“DIFFERING PERSPECTIVES, PART 2:

On The Shoulders Of God”
Numbers 14:1-11

Last week we saw how twelve spies had been sent into the Promised Land to scout it out.  But ten of the spies returned with an exaggerated report.  They manipulated the people with fear and panic because they didn’t have the faith to trust God.  Only two of the spies, Joshua and Caleb, believed they could take the land because God had already promised it to them.  But no one wanted to listen.  The people, fearing the worst and not relying on God, became angry.  This is where we pick up the story…


The sky awoke as a new day dawned, changing from deep gray to hazy pink to yellow orange.  As the sun broke the horizon, the heat began to seep up from the sand.  The air felt thick and damp—which would only serve to antagonize tempers that were already far too short.  The atmosphere in the camp pulsed with a rebellious, threatening aura—like a wild dog just before it attacks.  Yes, a new day had arrived--but the feelings of the one before still lingered.

Joshua and Caleb stepped from the tent and held the flap open for Moses and Aaron.  The four barely had time to register the beauty of the sunrise before the screaming started again.

“There they are!  What have you been doing all night?  Plotting how to kill us?”

“Don’t trust them!  They’re going to give us to the giants!”

“Why did we need to come here to die?  We could’ve died in Egypt!”


“If Yahweh wanted us dead, why wait until now?  Or do you not know, Moses?  Maybe Yahweh doesn’t speak to you.”

“Maybe he’s never spoken to Moses at all!  Why should we listen to him?  Do you want a murderer leading us?”


“NO!  NO!  NO!”


The chant carried across the clear morning air.  Joshua placed his hand on Moses’ shoulder.  The old man was quivering, but Joshua couldn’t tell if it was from fear, anger or sadness.


“Stone them!” someone shouted in the crowd.

“Yes, stone them all!” another joined in.  “Then we can pick a new leader and return to Egypt.”  Some of the men in the crowd found several jagged rocks.  They grabbed them, lifted them in the air.


“Stone them!” the shout echoed again.


Moses and Aaron knelt on the warm sand and stretched themselves facedown before the people.  Caleb nodded to Joshua.  Both men stepped toward the seething mob.  Each grabbed his garment and brutally ripped it.  The crowd silenced.

His robe hanging in tatters from his broad shoulders, Joshua pointed toward the crowd.  “Hear me, people of Israel!  Just what is the matter with you?  Have you taken leave of your senses?!  We agreed—all twelve of us who entered the land—that it’s a bountiful land—an excellent land!  It’s beautiful and spacious.  If Yahweh is pleased with us, I have no doubt that he’ll give us this land.  Why do you doubt Yahweh?  Why do you rebel against him—and against Moses, his chosen leader?  Are you so afraid of the people over there?  Do they really terrify you that much?”

The eyes of every Israelite were fixed on Joshua.  Beads of sweat rolled from his hairline and down his face.


“Yes, we’re afraid of them,” a man in the mob shouted.  “They’ll kill us and take our families as slaves.  God has brought us here to wipe us off the face of the earth!”


“NO!  Caleb exclaimed.  “No, he has not!  He’s brought us here to fulfill the promise he made to our ancestors. How can this people—who have defeated kings and armies since leaving Egypt—how can you fear the people in Canaan?  So what if they’re bigger than us?  Yahweh is much, much bigger than them!  If we trust in Yahweh, we’ll cut those people down.  They’ll be embarrassment by how badly we’ll beat them.  We’ve got Yahweh on our side.  There’s no reason at all for us to fear them.”


As Joshua finished, the crowd began to yell and scream at once.  The mass of people quivered with fury.  More stones were picked up.  Several smaller ones sailed through the air and landed in the sand in front of Joshua and Caleb.

“Stone them!  Stone them!” the people chanted.

The crowd moved forward as one, a tidal wave of fury and violence.  Joshua and Caleb stepped back.  Moses and Aaron still lay flat on the ground.  A sharp wind had appeared, swirling sand and grit in the air.  Overhead, the morning clouds had piled up, thick and heavy.  They had taken on a bloated, purplish color, like bruises on the sky.  As the crowd continued to yell and curse, the clouds darkened.  The wind whipped Joshua and Caleb’s torn garments.  People shielded their eyes from the stinging sand.

“Sandstorm!” someone yelled.  “Take cover!”

But the cry went unheeded in the howling wind and shouts of rebellion.


“No,” Moses whispered from his place on the ground.  “It’s not a sandstorm.”  He looked toward the Tent of Meeting.  In the swirling pandemonium of clouds, wind, sand and screams, a brilliant white light exploded from the front of the tent… “It’s not a sandstorm,” he repeated with dread in his voice.  “It’s Yahweh…”


Ten of the twelve spies did not want to go where God was leading them.  Even though they were respected, influential leaders, they didn’t have the faith to believe or the heart to trust.

Their comments bred negativity and doubt, which quickly grew into fear.  And fear is infectious.  Before long the people lost sight of God.  They forgot about his promise.  They forgot about the miracles he had done for them.  They forgot about his care and provision.  The future—based on a falsified report—was so threatening that they would rather return to slavery in Egypt.  In fact, they started down a very dangerous path: they turned against Moses, God’s chosen leader, which meant they actually turned against God himself.  They went from simply whining and complaining to full-blown rebellion.

