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5 Then Moses and Aaron fell facedown in front of the 
whole assembly of the Israelite community. 6 Joshua son of 
Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, who were among those who 
scouted out the land, tore their clothes 7 and said to the 
entire Israelite community: “The land we passed through and 
explored is an extremely good land. 8 If the Lord is pleased 
with us, he will bring us into this land, a land flowing 
with milk and honey, and give it to us. 9 Only don’t rebel 
against the Lord, and don’t be afraid of the people of the 
land, for we will devour them. Their protection has been 
removed from them, and the Lord is with us. Don’t be afraid 
of them!” 10 While the whole community threatened to stone 
them, the glory of the Lord appeared to all the Israelites 
at the tent of meeting. 11 The Lord said to Moses, “How long 
will these people despise me? How long will they not trust 
in me despite all the signs I have performed among them? 
12 I will strike them with a plague and destroy them. Then 
I will make you into a greater and mightier nation than 
they are.” 13 But Moses replied to the Lord, “The Egyptians 
will hear about it, for by your strength you brought up this 
people from them. 14 They will tell it to the inhabitants of 
this land. They have heard that you, Lord, are among these 
people, how you, Lord, are seen face to face, how your cloud 
stands over them, and how you go before them in a pillar 
of cloud by day and in a pillar of fire by night. 15 If you 
kill this people with a single blow, the nations that have 
heard of your fame will declare, 16 ‘Since the Lord wasn’t 
able to bring this people into the land he swore to give 
them, he has slaughtered them in the wilderness.’ 17 “So now, 
may my Lord’s power be magnified just as you have spoken: 
18 The Lord is slow to anger and abounding in faithful love, 
forgiving iniquity and rebellion. But he will not leave the 
guilty unpunished, bringing the consequences of the fathers’ 
iniquity on the children to the third and fourth generation. 
19 Please pardon the iniquity of this people, in keeping 
with the greatness of your faithful love, just as you have 
forgiven them from Egypt until now.”
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EXPLORATION
Numbers 14:5-19

Prepare for your group meeting by reading the passage two times.

Refusing to 
trust God 
leads to 

judgment, but 
God forgives 

on the 
basis of His 
character and 
faithfulness.

Numbers  
14:5-19

JUDGMENT 
& PARDON

TRUTH
Central
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.01 Work Together
Ask students to get into groups of 8-10 students 
each. Give each group a hula hoop. Guide all 
the members of each group to stand in a circle. 
Instruct them to hold out their hands parallel to 
the ground and stick out their index finger on each 
hand. Place the hula hoop on top of the students’ 
index fingers of each group. Tell the students that 
they are racing to see who can lower their hula 
hoop all the way to the ground and then back up 
again without dropping it. Instruct students that if 
they drop the hula hoop at any point, they have to 
start over from the beginning. Point out how this 
game requires everyone to trust one another and to 
work together. Today we are going to look at a time 
in the life of the people of Israel when they were 
divided and struggled to trust God’s promises. 
Today we will see that refusing to trust God leads 
to judgment, but God forgives on the basis of His 
character and faithfulness.

.02 Do You Trust Me?
Bring a paper or cloth bag to your group meeting 
filled with various food items, some of which 
would appeal to students (candy, snacks, or 
cookies) and some of which would not (SPAM®, 
ketchup packet, sardines, and so on). You will 
need two bags. One with appealing and the other 
with some unappealing items. One at a time, ask 
students to reach in the mixed bag and pull out 
an item to keep. After doing this a few times and 
letting students react to the items, tell them that 
you have a bag with only good items. Ask students 
if they trust you when you say that this bag has 
only good items. Let a few more students pull an 
item out of this bag. Prove that the bag did, in fact, 
only have good items in it. Point out that putting 
your hand in this bag required trust. They had to 
trust you were telling the truth. Refusing to trust 
God leads to judgment, but God forgives on the 
basis of His character and faithfulness.

OPTIONS
Explore

.01 DO YOU EVER STRUGGLE 
TO SEE THE PURPOSE IN SOME 
OF THE RULES AT HOME OR AT 
SCHOOL? WHY DO YOU THINK 
THAT IS?

.02 WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE 
ASSUME THE RULES DON’T APPLY 
TO US?

