A Profile in Courage #1

“Courage in Spite of Ancestry”

Numbers 13:3-16


Five years before he won the presidency, John F. Kennedy wrote a book entitled Profiles in Courage. Through these pages he described the courageous stands of eight men who served in the United States Senate. Kennedy wrote in the forward, “courage is much more than bravery on a battlefield; it means acting according to your beliefs whatever the consequences.”


Kennedy limited his writing to heroes of American history, but I am quite certain that we could come up with a Profiles in Courage from the pages of Scripture. A number of biblical heroes and heroines come to mind, such as David, Samson, Rahab, Ruth, and Esther. New Testament characters such as Mary and Joseph, Peter, Paul, and Stephen would be added as well. But I would have to begin such a volume with the story of one of my favorite biblical personalities: Caleb.


We meet Caleb for the first time in Numbers 13:6, but he’ll be mentioned thirty-one more times in the Old Testament.
 Let’s read this account from Numbers 13:3-16,

So at the Lord’s command Moses sent them out from the Desert of Paran. All of them were leaders of the Israelites. These are their names: from the tribe of Reuben, Shammua son of Zaccur; from the tribe of Simeon, Shaphat son of Hori; from the tribe of Judah, Caleb son of Jephunneh; from the tribe of Issachar, Igal son of Joseph; from the tribe of Ephraim, Hoshea son of Nun; from the tribe of Benjamin, Palti son of Raphu; from the tribe of Zebulun, Gaddiel son of Sodi; from the tribe of Manasseh (a tribe of Joseph), Gaddi son of Susi; from the tribe of Dan, Ammiel son of Gemalli; from the tribe of Asher, Sethur son of Michael; from the tribe of Naphtali, Nahbi son of Vophsi; from the tribe of Gad, Geuel son of Maki. These are the names of the men Moses sent to explore the land. (Moses gave Hoshea son of Nun the name Joshua.) 

Caleb stands out as a “Profile in Courage” because of his heroic posture in the face of many obstacles. Over the next four weeks we will consider different situations that Caleb faced and courageously overcame. The first of these four is his ancestry.

Caleb’s Unfavorable Label


Let’s begin with Caleb’s unfavorable label, and by that I refer to his name. We might not think too much of this, since we use the name “Caleb” to this day. But we need to remember that in the ancient world, names were taken very seriously. Often names were reflections of the person’s character—as we saw in Jacob of the Old Testament—and a negative name could be a hindrance to a person’s success in life. (Jabez, the Old Testament person whose prayer has become so popular, his name meant “pain.”)

With this in mind, Caleb was the Hebrew word for “dog.”
 Now we might not think that is too bad, since we have a pretty positive view of dogs in our culture. They are companions—we even refer to them as “man’s best friend”—and some are even specially trained to guide the blind or detect drugs. But in the ancient world, dogs were generally wild and ran in packs. They were dangerous scavengers to the people of that era, much like coyotes are in the Midwest. One resource even defines the Hebrew word for Caleb as “rabid.”
 In the Old Testament, the dog was considered an unclean animal, and the terms “dog,” “dog’s head,” “dead dog,” were used as terms of reproach or of humiliation (1 Sam. 24:14; 2 Sam. 3:8; 9:8; 16:9). Paul calls false apostles “dogs” (Php. 3:2). Those who are shut out of the kingdom of heaven are also so designated (Rev. 22:15). Persecutors are called “dogs” (Psa. 22:16).
 So to be called “dog” in that time was far from complementary!


In fact, ancient Israelites usually reserved the term “dog” for two groups of people: Gentiles and homosexuals (whom they held in similar contempt). The translation “male prostitute” in Deuteronomy 23:18 is based on the use of the Hebrew word that usually means, “dog.”
 This was not a favorable name to have in those days!


Why would our man, the focus of our study, be stuck with such a negative name? Given the fact that names meant so much in that culture, why would any mother and father tag their child with such an awful label? Sometimes the Bible records the events that surround the naming of a child, as in the cases of both Jacob and Jabez, whom we have previously mentioned. But in the case of Caleb the Scriptures are silent. We simply don’t know why or how Caleb got the name he did. Perhaps it was a cruel nickname given to him by others that stuck with him through adulthood. Whatever the reason, Caleb had to overcome an unfavorable label…perhaps from the moment he was born!