Naturally, God was angry with them.  The Israelites had not only challenged the human leadership of Moses; they had challenged the divine leadership of God himself.  In essence they were saying “God doesn’t know what he’s doing; we can’t trust God; we know better than God what we need.”  God was angry at the contempt and disregard the people had for him.  They were more concerned about returning to something that was understood and acceptable—slavery—than engaging the future God had for them.  They let their desire for safety, comfort and predictability override their willingness to accept God’s word. By wishing to have died in the wilderness, they were, in effect, denying God’s salvation and providential care.  They were spitting in the face of the One who had delivered them.

What was the result of Israel’s rebellion at the boundary of the Promised Land?  It’s found a few verses away from this story, in Numbers 14:21-24: …not a single person of those who saw my Glory, saw the miracle signs I did in Egypt and the wilderness, and who have tested me over and over and over again, turning a deaf ear to me—not one of them will set eyes on the land I so solemnly promised to their ancestors.  No one who has treated me with such repeated contempt will see it.  But my servant Caleb—this is a different story.  He has a different spirit; he follows me passionately.  I’ll bring him into the land that he scouted and his children will inherit it.”

Caleb—and as we find out later on, Joshua as well—were the only two people out of hundreds of thousands who would enter the Promised Land.  Everyone else would die in the desert as they wandered aimlessly for forty years.

Whenever a medical, scientific or technological advance is made, those responsible for it will often say they were merely “standing on the shoulders of giants.”  In other words, their work could not have been accomplished without the work of those who preceded them.  Their discoveries and advancements were made possible by the discoveries and advancements of others in the field.
Every Sunday when we gather, we are standing on the shoulders of giants.  Soddy United Methodist Church began with Miss Holland, a missionary; with George Varner; and with Mrs. James Varner, Mrs. Marie Brown, Hezekiah and Mary Varner.  As Buck Johnson wrote in his 150-year history of our church: “This small group must always be remembered with grateful appreciation for the devotion to God and their dream of a great church.”
We’re here today because that group of people believed the giants in this land were no match for God.  They recognized the milk-and-honey potential of what was before them.  They took risks for the glory of God to build this church and to reach the lost--and we’re here this morning as a testament to that fact.


During this month we’re looking at some different perspectives on change and transformation.  As we’ve said recently, we recognize the reality that our Sunday school and worship attendance is slipping.  Major health concerns are catching up with us, and it won’t be long before the number of people who CAN’T be here outnumbers those who can.  We’re an aging congregation.  We’re not getting any younger.

But we all still want our church to prosper and grow.  We want to pass to future generations what was entrusted to us.  But in order to do that we have to look carefully and purposefully at where we are and where we’re going.  We have to decide—like the Israelites on the edge of the Promised Land—if we’ll take the risk and follow God into a new future.


In a little over a month we’re hosting our “A Hope And A Future” weekend, and I hope all of you will be able to participate.  We’ve invited Eddie Hammett to speak and to help us begin asking the right questions about moving forward.  The weekend won’t magically solve declining attendance or volunteer fatigue; but it will help us begin the conversations necessary to do so.


God is preparing to take us into uncharted territory.  And it’s okay to be anxious or concerned.  I certainly feel those things!  They’re normal feelings when facing the unknown.  What we have to do is make sure our feelings don’t get in the way of God’s will for our church.

I can help lead you.  It’s one of the things I think I can do fairly well.  I’ve done it in two previous appointments.  One church responded positively and continues to this day to make dynamic strides in reaching the world for Jesus Christ.  The other church responded negatively and continues to this day to struggle and diminish.  But I am confident in God’s leadership, and I trust that if God’s people are obedient to his will, God will honor that and show us the way forward.

God is preparing to take us into a Promised Land that we’ve never seen before.  It’s an unusual land, with large fruit and even larger characters.  It’s a good land, flowing with opportunity and blessing.  I can’t say what we’ll encounter in this new land.  I know it won’t look like the past, any more than the Promised Land looked like Egypt.  I know there will be struggles, challenges and hard trials—there will be giants we have to fight.  But I also know this: God is with us every step of the way because he has great work for us to do.

So we have two differing perspectives: do we risk rebellion, preferring to turn back and return to Egypt—to play it safe and comfortable?  Or will we stand on the shoulders of the giants of the faith, building on what has come before us, in order to embrace God’s vision for us?
Let us pray:
Almighty God, you called the children of Israel to trust in you—to trust in what they could not see—and to step forward in faith to claim the promise.  A few were willing to respond.  Many were not.

Father, in our heart-of-hearts we want to be found faithful and trusting.  We want to be like Joshua and Caleb.  But our minds tell us to fear, to doubt, to resist.  We easily become distracted by what we can see, and grasp, and control.  Grant us the faith of Joshua and the courage of Caleb so that we may follow you into a new and unknown future.  Grant us the hope and confidence to live by faith and not by sight, so that like those who have come before us in this church, we may establish a legacy for future generations to build upon.

In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit—who was, who is, and who forever will be.  Amen.
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