Talk it Out

FOCUS
This week’s

All human rules are imperfect because 
they are created by imperfect people. 
Despite that, most rules in our lives are 
sensible and lead to the common good, 
even rules that don’t make complete 
sense to us. For instance, there is 
probably a rule in your school against 
running in the halls in between classes. 
Think what it would be like trying to 
get from one class to another if most 
students were sprinting down the 
hallway. God had set up some rules for 
His people. He had promised them a 
fruitful life in a fruitful land that He 
was going to give to them. However, they 
started doubting God’s promise to bless 
them in this new land. They feared the 
people currently inhabiting the land and 
lost sight of God’s promises. Today we 
will see that refusing to trust God leads 
to judgment, but God forgives on the 
basis of His character and faithfulness.
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Read Numbers 14:5-9.

.03 LOOK BACK AT NUMBERS 14:1-4. WHY WERE THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL UPSET? 
WHAT DOES THIS TELL US ABOUT THEM AT THIS POINT?

Literary Context: This is not the first time in Numbers that we see God’s people distrusting Him and 
rebelling against Him. For more information, see the Literary Context note in the Commentary.

The Lord had commanded Moses to appoint twelve men, one from each of the tribes of Israel to scout 
out the land God had promised them (see Gen. 12:1-3). The purpose of this project would be to establish 
a plan for Israel to begin entering and occupying the land. As we saw in the last session, God had visibly 
demonstrated His love for the people of Israel and His presence with them through the pillar of fire 
and cloud. Furthermore, God had miraculously rescued them out of slavery in Egypt through multiple 
plagues and through the parting of the Red Sea. Israel had no reason to doubt that God was with them 
and would protect and provide for them. And yet, ten of the twelve spies who returned from scouting out 
the promised land claimed that its inhabitants were too mighty for Israel to enter it. They even proposed 
appointing a leader to replace Moses and lead them back to Egypt—the very place where they were horribly 
oppressed. The Israelites demonstrate what happens when we fixate on our circumstances rather than the 
goodness, faithfulness, and power of our God.

.04 HOW DID JOSHUA AND CALEB RESPOND TO THE ISRAELITES’ CRIES AND 
COMPLAINTS? HOW DID MOSES AND AARON RESPOND? WHAT DOES THIS TELL US 
ABOUT THEM?

.05 WHAT DO JOSHUA AND CALEB’S ACTIONS TELL US ABOUT THEIR LOVE FOR 
GOD AND THEIR CONCERN FOR THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL? WHAT CAN WE LEARN 
FROM THEM ABOUT HOW WE ARE TO RELATE TO THE PEOPLE AROUND US?

CONVERSATION

Leader Pack / ITEM 9: For more examples of times when Israel complained against God and 
Moses, see the Complaints in Numbers poster.
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Numbers 14:5-9

5-6. Feeling the wrath of a disobedient people, Moses and Aaron reacted as men of God. Rather than 
arguing or calling down God’s fury at the sacrilegious blasphemy, they humbly fell facedown before God 
and the people, believing God would deal with the growing revolt. To fall on one’s face was usually a sign of 
worship or awe, but here it anticipated judgment. (See Num. 16:4-7; 20:6.) 

Joshua and Caleb tore their clothes—a gesture of distress. As the two spies who brought back a good report, 
they knew what Israel would miss if they didn’t enter the land. Out of the multitude of people, only four 
men sided with God. A majority can be wrong. The narrow road of righteousness is the least traveled path. 
(See Matt. 7:13-14.)

7-9. Not only did Joshua and Caleb rip their clothes, they passionately offered a plea. They didn’t deny 
the report of the other spies; the inhabitants of the land were formidable. However, Joshua and Caleb 
differed from the other spies on four points. First, if Israel obeyed God by entering the land, He would give 
them the land (v. 8). Second, if they didn’t follow God, they were committing an act of rebellion against 
Him (v. 9). Third, the people were responding in fear instead of faith (v. 9). Fear is wrapped in the sin of 
unbelief. Fourth, although their enemies appeared invincible, God had removed their protection (v. 9). The 
Hebrew word translated protection literally means “shadow,” meaning the Canaanites only appeared to be 
protected. With God in the equation, the balance of power was altered. 

Some people treat the Lord’s will as some sort of harsh punishment. But God’s will provides fulfillment. 
His will reflects His heart. When we rebel against God, we reject His love and provoke His discipline. 
Joshua and Caleb pleaded with the people, hoping they might act like children of God, not like fearful 
slaves. Having confidence in God and His plans would help them make the right choice. 

COMMENTARY

In Numbers 11:1-3, the Israelites complained about the hardships they faced after leaving Egypt. 
In Numbers 11:4-15, they complained about food—here they also wished they could go back to 
Egypt. In Numbers 12, Miriam and Aaron questioned Moses’ leadership. The Israelites lack of faith, 
God’s judgment, and Moses’ interceding and asking God to show mercy to Israel have been and will 
continue to be major themes in the Book of Numbers. The Book of Numbers, like all of Scripture, is a 
story about man’s rebellion and God’s mercy.

