Caleb: A Profile in Courage #2

“Courage in Spite of Antagonism”

Numbers 13:17-14:25


Why does it often take the worst times to bring out the best in people?


I’m not sure why that is, except that light tends to shine the brightest in the darkest situations. It may be that the best in people as always been there, but it is only when times are bad that their best shines the brightest.


Last Sunday we began a study in the life of Caleb, borrowing from the title of President John F. Kennedy’s book, Profiles in Courage. In this book Kennedy wrote, “Great crises produce great men and great deeds of courage.”
 I would suggest that great crises reveal great men more than produce them, but the thrust of this statement holds true. It certainly did in the life of Caleb, as we will see this morning.

The Fact-finding Research


Remember from last week’s message how Caleb was one of twelve men chosen by Moses to enter the land of Canaan and bring back a report. Numbers 13:17-25 detail the mission of the twelve.

When Moses sent them to explore Canaan, he said, “Go up through the Negev and on into the hill country. See what the land is like and whether the people who live there are strong or weak, few or many. 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? 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.) 

So they went up and explored the land from the Desert of Zin as far as Rehob, toward Lebo Hamath. 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.) 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. That place was called the Valley of Eshcol because of the cluster of grapes the Israelites cut off there. At the end of forty days they returned from exploring the land. 


Notice Moses’ commission of the twelve spies. The spies were sent to determine, not whether or not the people could enter the land, but rather how they should go up to possess it.
 God had already promised them the possession of the land; all they had to do was obey His orders and take it. But instead of acting on the command, the people asked Moses to appoint a committee.


G. Campbell Morgan observes,

The hour had now arrived when the people should have gone forward. The story of the sending of the spies, as told in Numbers, indicates that it was done in obedience to a Divine command. The comparison of this, however, with Moses’ account of it in Deuteronomy will show that this command of the Lord was the [result of] a determination on the part of the people to do so. This was in itself an act of suspicion and unbelief.
 


Yet God, as he did with Gideon and others who initially had doubts, allowed the people an opportunity to see for themselves. And so the twelve spies set out into Canaan.

Most of the places mentioned in the itineraries of Numbers and Deuteronomy are unknown to us today, but some of these place names are now beginning to turn up in lists found on the walls of Egyptian pharaohs and officials, and other archaeological and historical discoveries. The first encampment was at Taberah, which was only three days journey from Sinai. This site is unknown as yet, as is Hazeroth (Num. 11:35). But the site of Kadesh-barnea is now identified with Tell el-Qudeirat, located in the Desert of Zin, almost fifty miles south-southwest of Beersheba (Num. 20:1). From this site, Moses sent out the spies into Canaan. They traveled all the way north to Rehob, twenty-five miles north of the Sea of Galilee. Indeed, if “the entrance to Hamath” (Num. 13:21) is to be equated with Lebo Hamath (modern Lebweh), then the spies made it all the way to the headwaters of the Orontes River, one hundred miles north of the Sea of Galilee.
 They covered the land of Canaan from south to north and back again!

The Fearful Report


The spies returned, and Numbers 13:26-29 and 31-33 records their fearful report, 

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. 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. But the people who live there are powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large. We even saw descendants of Anak there. 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.” …But the men who had gone up with him said, “We can’t attack those people; they are stronger than we are.” 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. We saw the Nephilim there (the descendants of Anak come from the Nephilim). We seemed like grasshoppers in our own eyes, and we looked the same to them.” 


The majority report begins on a positive note. They said, “We went into the land to which you sent us, and it does flow with milk and honey! Here is its fruit.” The spies brought back samples of the fruit of the land, which included a single cluster of grapes that two of the men had to carry between them on a pole!


