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TEXT:  Numbers 16:23-40 
THEME:  God Protects His People 
 1.  Who Are Your Friends? 
 2.  Where’s the Love? 
 
Numbers 16:23-40 
 
Then the LORD said to Moses, "Say to the assembly, 'Move away from the tents of 
Korah, Dathan and Abiram.'"  
 
Moses got up and went to Dathan and Abiram, and the elders of Israel followed him.  
He warned the assembly, "Move back from the tents of these wicked men! Do not 
touch anything belonging to them, or you will be swept away because of all their 
sins."  So they moved away from the tents of Korah, Dathan and Abiram. Dathan and 
Abiram had come out and were standing with their wives, children and little ones at 
the entrances to their tents.  
 
Then Moses said, "This is how you will know that the LORD has sent me to do all 
these things and that it was not my idea:  If these men die a natural death and 
experience only what usually happens to men, then the LORD has not sent me.  But if 
the LORD brings about something totally new, and the earth opens its mouth and 
swallows them, with everything that belongs to them, and they go down alive into 
the grave, then you will know that these men have treated the LORD with contempt."  
 
As soon as he finished saying all this, the ground under them split apart and the 
earth opened its mouth and swallowed them, with their households and all Korah's 
men and all their possessions.  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.  At their cries, all the Israelites around them fled, shouting, "The earth is 
going to swallow us too!"  
 
And fire came out from the LORD and consumed the 250 men who were offering the 
incense.  
 
The LORD said to Moses, "Tell Eleazar son of Aaron, the priest, to take the censers 
out of the smoldering remains and scatter the coals some distance away, for the 
censers are holy —the censers of the men who sinned at the cost of their lives.  
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."  
 
So Eleazar the priest collected the bronze censers brought by those who had been 
burned up, and he had them hammered out to overlay the altar, as the LORD directed 
him through Moses. This was to remind the Israelites that no one except a 
descendant of Aaron should come to burn incense before the LORD, or he would 
become like Korah and his followers.  
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Dear Fellow Redeemed by the Blood of the Lamb: 
 

WHO ARE YOUR FRIENDS? 
 
Common wisdom, conventional wisdom suggests that if you want to know what you 
are like, look at your friends.  Birds of a feather flock together.  Hang around a group 
of people long enough and ultimately you will dress as they dress, do as they do, 
and think as they think.  Friends have a tremendous influence on one’s character 
and way of life. 
 
Someone once compared choosing the right friends to preventative medicine.  
Choosing the right friends helps avoid future troubles.  No wonder loving parents are 
concerned about their children’s friends.  Bad companions are a sign that children 
are moving in the wrong direction.  There is an old saying, attributed to Benjamin 
Franklin but goes even further back, perhaps to the Roman philosopher, Seneca:  
You lie down with dogs, you get up with fleas.  On the other hand, good companions 
mean the opposite.  Wise King Solomon wrote:  “He who walks with the wise 
grows wise, but a companion of fools suffers harm” (Proverbs 13:20).  The 
Apostle Paul put it this way by inspiration of the Holy Spirit:  “Bad company 
corrupts good character” (1 Corinthians 15:33). 
 
Most of us probably weren’t always careful about the friends we chose.  If we’re 
honest, we may recall friends who did us more harm than good.  We hung around 
them, even if it was only briefly, and we did things we shouldn’t have done.  We 
failed to heed the advice given by Moses to the Israelites:  “Move back from the 
tents of these wicked men!  Do not touch anything belonging to them, or you 
will be swept away because of all their sins.”  But what did we do?  We touched; 
we hung around.  Perhaps on some occasions we even sank to their level and 
beyond. 
 
The kind of friends God wants us to have help keep us close to him—Christian 
friends who desire our eternal salvation.  Such friends protect us.  They lovingly 
warn us about our faults and weaknesses to keep us on the path of righteousness.  
When we make a sinful choice in our life, they don’t keep quiet and let us go our 
own way.  They do the hard work of bringing us back to the right road.  When we 
sin, they lead us to repentance—not by condoning our sin—but by pointing it out to 
us and not accepting our lame excuses for sinning against our God and his Word.  
And when we repent, they comfort us with the assurance that we have been 
graciously forgiven through the perfect life and atoning death of our Savior Jesus. 
 
Our best friend, of course, is God himself.  He chose us to be his friends from 
eternity.  He stayed with us even during those times when other friends were more 
exciting and more important to us than he was.  He has been honest about our 
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faults and has comforted us with his promises of forgiveness.  He is a friend who will 
never forsake us, a friend we will never regret having.   
 
But in our text, WHERE’S THE LOVE? 
 
Okay, so Korah, Dathan, and Abiram messed up.  They sinned.  They were not 
good friends to hang around with.  But where’s the love?  The skeptic might say that 
the punishment of the conspirators indicates a lack of love on God’s part.  So many 
people perished, and so quickly!  Shouldn’t God have given them a second chance?  
Why should the children have died along with their parents?  Why such a horrible 
death, being buried alive? 
 
But if people doubt God’s love and fairness here, what about the multitudes destined 
for hell with its unquenchable fire?  If God wasn’t fair and loving here, is he ever fair 
when he judges?  Is God fair only when people say that he is?  What a slippery 
slope the skeptic treads! 
 
When God tells us that he is a “jealous” God  (Exodus 20:5), he means that he is 
serious about his laws and commandments.  He will certainly punish all who sin 
against him.  But God is also serious about his love.  He proved it to the Israelites by 
bringing them out of their slavery in Egypt.  He proved it by supplying daily manna 
and quails and producing water out of a rock.  God especially proved how serious 
he is about his love by offering his Son as a payment for our sins.  But was God 
showing love when the earth opened up and swallowed whole families?  Yes, 
indeed.  He was warning others among his people who might have a similar 
rebellious spirit. 
 
There is love in warnings.  Signs warn against high voltage or caution us about 
sharp curves or ice on bridges.  There is kindness, consideration, protection—yes, 
even love!—in these warnings.  God warns us because he loves us.  God’s 
warnings are prompted by the same love that sent Jesus to be our Savior and the 
same love that wants all people to be saved. 
 
Christianity is full of warnings and signs.  Everything in Christianity, all of its truths 
and joys, are embodied in the cross.  The cross reminds us of what we deserve 
because of our sins, but also how Jesus suffered for us.  It reminds us of God’s 
mercy and grace.  It assures us that all of our sins have been paid for.  It assures us 
that nothing will ever separate us from God’s love.  In the cross we find our greatest 
comfort.  But let us never use our forgiveness and the cross of Christ to continue in 
a life of sin.  If we do, we will end up worse than Korah, Dathan, and Abiram.  In 
God’s love, we’ve been warned.  So in repentance, true repentance—sorrow over 
sin, trust in God’s forgiveness, and the commitment to come out of the sin—let us 
turn in faith to our GOD WHO PROTECTS HIS PEOPLE.  Amen. 


