Lent 3 ’10 sermon  
Numbers 16:23-40  “Don’t God’s Chosen People Deserve Better?”
Rev. Hernandez L. Daylo, Jr.

Several chapters earlier another event took place similar to that happened here.  Some felt that Moses didn’t deserve to be the one in charge, and they challenged him.  Would it surprise you to know that the ones who had a problem with Moses being the leader were his own brother and sister?  Aaron and Miriam said, “Has the Lord spoken only through Moses?  Hasn’t he also spoken through us?”(12:2). They had known their brother long enough to know that he wasn’t the kind of guy who led because he felt he was better than others.  And even though he questioned his own worth and ability, the Lord gave him confidence and strength to carry on and lead faithfully throughout the 40 years of wilderness wandering.

And throughout that period of time, the Lord was blessing his people, training the younger generation to take possession of the Promised Land in Canaan, while getting the older generation ready for the Better Land of heaven.  As leader of God’s people, Moses understood these goals, and they were very clear in his mind – most of the time.  Aaron was the high priest, too, and that bothered a number of people who then questioned Aaron’s right to leadership.  When the people you lead seem to constantly question your authority and accuse you of being a nepotistic egomaniac, and you have to put out this fire and that one over there again and again, it’s tough to keep focus.  It would have been impossible to continue on, if the Lord had not intervened.
And intervene he did.  Not just for Moses’ and Aaron’s sake, but for the sake of his chosen people Israel.  Moses warned the rebels that God would make this picture clear; it just wouldn’t be pretty. “31 As soon as he finished saying all this, the ground under them split apart 32 and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them, with their households and all Korah’s men and all their possessions. 33 They went down alive into the grave, with everything they owned; the earth closed over them, and they perished and were gone from the community. 34 At their cries, all the Israelites around them fled, shouting, “The earth is going to swallow us too!” 35 And fire came out from the Lord and consumed the 250 men who were offering the incense.”
I’ve experienced an earthquake only a few times – which is plenty for me.  It was nothing near the power and devastation of what took place in Chile recently.  But as destructive and powerful as these disasters can be, they are natural disasters.  Scientists can understand, measure, and even predict when an earthquake hits, because of natural patterns and movements of the earth’s crust.  It doesn’t make the actual experience any less terrifying, but at least people can identify in geological terms why it happens.  But at the same time people are often left wondering, “Why?”
We heard about the events described in today’s text.  Dathan and Abiram, two of the leading rebels, stood outside their tents with their wives and kids, expecting nothing to come of Moses’ empty threats.  Korah was there, too, without his family, though, who must have seen the grave mistake he was committing.  Then the earth actually opened up and swallowed these people alive with their families and all their possessions.  And then it closed back up – there’s nothing natural about that!  Then God sent fire that disintegrated those 250 other men – nothing was left of them, just a blanket of charred remains polka-dotted by the smoking, bronze censers they were once carrying.  
The images, the sounds and the smells of that day would have been blazoned into the minds and hearts of God’s chosen people.  And when the screams faded away, the sound of crackling fire and footsteps could be heard.  The son of the high priest, Eleazar, stepped through the remains carefully picking up the censers that had once been consecrated to the Lord.  These censers would continue to serve as a memento of that day.  The Lord said, “38 …Hammer the censers into sheets to overlay the altar, for they were presented before the Lord and have become holy. Let them be a sign to the Israelites.”

