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Ministry hopes and dreams can be strange things. They can sound so 
good and feel so pure yet be so mixed. Our hearts can be charged with 
Acts-like hopes for kingdom advance, compassion and care for the lost 
and least, and Christian impact for the glory of God. Yet we can also be 
carried away by an undertow of discontent that pulls our souls toward 
dangerous waters.

These issues are not rare or theoretical. The stability and longevity 
of today’s ministry leaders is a growing concern. Leadership scandals and 
the increase in resources and organizations dedicated to leader health 
reveal that the burdens and dangers are widespread. Even without our 
current cultural moment, we know from Scripture and experience that 
Christian ministry of any kind is no small burden to carry.

There is a matrix of potential issues in any ministry leader’s struggles, 
but discontentment is common among people impassioned for the work 
of ministry. To be fair, dissatisfaction in life or ministry is not always, or 
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even exclusively, a bad thing. It can indicate something is wrong, unjust, 
or unhealthy and should be addressed. Yet much of our dissatisfaction is 
actually discontentment generated by the flesh and is worth understand-
ing more deeply.

The infamous story of Korah in Numbers 16, though an extreme 
example, offers surprising layers of insight. Carefully studied, it illus-
trates how discontentment can blind us to God’s purposes and lead us 
into rebellion against him. Further, because Korah’s story maps out a 
whole network of temptations—transcending role and class—its lessons 
resonate not only with people in ministry but also with every Christian.

Despite his infamy, Korah is not a 
shadowy ancient figure whose unique 
demise belongs in a moral category far 
from our own hearts. Instead, we’re meet-
ing a normal man in ministry, with inner 
corruption no different from our own, 
whose heart fell prey to the same impulses 
already latent in every minister’s heart.

Korah’s story takes place in the wil-
derness between Egypt and Canaan, a 

time of focused testing for God’s people on their way home. We too walk 
the wilderness between our redemption and future inheritance. So these 
accounts, though they can seem foreign to our daily lives, are highly rele-
vant. Referring to these events, Paul writes, “Now these things took place 
as examples for us. . . . They were written down for our instruction, on 
whom the end of the ages has come” (1 Cor 10:6, 11). Paul’s language in 
this passage is even rooted in the inner man as he warns against desiring, 
indulging, testing, and grumbling (v.6–10). He knows that temptations 
like Korah’s are not unique but common, not extreme but normal, not 
rare but daily (v.13). Rather than losing relevance because of its unique 
elements, Korah’s story is timeless. Its urgency is even more amplified by 
our privileged place in redemptive history, here at the end of the ages. In 
other words, Korah’s story is for us—today.

In this article, I hope to encourage grateful contentment with our 
God-given stations in ministry and simple devotion to the sacred duties 
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already ours. I hope to encourage calm faithfulness amid the swirl of 
temptations to be constantly disappointed, disillusioned, or demanding. 
We’ll begin by recounting Korah’s rebellion. The bulk of the article will 
then explore seven dynamics of discontentment reflected in the story, 
including contemporary expressions of these dynamics. I’ll describe 
some aspects of looking to Christ in repentance, and we’ll conclude by 
exploring biblical mindsets the Spirit uses to help us renew our content-
ment and purify our ministry ambitions.

The Korah Story
Korah’s downfall is immortalized in the book of Numbers. Israel has 
left Egypt, escaped through the sea, and camped at Sinai. Moses has 
ascended to meet with God and returned with the law. The tabernacle 
has been built, and Moses has organized the priesthood, the camp, and 
the way different families within the tribe of Levi are to care for the 
tabernacle. But because the nation balked at the border of Canaan and 
refused to enter, this generation is now dying in the wilderness, their 
children heirs of the promised land.

The book of Numbers records their forty-year travelogue, a grueling 
itinerary through the desert. Our harrowing story takes place in the wil-
derness of Paran, where God reinforces Moses’s leadership and Aaron’s 
priesthood against various challenges. This particular incident is insti-
gated by four conniving men: the Levite Korah and three Reubenites 
named Dathan, Abiram, and On. Together, they stage a multipart rebel-
lion, involving different groups and special interests, with Korah as the 
ringleader.1

Backed by 250 leaders from the camp, Korah is first to confront 
Moses and Aaron. He argues that the whole community is holy, so the 
priesthood should be open to all, not just Aaron and his direct descen-
dants, and he accuses Moses of taking special privileges for himself. 
Incredulous, Moses rebukes Korah and announces a public event for the 
next day, a showdown to see whose offerings God will receive.

1. In his epistle, Jude calls it “Korah’s rebellion” (v.11). The man named On does not 
appear again in the narrative or in later biblical references, so I will focus on the roles of 
Korah, Dathan, and Abiram.
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