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  Reviewing the Storyline 
 
As we’ll be reminded in our study of the Bible today, life is shaped profoundly by the 
choices we make.  The choice to go here rather than there, or to do this rather than 
that, are of enormous significance.  Our decisions about such things pile up to shape a 
direction for our life and that direction shapes our destiny.  There is no choice we make, 
however, that is of greater importance than what we choose to believe about God.  I’d 
like to think about that with you this morning as it gets illustrated in the story of Israel 
and then close with some personal applications for your life and mine. 
 
When we left the Bible storyline last week, God had delivered the twelve tribes of Israel 
from bondage in Egypt, supplied their physical needs on their escape route, and then 
met them in a dramatic encounter at Mount Sinai.  There God spelled out to the 
Israelites the terms of the new covenant he sought to make with them.   
 
Up to this point, Israel had been focusing on how great it was to have a God who bailed 
them out of trouble and provided for them.  Religion can easily become reduced to that 
for any people.  Now God underlined for Israel, however, that his purpose was not 
simply to save them from evil but also to sanctify them for good.  God’s plan was to set 
them apart from other nations, to purify their character, to make them priests of a new 
kind of Kingdom – through which God would bless the whole world. 
 
To picture this life, God gave the Israelites Ten Commandments which were to become, 
perhaps, the most famous ethical code in all of human history.  If human beings could 
live by these basic principles and practices, life could begin to look a lot more like the 
garden where humanity started than the jungle or desert that life in so many places has 
become.    
 
But Israel, as you remember, forsook that covenant.  They largely ignored the Ten 
Commandments and ran after idols.  In response, Moses imposes a heavy discipline on 
the people, culling out the most corrupt of them. God responds by instructing them to 
build a “tabernacle” for him.  This traveling worship tent is designed to serve as a focal 
point for Israel’s spiritual life.  It will assist them in remembering God’s presence and 
Word, the way places of worship do to this day.  
 
And, thus, the Israelites are given a fresh start and head north from Mount Sinai toward 
the land of Canaan – the land promised long ago to their ancestor Abraham. 
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The Scouting Report 
 
If you’ve read this week’s Scripture texts from the Books of Numbers and Deuteronomy 
then you know the vast and complex series of events that follow from this point on.  
The Israelites eventually make their way up to the village of Kadesh Barnea in the 
desert of Paran and there: The LORD said to Moses,  "Send some men to explore 
the land of Canaan, which I am giving to the Israelites. From each ancestral 
tribe send one of its leaders."  So at the LORD's command Moses sent them 
out from the Desert of Paran. All of them were leaders of the Israelites… 
(Numbers 13:1-3) 
 
The scouting expedition is made up of elders from each of the twelve tribes of Israel – 
one from each tribe.  They venture as far north as Beersheba, sufficiently far into 
Canaanite territory to assess the conditions there, and then forty days later return to 
Kadesh to make their report.  On one level, the scouts are absolutely united in their 
initial assessment and it consists of some good news and some bad news.  You can 
imagine them asking which Moses wanted to hear first.   
 
The good news, they tell Moses, is that the land is flowing “with milk and honey.”  
In other words, it is fabulous for grazing sheep and goats and positively buzzing with 
fertility.  It is one heck of an improvement over this miserable desert we’ve been 
walking.  We were ALSO able to plot out where all the major population centers are and 
to get a bead on the kind of people living there.  So, what’s the bad news, Moses likely 
asks.  The bad news, they say, is that “the people who live there are powerful, 
and the cities are fortified and very large. We even saw [there] descendants 
of Anak,” which is to say, offspring of the Nephilim, a legendary people mentioned 
way back in Genesis 6 who were so physically gigantic they were regarded as demi-
gods.   
 
This is the report that all twelve of the scouts agree upon.  Ten of them then go on to 
file their final recommendation in no uncertain terms: “There is absolutely no way we 
should even THINK about trying to go in and take over that land.  Why, it would be like 
sending a seventh grade flag football team in against the NFL champs.  Assuming we 
could even get into their fortified stadiums, we’d get squashed like grasshoppers under 
their cleats. We strongly recommend, Moses, that we turn around right now and go 
back to Egypt.”  I am paraphrasing, of course, but this is the tenor of what is said. 
 

Living in a Culture of Complaint 
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Numbers 14 goes on to describe how this news spreads out and impacts the wider 
Israelite community:  “That night all the people of the community raised their 
voices and wept aloud. All the Israelites grumbled against Moses and Aaron, 
and the whole assembly said to them, "If only we had died in Egypt! Or in 
this desert! Why is the LORD bringing us to this land only to let us fall by the 
sword? Our wives and children will be taken as plunder. Wouldn't it be better 
for us to go back to Egypt?”  
  
Now, if you haven’t noticed this pattern yet, it is worth stopping right here to make sure 
that we do.  Grumbling is a way of life for the people of Israel.  As we meet them in 
Exodus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, this pattern of anxiety and complaining is one of 
the most recurrent themes of this people’s life.  They complain about being stuck as 
slaves in Egypt and then, when God frees them, they grouse about being on the loose 
out in the boundless desert. They complain about not having enough food to eat, and 
then, when God feeds them with manna, they complain about the lack of variety. When 
God later gives them a huge supply of quail meat to eat, they complain about that.  
When he finally leads them up to the edge of a land where there’s abundant 
opportunity for herding or agriculture, the Israelites kvetch that settling this land will be 
too hard, the competition too tough.  
 
