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Seduction 
by Numbers 25 

Readings: Numbers 25:1-13; Titus 2:11-14; Matthew 18:7-10 
 
What do you think of if I say “seduction”?  Now this may be a very bad way to 

start a sermon as your mind may now be filled with all sorts of distracting ideas and 
visions.  But those very visions may show the power of seduction, the idea of being 
seduced is seductive.  This is fact of which advertisers are only too well aware, people it 
seems want to be seduced. 

This is true despite knowing that there is a negative side to seduction.  A 
dictionary definition is “To lead a person away from a duty or proper conduct.”  To be 
seduced is to end up somewhere you shouldn’t be, regardless of how enjoyable or 
desirable the journey may have been.  The basic question when faced with seduction is 
“Is it worth it?”. 

As we look at yet another sad story in the history of Israel, as they are seduced 
into sin, we will have to ask are being seduced, and is it worth it? 

THE NARRATIVE 

Led Astray 
As we return to Numbers, Balaam has made an ass of himself while blessing 

God’s people, the people of Israel still on the cusp of the Promised Land but the men 
have started to stray with Moabite women first sexually leading to idolatry, via gluttony.  

We need to realise that this is not simply a case of boys being boys, as 
pernicious as that phrase is in itself, but they are again allowing their stomachs as well 
as other body parts to lead them away from their God.  The men are almost certainly 
married, thus breaking the 7th commandment and numbers 1 and 2 in short order. 

Furthermore, back in Exodus 34 after the similar idolatrous incident with the 
golden calf, they were explicitly warned, and the language is explicit, against this very 
behaviour.  Behind this is that they are supposed to be God’s special people, a kingdom 
of priests to bring blessing to the world (Exodus 19) or as the Balaam narrative has 
reminded us, “Here is a people living alone, and not reckoning itself among the nations!”  
(23:9)  And here they are acting just like the nations around them. 

Having broken three of the Lord’s commandments in two verses; his specific 
warning, and their vocation it is no surprise that the anger of the Lord burns against his 
people.  He has just been declaring his determination to bless his people and they are 
turning away from him. 

The Lord’s response may cause us to alarm, the leaders of the nation are to be 
publicly executed and exposed for this is the way that the Lord’s anger will be turned 
aside.  We may think this is perhaps unfair, we are not even told that these men were 
involved in this behaviour.  But as the leaders they have the responsibility for teaching 
and directing their people and their failure is apparent and they are to bear the blame, 
and by their death there would be atonement. 
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Interestingly Moses doesn’t seem to put into practice what the Lord has said 
rather he tells the judges that all those who have been involved in worshipping Baal 
must be put to death. 

New lows for high society 
We don’t know if this sentence was ever carried out but we later discover God’s 

judgement has started with a plague, and the people grieve.  Up till now the sinful 
behaviour outside the camp is brought right to the heart of the community.  Right in front 
of those weeping at the tent of meeting an Israelite man brings his Midianite maiden into 
his own tent for a, … um… , private meeting.  The Old Testament would call this sinning 
with a high hand, blatant sin that disregards God’s will and character.  We could even 
call it high treason. 

Phinehas, Aaron’s grandson is so enraged by this flagrant affront to God that he 
gets a spear and terminates them in the middle of their meeting, so to speak.   

This brings action brings end to the plague.  God has said that the death of the 
leaders would turn his anger away and we discover that these two were both in high 
society in Israel and Midian. 

But the text put the focus not on their deaths but Phineas zeal for the honour of 
Phineas for his God which has turned away God’s anger (10-13).  He then is honoured 
with an eternal priesthood.  He has acted as a true priest, zealously acting for God’s 
honour to deal with sin, provide atonement for the people and thus bring salvation and 
reconciliation between God and man. 

A Planned Tactic 
The chapter ends with the Lord commanding the Moses that because of the 

Midianites behaviour they are to treated as enemies.  This a bit further for this was not 
just the result of high spirits but rather a deliberate act by the Midianites. 

We are told in Numbers 31:16 that Midianites had been acting under advice from 
Balaam, the pagan sorcerer of the previous chapter.  He has realised that he could get 
God to leave his people but the people might be enticed to leave their God. 

The Moabites and Midianites then have been working together to minimise the 
Israelite strength by drawing them away from the Lord who is the source of their power.  
Because of this they are to be treated as implacable enemies and dealt with accordingly.  
(This leads us to the Old Testament of Holy War which we will have to deal with at 
another time.) 

HOW MIGHT WE BE SEDUCED? 

Now we be wondering if these were written down as warnings for us what are we 
to make of this.  Most of us are unlikely to face the temptation of seductive pagans.  But 
there is just as much danger of being seduced. 

We need to remember that we too have a God given vocation.  In our reading 
from Titus we are reminded that just as the Israelites were saved to be God’s special 
people so we have been saved to be “a people of his own who are zealous for good 
deeds.” (Titus 2:14)  Is that have how we think of ourselves, if not have we been 
seduced? 

How then might we be seduced?  I have three interrelated thoughts. 

It Doesn’t Matter how you live 
I think the first seductive line that our enemy uses is “It doesn’t matter how you 

live.”  It may even have a theological edge to it.  Since God loves us despite ourselves 
(something clearly shown in the Balaam story) then it doesn’t really matter how we live, 
so sin becomes allowable. 

The sins do not have to be high handed sin like here, rather our enemy will use 
any tactic to draw us away from God.  C.S. Lewis memorably wrote in The Screwtape 
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Letters  “Murder is no better than cards if cards can do the trick.”  In our internet again 
Sex is no better that solitaire if solitaire will do the trick.   

