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The spies who left us out cold * Numbers 13-14 

October 22, 2017 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

What if I told you this morning that we were going to launch into a six week sermon series working 

through the books of Numbers and Deuteronomy?  (You don’t look too excited ;) 

 

What if I told you this?  This morning we are going to launch into a series that helps us to live as people 

who have been redeemed from slavery to sin BUT who have not yet received all of the fullness and the 

goodness of the blessing that God promised?  Sounds interesting, right?   

 

The reality is that both are true, because Numbers and Deuteronomy are all about a people redeemed 

from slavery, yet not yet in the promise.  Israel was living between the past and the promise. 

 

We live between the past and the promise.   

 

And it just so happens that Israel spent that time wandering in the wilderness – so the Wander years 

seems like an appropriate title for our series.  We’re going to learn from them – both their good 

examples and their bad – how to live between the past and the promise. 

 

This morning’s message is going to get us into a real watershed moment in the history of Israel and 

really this is the big break that kicks off the wander years for the people.   

 

But we should back up first because really we’re dropping into the middle of a story.  Way back in 

Genesis 12 and 15, God made a promise to Abraham – to make him great, to give him many 

descendants and give them a land to dwell in.  God took this nobody shepherd and said ‘I’m going to 

make this unstoppable promise to you’ and through Abraham’s descendants, that promise started to 

unfold.  This is what we talked about in the Gospel according to Abraham and sons series two years ago, 

so really, we’re picking up where we left off.  God had been faithful to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and 

Jacob’s sons and little by little, they became the nation that God promised.  That identity as a nation 

really crystallized when God swooped in and rescued them out of slavery in Egypt at the Exodus and 

now here they are at the foot of Mt Sinai, learning what it means to be in a covenant relationship with 

the holy God of the universe.   

 

And then, on God’s command, they start to head towards the promised land.  But they into a bit of 

mess, because they struggle with this question: Can we trust God to do what He’s promised? 

 

That’s a relevant question for us too, isn’t it?  Can we trust God to do what He’s promised?   

 

When we lose a job, it’s easy to ask, can I trust God to provide, just as He’s promised?   

When we lose a loved one, it’s easy to ask, can I trust God to give them new life, just as He’s promised to 

all who believe? 

 

Can we trust God to deliver on His promises?   
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Let’s turn to Numbers 13 and 14 to find out.  Verse 1: 

 

1 The LORD said to Moses, 

 2 "Send some men to explore the land of Canaan, which I am giving to the Israelites.  STOP. 

 

The LORD said to Moses, ‘send some men to explore the land of Canaan, which is what?  The land He is 

giving to the Israelites.  Highlight that.  Underline that.  Double underline it.  This is the promise.  This is 

the land ‘that God IS GIVING to the Israelites.’  Whenever I say the land – you say ‘the land God is 

giving.’   

 

So – send some men into the land … (the land God is giving). 

 

From each ancestral tribe send one of its leaders." 

 3 So at the LORD's command Moses sent them out from the Desert of Paran. All of them were leaders 

of the Israelites. 

 4 These are their names:  

 

(And rather than trip over their names, I’ll just let you read them yourselves, but let me point out two in 

particular because they’re going to become very important down the road.  Verse 6 – there’s this guy 

named Caleb, and he’s going to make a very strong case today that yes, we can trust God to deliver on 

His promises.  Notice what tribe he’s from – Judah.  David comes from Judah, Jesus comes from Judah – 

the tribe of Judah is very closely tied to God’s promise.  And second, verse 8, Hoshea, son of Nun.  

Hoshea, son of Nun?  Who is that?  He’s just another name in the midst of a list of complicated names 

right?  But look, verse 16 – Moses gave Hoshea son of Nun the name Joshua.  Oh… this is Joshua.  This is 

Joshua before he was famous.  This is the Joshua who will eventually lead Israel into the land – which 

land? - (the land God is giving). 

 

So Joshua and Caleb and ten other tribal leaders are about to head off into the Promised land.  Verse 17  

 

 17 When Moses sent them to explore Canaan, he said, "Go up through the Negev and on into the hill 

country. 

