Caleb: A Profile in Courage #3

“Courage in the Face of Affliction”

Numbers 32:11-12

Nobody likes waiting rooms.


Whether in the office of a doctor, and dentist, a lawyer, or a hospital, most people have a similar distaste for waiting rooms. They all have the chairs in which it is impossible to get comfortable; the televisions mounted high, forcing you to strain your neck looking at them, with the volume too low and the channel set on something you don’t care about; magazines from eighteen months ago—the list goes on. But even worse than the predictable surroundings of a waiting room is the actual waiting itself.


Nobody likes to wait.


Christians are not immune to this plight. Like the believer who prayed, “Lord, give me patience, and give it to me right now!” we know the positive benefits of this virtue but do not wish to go through the necessary steps in order to obtain it. So sometimes we find ourselves in circumstances that force us to wait. Rick Yohn has written an excellent book entitled God’s Waiting Room, in which he writes, 

“God’s waiting room” is a state which is involuntary, helpless to determine outcome, highly stressful, perplexing, a place of realizing personal inadequacy, and a place where God will gradually unfold the next chapter of life.


Several characters in the pages of Scripture found themselves in “God’s waiting room.” Consider Moses, who lived for forty years in Midian before God sent him to Pharaoh. David was anointed king over Israel, but had to wait ten years before ascending the throne. Job waited an undisclosed time in misery before his situation was rectified. Paul spent eleven years in the Arabian desert after his conversion before he was called to minister.


Sometimes those who are in “God’s waiting room” essentially put themselves there (i.e., Moses, who had to flee Egypt after killing an Egyptian taskmaster.) By our decisions and actions we put ourselves on the bench, so to speak. But we should not confuse this idea of waiting—sometimes coupled with painful affliction—as signs of God’s displeasure or punishment. This phenomenon happens to both the spiritually fruitful (i.e., the pruning of John 15) and to those being disciplined by God.
 Of the examples mentioned above, David, Job, and Paul did nothing to warrant the difficult times through which they had to wait before seeing God “gradually unfold the next chapter of life.”


Sometimes we find ourselves in the state of affliction because of the actions of others. Like the whole classroom of students who are punished for the misbehavior of a few, sometimes God’s faithful ones suffer because of the unfaithfulness of others around them. Jeremiah’s bitter words of Lamentations 3 (read earlier in our Scripture reading) are an example of this kind of affliction that is personally undeserved.


Another person who would fit this category would be Caleb. Last week we considered how he stood up (with Joshua) against the other ten spies and the entire Israelite population, encouraging them to trust in the Lord and obey Him. Despite his best efforts, the people refused.


This case of stubbornness led to terrible consequences. Their rebellion and unbelief lengthened an eleven-day journey into nearly forty years of wandering in the wilderness. This text ends with the tragic words, “turn around and set out toward the desert along the route to the Red Sea.” Duane L. Christensen comments,

Failure to engage the enemy at the time of God’s choosing will result in a reluctant return to “that great and fearful desert” through which we have already come. Even Moses is not immune from God’s judgment when the people fail to place their trust in God’s power against evil. The example of Caleb should be constantly before our eyes. If we “wholeheartedly follow after Yahweh,” we will truly possess the land “upon which we have trodden in it.”


Caleb and Joshua were promised by God to possess the Promised Land. Out of the entire nation of Israel at that time, only two would survive the wilderness wanderings.


That is probably not news to anyone. We are familiar with the story to know that Joshua and Caleb did finally obtain the victory that they predicted to the unbelieving people. But did you realize how long it took until Caleb and Joshua obtained their promise? According to Joshua 14:10, they had to wait four decades! You thought you had a long wait the last time you went to the doctor’s office! What had they done wrong? Nothing! In fact, they were specifically singled out for their faith in Numbers 32:11-12, 

“Because they have not followed me wholeheartedly, not one of the men twenty years old or more who came up out of Egypt will see the land I promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob—not one except Caleb son of Jephunneh the Kenizzite and Joshua son of Nun, for they followed the Lord wholeheartedly.”