Caleb’s Unorthodox Lineage


Perhaps the reason for Caleb’s unfavorable label was his unorthodox lineage. I choose that word “unorthodox” purposely, for we often associate the word “orthodox” with strict Jewish compliance, and the Bible tells us that Caleb’s background was not even completely Israelite!

His parentage is given in Numbers 13. He is called “Caleb son of Jephunneh” who was “from the tribe of Judah.” Some think that Caleb was of mixed parentage, his father being a Kenizzite and his mother from the tribe of Judah.
 The Kenizzites were a leading Edomite family, tracing their descent from Eliphaz, Esau’s eldest son.
 According to Genesis 15:19 the Kenizzites were a tribe of Canaan in Abraham’s day. Caleb’s family, then, was originally outside the covenant and commonwealth of Israel—at least on his father’s side.
 Hence he may have been called “dog” as in a Canaanite.


The ancient Israelites did not readily accept outsiders—as noted above—so Caleb’s family must have been “held at arm’s length” by the rest of the Israelites for some time. Prejudices are hard to overcome, and perhaps even in Caleb’s day he felt the sting of bigotry by people who should have known better. In spite of the presence of a number of Gentiles who figure prominently in their history, the Israelites had a difficult time realizing that they did not hold a monopoly on the grace of God! They were quick to forget the truth recorded in Deuteronomy 7:7-9,

The Lord did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples. But it was because the Lord loved you and kept the oath he swore to your forefathers that he brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt. Know therefore that the Lord your God is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who love him and keep his commands.

Caleb, then, had the obstacles of an unfortunate label and an unorthodox lineage to overcome.

Caleb’s Unlikely Legacy


All of this made Caleb’s legacy very unlikely. At the moment when Israel was to enter the Promised Land, Moses was instructed to choose a representative of each tribe to explore the land and bring back a report to the rest of the people. This was a tremendous responsibility as well as a great privilege. And Caleb—the “dog” from the outside—was chosen to represent the prestigious tribe of Judah. Certainly Caleb had distinguished himself as an outstanding leader of Judah to have been so honored.
 Caleb stands out as a profile in courage in spite of his ancestry.


“That’s nice,” you might think to yourself. “Hooray for Caleb. But what does that have to do with me?”


Good question! History lessons and feel-good stories may be interesting and inspiring, but if they are not relevant, what real value do they have? But I believe this story has lasting value for all of us. 


Unfortunately, the prejudice and narrow-mindedness that the Israelites displayed in the ancient world are still prevalent today. Perhaps you have been the target of bigotry because of your racial or ethnic background. Maybe people looked down on you or made fun of you because you moved from a different part of the country (or even the world) and you talked differently than the rest. You may have been a country boy (or girl) who had to go to school in town, or from a small town who went into the big city, and you were put down because of that. Maybe when you went to grade school you were picked out and picked on because you had to wear glasses, or your ears were too big, or your teeth were crooked—you know how cruel children can be toward someone who’s different. As an adult, perhaps you are looked down upon because of the school you went to…or that you didn’t finish school at all. You may be mechanically challenged (like me!) or technologically illiterate. There are a lot of ways we can be made to feel inferior!


If any (or all) of this applies to you, I have good news for you today: God is the God of the underdog! Take a look through the pages of Scripture and note how often God used the least likely to succeed. In a culture that honored seniority (particularly the first-born), how many times did God use the younger son—or even the youngest! Before Jacob and Esau were born God said to their mother, Rebekah, “Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you will be separated; one people will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger” (Genesis 25:23). That was simply unheard of in those days! Of Jacob’s twelve sons, it was the fourth-born, Judah, through whom the promised Messiah would come. 


Ladies, there are examples for you, too. Rahab was “from the wrong side of the tracks” in more ways than one! She was a woman (strike one), a Canaanite (strike two) engaged in prostitution (strike three!) Yet God honored her faith and spared her life when Jericho was conquered. She was ultimately included in the family lineage of King David, and ultimately of Jesus Himself! Ruth also fits in this category. She was from the land of Moab—one of Israel’s sworn enemies—but God brought her into His family, and she, too, became a part of the family tree of King David and Jesus.