 18 See what the land is like and whether the people who live there are strong or weak, few or many. 

 19 What kind of land do they live in? Is it good or bad? What kind of towns do they live in? Are they 

unwalled or fortified? 

 20 How is the soil? Is it fertile or poor? Are there trees on it or not? Do your best to bring back some of 

the fruit of the land." (It was the season for the first ripe grapes.) 

 

I’ll be honest with you; I’m not sure what to make of these questions.  On one hand, I’ve seen 

commentators say that this is responsible action – Moses is simply preparing to lead his people into the 

promised land and he’s trying to figure out the best way into the land.   

 

On the other hand though, I wonder if these questions clouded their perspective.  Best case scenario, 

this mission is about HOW they will take the land, but these questions suggest it’s about ‘IFl they will 

take the land.  Of course they would take it!  God promised it!  But when you start asking questions like 



3 
 

‘are they strong or weak, unwalled or fortified,’ you’re starting to think more about the obstacles than 

the limitless power of God.  Being informed is good, but we always have to be careful to keep God in the 

forefront of our calculations.  

 

Verse 21 -  

 

 21 So they went up and explored the land (what land?  (the land God is giving them) from the Desert of 

Zin as far as Rehob, toward Lebo Hamath. 

 22 They went up through the Negev and came to Hebron, where Ahiman, Sheshai and Talmai, the 

descendants of Anak, lived. (Hebron had been built seven years before Zoan in Egypt.) 

 

Now this mention of Hebron is very important.  Way back in Genesis 23, Abraham’s wife Sarah died, and 

at that point, Abraham bought a plot of land so that he could bury his wife in good faith.  And do you 

know where it was?  Hebron.  Sarah is buried at Hebron (Gen 23:2-19).  Abraham is actually buried next 

to Sarah in Hebron (Gen 25:9-10).  The ancestor of the spies sent into the land owns part of that land.   

 

I remember once when I was younger my mom and her oldest sister and mom and dad went together 

on a trip out to the place where my grandpa had been born.  He was born in Manitoba and then very 

early in life put on a train to Ontario to connect with the rest of the family, so it was a real special thing 

to go back to where he came from – to this place that had real significant historical meaning –  

 

And I imagine that that same thing should have happened for Joshua and Caleb and the ten other 

leaders.  Right?  This land (the land God was giving them) is not exactly foreign land – their forefather 

owned it.  His bones are there.  Standing in Hebron should have made the spies think about God’s 

promise to Abraham – to make him into a nation and give them land – They were the nation!  And Now 

God was giving them the land!   

 

And what a land it was! 

 

Verse 23 When they reached the Valley of Eshcol, they cut off a branch bearing a single cluster of 

grapes. Two of them carried it on a pole between them, along with some pomegranates and figs. 

 

(Now the text is being kind of modest here so let’s fill this out a bit – two of them carried a single cluster 

of grapes on a pole.  Do you really think they would have carried grapes on a pole if they had been the 

little things you get at the grocery store?  These are massive grapes.  This is a fertile land.  God is giving 

them a very good land.   

 

 25 At the end of forty days they returned from exploring the land.  (Which land?)  (The land God was 

giving them).   

 

26 They came back to Moses and Aaron and the whole Israelite community at Kadesh in the Desert of 

Paran. There they reported to them and to the whole assembly and showed them the fruit of the land. 
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 27 They gave Moses this account: "We went into the land to which you sent us, and it does flow with 

milk and honey! Here is its fruit.  (This giant cluster of grapes so big it takes two men to carry it – this is a 

good land!!) 

 

28 But … 

 

the people who live there are powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large. We even saw 

descendants of Anak there.  (Well, that’s true, they did see the people of Anak there – verse 22 says so – 

but the narrator didn’t really tell us that was cause for concern).  But apparently the spies think so.  The 

people of Anak are dangerous – and not just them -  

 

 29 The Amalekites live in the Negev; the Hittites, Jebusites and Amorites live in the hill country; and the 

Canaanites live near the sea and along the Jordan." 

