Chapter XII
Evil-speaking and Leprosy.

And Miriam and Aaron spake against Moses because of the Ethiopian woman whom he had
married: for he had married an Ethiopian woman. And they said, Hath the Lord indeed spoken
only by Moses? Hath he not spoken also by us?
And the Lord heard it. ...
And the Lord spake suddenly unto Moses, and unto Aaron, and unto Miriam, Come out ye three
unto the tabernacle of the congregation. And they three came out. — Numbers xii. 1, 2 and 4.
This is a striking instance of the peril of that very cowardly and very common sin — evil-speaking.
We are not told precisely what position Miriam held in Israel, although we know that she was the
sister of Moses. It is evident, also, from the leading part she took in the national rejoicing after
the passage of the Red Sea, that she was a person of considerable influence, if not of authority;
while her brother Aaron was, we know, the High Priest, chosen by God Himself to help Moses
and to minister in the Tabernacle. That a man and woman of such importance in the nation, so
eminent for the services they had already rendered to God, and so closely associated with Moses
— Miriam had watched him with a sister's care as he lay in the cradle among the bulrushes —
should be capable of speaking against' him, is, indeed, surprising and almost incredible. It
appears not only to be wicked, but, in view of all the circumstances, it seems also so very foolish.
Well may the wise man say, He that uttereth slander is a fool.
Moses had married out of Israel. His wife, we are told, was a woman from Midian, and, in some
way of which we are not informed, trouble had arisen between her and Miriam — or, at any rate,
between Moses and Miriam on her account. This personal dispute, whatever it was, had
apparently been decided against Miriam; and, as so often happens in such cases nowadays, the
purely private difference was allowed to enter into more important matters and to touch with its
evil influence sacred things. Miriam spoke against Moses, calling in question his special authority,
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and, in short, manifesting towards him the bad feeling — that venom of the heart — which is the
very life and soul of slander.
Now, I have consulted various authorities on this passage, and I find a general opinion that
Miriam and Aaron were anxious to share with Moses in the government and authority that rested
upon him, and that this was the secret of the unhappy business. I do not think so. I do not believe
that Miriam had any such far-reaching or courageous thoughts in her head. I fear that she was a
much smaller-minded person than the commentators suppose, and that the root of her sin was
to be found in vexation about some paltry quarrel in which Mrs. Moses and herself were
principally concerned. In her annoyance, she went off to Aaron, who evidently sympathised with
her. It is wonderful how well slanderers of all sorts know who will listen to their tales; and they,
Miriam and Aaron together, bad making bad worse, began to speak against Moses.
Amongst the words which we learn were actually used, the Scripture records: ‘Hath the Lord
spoken only by Moses? Hath He not spoken also by us?' If the words had been employed in the
same spirit and circumstances today, they would probably have been something like this: ‘After
all, Moses is not the only good man in the world. And it is evident that he makes mistakes, like
other people. We are as much led by God as he is. Talk about his wisdom! Why, look at this
woman he has married and brought in amongst us, who is not even one of his own nation, and
who influences his actions towards us. Suppose that he did lead us through the Red Sea, is that
any reason why we should stand this foreigner? Has not the Lord revealed His will by us also?'
And then the history goes on, 'And the Lord heard it.'
1. The Lord heard it. What a startling truth is there! The Lord! WHAT A LISTENER! Seated in the
High Priest's private tent, talking over their grievances against their old leader, and fanning their
dislike for his strange wife, how snug and quiet and confidential it must have seemed! ‘Mind,’ I
can fancy I hear Aaron saying, as he looked round to see that the curtains were closely drawn
over the doorway (for he is grown a little cautious since that sad affair of the golden calf) —
‘Mind, I would not say it to anyone else, Miriam — at any rate, not till we see how things go on;
but I agree with you that it is time something was done. Only we must be careful, very careful.