This pattern has been seen again and again: led into sin, led away from God.  As 
we reject God’s standards and patterns for our lives we will as soon as night follows 
today start to reject God as well.  Rather than give up our sin we tend to give up God. 

Properly understood grace though does not lead us not to care about how we live 
but rather to care deeply.  In Titus (2:11-12) Paul says. “For the grace of God has 
appeared, bringing salvation to all, training us to renounce impiety and worldly passions, 
and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled, upright, and godly.” 

The grace of God should lead us to say “No” so that we may live godly lives, 
living as God’s people.  In Phinehas’ action we have a model of the way we are to reject 
sin and to remove it from lives.  

And in the New Testament we can see how this idea is internalised.  Rather than 
acting against other we are to act on ourselves.  Jesus speaks about dealing with sin 
with great vigour, even to the point of amputation to avoid sin.  Paul can talk about 
putting to death the death of the flesh.  Like Phineas our zeal for the honour of our God 
should lead us deal with sin in our lives, to live out our God given vocation in self-
controlled, upright and godly lives. 

Have we been seduced by the comforting and enticing message that sin doesn’t 
matter?  Where may we have been seduced? 

Sin private matter 
A related seduction is that sin is just a private matter; it doesn’t affect anyone else 

and so is not really that serious.  Again this story shows that this is not true. 
Sin affects the whole community particularly when it is by those in leadership, 

where the seduction of sex has led to the downfall of many, damaging God’s people.  If 
only they had really asked “Is it worth it?” 

But there is a flip side to this, if we deal with sin properly, clearly saying “No” to 
ungodliness we may not only be helping ourselves but will help others.  Phinehas’ act of 
dealing with sin brought healing to the people.  In a smaller way so may our acts of 
faithfulness in resisting, dealing with and rejecting sin.  We should not be seduced into 
thinking that our acts of mercy, justice and kindness do not matter. 

You Deserve It: You’re worth it 
Perhaps the most forcible seduction at the moment is the “because you’re worth 

it” seduction.  Go and get all these wonderful things or experiences for yourself, indulge 
yourself because you deserve it.  This is actually fairly similar to the temptation to 
worship Baal, he was the god who supposedly could provide the good things in life. 

Now Christians have sometimes believed the lie that God doesn’t want us to 
enjoy good things in life.  People often think that everything that God tells us to do starts 
with “Don’t”.  But good things are good things they are to be enjoyed.   

When I lived in Sydney a friend took me for a ride in an $300,000 Aston Martin 
and it was really enjoyable, driving around listening to Van Halen at a suitable volume.  
But the same day I drove past the car yards that had those inflatable people out the 
front.  The wind had blown them over in the middle so they were bowed down waving 
their arms towards the forecourt.  They looked to all intents and purposes as if they were 
worshiping the cars they were helping to sell. 

Here is the problem, we start by enjoying good things because we are worth it, 
but then the value is transferred to the “good thing” and people become willing to give up 
more important things, family, relationships, God for those God things. 

We think it’s because “I’m worth it” but in reality we serve those things because 
we believe they are worth it, until the sad reality hits that they really weren’t. 
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A clearer way of thinking about sin is to think about living the way that God wants 
us to because he is worth it.  Remember why Phinehas acted the way he did, zeal for 
the honour of God. 

All too often we think about sin as do’s and don’t’s, when really the issue is, is this 
behaviour pleasing to God, worthy of our God.  We are not to doggedly avoid evil so 
much as eagerly seek to do good.  This means not working out how close we can go to 
the edge before we are sinning but looking always to please God in all that we do, 
because he is worth it. 

Have you been seduced by “I’m worth it” or do you need live in a way that 
glorifies God, because he is worth it. 

WHAT WE ARE WORTH 

Whenever a preacher talks about sin there is always the danger of just inspiring 
unproductive guilt.  But as we look at this passage there actually is much to strengthen 
us.  The passage focuses on the memorable and bloody action of a priest who acted for 
the honour of God and to save his people by turning aside God’s anger. 

We cannot help but think of the bloody action later priest who also for the honour 
of God acted to save his people by turning aside God’s anger.  But for Jesus this act did 
not pierce the guilty, rather he was willing to be pierced for the rebel, to have a spear 
stuck in the middle of his own body.  He was the representative leader who took our 
punishment and made atonement. 

And why?  Why did he act this way?  Simply because he believes that we are 
worth it.  Jesus died for us out of his grace and his love of for us.   

The reading from Titus 2 continues our Saviour, Jesus Christ “He it is who gave 
himself for us that he might redeem us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people of 
his own who are zealous for good deeds.” (14)  Jesus doesn’t seduce us, he just flat out, 
openly and honestly loves us so that we will be his godly people. 

When we grasp this wonderful amazing truth we will have a great defence against 
seduction.  As God’s love people rather than flirt with the bad we will be eager to do 
what is good.  When we hear the voice saying “Go on, you’re worth it” we know what we 
are worth, we are worth far more than the trinkets and cheap and passing treasures and 
pleasures of this world, for we are worth nothing less than Jesus. 

Understanding this love will also help us to bring glory to God, for someone who 
loved us that much surely deserves us to live in such a way as to bring glory and honour 
to him. Surely he is worth it.   

 
 
Eternal God, 
author of our life and end of our pilgrimage: 
guide us by your word and Spirit 
amid all perils and temptations, 
that we may not wander from your way, 
but may run our course in safety 
until we come to our eternal rest in you; 
through the grace of Jesus Christ our Lord, 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, for ever and ever. Amen. 