 

“Sure it’s a good land, but we can’t do it.” 

 

 30 Then Caleb silenced the people before Moses and said, "We should go up and take possession of the 

land, for we can certainly do it."  Why?  Because this is the land God is giving! 

 

 31 But the men who had gone up with him said, "We can't attack those people; they are stronger than 

we are." 

 32 And they spread among the Israelites a bad report about the land they had explored. They said, "The 

land we explored devours those living in it. All the people we saw there are of great size. 

 33 We saw the Nephilim there (the descendants of Anak come from the Nephilim).  (So the Nephilim 

are these giants that apparently lived on earth before the flood and many scholars speculate that 

Goliath was descended from them – they’re big people).  And we seemed like grasshoppers next to 

them – in their eyes we were just shrimps.   

 

NIV  Numbers 14:1 That night all the people of the community raised their voices and wept aloud. 

 2 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! 

 3 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?" 

 4 And they said to each other, "We should choose a leader and go back to Egypt." 

 

I think there has never been a more heartbreaking betrayal in the history of the world.  (Except for 

maybe one).   

 

Think about who is saying this.  The people who suffered under bitter slavery in Egypt, the people who 

saw God ravage Egypt with plague after plague, the people who had seen with their very eyes God split 

the Red Sea in two to form an escape route for them and a death trap for Egypt’s military might – those 

people are now saying – it was all worth nothing.  God doesn’t really care about us.  We should go back 

to Egypt.   
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 5 Then Moses and Aaron fell face down in front of the whole Israelite assembly gathered there. 

 

I mean – what else could they do?  This is stabbing your best friend in the back.  This was stabbing God 

in the back.   

 

 6 Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, who were among those who had explored the land, 

tore their clothes 

 7 and said to the entire Israelite assembly, "The land we passed through and explored is exceedingly 

good.  (And in Hebrew, that ‘exceedingly’ word is repeated - it is exceedingly, exceedingly good).   

 

 8 If the LORD is pleased with us, he will lead us into that land, a land flowing with milk and honey, and 

will give it to us. 

 9 Only do not rebel against the LORD. And do not be afraid of the people of the land, because we will 

swallow them up.  (A couple verses back – the spies said ‘the land will devour us’ and here Caleb says – 

no you have it backwards – WE will swallow them!)  Their protection is gone, but the LORD is with us. Do 

not be afraid of them." 

 

 10 But the whole assembly talked about stoning them.  

 

Then the glory of the LORD appeared at the Tent of Meeting to all the Israelites. 

 11 The LORD said to Moses, "How long will these people treat me with contempt? How long will they 

refuse to believe in me, in spite of all the miraculous signs I have performed among them? 

 

 12 I will strike them down with a plague and destroy them, but I will make you into a nation greater and 

stronger than they." 

 

 13 Moses said to the LORD, (and I’ll paraphrase here) [“If you do that, Egypt will hear and think that you 

failed – that You couldn’t deliver on what You had promised and just decided to slaughter all of Israel in 

the desert.  That’s not You God.  You are a loving and compassionate God.’   

 

And then Moses quotes the very words that God had said years earlier at an equally awful moment of 

rebellion – remember, the Golden Calf?  They decided to worship it instead of the living God who had 

brought them out of slavery?  At that moment, with helpless rebels laid out before Him, God said, this is 

who I AM – (and Moses quotes Him)… 

 

 18 'The LORD is slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion. Yet he does not leave 

the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth 

generation.' 

 19 In accordance with your great love, forgive the sin of these people, just as you have pardoned them 

from the time they left Egypt until now." 

 

Moses says ‘Have mercy.  Be who You are.  Be slow to anger.  Forgive our sin.’  And… 

 20 The LORD replied, "I have forgiven them, as you asked. 
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 21 Nevertheless, as surely as I live and as surely as the glory of the LORD fills the whole earth, 

 22 not one of the men who saw my glory and the miraculous signs I performed in Egypt and in the 

desert but who disobeyed me and tested me ten times-- 

 23 not one of them will ever see the land I promised on oath to their forefathers. No one who has 

treated me with contempt will ever see it. 

