
 

 
Connection to Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study of Awake: The Call to a 
Renewed Life, these sermon outlines will use the same Scripture passages as the small group 
study, so the pastor can reinforce the study from the pulpit.  
 
We see in the book of Acts that as the early church was faithful with what God had given them 
he opened up more doors for the gospel to spread. Session Six of the small group material is 
called “Return to The Task.” The Point is, “A revitalized church spreads the gospel.”  
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study Beauty From 
Ashes these sermon outlines will use the same Scripture passages as the small group 
study, so the pastor can reinforce the study from the pulpit. 
 
Introduction: Have you ever worked with someone who was hypercritical?  No matter 
how hard you try or how you do your job, they always find fault with it.  It’s discouraging 
to be around a person like that because you feel you can never please them.  The same 
holds true for critics in the church.  I’m sure most of us have known people who 
constantly find fault: “I don’t like the music.  The preacher is too loud (or too quiet).  
Those kids make too much noise.  Why do they always ask for money?  The carpet’s 
ugly”, etc.  I’m not saying we should ignore legitimate problems in the church, but 
there’s a difference between constructive and destructive criticism.  The apostle Paul 
exhorted the church at Ephesus to speak things that would build up the church instead 
of tearing it down (Ephesians 4:29).  
 
 In the twelfth chapter of Numbers, God taught Miriam and Aaron a very hard lesson 
about criticism.  We need to be balanced when we talk about respecting leaders in the 
church.  Certainly they are fallible, and when a pastor is teaching contrary to the Word 
of God, the church has a duty to deal with it.  Be that as it may, pastors and other 
church leaders have been called and chosen by God, and we must be careful to treat 
them with the proper respect.  Aaron and Miriam had a trivial grievance against Moses, 
and they set out to undermine his leadership of the Israelites.  This was a vast mistake 
on their part, and Miriam paid a price for it.     
 

I. A heartless criticism. 
 
A. Miriam and Aaron were against Moses for marrying an Ethiopian (or 

Cushite) woman. 
1. Most likely this was Moses’ second marriage. 

a. Moses’ first wife, Zipporah, was a Midianite.  She had evidently 
died by this time, so Moses married a Cushite. 

b. How she happened to be in the company of the Israelites is not 
stated.  She may have left Egypt with them (Exodus 12:38, 48). 

2. Why did Miriam criticize him for this? 
a. God had forbidden the Hebrews to marry people from certain 

nations, but the Cushites were not included (Exodus 34:16). 
b. Miriam may have been driven by personal prejudice.  Aaron may 

have simply followed along, since he seemed rather weak-willed 
(Ex. 32:21-24). 

B. They set out to undermine Moses’ leadership. 
1. Miriam asked, “Hath the Lord indeed spoken only by Moses?” 

a. Moses had recently appointed seventy elders to help him lead the 
nation.   
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b. Miriam was a prophetess (Exodus 15:20), and Aaron was the high 
priest.  They may have been angry that they were left out. 

2. Moses declined to respond to the criticism. 
a. He was meek.  Adrian Rogers used to define meekness as 

“strength under control.” 
b. He may have decided to let God handle it. 

• One of my seminary professors often gave this advice to us 
young preachers: “Let God fight your battles for you.”  About two 
or three years into my first pastorate, I began to understand 
what he meant.  Some battles are too big for one man, so we 
should leave them to God. 

 
II. A heavenly confrontation. 

 
A. God rebuked Miriam and Aaron for their criticism. 

1. He instructed Moses, Miriam, and Aaron to gather at the tabernacle, 
where He spoke to them directly. 
a. Evidently He addressed them in an audible voice. 
b. He appeared to them in a pillar of cloud, so there was no mistaking 

that this was the voice of God. 
2. He reaffirmed Moses as the chosen leader of the people. 

a. He would continue to speak to prophets through dreams and 
visions. 

b. He would communicate with Moses in a more direct manner. 
B. What does this have to do with us today? 

1. God has established structures of authority in the church and in society 
as a whole, and we have a duty to respect them. 
a. This not only applies to pastors, but lay leaders as well. 
b. God ordained civil government (Romans 13:1-5). 
c. Leadership is necessary for order to be maintained.  Many of us 

have had the unpleasant experience of attending meetings where 
everyone tries to be in charge.  The inevitable result is chaos. 
• My Dad was a career soldier, and he always taught his children 

to respect authority.  As a sergeant, he knew what it was like to 
serve under officers who were less than competent.  
Nevertheless, they were his superiors and he was obliged to 
respect them.  He once told me, “Your boss isn’t always right, 
but he’s still the boss.”   

2. This does not mean we should blindly follow all leaders. 
a. When leaders are teaching heresy or are guilty of immoral conduct, 

the church has a duty to call them to account. 
b. We should follow the laws of the land as much as possible, but we 

must obey God first (Acts 5:29). 
 

III. The harsh consequences. 
 
A. God struck Miriam with leprosy. 

1. Aaron admitted to Moses that they had sinned. 
a. Evidently Miriam had a very severe form of leprosy, since Aaron 

feared for her life. 
b. Moses intervened on her behalf (even though she had done wrong, 

she was still his sister and he loved her). 
2. Miriam was shut out of the camp for seven days. 

a. Even though God healed her, she was ceremonially unclean (Lev. 
13:4). 
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b. God forgives sin, but He does not always roll back the 
consequences. 

B. Some important applications: 
1. We must learn to rein in our tongues.  

a. A critical spirit not only discourages other people, but it can create 
division in the body of Christ. 

b. Sowing discord among brethren is an abomination (Prov. 6:16-19).   
2. What if your criticisms are legitimate? 

a. Be careful of your motives.  Are you truly concerned about the 
health of the church, or are you simply feeding your own ego? 

b. Make sure you state your criticism in the right way.   
• Dr. Gray Allison, the founding president of Mid-America 

Seminary, used to say, “It’s easy to do the right thing in the 
wrong way, and that’s almost as bad as doing the wrong thing.” 

 
 
Conclusion: Criticism is not always a bad thing.  I once read that General Dwight 
Eisenhower would never approve a battle plan until he found someone who was 
strongly opposed to it.  More often than not, the critic spotted some real flaws in the 
plan, and Eisenhower wanted to be aware of them and correct them.  I never have had 
much use for leaders that only want “yes” men among their followers.  Even pastors are 
only human, and sometimes we make mistake.  If the criticism is coming from someone 
you trust, why not listen to the person?  He or she may in fact have some legitimate 
points, and you can learn from them. 

 
It’s one thing to call attention to valid concerns, but it’s quite another to criticize 

simply because you enjoy putting others in their place.  Constructive criticism has its 
place in the church, but destructive criticism does not.  The tongue is a powerful 
instrument.  It can do much good, but it can also wreak much destruction (James 3:3-
12).  Make sure you’re using your words wisely, not to tear people down, but to build 
them up.   
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