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Numbers 14 “The Great Rebellion: A History”    December 8, 2013 

Read 13:25-14:45 

 

Last time we looked at Numbers 13-14, 

 so you may be wondering why we are looking at Numbers 14 again. 

 

Last time we covered the whole passage, 

 but we didn’t really have time to see how important Numbers 13-14 is  

in the biblical narrative. 

 

What I’d like to do tonight is look at Numbers 13-14 through the lens of the rest of Scripture. 

 

The Exodus is the great redemptive event of the Old Testament. 

 The Exodus is the “new creation” of the Old Testament. 

  Just as God created Adam as his son – his image – in Genesis 1-2, 

   so also God declares Israel to be his son – his firstborn – in Ex 4. 

  Just as God brought Noah through the Flood – and destroys the wicked, 

   so also he brings Israel through the Red Sea – and destroys the wicked. 

 

 But in the same way that Exodus tells the story of Israel as a new creation, 

  using “Eden-language” in the construction of the tabernacle – 

  speaking of the Promised Land in terms of the restoration of creation – 

   the story of the Exodus includes the “fall” of Israel. 

 And in the narrative of Israel’s journey from Egypt to the Promised Land, 

  there are two rebellions that stand out: 

 

  the idolatry with the golden calf at Sinai (Exodus 32) 

  and the unbelief at Kadesh (Numbers 13-14). 

 

These two rebellions become the archetypal rebellions in Israel’s history. 

   

 

 

Psalm 68:6 speaks of the Exodus, and how God “leads out the prisoners to prosperity, 

but the rebellious dwell in a parched land.” 

 

Psalm 78 tells the story of the Exodus – highlighting 

 1) testing God with their cravings for food – and so God gave them manna and quail, 

but used the quail to judge Israel (v18-31) 

 2) refusing to believe God – and so God made them wander in the desert (v32-39) 

 

Then Psalm 78 moves on to the conquest, and how God gave Israel the Land – 

 but Israel hadn’t changed. 
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 Israel continued to test and rebel. 

  They acted like their fathers, 

   with their idolatry – which resulted in the captivity of the ark (v56-66) 

 

In other words, Psalm 78 uses Numbers 13-14 as one of the two paradigmatic rebellions. 

Israel’s refusal to believe God at Kadesh is repeated over and over again. 

 

Likewise, Psalm 95 blends the stories of Meribah and Massah 

 with the rebellion at Kadesh. 

  (Meribah and Massah is from Exodus 17 – the waters of quarreling – 

   although God also refers to the Meribah (quarreling)  

   in Numbers 20 as well.) 

 Israel’s grumbling began at Meribah and Massah, 

  but came to its climax at Kadesh. 

 And so for 40 years God was not pleased with them,  

and their bodies fell in the wilderness. 

 

Psalm 106 gives a longer list of the rebellions: 

 wanton cravings – the quail episode (v13-15) 

 Dathan and Abiram’s jealousy of Moses and Aaron (v16-18) 

 the golden calf (v19-23) 

 lack of faith in God’s promises at Kadesh (v24-27) 

 worshiping the Baal of Peor (v28-31) 

 rebellion at Meribah – the Numbers 20 episode (v32-33) 

 failure to drive out the nations – resulting in idolatry (v34-39) 

 

Ezekiel 20 also recites the wilderness rebellions: 

 Ezekiel starts with Israel’s rebellion and idolatry in Egypt even before they left (v1-9) 

 he also highlights Israel’s idolatry in the wilderness (v10-17), 

 and emphasizes the threefold pattern of  

idolatry, refusing to walk in God’s statutes, and Sabbath-breaking. 

 

And like Psalm 106 – and like Ezekiel 20 – 

 the prophet Hosea applies the pattern of the wilderness to Israel’s rebellion in the land. 

 

 “I am the LORD your God from the land of Egypt; 

  you know no God but me, and besides me there is no savior. 

 It was I who knew you in the wilderness, in the land of drought; 

  but when they had grazed, they became full,  

  they were filled, and their heart was lifted up; 

  therefore they forgot me.” (Hosea 13:4-6) 
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So the prophets and psalms regularly reflect back on Israel’s sojourn in the wilderness – 

 but even more common are the themes and images that were introduced here. 

 

At the heart of the whole story, after all, is the fact that Israel rejected the promises to Abraham. 

 Remember the promise to Abraham? 

  There are three parts: 

   the land, the seed, and the blessing to the nations. (Genesis 12:1-3) 

  Here in Numbers 14, Israel rejects the whole thing! 