Should not like him to hear about this. Of course, he has done a great work in his time, and, no
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doubt, if left to himself, things would be very different now; but, as you say, he is influenced by
Zipporah; and — well, it's a great shame, and you have my fullest sympathy' — and so forth, and
so forth.
All so quiet, and so very private, and so safe! But was it? Was there not a third person present?
Alas! Miriam, Miriam, although you drew the curtains close, the Lord heard your bitter words.
Ah, Aaron! — you who were appointed for the very purpose of helping and upholding Moses —
you of whom men would never have heard so much as your poor name outside your own
farmyard but for this man you are slandering! Oh, Aaron! there is some one listening to the
gentle, cautious, honeyed words as they fall from your traitorous tongue. Ah! you did not notice
Him, but the Lord heard it.
The Lord always hears. There is not an evil word but He catches it. There is not a slander spoken
against His servants that He misses. The words that were uttered in whispers — the sedition that
came of a breath spoken in the inner chamber — the Lord heard them. The calumny that was
passed on under a solemn promise never to tell any one — the Lord heard it. The disagreeable
jest that made such good fun, at some one else's expense, for some evil-minded acquaintancethe Lord heard it. The stray word that was thrown into the conversation just to carry the little false
impression - so clever, so simple, so natural it was, that it was only just understood - the Lord
heard it. The suggestion — not exactly about that person directly, but about his work, or his wife,
or son, or daughter, or Lieutenant, but so discreetly put that without appearing spiteful it was
really injurious to him — the Lord heard it. Let slanderers remember, He always hears. Let them
take heed.
But why should it concern Him so nearly what the complaining and discontented say? He who
inhabits eternity, who maketh the heavens a curtain, and the earth His footstool, why should He
attend to the tattle of tale-bearers? For two reasons: First, that such complaints are really
complaints against Him. This is His world. Some one has well said that slanders on His servants,
and complaints against His providence, are really against the head of the house.' And this is
particularly true of evil-speaking about those whom He has placed in authority in His Kingdom.
Of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram, it is said that 'they strove against Moses when they strove against
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the Lord.' Second, because, in judging men, He has said that He will take into account their
words as well as their deeds. He sets great store by what people say. ‘But I say unto you,' said
Jesus, 'that every idle word that men shall speak, they shall give account thereof in the day of
judgment. For by thy words thou shalt be justified, and by thy words thou shalt be condemned.'
We will not, therefore, be anxious when men speak against us. It is really very foolish to worry
about it — the Lord knows what is going on. He hears it all — let us leave our cause with Him.
Nothing that we can do in our own defence will be half so effective as what He will do, if we trust
Him and go on with His work, assured that He knows.
2. The Lord took action in consequence of what He heard. When Miriam and Aaron had finished
speaking, He suddenly spoke, and brought them face to face with the man they were slandering.
What a surprise! What a humiliating experience for Aaron! What a painful ordeal for Miriam! What
an effective extinguisher for their little plot! Ah, and what an opportunity for Moses!
Now, something of the same kind of Divine interposition frequently happens in the experience
of Salvation Army Officers. I do not say that the exact details are always repeated, or that
disclosure always follows as here so quickly on the heels of slander; but, nevertheless, there is
ample evidence that God abundantly looks after us in this matter by bringing to our knowledge,
in the most unexpected manner, what is being said to injure us and retard our work. Again and
again this has happened in my own case. By means I had no idea of — indeed, through the most
unlikely channels — I have come to know what has been said in secret, not only about me, but
about my comrades and about The Army, and have been able, as a consequence, to forestall
the enemy or to rescue the prey from his hands.
At other times, I have observed how evil-speaking has defeated its own ends by suddenly coming
out into the open. It was powerful while it lurked in secret: it became powerless the moment that
it came into the light. Slander is, in fact, a kind of pestilence that walketh in darkness, spreading
its foul contagion by whispers and innuendoes, shady tales, doubtful hearsays, and the under
chatter of spite and hatred. While it can run its course amid such favourable surroundings, it is
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often dangerous; the moment it is compelled to face the day, and the slanderers can be tracked,
and tackled with the truth, it loses much of its attraction and most of its power.