 

Israel has doubted that God could deliver what He promised and they straight up rejected His blessing – 

let’s go back to Egypt – and God forgives them.  He doesn’t reject them outright but remains committed 

to them.  The promise to Abraham to bless the nations through his people will continue.  That’s a great 

act of mercy.  But there are nonetheless consequences.  They saw the Exodus with their own eyes; what 

more proof of God’s power and faithfulness did they need?  And yet they doubted it and so as a 

consequence, they would never enter the land.  It’s little wonder that the book of Hebrews points to this 

very incident and says ‘don’t be like them.’  Don’t observe the power and faithfulness of God and then 

turn your back on it.  Let what God has done fire up faith inside you.   

 

Like Caleb, like Joshua “We can do this.  We can trust God to do what He’s promised.” – verse 24.   

 

 24 But because my servant Caleb has a different spirit and follows me wholeheartedly, I will bring him 

into the land he went to, and his descendants will inherit it.   

 

And indeed Caleb and Joshua and the children of all those who yearned to go back to Egypt would in 

forty years find themselves in the Promised.  God delivered on what He had promised. 

 

Now to work out the implications for us, I want reach back into our story and draw out three themes: 

 

There is no sin God cannot forgive. 

There is no obstacle God cannot overcome. 

There is no promise that God will not keep.   

 

First, there is no sin that God cannot forgive.  Now, it is true that Jesus calls blasphemy against the Holy 

Spirit the unpardonable sin, but beyond that, there is no sin that God cannot forgive.  I mean, if I were 

going to judge what an unforgiveable sin was, I would probably say that praising a golden calf when you 

knew full and well it was YHWH that just miraculously delivered you out of slavery in Egypt was an 

unforgiveable sin. 

 

If I were to judge what an unforgiveable sin was, I would probably say that threatening to stone God’s 

messengers as they tell you God’s good plans was an unforgiveable sin.   

 

If I were to judge, I would probably say that turning your back on all that God has done for you in order 

to go back to the mess He rescued you from was an unforgiveable sin.   

 

And yet God forgave those sins.   

 

What’s in your closet?   
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A serious case of lust?  An affair?  Secret drunkeness?  Workplace fraud?  The stubborn refusal to let 

God have any say in how you live your life or spend your money?  I know that there are people who drag 

around with them the sense that God could never forgive them for what they’ve done.   

 

But if God forgave back-stabby Israel, He can forgive you.  There is no sin He cannot forgive. 

 

Why?  14, verse 18 - 18 'The LORD is slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion.’ 

 

That’s who He is.  That is central to His character.  That’s what moved Him to send His one and only Son 

to die the death that sin and rebellion deserved so that He could forgive sinners and rebels.  Yes that 

generation died in the desert, but that doesn’t mean necessarily that they missed out on eternal life.  If 

they are in the eternal promised land, and they very well may be, it will be because of Jesus atoning 

death on the Cross.  He alone makes us good enough for God.  There is no sin God cannot forgive.   

 

Now, it is true that there may be consequences.  You smash up your dad’s car; he may forgive you and 

save your relationship, but you better bet that there will be consequences.  God’s forgiveness does not 

automatically nullify the consequences of sin but God will always preserve your relationship with Him 

and walk with you through the consequences.  There is no sin that He cannot forgive. 

 

It’s also true that there’s no obstacle He cannot overcome. 

 

I mean look at the difference between Caleb’s report and the spies’: Caleb says "We should go up and 

take possession of the land – God is with us." 

 31 But the men who had gone up with him said, "We can't attack those people; they are stronger than 

we are."  (Num 13:30-31 NIV). 

 

They’re both looking at the very same circumstances.  Caleb sees these giant men, just as the other spies 

do.  Caleb sees these giant fortified cities, just as the other spies do.  But what does he say?  There’s no 

obstacle that God can’t overcome.   

 

You see what’s going on here– they’re putting more stock in the obstacles before them than in the God 

who is with them.   