 

 

1. Rejecting the Land  

At first, they speak truly regarding the land – 

 “It flows with milk and honey” (13:27) 

  It was a fruitful land. 

 

 But later they claim that the land “devours its inhabitants.” (13:32) 

 

So they refuse to enter the land – 

 preferring the wilderness – the desert! 

 

And lest you think them strange and bizarre, 

 remember that this is what we do! 

 

God has promised us a glorious inheritance in Christ. 

 But we quickly forget God’s promises, 

  and – every time we sin, we are preferring the lies of the world, the flesh and devil 

   to the joy of believing his glorious truth! 

 

Numbers 13 highlights the “clusters” of grapes in the valley of Eshcol  

(the valley of clusters); 

and the image of the grapevine becomes a very important image throughout the scriptures. 

 

This morning we sang Psalm 80 – 

 the song of the vineyard – 

 “You brought a vine out of Egypt; you drove out the nations and planted it…” 

  Psalm 80 speaks of how Israel was a flourishing vine – 

   but now the nations have come and are plucking its fruit. 

 In Psalm 80, Israel is a fruitful vine – and the problem is the nations. 

 

The same image is used in Isaiah 5 – but to a different effect: 

 “Let me sing for my beloved my love song concerning his vineyard.” 

  Isaiah speaks of how the Lord planted Israel as a choice vine – 

   and he looked for it to yield grapes – 
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   but it yielded “wild grapes” (literally, “stinkfruit”). 

 And so Isaiah says that the Lord will turn the vineyard into a wasteland. 

 And where Israel had said that the land “devoured its inhabitants,” 

  Isaiah 5:14 says, “Sheol has enlarged its appetite 

   and opened its mouth beyond measure, 

   and the nobility of Jerusalem and her multitude will go down…” 

 

 And so, ironically, yes, the land does devour its inhabitants! 

  when they rebel against the LORD! 

 

In 1 Kings, in the story of Ahab and Jezebel,  

 no episode reveals the wickedness of Ahab like the story of Naboth’s vineyard. 

  Ahab wanted to take Naboth’s vineyard – 

   a symbol of the permanence and stability of the land, 

   and turn it into a vegetable garden – 

    here today and gone tomorrow. 

 

The prophet Micah, after warning Judah that they are doing “all the works of the house of Ahab” 

 and after warning that God will make them “a desolation…” 

  says, 

 “Woe is me! For I have become as when the summer fruit has been gathered, 

  as when the grapes have been gleaned: 

  there is no cluster to eat, 

   no first-ripe fig that my soul desires. 

  The godly has perished from the earth, 

   and there is no one upright among mankind…” (Micah 7:1-2) 

 

No cluster to eat –  

 Israel in the wilderness had rejected the clusters of the Promised Land! 

And no first-ripe fig that my soul desires – 

 

 And so when Jesus came to Jerusalem – after cleansing the temple, 

he was returning to the city the next day, and he saw a fig tree,  

  he desired a “first-ripe fig” – 

   but he found nothing on it, and so he said, 

  “May no fruit ever come from you again!” 

   And it withered at once. (Matt 21:18-19) 

 

Israel had failed to bear fruit! 

 

But Jesus is the true vine. 

 “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. 

 Every branch in me that does not bear fruit he takes away,  
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  and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes,  

   that it may bear more fruit… 

 Abide in me, and I in you. 

 As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, 

  neither can you, unless you abide in me. 

I am the vine; you are the branches. 

Whoever abides in me and I in him, 

he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.” 

(14:1-2, 4-5) 

 

We are too inconsistent. 

 Left to our own devices, we will bear stinkfruit! 

 

But Jesus has come as the true vine. 

 It is his life that flows through us. 

 We bear the fruit of the Spirit only as we are connected to the vine. 

 

2. Fearing the People  

The second part of Israel’s unbelief is found in how they fear the nations  

more than they believe God’s promises. 

 

In Numbers 13:28 they say that “the people who dwell in the land are strong, 

 and the cities are fortified and very large. 

And besides, we saw the descendants of Anak there.” 

 

And when Caleb tries to remind Israel that God will be with them, 

 the ten spies reply, 

  “all the people that we saw in it are of great height. 

  And there we saw the Nephilim (the sons of Anak…) 

  and we seemed to ourselves like grasshoppers, and so we seemed to them.” (v33) 

 

Over and over again, Israel will be outnumbered, outsized, and outgunned. 

 Gideon against the Midianites. 

 Jonathan against the Philistines. 

 David against Goliath. 

 Elijah against 400 prophets of Baal. 

 Hezekiah against the Assyrians. 

 

And every time, the question for Israel will be, 

 do you believe God’s promises? 

 or do you fear the power of your enemies? 