God was not angry with Caleb and Joshua, but they had to wait while the unbelieving Israelites were punished before they could enter the land. David Jeremiah describes what this “waiting room” experience was like for Caleb:

All his contemporaries were dying. You might remember that a condition for entering the Promised Land was that all of the unfaithful generation—the one that shied away from giants—had to die before God would permit the crossing of the Jordan. It took thirty-eight wilderness years for that to happen. Caleb grew older as he waited through the decades, checking the obituaries every day and seeing the last of his old friends die. A generation of funerals would make the best of us gloomy and morose. But not Caleb… The fire in the furnace of his soul was still lit. He was still living wide open for God.


How could he do it? How could Caleb maintain his courage—and his sanity—amid the seemingly unfair treatment he received? We see a clue in all three of the texts we have read so far: Caleb is described as one who “followed the Lord wholeheartedly.” As we understand that term and how it is lived out, we can see how Caleb maintained his courage in the face of affliction.

Caleb’s Focus


The first aspect of Caleb’s courage in the face of affliction was his focus. In order to survive those difficult days in “God’s waiting room,” we must maintain our focus. To use a modern phrase, we need to “keep our eyes on the ball.” So many things can distract our attention from God and His will. It requires an effort to maintain focus.


We read in 2 Chronicles 16:9, “For the eyes of the Lord run to and fro throughout the whole earth, to show Himself strong in the behalf of those whose heart is perfect toward Him” [kjv]. A. W. Pink writes, 
The word generally used for “perfect” (itamim) signifies sincere but here a different one (shalem) is employed, meaning whole. A “whole heart” is in contrast with a “divided” one (Hos 10:2), which pertains to him who vainly seeks to serve two masters, the “double-minded man” who is “unstable in all his ways” (Jam 1:8). Those with a whole heart love the Lord their God with all their mind, soul and strength. They make Him their Portion, find their delight in Him, constantly seek to please and glorify Him. Their affections are undivided, their aim in life is one, like Caleb they “wholly follow the Lord” (Deut 1:36).
 


The opposite of a “whole heart” is a “divided heart.” Jesus taught that the greatest commandment of the Law was “to love the Lord your God with all your heart, mind, soul, and strength” (Matt. 22:37, emphasis added). To “wholly follow the Lord” means to not take our eyes off Him.


A graphic example of this is found in the life of Simon Peter. We read in Matthew 14:25-31,

During the fourth watch of the night Jesus went out to them, walking on the lake. When the disciples saw him walking on the lake, they were terrified. “It’s a ghost,” they said, and cried out in fear. 

But Jesus immediately said to them: “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.” 

“Lord, if it’s you,” Peter replied, “tell me to come to you on the water.” 

“Come,” he said. 

Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus. But when he saw the wind, he was afraid and, beginning to sink, cried out, “Lord, save me!” 

Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. “You of little faith,” he said, “why did you doubt?” 


Jesus asked Peter why he doubted. We might describe it as being distracted. He lost his focus on Jesus, and looked at the wind and the waves. Doubts often come from a wrong focus on circumstances.
 When we find ourselves distracted and filled with doubt, we need to confront doubts with what Yohn calls “a God-focus on life.”
 As long as we keep our eyes on Him, we can stand tall, even in the midst of affliction.


The author of Hebrews encourages his readers to do just that in Hebrews 12:1-3,

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. 

Another good example of a godly focus is Paul, who wrote in Philippians 3:12-14,

Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. 


Any runner in a race who looks over his shoulder risks stumbling and losing the race. We need not look back or look around; we should keep our focus forward, on Christ, and even difficult circumstances will not stand in our way.