The Hebrews are the Goldilocks Nation.  Everything is either too hot or too cold, too 
hard or too soft.  No conditions seem right to these people.  No menu is sufficient, no 
lifestyle is adequate, no plan is appropriate, no leader is wise enough for the children of 
Israel, at least not for long.  Amidst a pretty staggering array of God-supplied provisions 
and possibilities they are a culture of complaint.  They perpetually see the downside 
and the half-empty part of almost everything.  They yearn for good old days that never 
really existed the way they remember them. They keep railing at God to do more or to 
do differently, while abandoning their commitment to his commandments and turning 
back to idols.  
 
And God grows increasingly weary of it.  Eventually, the Scriptures say, God grows 
angry at the grumbling and faithlessness of his people. He sends a plague.  He 
punishes Miriam with leprosy and temporary banishment.  He considers striking the 
people down (or at least Moses fears that he will and pleads for God’s mercy). He even 
grows irritated at Moses’ impatience, when (in Numbers 20) Moses does not trust God 
enough and takes too much authority upon himself.   
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Taking the Long Way Home 
 
And, so God ultimately says what this consumer-driven, complaint-oriented culture 
appears to want. God says: “Have it your way.”  “I wanted to take you right into the 
Promised Land, but you would have none of it.  So we’ll do it your way.  I’ll still bless 
you, but we’ll have to take the long way home.”  And it was a long way indeed.  The 
Israelites would ultimately leave Kadesh Barnea and wander in the wilderness to the 
east of Canaan for forty more years.   They’d be like that family on vacation where dad 
refuses to admit that they’re lost and won’t stop for directions.  They drive through 
some very bad neighborhoods and suffer some very great challenges – arguably every 
bit as tough as anything they’d have faced had they gone the way God originally 
commended.  It was the price of rebellion and disobedience, as there always is. 
 
But God is the Lord of Redemption and he would not let this time be wasted.  As the 
remainder of Numbers and Deuteronomy detail, God used those difficult years to shape 
his people further.  They saw how powerfully God acted to clear the path and the 
people before them and became less and less afraid of giants.  The longer journey gave 
Moses time to ingrain more deeply in the Israelites the importance of remembering 
what God had done and of not getting seduced by idols or the mores of other nations.  
During this period, Moses was able to drill into the Israelites, again and again, the 
importance of being utterly devoted to God and his commandments and of teaching 
their children to do likewise.   
 
This passing on of the faith to the young was particularly crucial because the result of 
taking this long way home was that none of the adult Israelites who started the journey 
with Moses actually lived to enter the Promised Land. Even Moses himself was destined 
to see the Promised Land from Mount Nebo, but he would die before crossing over into 
it.  None of the original generation from the Exodus would pass through the waters of 
the Jordan and into the land of milk and honey -- none except Moses’ successor, 
Joshua, and Caleb, son of Jephunneh. 
  

Making Caleb’s Choice 
 
Do you remember from your reading why these two were granted the exception? It was 
because when confronted with threatening, difficult, even humanly overwhelming 
circumstances… when surrounded by a culture of complaint and a fellowship of fear… 
these two individuals chose to do the rare and remarkable thing that authentic disciples 
in every generation are called to do: They put their trust not in what they could see 
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from their present circumstance… not in what others were saying… not in their own 
strength and sufficiency, but in God’s.  
 
According to Numbers 14, Caleb seems to have been the leader in this. Did you happen 
to notice in your reading which tribe Caleb came from? Numbers 13 tells us that Caleb 
was the representative from the tribe of Judah.  It was the lineage from which that 
famous giant-killer, King David, would eventually come.  It was the family line from 
which there would come one day a vastly greater King – One who would also put his 
trust in God, ascend a hill, and vanquish upon the Cross sin and death -- the greatest 
giants of all.  Do you think this is just an amazing coincidence?  Or is it just one more 
radiant sign that there is someone infinitely wise and ultimately sovereign who writes 
the Storyline of this world – even the part that includes your life and mine? 
 
It does include us, you know. God is still writing his story and you and I are invited to 
play a part in it.  Each of us stands at our own Kadesh Barnea today.  Each of us looks 
north to the hill country – to that place where there looms a challenge, waiting to be 
faced.  Maybe it is a broken relationship, the facing of which really scares you.  Perhaps 
it is a financial or vocational crisis you just don’t see any way of overcoming.  Maybe 
the giant Anak in your life is the specter of death itself.  Perhaps it is a huge challenge 
coming at you in school or with one of your children.  I suppose it could be the 
outcome of an election you fear or a wilderness you feel like you’ve been marching 
through for forty years, or something else altogether.   I don’t know what it is for you, 
or need to know.  What is important is that God knows.   
 
Whatever that hill to the north is, this is what I believe he would say to you.  You can 
leave the complaint culture behind.  You can go forward even if you’re afraid.  You can 
do it even if there’s only one Joshua beside you, or even if that person is gone, because 
there are others here who will journey with you.  Ask somebody to walk with you.  
Don’t focus on all that could go wrong, or all that is, or all that others are saying.  Focus 
on how good God is, how good his commandments are, how good his providence has 
proven.  Focus your faith on that.  Make Caleb’s choice.  For, if you do, you just may 
find that going into those hills is actually not the way of disaster, but a nearer passage 
into the promised land.  
  