Speaking of David, he was the youngest of eight sons. He was so neglected that when Samuel came to the house of Jesse to anoint the next king, Jesse lined up all of his sons before the prophet…except David, who was left out in the fields watching the sheep! Yet who did God choose to be the next king? You got it…David!


Another example of this is found in Judges 6:14-16, when God called Gideon,

The Lord turned to him and said, “Go in the strength you have and save Israel out of Midian’s hand. Am I not sending you?” 

“But Lord,” Gideon asked, “how can I save Israel? My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I am the least in my family.” 

The Lord answered, “I will be with you, and you will strike down all the Midianites together.” 

Time after time we see God turning to the younger, the weaker, the least likely to succeed to be the man (or woman) of the hour. I don’t think this is a coincidence, either. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:26-31,

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him. It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God-that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. Therefore, as it is written: “Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.” 


I believe there is a purpose behind God’s choosing and using those whom the rest of the world considers unlikely or unworthy. In His infinite wisdom He knows exactly what He is doing.


Consider the words of the Lord to Gideon in Judges 7:2-3,

The Lord said to Gideon, “You have too many men for me to deliver Midian into their hands. In order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her, announce now to the people, ‘Anyone who trembles with fear may turn back and leave Mount Gilead’” [emphasis added].


In this passage God whittled Gideon’s army from 30,000 men to 300. When a general is about to engage in battle, he usually wants more troops, not less! I’ve never heard of a general complaining that he had too many soldiers and too many weapons for war! But God wanted Gideon to have a smaller army, and for a specific reason: “In order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her…”

What is the key to pleasing the Lord and serving Him? Hebrews 11:6 informs us, “Without faith it is impossible to please God.” But what is faith? Is it not trust and complete reliance? But what is the enemy of faith? Not merely doubt, but pride. You see, when we believe in ourselves, we don’t have to believe in God. When we rely on ourselves, we don’t have to rely on God. 


Unfortunately, folks who seemingly “have it all together,” those who come from the “right” background with the “right” education and the “right” set of skills are expected to succeed. They are taught to rely upon themselves in order to make it in this world. This often leads to pride, and pride (more than any other sin) will keep people from trusting in the Lord. But those who have everything against them (like Caleb) are more likely to rely upon God for their achievement. 

Earlier I read from 1 Corinthians chapter one, and the last verse says, “Therefore, as it is written: ‘Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.’”  Paul is quoting from Jeremiah 9:23-24,

This is what the Lord says: “Let not the wise man boast of his wisdom or the strong man boast of his strength or the rich man boast of his riches, but let him who boasts boast about this: that he understands and knows me, that I am the Lord, who exercises kindness, justice and righteousness on earth, for in these I delight,” declares the Lord. 


At one time, Paul was one of those considered “most likely to succeed.” He describes himself in Philippians 3:4-6,

If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless. 

Before coming to Christ, Saul of Tarsus had it all together. He had the right ancestry, he had the right education he had the right ambition. He was the kind of young man any father would be proud to call his own, and any mother would want her daughter to marry. All of these advantages, though, went to his head, and he became proud. Instead of relying on God, he learned to rely on himself.


He had to learn the hard way not to rely on himself, though. The opposite of pride us humility, but most proud people don’t learn humility without being humiliated. And Paul had to be humbled so that his reliance would be on God and not himself. He writes about this in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10,

To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 


This is not some sniveling wimp with an inferiority complex, mind you. Paul was a confident man who knew what he had to do and set out to accomplish it. But his confidence was not placed in himself…and that was the key to his success. We read in 2 Corinthians 3:4-5, “Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God.”

Here is the perfect balance between inferiority and invincibility, between thinking too highly of ourselves and too lowly of ourselves. God wants us to be confident and successful…as long as our confidence and success is rooted in Him.


As we will see in the coming weeks, Caleb was another man who was brimming with confidence without being conceited. He was a profile in courage, not because of who he was but in spite of his ancestry. He was able to overcome his own liabilities and the prejudice of others not because he was a great man of faith or a man of great faith, but because he was a man who had faith in a great God. And that makes all the difference.


God is the God of the underdog. If you haven’t been convinced of that by now, consider Romans 5:8, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” He loves us in spite of who we are. He uses us in spite of our shortcomings. All He requires is that we put our trust in Him, and when we accomplish great things, remember to give Him all the credit. 
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