But the report quickly turned from giant produce to a giant problem…literally. The ten spies described the glories of the land, and then added, “Nevertheless...” This word is usually a sign of unbelief. The people were strong; the cities were walled fortresses; and giants were in the land. The “Anakim” were a race of giants, descendants of Anak, related to the Hebrew word nephalim, also translated “giants.”
 From a remnant of the Anakim in Philistine Gath came the famous Goliath during the time of David.
 And this dominated the majority report. Warren Wiersbe writes,

They saw the giants and saw themselves as grasshoppers—but they did not see God. Their eyes were on the obstacles, not on the God who had led them there. Instead of reporting the blessings of the land, the ten spies emphasized the difficulties, giving an “evil report” of God’s holy land. [Fear] always sees the obstacles; faith always sees the opportunities.

I like the way Stuart Briscoe puts it: “Caleb and Joshua had grapes and the rest had gripes.”
 


Notice that when the spies saw themselves as grasshoppers, it was then they assumed that the Canaanites thought of them as grasshop​pers too. Of course this wasn’t true! The Canaanites were scared of the Israelites be​cause rumors of the Lord’s power had reached them. But when you see yourself as a grasshopper, nothing—not even obvious facts—makes the slightest difference. The “grass​hopper complex” is the most crippling of all psychological atti​tudes.
 Erwin Lutzer comments,

Perhaps the greatest single sin of Christians in any century is the mistake made by the spies: facing human problems with human resources. Whether it is preparing a church budget, deciding to share our faith, or tackling our personal problems. The question often is, “How much can I do?” Seldom do we ask, “How much can God do?” As a result, perpetual failure is in​evitable. Instead of comparing our problems with God, we compare them lo ourselves. Little wonder we soon feel like grasshoppers (or, at best, pygmies) among an army of giants…. Do you consciously include God in all your plans? Do you face the future with optimism, knowing that nothing is too hard for the Lord? Or is your life characterized by human abilities, human responses, and human resources? Only those who learn to expose each new situation to the living God are delivered from the curse of the grasshopper complex.

The Faithful Response


This “grasshopper complex” was not unanimous among the twelve spies, though. Two of them—Caleb and Joshua—had a different story. Their minority report constitutes the faithful response. After the ten had stirred up the people with their pessimism, we read in Numbers 13:30, “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.’” Numbers 14:6-9 continues their response,

Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, who were among those who had explored the land, tore their clothes and said to the entire Israelite assembly, “The land we passed through and explored is exceedingly good. 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. Only do not rebel against the Lord. And do not be afraid of the people of the land, because we will swallow them up. Their protection is gone, but the Lord is with us. Do not be afraid of them.” 


When you compare what these two said with what the ten other spies said, you might wonder if they were on the same mission. Did they really see the same things? I am convinced they did…to a point. I don’t believe Caleb closed his eyes and said, “Say, Joshua, I don’t see any giants, do you?” They had seen the giants too. And I don’t think they had an inordinate view concerning themselves. They would have agreed, “We’re just a group of God’s grasshoppers.” The only difference was that they saw more. They saw God.


Re-read Numbers 13:26-29 and 31-33 (the majority report) and compare that to Numbers 14:6-9. What do you see that is different in these two reports? It is quite simple. The majority never mentions God. Not once. Caleb and Joshua mention God by name three times in their report. Caleb and Joshua insisted, “Don’t listen to these guys about the giants. We have a giant God who can take us right into the land.”
 In fact, Caleb and Joshua said almost literally that victory would be a “piece of cake.” The Hebrew of Numbers 14:9 literally says, “Do not fear the people of the land, for our bread they are,” or,  “Do not worry, it is a piece of bread!”


Caleb and Joshua exhibit the very essence of faith as defined in Hebrews 11:1, “Faith is the confidence that what we hope for will actually happen; it gives us assurance about things we cannot see” [nlt]. Confidence and assurance—this certainly marks Caleb and Joshua. But their confidence and assurance is not in themselves but in God. Last week I quoted 2 Corinthians 3:4-5, and I believe it is fitting here as well: “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.”