Do you think these people were left wondering, “Why?”  Every time they saw that bronze overlay on the altar, they would remember why.  And they would remember how foolishly those people acted in challenging the authority of God’s appointed leaders.  In the end, their rebellion wasn’t against Moses and Aaron – it was against the Lord himself.
A couple weeks ago we heard how Achan and his entire household were executed because he stole a robe and some silver.  “Why?” Granted, he made a mistake, but when he got caught, he ‘fessed up.  Sometimes it’s hard for me to think that our dear Father in heaven who loved those people of Israel as his own children, too, would let any of them be stoned to death, swallowed alive by the earth, consumed by fire, overcome by poisonous snakes, struck with disease and plagues.  “Did they really have to go out like that?  And then to have a memento of their grisly death placed on the altar?”  After all, they were his chosen people.
And I’m quite sure that’s what was going through the minds of some of those people in those last split seconds.  “Hey, God, we’re your chosen people!  Don’t we deserve better than this?”  They rebelled against his leaders, which was a direct rebellion against God.  He gave them chances to repent.  But when they ignored it repeatedly, there was no long, drawn-out trial or jury. God took care of it as he saw fit, and the sentence was immediate.  God’s justice was served.  Case closed.
Or was it?  Throughout the history of God’s chosen people, the cycle repeated.  God showers them with his abundant blessings, but somehow they manage to find something to complain about.  God helps them to reconsider their blessings, i.e. he allows them to suffer for a while until they realize how ungrateful they have been.  They repent, and God forgives them and returns his blessings upon them.  Guess what the people do next.  (They complain some more.)
It’s pretty sad, isn’t it, how ungrateful and forgetful God’s chosen people can be?  You know Korah, one of the guys who challenged Moses and Aaron and was swallowed alive by the earth – he was a Levite who served in the tabernacle.  It was an honor and privilege allowed only for that tribe.  But he was sick and tired of what he felt were menial tasks far beneath the high priesthood that he could have carried out just as well.  “What makes Aaron so special!” And it made me realize, no matter how much God gave his chosen people, they still find a reason to second-guess him.
But wait a minute.  We’re God’s chosen people, too.  Through faith, we are his children – his obedient, respectful, grateful children.  Okay, sometimes.  But at least most of the time we are well-meaning, best-intentioned, and willing to try, right?  We are God’s people who do struggle with sin.  Would God ever punish us like those others who were guilty of such open and persistent rebellion?.  We are his children, after all, aren’t we?
I think you sense the weakness of that argument, because even God’s children have rebelled against him.  They can and have rejected His call to repentance, through his chosen leaders, through fellow believers, and through their own conscience.  Our holy God cannot and will not overlook or tolerate those who turn their back on his loving call to repent – even those who claim to be his children.
But how many times have you given in to that line of logic:  “You’re God’s child, so don’t worry about it.  Do it once, do it twice, you can do it again and again, because God will always take you back.”  And it’s such a believable lie, because there is some truth mixed in.  Through faith in Jesus, we have God’s unconditional forgiveness and love.  Through faith in Jesus, he will always take us back.  And yes, through faith in Jesus, we are God’s children.  
But the lie that mixes up the truth says that you can be God’s child even without repentance.  The moment you refuse to recognize the depth and guilty of each of your sins, you aren’t seeing Jesus any more.  When you see no need to turn away from your sins because ‘God will forgive it anyway’ – you can’t truly see Jesus or the price that he paid for your body and soul!  And when all you see in Jesus is an excuse to do what you want – to complain, to be greedy, to demand that you deserve even more because you are God’s child – that’s when you give up that privilege and title of being God’s child.  And God’s wrath and punishment isn’t just a fearful possibility; it’s a certain expectation.
The only thing we can do is fall flat on our faces before our holy God and lay before him every one of our damnable sins and hidden faults.  And each time of each day that you lay your sins before God’s holy altar, look and remember what covers that altar.  It’s not a layer of bronze that reminds you of God’s wrath against man, as was in the tabernacle, but a layer of blood that reminds you of God’s wrath against his own Son.  Jesus lived and died for you, shedding his blood to pay the full price for you to be God’s child.  Because of Him God “10 …does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities. 11 For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him,” (Ps. 103:10,11).  
Through faith in Jesus, you are without question God’s children.  Live with that clear understanding and comfort that you are God’s chosen people because of Christ.  No, we don’t deserve better, but he gives us the best anyway:  the life-giving water of baptism, his powerful word, his own body and blood given and shed for you.  You have God’s continual and unconditional forgiveness and strength to carry on through this wilderness of life here on earth.  Take hold of the privilege you’ve been given, repenting each day so that you can thankfully serve your Lord in everything you do.  Let’s live with that confidence and peace that is ours now through faith in Christ, and that will be ours forever in our Promised Land.  Amen.