 

Pretty much every prophet is filled with warnings and judgments 
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 against those who seek entangling alliances with Egypt or Assyria or Babylon. 

If you trust in the nations to save you – 

 if you trust the power of this age – 

  then you will not trust the Lord. 

 

Isaiah even draws on the language of Numbers 13, 

 when he says in Isaiah 40 that the LORD 

  “sits above the circle of the earth, 

   and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers.” (40:22) 

 When we look at our enemies, 

  they seem huge. 

 

 When you look at the troubles and challenges you face, 

  they seem monstrous! 

 You feel like a grasshopper against your foes. 

 

 But Isaiah says that in fact, your enemies are like grasshoppers to God. 

 

God had promised Abraham that those who bless you will be blessed, 

and those who curse you will be cursed (Gen 12:3). 

 

Joshua and Caleb believe this promise, and they declare: 

 “Do not fear the people of the land, for they are bread for us. 

 Their protection is removed from them, and the LORD is with us;  

do not fear them.” (14:9) 

 

If God is for us, who can be against us? 

 And so therefore, we should go forth into combat with great confidence. 

 

Of course, our combat is not identical to theirs. 

 We are wielding the sword of the Spirit – our battle is not against flesh and blood. 

 

But what do you make of the statement, 

 “those who curse you will be cursed”? 

 

Paul says in 2 Thess 1:6-10, regarding the church’s suffering persecution, 

 “God considers it just to repay with affliction those who afflict you, 

  and to grant relief to you who are afflicted as well as to us,  

   when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven  

with his mighty angels in flaming fire, 

  inflicting vengeance on those who do not know God  

and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. 

 They will suffer the punishment of eternal destruction,  
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away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might,  

when he comes on that day to be glorified in his saints,  

and to be marveled at among all who have believed.” 

 

Those who persecute and afflict the people of God will be destroyed. 

 

Certainly, I suspect that Paul would heartily endorse praying for their conversion! 

 (After all, Paul himself had once been a persecutor!) 

But Paul would also have been able to use Joshua and Caleb’s line from 14:9 – 

 “Do not fear the people of the land…for their protection is removed from them,  

and the LORD is with us; do not fear them.” 

 

3. Rebelling against God’s Promises  

After all, there is nothing worse than rebelling against God’s promises.  

 

When Jesus declared, “I and the Father are one,” 

 the Jews picked up stones to stone him – (John 10:31) 

  just like they had sought to stone Moses and Aaron (Numbers 14:10) 

 

But this was precisely what Jesus had warned when he said, 

 “And this is the judgment: 

  the light has come into the world,  

and people loved the darkness rather than the light  

because their works were evil.” (John 3:19) 

 

In other words, 

 Israel’s great rebellion in the wilderness foreshadowed the rejection of Jesus. 

 

Jesus has come as the new Joshua to lead Israel into the Promised Land. 

 “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life,  

  whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life,  

but the wrath of God remains on him.” (John 3:36) 

 

4. What Will God Do? Remove Chaff and Bring a New Creation 

And this is why the judgment of Israel in the wilderness is so important. 

 Israel’s judgment is not utter destruction. 

 But neither does God completely heal them. 

 

 God says that he has “pardoned” Israel, according to Moses’ intercession – 

  but that Israel must die. 

 The wilderness generation must perish, 

  so that life may come to the next generation. 
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Think of it this way: 

 in the Conquest, Israel’s calling had been as an agent of God’s wrath against sin. 

 Israel was the instrument of God’s “final judgment” against the Canaanites. 

 

 But Israel also fails. 

 Israel falls under the same curse as the Canaanites. 

 

 God does not fully forgive Israel – but neither does he fully destroy them. 

 Later, through the prophets, 

  as God shows the prophets that once again, Israel must die, 

   God promises that one day he will fully heal. 

   He will one day completely forgive. 

(Is 1:18; 6:7; 43:25; 44:22; Jer 18:23; Hos 14:4; Mic 7:9) 

 

But until that day, 

 “their dead bodies shall fall in the wilderness” (14:29 and 32 and 33). 

 

 

 

And all this was to demonstrate what he would show so clearly later: 

 if Israel is to be a fit agent of God’s judgment, 

  then Israel must first pass under God’s judgment. 

Judgment begins with the household of God. 

 Jesus could not be our merciful and faithful high priest 

  unless he first passed through the judgment that we deserved. 

 And thus he became the true Israel – the Son of God in our nature. 

 

 

 

 

 

Lots of the themes for this sermon were suggested by David Stubbs, Numbers 