LITERARY CONTEXT
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When Moses and Aaron witnessed the whole assembly doubting God’s guidance and considering going 
back to Egypt, they fell on their faces. Only Joshua and Caleb were confident that Israel could enter the 
promised land as they trusted that God’s power and presence among them would ensure their victory. 
Joshua and Caleb then tore their clothes—a gesture that demonstrated humility and repentance. They 
pled with the people of Israel not to rebel against the Lord. Rather than fixating on the size of the 
potential difficulties they might face as they entered the land, they remembered God’s promises and 
trusted in His presence. Joshua and Caleb further demonstrated a heartfelt love and concern for the 
people of Israel as they pled with the people not to rebel against the Lord. These two men risked a lot by 
standing up to the other ten spies—they could be looked down upon and even potentially removed from 
leadership by opposing them or worse. But they loved God and the people of Israel more than they loved 
themselves. Like Caleb and Joshua, followers of Jesus should devote themselves to doing what is right and 
good, not what is easiest or most comfortable.

Discipleship Moment: Share about a time when you humbled yourself before God to seek Him 
during a difficult time. Have you ever had to stand up for what is true when no one else would? What 
did you learn from that experience? Consider sharing this with your students.

Read Numbers 14:10-12.

.06 WHAT DOES THE PEOPLE’S RESPONSE REVEAL ABOUT THEIR HEARTS (V. 10)? 

.07 WHAT DOES GOD’S RESPONSE REVEAL ABOUT HIM? WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO 
REMEMBER THAT OUR GOD IS JUST AND HOLY?

The people of Israel were so convinced that their plan was better than the Lord’s that they wanted to stone 
Caleb and Joshua for opposing them. The people of Israel were focused on their circumstances and had 
placed their faith in themselves. Caleb and Joshua were focused on God’s power and presence and had 
placed their faith firmly in the Lord. We see where each of these paths lead. Placing your faith in yourself 
will lead to destructive decision-making and the wrath of God. Whereas, Caleb and Joshua’s faithfulness 
to God resulted in God’s miraculous intervention to save them from the assembly. 

CONVERSATION
continued

Leader Pack / ITEM 4: For more on the overall storyline of Numbers, see the Outline of 
Numbers poster.
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Numbers 14:10-13
10. Joshua and Caleb’s speech did not elicit their desired response. The people grew violent and threatened 
to stone them. Stoning was usually reserved for major religious offenses (Lev. 20:2,27; Num. 15:36) and for 
serious breaches of the covenant (Deut. 21:21; 22:21). The two spies accused the people of rebelling against 
God; the people however, felt their complaint was against Moses, ignoring the fact that Moses was God’s 
messenger. They felt justified demanding the death penalty, believing that Joshua and Caleb were false 
witnesses. When covering up sin, a little justification goes a long way—the wrong way.

The glory of the Lord appeared before the people could utter another word. God protected His faithful 
leaders and ended the rebellion. The time for disobedience was over. Verse 10 emphasizes that all the 
Israelites saw the Lord’s glory. While God is full of love and mercy, His character demands that He must 
also be a God of justice and judgment.

11-12. God asked Moses two pointed questions that reveal the heaviness of His heart. Like a prosecuting 
attorney, the Lord presented His case against the Israelites. How could the people despise God by 
forgetting all He had done for them? Despise means “to abhor or blaspheme.” God could have left them 
in Egypt, living as slaves. But instead He heard their cries and delivered them. He gave them the cloud as 
a constant reminder of His presence and guidance. He faithfully supplied all their needs as they traveled 
through the wilderness. But standing now just outside Canaan, the people would not trust Him. 

As both prosecutor and judge, God announced His verdict. He would destroy them and start over with a 
nation of people who trusted Him. Their rebellion, demonstrated by their fear and grumbling, culminated 
in God’s judgment. Refusing to trust God is rebellion against Him.

God holds His people accountable for their rejection of Him. In an era when people act like there is no 
accountability for their actions, passages like Numbers 14:10-12 serve as reminders that God still holds all 
people accountable for their choices.

13. Just as he had interceded for Israel following the golden calf episode (Ex. 32:11-14), Moses now 
interceded with God on the border of the promised land. His primary concern was God’s character and 
reputation. If God destroyed His people, the Egyptians would hear about it. After witnessing the ten plagues 
and the event at the Red Sea, all of Egypt feared God. (See Ex. 12:29-30; 14:27-28.) If God destroyed His 
people, Egypt would tell the inhabitants of Canaan that He wasn’t powerful enough to deliver His promises.

