just a tiny bit of what God sees. What you know is hardly
anything, compared to what God knows. The future as you wish to have it may be a
little... or may be nothing like the future God has for us. So, bear that in mind, before
you speak out your mind.

Fellowship as it happens during the Lord’s Supper, that has God'’s approval. Solid
fellowship, untouched by whatever is going to happen. Continuity of unity, within a
new context, with others added. Moving forward together into the future that lies
before us, instead of letting that fellowship fall apart because you think you can find a
better future for yourself; a place of worship that suits you better than the one
prepared by God Himself. Moving forward together, instead of separating ourselves
from the fellowship we have here, that is what God approves. That is what He
wishes so badly.

For what is it, that makes our fellowship? In Whom is our fellowship rooted? In
Whose body? Isn’t that the body of which we are members? Not for our own sake,
but for God’s name’s sake we must be loyal to Him. Implicit in that loyalty is loyalty to
each other; solidarity in unity. Only in this unity we can celebrate that the
consequences of our wrongdoings; the consequences that we deserve, were carried
by our Lord Jesus Christ, taken to Golgotha. He carries us together, into a future that
He has in mind.

Hear the words again, which you may have read already, in the Twinspire:

‘We have no genuine control over tomorrow. We cannot know what it will bring.
We could not control the events of tomorrow even if we did know what they are.
Christ does know what tomorrow brings and has control over every event.
What do we know? We know we can trust Him.

This reduces our anxiety significantly. We know Him Who holds tomorrow.

Our Wise and Sovereign God,

we rejoice that You control all our affairs.

We praise You that You work

everything together for our good.’

Amen



