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 Sunday in Lent)       Numbers 16:23-40 

 

REPENT OR PERISH 

 

“Caution.  Slippery when wet.  Danger, High Voltage; Swim at your own risk; Do not Enter.”  Are warning 

signs like these meant to harm you?  No.  They are warnings made out of love and concern for your safety.  

Ignore them and the results could be deadly.  “Repent or Perish” was a warning sign that Moses in a sense 

posted in our text for this morning, the same sign Jesus posted in our Gospel lesson that we just heard.  It’s a 

warning for people to turn away from their sins and find comfort in God’s forgiveness.  Ignoring that warning 

would bring about deadly results, eternal death in hell.   That warning sign has been posted by God’s 

messengers throughout the history of the world, a warning that we need to also pay attention to.  Repent or 

perish.   

 

What in the world was going on?  Why this rebellion and anger toward Moses and Aaron?  We find the answers 

in the chapters prior to our text.   Moses was about to lead the people into the Promised Land.  Before they 

entered, he sent 12 men ahead as scouts to check out the people and the land.  When they came back, ten of the 

men said the people there were too powerful and the Israelites would be no match for them.  Going in would be 

deadly.  Two of the 12 though, Caleb and Joshua, disagreed and said they would be okay because they had the 

Lord on their side.  God had proved that over and over again.  The people refused to believe them and actually 

thought about stoning them.  They refused to go into the land and said they should choose a different leader to 

take them back to Egypt. 

 

God’s patience with this ungrateful and untrusting nation had come to an end.  God told Moses to tell the people 

that since they refused to enter the land, they would spend the next 40 years wandering through the desert.  Any 

adult over 20 years old would not enter the Promised Land.  Having said that, God also struck down with a 

deadly plague the 10 scouts who came back with the negative report.  When the people saw and heard this, they 

changed their minds and said, “Okay, we’ll go.”  When Moses told them it was too late, the people said they 

were going anyway.  When they tried, enemies were there and drove them back because God was not with 

them.  The people were angry and upset, not with themselves, but with Moses and Aaron, and started lashing 

out at them.  In fact, they started a mutiny with the leaders being Korah, a cousin of Moses and Aaron, who 

actually served in the temple but wanted to take over Aaron’s role.  Dathan and Abiram from the tribe of 

Reuben also thought Moses had been the leader way too long and was not doing a good job.  After all, he had 

not led them into the Promised Land as he had promised.  They got 250 prominent people of the nation to back 

them up.   

 

What disrespect these people had for Moses and Aaron, leaders God had called and chosen!  By doing so, they 

were showing disrespect and rebelling against God.  Let me ask you this.  Would you ever be so bold and 

foolish to rebel against God like this and go against God’s leaders?  The leaders that congregations call to serve 

as pastors and teachers; the leaders congregations elect to serve as the church council are the leaders God has 

called and chosen to serve the congregation at that time.  The responsibility that God gives the congregation is 

to show them love and respect as his representatives. 

 

Does that always happen?  Do you ever get angry at the messenger who speaks God’s Word but you don’t like 

what those words are.  For example, if your pastor warns and points out the sin of despising God’s Word and 

Sacrament by not coming to church, living together outside of marriage, homosexual activity, an unscriptural 

divorce; and then says to you or a family member. “Repent or perish”, do you look at yourself in the mirror of 

God’s law and get upset with yourself? If it’s a family member, do you out of love confront your family 

member with his/her sin, or do you get upset at the messenger who is saying, “This is what the Lord says.” 

When some people don’t like what God has to say about the role of women in the church, do they lash out at 

God who designed the roles or at the one who says, “This is what the Lord says.”  If someone from our 

stewardship board addresses the congregation about financial problems, or when the pastor preaches about 

God’s guidelines for giving, do you do some soul searching regarding your giving or do you get angry at the 



messenger and make statements like, “All they talk about and want is my money!”  When a pastor preaches a 

sermon on a certain sin that hits home with you, whether it be gossip, drunkenness, greed, a foul mouth, 

selfishness, do you let it go in one ear and out the other and say he shouldn’t focus on such petty sins?   I’m 

afraid the problem of disrespect toward God’s leaders that the Israelites had is still a problem today.  When you 

show disrespect toward God’s messengers, you are showing disrespect to God who has commanded them to 

teach and preach his Word in all its truth and purity.  The reason God commands them to point out sin is 

because God wants you to recognize the seriousness of every sin and to repent of them.  