If, then, this is God's way of dealing with evil-speaking, it can, I think, be usefully adopted by
you, by all. Be no party to any evil-speaking about any one; resolutely refuse to listen to a word
that is unkind until you have made it clear that you will report everything to the person
condemned, and bring his slanderers to repeat their story before his face. Make no exception to
this rule; have done with the whole pestilential business except on these terms. Do unto others
as you would that they should do unto you.
And the anger of the Lord was kindled against them and, behold, Miriam became leprous, white
as snow. And Aaron said unto Moses, Alas, my lord, I beseech thee, lay not the sin upon us,
wherein we have done foolishly, and wherein we have sinned. Let her not be as one dead.
It was, indeed, a terrible visitation for Miriam; and while Aaron's confession, horror, and distress
are highly creditable to him, they show also how fully at last he realised his own as well as Miriam's
sin. Their disgrace was in proportion to their former pride.
There was, it seems to me, a peculiar fitness in the punishment which here befell Miriam, for
leprosy necessitates entire separation from all the ordinary associations of life: a leper is excluded
from business, friends, and home--all must go. At one stroke, therefore, her opportunity to speak
any more against Moses is gone for ever, unless God should intervene and cure her. Imagine her
shame and agony! Aaron feels it, and, smarting, no doubt, with a sense of his own share in the
wrong he should have condemned, he pleads for her; but she is silent about herself — a
speechless leper!
And, depend upon it, God still visits those who speak against His people; and the most fearful
of His judgments upon them is the injury that follows to their own souls. Nothing more quickly
infects the whole man with the poison of doubt and hatred--the very spirit of hell itself-than this
practice of evil-speaking. It tarnishes everything it touches and blackens what it cannot consume.
It fosters selfishness, destroys sympathy, and kills love outright. Talk against one man long
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enough, and you will come to hate all men; and then all men will shun you like a leper. Allow the
spirit of slander to take possession of your heart, and the joy and sweetness will all go out of
your life.
This leprosy, like the other, makes its victims supremely wretched. I should think that no human
trials can compare in misery with the self-torment of wrong-doers. Verily, 'The way of
transgressors is hard.' Envy and jealousy alone could make one soul wretched enough to infect
heaven itself with woe.
Do not imagine that it is a happy thing to go about the world speaking evil. Better by far to be
the slandered than to be the slanderer.
3. Moses, in his treatment of this matter, set a fine example for us in dealing with those who
wrong us in a similar way. The moment that Aaron, speaking for both Miriam and himself,
confessed their sin, Moses began to pray for Miriam: ‘Heal her now, O God, I beseech thee!' I
have often thought of this incident when dealing with ex-Officers who have slandered The Army
and have afterwards come asking for our forgiveness, as well as when I have heard Officers
condemned for treating so kindly Soldiers and others who had spoken evil of them. I have always
felt that the true Salvationist could well afford to follow Moses; and, even when I have had to do
it at the risk of grieving some good people, I have tried to act upon this principle.
The attack had been made on Moses personally, and apparently about a personal matter — 'that
woman’ was the occasion of it; yet Moses said no word concerning himself. There was no need
to do so —
When it concerns himself,
Who's angry at a slander, makes it true.
There is not a trace of reproach or of personal feeling of any kind in his speech or prayer. He was
evidently thinking more of Miriam than of himself. “Lord, heal her now,' he prays; and the Lord
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was moved by his prayer to act in mercy. It is virtue, not vengeance, that we see in Moses.
Oh, never let any injury done to you or those dear to you prevent you praying for those who do
it. Even when they are — must be — ‘put out of camp,' like Miriam, pray for them still. Even when
the leprosy has made them marked men, and, for your own soul's sake, you must needs shun
them, you can pray for them; and your prayer can - and will-be, 'Heal them now, O God!'
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