Sunday March 7th 2021.                          Readings: Psalm106:16-18 

                                                                                    Numbers 16:1-7,15,20-35

                                               ENVY.

We are continuing with another incident during the long journeying of the Hebrews in the wilderness. It throws some light on the learning process required by the Hebrew people.

I do recommend that you have a Bible to hand so that you can look at the passages mentioned. Psalm 106: 16-18 is a very brief precis of an event recorded in Numbers 16. 

If we read the psalm piece first, most of us could be forgiven for not knowing who Dathan or Abiram were – let alone Korah who appears in Numbers 16 and we need to look at Num. 16 to get the story. BUT I would like to take you back even further to Num.1;47-53 which tells us about the Levites. 

Moses was getting things organised after the escape from Egypt and he carried out a census. (Numbers is called Numbers for a reason!!). However, the tribe of Levi was kept separate and given a the special role of “keepers of the Tabernacle” ie doing the prctical work of setting it up and dismantling it and transporting it and all its equipment.. The Tabernacle was the holy tent where God was present with his people. A bit like a cathedral, but portable!!

The family of Aaron were the priests who actually used the holy things and offered the sacrifices in the Tabernacle. The Levites were dealing with “holy things” but were -if you like- one step down from priests. As time went on it was this that became a source of envy.

Within the Levites, there was a clan of Kohathites (Num 4:4) who were given the care of “the most holy things”. (It is worth reading Num 4:1-20 to get an sense of how specific all the instructions were and just how holy the Tabernacle was because God became present in it.)

Now the man Korah mentioned at the beginning was a Kohathite – so he was only one step down from the priests. It is strange that Korah is not mentioned in Psalm 106 because he was the one who recruited Dathan, Abiram and On and started the protest. (Num16:1) He gathered 250 other prominent people as well and stirred them up to jealousy: why can't we all have priestly position and privilege? Then he marched them off to Moses. 

It was envy/jealousy which sparked off this particular revolt and they attacked Moses' leadership. “you have gone too far.... we are all holy... why do you put yourself above us?”(Num16:3) He really challenged Moses who was flabbergasted. They had all forgotten that it was God who had chosen and called Moses to lead his people out of Egypt- Moses had certainly not volunteered! We all know how envy can lead to disastrous relationships and cruel actions among humankind. It is a very insidious sin. A strong desire to have something which someone else has can become all consuming if not checked. There is a reason for the 10th Commandment “you shall not covet....”

The way in which God dealt with this uprising may seem utterly cruel. “the ground opened and Korah, Dathan and Abiram and all their families and possessions were swallowed up” and then the other 250 men involved were consumed by fire (Num 16:28-35).  Where is God's love and forgiveness, why did God do this? Why are God's actions often so unbending in the Old Testament? There is no easy answer, but it helps me to realise that God was building the Hebrews into a people with whom he had a special relationship and from whom he would raise up his own Son to be the Saviour of the world. He needed to underline his holiness. He was going to carve out a country for them amongst other nations who were polytheists worshipping a variety of idols and employing some pretty dreadful practices. His people needed to recognise Jehovah's holiness.

It was envy that sparked this particular revolt, but there was so much other wingeing and grumbling against Moses -and therefore against God- during the years in the Wilderness that it is surprising that God did not give upon on the Hebrews altogether! Also, please note, there are many times when God does listen to Moses' prayers for the people and reduces His punishments – even in this story (Num16:20-24). We are quick to accuse God of cruelty while forgetting why people are punished.

Have we become so comfortable in the knowledge of the love and forgiveness of God through Jesus his Son that we forget that God is still the Holy One of Israel?

Yes, we are children of God and heirs through Christ. Yes, God is the father who welcomes home the Prodigal son, but the 10th commandment still stands. “You shall not covet”. Envy is a creeping evil which can worm its way into our thinking if we do not take action to prevent this. During the Covid year I have heard so many people say “I try to count my blessings” and this is a very helpful way to deal with envy as well as despair.  So let us ask God to help us to concentrate on what we have - not on what we have not or on what someone else has. 

We know that, if we fall short of God's holiness in our own lives, we have an opportunity to come to our senses and ask for forgiveness and know that God accepts our repentance. We know that Jesus died on the Cross for our forgiveness. So as we progress through Lent let us treasure that knowledge  more and more and thank God for it. Let us leave behind all envy!