 

That’s what God and Moses wanted for the people but they refused to listen. God had had enough.  Moses told 

Korah that he could take 250 of his followers the next day to burn incense at the altar of God.  Moses wasn’t 

going to stop him.  Korah would be disobeying God’s command regarding who could offer sacrifices, but if 

God accepted their offerings, that would show they had the right to take over Aaron’s duties.  Moses warned 

them not to do it but it was up to them.   

 

The next day Korah defied Moses and went with his 250 buddies to the altar to burn incense while Dathan and 

Abiram came out of their tents with their families and just stood there in open defiance.  You can almost see 

them standing there with stern faces and their arms crossed in front of them.  After telling the rest of the people 

to get away from these men’s tents, 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.    
Right after these words came out of Moses’ mouth, this is what happened.  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.  And fire came out from the 

Lord and consumed the 250 men who were offering the incense.  These people did not die natural deaths but 

fell under a horrible judgment of God that they brought upon themselves by their sinful rebellion.  Think of 

what the other Israelites witnessed.  God opened up the earth and swallowed up the rebellious people.  Fire 

came out of God’s altar and burned up the 250 people who were offering incense.  God’s judgment against them 

was immediate and final.  The words of the writer of Hebrews come to mind.  It is a dreadful thing to fall into 

the hands of the living God.  Sad to say, they are finding that out for all eternity. 

 

What effect should this incident have on us?  God takes sin seriously.  It’s that simple.  Sin has consequences 

and thumbing our noses at God’s messengers who point out sin or defiantly crossing our arms and saying, “I’m 

not going to listen.” will have disastrous consequences.    I’m not talking about God opening up the earth and 

swallowing you, not that he couldn’t do that.  Yet there is a punishment that is even worse, the punishment of 

hell where the pain will never end, a pain that will cause the weeping and gnashing of your teeth.  By the way, 

that is the punishment you deserve and so do I. 

 

 My friends, I have good news.  Our holy God who demands respect and obedience is also a loving God who 

came up with the answer for sin, the answer being his Son Jesus who became one of us.  Instead of punishing us 

for our disrespect and rebellion, he lashed out at his innocent Son for sins he never committed, punished him 

with the pain of not only his suffering and death on the cross, but the pain of hell itself.  Our holy and loving 

God punished Jesus so that he wouldn’t have to punish us.  Through faith in Jesus that the Holy Spirit works in 

our hearts through the Gospel, Jesus’ payment for sin becomes ours. That, my friends, is totally amazing!  This 

doesn’t mean that you should continue to sin all you want or show disrespect toward God and his 

representatives and think it’s not a big deal.  Sin is a big deal.  Look what it cost Jesus.  Knowing how much the 

Lord loves you, knowing the sacrifice Jesus was willing to make for you, how could you continue with a sinful 

attitude like that?  You see, faith in Jesus produces fruit, fruit that hates sin and turns away from it; fruit that 

confesses sin and finds comfort in Jesus’ forgiveness; fruit that shows love and gratitude by the way you strive 

to live according to God’s commands.  



 

Let me make another point clear.  Moses and Aaron were not perfect.  They were sinners like everyone else.  

Yet God chose them to be his spokesmen.  That’s true of all of God’s messengers and leaders that he has 

appointed.  I know I am far from perfect and must confess that every night before I go to sleep.   All of God’s 

leaders make mistakes.  If one of us does something you question or don’t agree with, God commands you to go 

and talk to that leader privately.  That’s showing love and respect.   

 

What God wants you to do is to focus on the message and not the messenger.  If the messenger says, “Repent or 

perish,” remember it’s a message of warning.  It’s also a message of love, because God does not want you to 

perish.  That’s why he sent his Son Jesus who lived and died to be your Savior.  It’s that love that will motivate 

you then to produce fruits that flow from repentance; to live lives that are dedicated to following God and living 

according to his commands.  So my friends, repent and keep repenting or perish.   To be honest, I would prefer 

to put it this way.  Repent and live, live with God for all eternity.  Amen. 

 

 