 

They’re thinking more about what they can’t do than what God CAN do.   

 

They know, they’ve seen with their own eyes, that God is more than capable of taking care of 

insurmountable obstacles.  The Egyptian army was nothing to God, and whatever stands between them 

and the Promised land is even less. 

 

We need this reminder – focus on God, not the obstacles. 

 

On this I think Ian DuGuid says it perfectly and I’ll quote him length –  
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Does it make sense to believe that the Lord poured out earth-shattering plagues on Egypt, parted the 

Red Sea in front of his people, and then fed them miraculously with manna in the wilderness only to 

have them fall at the hands of the inhabitants of the Promised Land? Does God do a dramatic series of 

miracles in the lives of his people only to fail at the last hurdle, leaving them tantalizingly short of what 

he promised? That doesn’t make sense. 

 

Isn’t our unbelief equally irrational though? We believe and proclaim that our God created the universe 

out of nothing; yet we find it hard to believe that the results of a particular medical test belong to him. 

We believe and proclaim that our God directs the courses of kings and nations…; yet we find it hard to 

believe that he can bring our stubborn friends and neighbors to faith in himself. We believe and 

proclaim that our God entered history as a baby in Bethlehem; yet we find it hard to believe that he is 

active in our own personal history, holding our hand through the events of this week and the next. We 

believe and proclaim that he suffered on the cross for our sins and rose again triumphant from the grave 

to free us from our sins; yet we find it hard to believe that this particular sin of ours could ever be 

forgiven or that the power of that sinful habit could ever be broken. Our unbelief is always 

fundamentally irrational, a sinful refusal to [revere] God, which results equally inevitably in a sinful fear 

of people and circumstances (PTW). 

 

I think that God’s evaluation of Israel is especially piercing – 14:13 -  11 The LORD said to Moses, "How 

long will these people treat me with contempt? How long will they refuse to believe in me, in spite of all 

the miraculous signs I have performed among them? (Num 14:11 NIV). 

 

And it motivates me to look less at the obstacles and trust more in the God who has a proven record of 

overcoming obstacles.   

 

There is no obstacle that God cannot overcome. 

 

And finally, there is no promise that God will no keep.   

 

Israel got to the border of the Promised Land and choked.  They didn’t believe that God would do what 

He had promised.  Even after He had proven Himself trustworthy by making Abraham into a nation, 

carrying them through slavery, rescuing them out of Egypt, providing for them food and water in the 

desert.  God keeps His promises.  If only they had trusted that and acted on faith; that’s exactly what 

their children did, forty years later, and listen to Joshua reflect on that as they’re sitting in the promise 

eating giant grapes – God says – 24:13 So I gave you a land on which you did not toil and cities you did 

not build; and you live in them and eat from vineyards and olive groves that you did not plant.' 

 14 "Now fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness.” 

 

There is no promise that God will not keep. 

 

When you are sick, when you are hospitalized, when you are broken, when you are empty – God 

promised this - I will never leave you nor forsake you and He will keep that promise.  Knowing God is 

with us makes fear turn to faith.   
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Not even death can prevent God from keeping His promise to us, because He will be victorious over 

death.  That’s a promise He’s made.   

 

16 "For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not 

perish but have eternal life (Joh 3:16 NIV). 

 

And that’s a promise He intends to keep. 

 

There is no sin that God cannot forgive. 

There is no obstacle God cannot overcome. 

There is no promise that God will not keep. 

 

I think that those realities had so gripped Caleb’s heart, Joshua’s heart that they were willing to stand in 

front of a hostile mob and say ‘This may look tough but we can do it.  God is with us.  He will keep His 

promises.’   

 

May those realities grip our hearts the same way.   

 

Will God keep His promises? 

 

He forgives sin and overcomes all obstacles; we can trust Him to keep His promises.   

 

 

 

 

Benediction 

6 Be strong and courageous. Do not fear or be in dread … for it is the LORD your God who goes with you. 

He will not leave you or forsake you" (Deu 31:6 ESV). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