COMMENTARY
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This isn’t to say that faithfulness to God will always result in things going well for us this side of eternity, 
but rather this story illustrates a general truth. Perhaps the most important thing for us to understand 
here is God’s threat to send a plague to destroy the Israelites and make a new nation of Moses (see also 
Ex. 32:12). While this threat may seem harsh to us, we must remember that our God is holy, set apart from 
us, and to ignore or overlook Israel’s self-destructive decision-making would be neither loving nor good.

Read Numbers 14:13-19.

.08 PUT MOSES’ APPEAL TO GOD IN VERSES 13-16 IN YOUR OWN WORDS. DOES 
THE WAY MOSES SPEAKS TO GOD HERE SURPRISE YOU? WHY OR WHY NOT?

.09 WHAT DID MOSES ASK THE LORD TO DO? WHAT TRUTHS ABOUT GOD DID 
MOSES DECLARE AND DEPEND ON (VV. 18-19) WHEN HE ASKED THE LORD TO 
PARDON THE ISRAELITES?

Theological Context: Moses’ prayer here is an example of intercession—an act of intervening on 
behalf of another. For more on how this act of intercession looks forward to Jesus, the ultimate 
intercessor, see the Theological Context note in the Commentary.

Moses appealed to God on the basis of His own glory. Moses almost seems to reason with God, asking 
Him to consider what the Egyptians would say about God if they heard that God led them out of slavery 
in Egypt only to destroy them shortly after. We shouldn’t assume that God hadn’t thought this through 
or that Moses was making an argument that changed God’s mind, something that God Himself has told 
us He doesn’t do (see Num. 23:19). What seems to be going on here, instead, is that God was sovereignly 
relating to Moses on his level. God demonstrates His love for Moses by speaking with him and allowing 
Moses to speak back on a personal level. God also shows His love for the people of Israel by allowing Moses 
to speak up on their behalf, despite their blatant rebellion.

.10 READ NUMBERS 19:20-24. HOW DID GOD RESPOND TO MOSES’ PLEA?

Moses intervened on behalf of the people, begging God to relent. The Israelites, who disobeyed God, 
died in the wilderness during 40 years of wandering (Num. 14:28-35). From that entire generation, God 
permitted only Joshua and Caleb to enter the promised land.

CONVERSATION
continued
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Numbers 14:14-19
14-16. They would say that God could lead them out but wasn’t able to bring this people into the land he swore 
to give them. As a result, the investment God made in the Israelites would be wasted and His reputation 
would be tarnished. Moses was not telling God something He didn’t already know. He was interceding on 
behalf of the Israelites; he was appealing to God’s mercy.

Not only was Egypt watching Israel’s progress, but other nations with their false gods were watching too, 
including the inhabitants of Canaan. If God slaughtered His people in the wilderness, their enemies would 
develop an erroneous assumption about God, believing He wasn’t able to bring them into the land He 
had promised them. Moses didn’t want God’s name belittled; he wanted it bolstered in the eyes of their 
enemies. Although Moses pleaded with God for Israel’s survival, he understood the power God possessed. 
The Lord could take the lives of all the Israelites with a single blow.

17-18. Moses’ intercession moved from a concern for God’s reputation to an appeal based on God’s 
character. The tone of Moses softened. He no longer called on Yahweh, but my Lord. Knowing God’s plan, 
he pleaded that God would show it in a different way. Recalling the revelation he received from God at the 
cleft of the rock (Ex. 34:6), Moses reminded God of His promise to be slow to anger and abounding in faithful 
love, forgiving iniquity and rebellion. Although Moses knew the guilty must be punished, he begged the Lord 
to dispense His judgment in such a way that His true nature would be revealed to both the people of God 
and their enemies. Even as Moses pleaded with God, he knew the sins of the fathers would impact their 
children and grandchildren. 

19. As Moses prayed for these wicked people, he exalted God’s great and faithful love. God had forgiven 
them numerous times before, and Moses asked for grace one more time. Moses’ loyalty was not fully 
appreciated until after his death, much like many spiritual leaders today. As Moses knew, people facing 
judgment need to know that God is gracious and will forgive those who turn from their rebellion and trust 
Him. God is waiting and ready, day or night.

