DIFFERING PERSPECTIVES, PART 1:

“A Bug’s Life”
Numbers 13:25-33

It was only a small pile of fruit—small in the sense that it consisted of a few figs, some pomegranates and a single cluster of grapes.  But the size of each piece of fruit was staggering.  The grape cluster alone had required two men to lift it up so everyone could see it.  Cheers and excitement had thundered in the desert air.  The children of Israel had gotten their first look at the bounty of the Promised Land.

But the thrill had given way to silence as the group of brave explorers gave their report to Moses and Aaron.  The people listened intently.  Twelve hand-picked leaders had spent over a month in the land of Canaan.  Moses had sent them on a reconnaissance mission--to determine the military strength of Canaan’s population--and to scout out the prospects for living in this new place.


The fruit had been an impressive way to get the people excited.  And the explorers told everyone that the land was indeed rich and pleasant, just as God had promised.  It flowed with “milk and honey”--a traditional phrase that meant it was abundant and satisfying.  The group of men all agreed: From that perspective, the new land had much to recommend it.
But…


Several of the adventurers spoke at once.  They gestured, indicating something of huge proportions.  They pointed to one another and to the fruit.  They rubbed their foreheads and looked in the direction of Canaan, trouble and anxiety clouding their faces.  Moses said something and the clamor subsided.  One of the spies, with a braided beard, spoke:


“The land is good, just as we have said.  The problem is the people in the land.  They’re enormous!”  Several of the men nodded their heads.  One raised his arm straight up in the air, indicating height.


“They live in cities surrounded by tall, thick walls, and are more than capable of defending themselves.”

“Tell them about the Anak,” one of the men shouted, capturing the moment for maximum impact.  It worked.  A ripple of shock and surprise moved through the people.  Even from where he was standing, Caleb could see the peoples’ eyes widening with fear.


“Yes, we saw the descendants of the giant, Anak!” Braided Beard yelled.  “They are from the Nephilim!  They live throughout the land.  We’d have to fight them in order to conquer Canaan.”


Another man stepped forward, his dark beard streaked with gray.

“We also saw the Amalekites.  You remember them, don’t you?  They fought against us when Joshua led us into battle.”  He gestured toward Joshua, standing silent beside Caleb.  Neither had spoken a word.

Greybeard went on: “You remember how hard the Amalekites fought us.  Aaron and Hur had to hold up Moses’ arms or we would’ve been defeated that day!  Do you want to face them again?”  The crowd responded with a low growl of discontent.
“And there are others, too,” a third man added, “peoples we have not seen before--hardened, powerful people who live among the rocks and caves of the upper country.  Even some who dwell along the shores of the sea.”

The growling became more pronounced.  Caleb and Joshua looked at each other, then over at Moses.  Caleb stepped forward and raised his hands.

“We know the land is good.  We have proof of that.  And yes, we know there will be challenges in taking it.  But Yahweh has promised to give us this land,” he said, his voice rising with determination.  “Let’s make our plans and trust in Yahweh.  He has delivered us from every trial and struggle.  He’ll bring us victory in this new land.  We can do this!”
Several of the other spies stepped up beside Caleb and shouted.
“There’s no way we can do this!  We’ll be pulverized.  We’re outnumbered and outmatched.  They have fortified cities and we have nothing.  Even the land itself is treacherous.  It’s unforgiving and full of danger!”

“And don’t forget the giants!” an older spy shouted into the crowd.

Caleb stepped back and rejoined Joshua, who was still silent.  The remaining ten explorers moved closer to the crowd and were shouting about what they had witnessed.  Visible signs of panic and fear rippled among the people.
“There’s too many obstacles!” someone yelled.

“We’ll be devoured in a foreign land,” another added.

Braided Beard raised his hands to quieten the crowd.  The general dissent became a low murmur, wholly unpleasant and still volatile.

“I will tell you this--” he said.  “--compared to the giants over there, we’re nothing more than grasshoppers.  That’s the way we felt over there, right men?”

The nine men who had gathered around Braided Beard all agreed.

“Why, they could squash us as easily as I knock away a fly.  They’re so powerful and invincible, they treated us as if we were grasshoppers.  Truthfully, we’re lucky to have gotten out alive!  It’s too dangerous, and we’d be fools to think we can take possession of that land!”

Encouraged by the men around Braided Beard, the crowd shouted and howled.  Fists waved in the air; curses were hurled.  The noise grew as the crowd grew more belligerent.  Joshua and Caleb looked at Moses and Aaron.  Worry and uncertainty clouded the faces of the two old leaders.