Caleb’s Faith


The second component to Caleb’s courage in the face of affliction was his faith. We saw in earlier passages that Caleb demonstrated tremendous faith at the time he and the other spies reported on the land. Yes, he saw the giants and the fortified cities. But in faith Caleb saw God. He knew that God could overcome any obstacle in the way. He had faith in God.


We must be careful not to lose our faith in times of affliction. Yohn writes, 

Some people are so problem-oriented they can never see the potential in the problem. Everything looks like doom and gloom. They center their attention on everything that is going wrong and fail to see all of the aspects of life that are going right. God is a realist. He sees the problems, but He also knows the solutions to those problems. He wants us to gain His perspective on all those issues that we call problems and impossibilities. With God, nothing is impossible, so our perspective must be positive rather than negative.


Caleb certainly maintained a positive perspective throughout his life. I’m not sure I could have done that. It would have been difficult for me, if I had been Caleb, not to hunt down one of the doubters about every eleven days, kick him in the shins, and say, “We should have been there by now!” It would have been hard not to see contemporaries fall away one by one as I grew older without thinking, “Am I ever going to see the Promised Land?” But Caleb’s faith in the Lord was firm.


Joshua 14 records Caleb’s recollection of how God had brought him through the wilderness to the brink of fulfillment. Actually Caleb was the recipient of two divine promises: one, that his life would be prolonged, and the other, that he would someday inherit the territory he had bravely explored near Hebron. But forty-five years is a long time to wait for the fulfillment of a pledge, a long time for faith to live on a promise. Yet Caleb did wait through the weary years of the wilderness wanderings and the demanding years of the Conquest. Caleb had strong faith in the promises of God. They sustained him in his difficult times.


He knew that God’s promises were sure. He never allowed the trying times to dim his faith in the Lord. As one writer put it, “Never doubt in the dark what God has revealed in the light.”
 Remember the definition of faith as found in Hebrews 11:1, “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” We may not see the end result, but we can rest assured that we will receive what God has promised.

Caleb’s Fidelity


Finally, Caleb’s courage demanded fidelity. Caleb stayed true to God throughout the long years of wandering. Regardless of the circumstances, Caleb was faithful. God commends Caleb in Numbers 14:24, “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” (emphasis added). The difference is seen in the word “wholehearted.” Literally, Caleb is said to have “filled himself completely after the Lord” (New Geneva Study Bible). This single-minded dedication is a necessary ingredient for the kind of courage needed to stand in the face of affliction.


Paul demonstrates this same kind of fidelity as he writes in Romans 1:9, “God, whom I serve with my whole heart in preaching the gospel of his Son…” (emphasis added). But this is not some added extra just for the “super-saints.” Paul later writes about the Romans, “But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted” (Rom 6:17). He would write to the Ephesian Christians, “Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not men…” (Eph 6:7). The author of Hebrews adds in Hebrews 6:11-12,

We want each of you to show this same diligence to the very end, in order to make your hope sure. We do not want you to become lazy, but to imitate those who through faith and patience inherit what has been promised. 

Warren Wiersbe writes about these verses, 

This progress demands diligent effort. While it is true that it is God who “carries us along” to maturity, it is also true that the believer must do his part. We must not be lazy (“slothful,” the same word as “dull” in Heb. 5:11) but apply ourselves to the spiritual resources God has given us. We have the promises from God. We should exercise faith and patience and claim these promises for ourselves! Like Caleb and Joshua, we must believe God’s promise and want to go in and claim the land!


Our faith requires faithfulness to last through those stays in “God’s waiting room.” In fact, the Hebrew language did not distinguish between “faith” and “faithfulness.” True faith remains faithful. As Paul exhorts us in Galatians 6:9, “Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up” (emphasis added).


So if we find ourselves in a difficult situation, waiting for God to move in our lives, take the example of Caleb. His courage in the face of affliction showed focus on God, faith in God, and fidelity to God. We must do the same to withstand the difficulties we all face at some point in our lives…even when the difficulties are not our fault!
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