COMMENTARY

Moses’ plea to God for mercy for Israel looks forward to Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. Jesus is the 
ultimate mediator between us and God (1 Tim. 2:5). Furthermore, just as Moses appealed to God 
on the basis of God’s own glory, so too, did Jesus submit Himself to living for God’s glory even if it 
meant going to the cross (Heb. 12:2; Matt. 20:22-23). Both of these stories demonstrate how God 
forgives on the basis of His own character and faithfulness.

THEOLOGICAL CONTEXT
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CENTRAL
TRUTH

Refusing to trust God 
leads to judgment, but 
God forgives on the 

basis of His character 
and faithfulness.

.11 WHEN ARE YOU MOST TEMPTED TO FOCUS ONLY ON YOURSELF AND LOSE 
SIGHT OF GOD’S DESIRES AND HIS WILL FOR YOUR LIFE?

.12 HOW CAN WE FIGHT THE TEMPTATION TO FIX OUR ATTENTION ON OUR 
CIRCUMSTANCES RATHER THAN ON GOD?

.13 WHY IS IT SUCH GOOD NEWS THAT GOD FORGIVES ON THE BASIS OF HIS 
CHARACTER AND FAITHFULNESS RATHER THAN ON THE BASIS OF OUR EFFORTS 
OR PERFORMANCE?

.14 WHAT CAN YOU LEARN FROM MOSES’ EXAMPLE IN TERMS OF HOW YOU RELATE 
TO OTHERS? WHO NEEDS YOU TO ADVOCATE FOR THEM? HOW MIGHT YOU DO SO 
THIS WEEK?

NOW WHAT?

The Student Leader Pack is available for purchase on lifeway.com/

explorethebible. It includes valuable posters that are referenced throughout 

the Leader Guide, Family Connection guides that equip families to discuss 

the Bible together on-the-go, a Midweek expository verse-by-verse study 

of 1 John which complements this study, and PowerPoint templates with 

graphics from this quarter’s study to help prepare slides for teaching.
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DEVOTIONS
Daily

The journey toward the promised land would not be easy. It 
would require good scouting, but more than that, it would 
require trust in God. As Israel left Sinai and began the journey 
toward the promised land, we see both Moses’ wisdom as a 
leader in these verses as well as his faith in God.

This story is the second story in Numbers 11 in which the 
Israelites complain about Moses’ leadership and their current 
situation. The Israelites felt that God wasn’t following through 
with His promises to establish them in the promised land. In 
light of these complaints, we should remember that God does 
not work on our timeline and the frustrating circumstances He 
lets us face give us opportunities to learn and grow.

God did not expect Moses to bear the burden of leading the 
Israelites by himself. God would be with Moses and empower 
him, but He also called Moses to raise up other leaders who 
could share the load. The same is true for you—you are not 
called to bear the burdens of the Christian life on your own. 
Lean on the strength God supplies and on the encouragement of 
other believers who can help you grow and serve.

Ten of the twelve spies who were sent to scout out the promised 
land came back saying its inhabitants were too big and strong.
They feared that the project of taking the promised land 
would fail. Their focus was on their circumstances and their 
own lack of strength. When your eyes turn to yourself or 
your circumstances, you too will find yourself living in fear. 
Thankfully, our God promises us that when we turn to Him, His 
perfect love casts out fear (1 John 4:18).

Upon hearing the bad report of the ten spies, the Israelites fell 
into despair and even complained to God for bringing them to 
this point. Moses and Aaron responded to the Israelites’ sin by 
falling on their faces. They likely prayed that God would change 
the hearts of the Israelites such that they would trust Him. 
Joshua and Caleb then gave a wholly different report than the 
other ten spies. They claimed that the land was very good and 
because God was with them, they had nothing to fear.

NUMBERS  
10:29-36

NUMBERS  
11:4-15

NUMBERS  
11:16-32

NUMBERS 
 13:31-33

NUMBERS 
 14:1-10

Day One

Day Two

Day Three

Day Four

Day Five

TO LEADERS

Memorize.
Numbers 14:18

Connect.
Your students 
have five days 
of devotional 
readings that 
follow the 
passages listed 
on this page. 
Keep up with 
these readings 
yourself and 
follow up with 
your students 
each week to 
see how they 
are doing in 
completing 
their Daily 
Devotions.

Challenge

Challenge your students to choose five days this week to set aside time to dig deeper into God’s Word in the 
devotions included in their Daily Discipleship Guides (item 005646504). These devotions are perforated so 
that your students can tear them out if you prefer to hold on to their Daily Discipleship Guides for them. A 
summary of their devotions is provided below so you can review what they will be studying on their own.