In 1998, Walt Disney and Pixar released a movie entitled A BUG’S LIFE.  It told the story of an ant named Flik who helps his colony fight off a swarm of domineering grasshoppers who’ve enslaved the ants.  The ant colony has become so afraid of the powerful grasshoppers that they do whatever they’re told--until Flik is sent to find someone who would be willing to fight the grasshoppers.  It’s a story about the underdog.  It’s a story about hope and faith.  And it’s a story that the people of God often relive, especially when we’re asked to move beyond the status quo.  Twelve spies went into the Promised Land.  They fulfilled their mission and returned.  But among their fellowship they had differing perspectives.  Ten of them had a “bug’s life” perspective.


When you study this chapter closely, you discover there are eight different references to size: huge grapes (v. 23); huge cities and huge people (v. 28); huge tribal groups.  In verse 31, even the land itself was described as huge.  And in verse 33, the image of grasshoppers was evoked to compare the people of God to the obstacles they faced.

In the midst of their scouting, the ten spies got caught up in the size of the things around them.  They were overwhelmed.  And they forget that their God was bigger than anything they’d seen.  They focused upon problems and obstacles instead of on God’s power.  Even though they were strong leaders, they didn’t seem to be men of great faith.  Only Caleb--and as we’ll see next week, Joshua--looked beyond the physical to the spiritual.  It’s what a shepherd boy named David would do hundreds of years later when he came face-to-face with the descendant of one of the Canaan giants.  He knew the spiritual reality of God was greater than the physical reality of Goliath.  But whenever the people of God only see the physical they always end up with a bug’s life perspective.  We shrink ourselves and in the process shrink our God.

Ten respected leaders returned, but without the faith to believe in what God was calling them to do.  They were so afraid of facing the unknown, of doing something new and different, that they intentionally manipulated and exaggerated their report.

For example, they made reference to the Nephilim, a race of giants mentioned in Genesis 6.  For the Israelites, these were monstrous mythological figures—beings of ancient legend and horrific power.  Hearing them mentioned would’ve struck a chord of terror and panic, just like when we were told stories of the “boogeyman.”  Also, we’re told the ten spies “spread scary rumors.”  This is one of those poor biblical translations.  The original Hebrew used here actually means “evil report,” and it has the idea of negativity, falsehood, and strife.

These men intentionally sowed discord and division among the people.  They were afraid of what the future held--they didn’t have faith in God’s promises and provision--and so they tried to undermine the faith of others.  They twisted things in order to get their way.  From their bug’s life perspective, it was better to continue to live in the wilderness—or go back to Egypt—than to step forward and boldly trust in God.

Our Christian journeys are often filled with a bug’s life perspective.  We see ourselves or our church as too small.  Obstacles, challenges and difficulties are too overwhelming.  Our faith dwindles.  Hope seems to drift away and we’re content to just manage things until our time is done.

But we’re not called to have a bug’s life perspective!  We’re not managers of an institution, but members of the living, active body of Christ!  The size of the person or the size of the church doesn’t matter.  It’s the size of our God that matters!  Caleb and Joshua knew this.  That’s why they could give such a bold, uncompromising report.  The other ten men saw the physical and missed the spiritual.  They trusted their eyes rather than God’s word.
God is always for his people, especially when his people are risking everything for his kingdom.  There is so much God wants to give us.  We cannot let ourselves think or act like grasshoppers.  The church has a mission to accomplish, and we cannot do it if we trust our eyes more than God’s word.  We cannot be faithful to the call of Jesus if we’re focused on the giants in the land.
Perhaps every adult Sunday School class could find an unchurched neighbor or family, and minister to them in some way--maybe by visiting them or helping with a repair?  Maybe some of our older members could start a writing outreach and send cards or notes of encouragement and support to the police, fire department, or unchurched persons in the community?  Perhaps the youth could hold a fundraiser to pay for several unchurched students to attend RESURRECTION in January?  Perhaps if we take the initiative and exercise our faith, God will begin to do some truly awe-inspiring things throughout this place.
There’s no limit—none whatsoever—to what God can and will do through a surrendered and humble people.  As we continue to journey forward as a church, let’s do so like Caleb—looking for what we cannot see and trusting in the promises that we have.  We’re not grasshoppers!  God is giving us our future if we will but claim it and embrace it.  The battle—and the victory—are his.

May you be strengthened and encouraged today to rise up and lay hold of the risk that God is asking you to take—for yourself and for this church--in his name!  Amen.
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