Fear sees the obstacles; faith sees the opportunities. Fear focuses on outward circumstances; faith focuses on the omnipotent Creator. Fear says, “It can’t be done”; faith says, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” (Php. 4:13). When life’s challenges arise, will we face them in fear or in faith?

The Furious Reaction


Our story does not end here. Upon hearing both sides, the people of Israel accepted the majority report and rejected the minority report of Caleb and Joshua. Here they made a decision that determined their destiny.
 Numbers 14:1-4 records their furious reaction,

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?” And they said to each other, “We should choose a leader and go back to Egypt.” 

You might think the people would hail Caleb and Joshua for their faith, but they had a different idea. Verse ten suggests that they wanted to stone Caleb and Joshua to death! 


How could the people come to this fateful conclusion? They simply followed the majority! After all, we live in a democracy, don’t we? The majority is always right, isn’t it? Not here. The majority was dead wrong. In fact, this kind of majority attitude reminds me of a quote by Arnold Toynbee that goes something like this: “It is doubtful if the majority has ever been right.”
 Chuck Swindoll adds,

Those who don’t have vision or determination, and refuse to dream the impossible, are always in the majority. Therefore, they will al​ways take the vote. They will always outshout and outnumber those who walk by faith and not by sight, those who are seeking the kingdom of God and His righteousness. Those who choose to live by sight will always outnumber those who live by faith.

Ten saw the problem; two saw the solution. Ten saw the obsta​cles; two saw the answers. Ten were impressed with the size of the men; two were impressed with the size of their God. Ten focused on what could not be accomplished; two focused on what could easily be accomplished by the power of God. Again, the persis​tence demonstrated by Caleb and Joshua is nothing short of re​markable. Neither was more intelligent than the other ten, nor more talented. They simply possessed bulldog determination.

Andrew Jackson once said, “One man with courage makes a majority.”
 Others have said, “God plus one makes a majority.” To be the only one to stand on the side of God takes courage—especially in the face of a furious reaction like Caleb and Joshua encountered. Kennedy wrote in Profiles in Courage, “It takes great courage to do what you think is right even if it may mean the end of your career and the dislike and criticism of your friends and neighbors.”


For His part, God had had enough. According to Numbers 14:10-12,

Then the glory of the Lord appeared at the Tent of Meeting to all the Israelites. 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? I will strike them down with a plague and destroy them, but I will make you into a nation greater and stronger than they.” 


He was ready to wipe them off the face of the earth! But Moses prayed on their behalf, asking God to spare them…not because they deserved it, but for His own glory. (“After all,” Moses reasoned, “it wouldn’t look too good if you brought these people out of Egypt just to strike them down in the desert!”) And God listened to Moses’ request. In verses 20-24,

The Lord replied, “I have forgiven them, as you asked. Nevertheless, as surely as I live and as surely as the glory of the Lord fills the whole earth, 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—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. 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.” 


The Israelites had rejected the land toward which God had brought them, and their punishment was that they should not enter it.
 They said, “We can’t go in,” and the Lord said, “You won’t go in.” Except for Caleb, that is. God makes special mention of Caleb, promising that he will go into the Promised Land and possess it for himself and his descendents. Caleb said, “We can go in,” and the Lord said, “You will go in.” What a difference faith makes!

So, how do we apply this message to our lives today? R. Kent Hughes writes,

The lesson is quite clear: the majority is not always right. In fact, it is very often wrong. The men God uses have always stood against the flow—Martin Luther, William Carey, William Wilberforce, Dietrich Bonhoeffer. How we need to remember this! Ours is a day when truth is determined by consensus, when justice is struck by a five-four vote, when “everybody is doing it” has become the pervasive rationale for behavior, when Thomas Jefferson’s fear of the tyranny of the majority is a reality. Spiritual leaders do not necessarily go along with the majority opinion.


It takes courage to stand up for what’s right when it seems nobody else is. Don’t get swept away in the current of public opinion or popular thinking. The crowds usually run on fear; we are called to live by faith. Only then will we experience what God has promised, as Caleb did.
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