
“The Tragedy of Unbelief”!
Numbers 13-14!

Throughout their wilderness journeys, the people of Israel were privileged to witness the 
glory cloud of God resting above the tabernacle.  When the cloud set out, they set out.  
Their new life was to be one of faith.  They were called to walk by faith and not by sight.  
God had made His presence known to them through the tabernacle and system of 
worship that was instituted.!

Even in spite of all that God had done, what we read in these chapters is nothing short 
of tragic.  As the people set out from Mount Sinai, they come to the wilderness of Paran.  
Before they come to a place called Kadesh-Barnea, chapters 11-12 reveal the spiritual 
condition of the people, which really establishes the context for the rest of the narrative:!

• characterized by craving!

Three days into their journey, chapter 11 says that they complain about having no meat 
and have a ‘strong craving.’  !

Exodus 11:5 - “We remember the fish we ate in Egypt that cost nothing, the 
cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic.  But now our 
strength is dried up, and there is nothing at all but this manna to look at.”!

Even though God had been faithful to supply them with what they needed, they are still 
marked by craving.  The people were looking to physical and temporal things to satisfy 
their hearts when God wanted to be their soul’s satisfaction.  Much later on, the psalmist 
will refer to this as ‘lust’ that was a symptom of their unbelief:!

Exodus 106:13-15 - “But they soon forgot His works; they did not wait for His 
counsel.  But they had a wanton craving in the wilderness, and put God to the 
test in the desert; He gave them what they asked, but sent leanness to their 
souls.”!

The rest of Exodus 11 says that God sent a wind from the sea that brought quail into the 
camp.  The people spent the next day and night gathering up the quail.  Verse 33 says 



that while the meat that they craved was still between their teeth, the anger of God was 
kindled and He sent a plague among them.!

What if God gives us what we want, but its not what we need?!

• characterized by criticism!

Chapter 12 says that Aaron and Miriam began to criticize Moses because of a Cushite 
woman he had married.  They then began to place themselves on the same level of 
Moses, and God called them out for it.  He called all three of them out to the tent of 
meeting to deal with the relational spat and their rebellion against Moses’ authority.!

Craving and criticism.  This sums up their spiritual condition.!

In spite of the numerous life illustrations that the Israelites had experienced, they had 
not yet come to the realization of the promise that Paul would later echo in Philippians 
4:19, “My God will supply all your needs according to His glorious riches in Christ 
Jesus.”!

When we get to chapter 13, the people have come to a place called Kadesh-Barnea, 
which was on the very threshold of the land that God had sworn to give Abraham and 
his descendants.  !

Rather than believing the promise of God to take what God had promised to give them, 
the people hesitate through unbelief.!

Rather than claiming their inheritance, they shrink back in fear and unbelief.  These first 
generation Israelites serve as a warning to you and me of the tragedy of wasted 
opportunity.!

Warren Wiersbe - “This tragic failure has made the name ‘Kadesh’ a synonym for 
defeat and lost opportunity.  Israel’s downfall at Kadesh is a reminder for us today that 
it’s a dangerous thing to trifle with the will of God.  You may end up spending the rest of 
your life wandering around, just waiting to die.”!



Rather than pressing forward, unbelief shrinks back in the face of challenges.  Rather 
than trusting in God’s Spirit, unbelief places its confidence in the flesh.  These are some 
of the lessons that we learn from this tragic narrative.  Though we will not read all of the 
verses in these two chapters, I do want to summarize what happens.  There are several 
important truths that I want us to come away with as we consider just how tragic 
unbelief really is.  The tragedy is seen in what it neglects, what it despises, and what it 
invites.  Why is unbelief such a serious sin?  I want to show you at least three reasons 
from the text:!

1.  Unbelief is a refusal to obey God’s Word!

God rescued the Israelites from their slavery in Egypt for the purpose of displaying His 
glory and making His presence known among them as His own special people, a people 
chosen for His own possession.  He desired to bring blessing to the world through them.  
They were unique among the nations.!

God swore to Abraham that He would make his name great and give him the land.  The 
land was all about the covenant.!

Genesis 15:18 - “On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, ‘To 
your offspring I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river 
Euphrates.’”!

God’s covenant was tied to the land.  It was a tangible way of saying that God was 
going to bring blessing to the world through Abraham’s offspring.  !

There on this piece of real estate, God’s own Son, Israel’s Messiah, would enter both 
time and space and do all that was necessary to reconcile sinful, fallen man to a Holy 
and Righteous God.  And it would all happen right there on piece of ground that God 
swore to give Abraham.!

Through His revealed Word to them, God had sworn that the land was theirs.  The same 
God who promised to give the land to Abraham was the very same God who promised 



to give the land to them.  They simply needed to place their confidence in God’s 
promise through His Word.  Instead, they doubt it all.!

Here’s how it all went down.!

Moses and the congregation of Israel come to a place called Kadesh-Barnea, which 
was on the edge of the land that had promised.  God tells Moses to send out 12 spies 
into the land the Canaan, one from each tribe.  !

Their instructions were simple:!

Exodus 13:17-20 - “Moses sent them to spy out the land of Canaan and said to 
them, Go up into the Negev and go up into the hill country, and see what the land 
is, and whether the people who dwell in it are strong or weak, whether they are 
few or many, and whether the land that they dwell in is good or bad, and whether 
the cities that they dwell in are camps or strongholds, and whether the land is 
rich or poor, and whether there are trees in it or not.  Be of good courage and 
bring some of the fruit of the land.”!

(Compare this to Deuteronomy 1:22)!

The 12 are essentially sent out with a simple mission to spy the land and bring back a 
report.  Their mission takes 40 days.!

At the end of those 40 days, they return to Kadesh and give their report, and show off 
some of the fruit of the land.!

13:27-29 - “We came to the land to which you sent us.  It flows with milk and 
honey, and this is its fruit.  However, the people who dwell in the land are strong, 
and the cities are fortified and very large.  And beside, we saw the descendants of 
Anak there.  The Amalekites dwell in the land of the Negev.  The Hittites, the 
Jebusites, and the Amorites dwell in the hill country.  And the Canaanites dwell by 
the sea, and along the Jordan.”!



In other words, the report was that the land was good, but that there were obstacles.  
The fruit was sweet, the sky was blue, but there were fortified cities and fierce armies.!

How many of you know that the land is good, but there are obstacles?  The land is an 
illustration of all that Christ died to purchase for you as a believer—fullness of life in a 
relationship with God.  Though plenty of songs have been written about the Promised 
Land, comparing it to heaven, the land is not a picture of heaven.  In heaven, there will 
be no battles to fight!  The land is a picture of spiritual growth, the will of God for your 
life, of laying claim to your inheritance in Christ.  Salvation leads to sanctification and 
service!!

One guy out of the group speaks up, and his name is Caleb, who says, “Let us go up at 
once and occupy it, for we are well able to overcome it.”!

However, listen to the fear in the words of the rest of the group:!

13:31-33 - “We are not able to go up against the people, for they are stronger than 
we are.’  So they brought to the people of Israel a bad report…”!

They cannot get past the challenges they see with their eyes.  Rather than seeing the 
obstacles as opportunities through the eyes of faith, they are unbelieving.  !

God’s Word on the situation was that the land was already theirs.  He had sworn with an 
oath, and God is not a man that He should lie.  Rather than confiding in that Word, the 
spies try to place their confidence in their own ability.!

Tragically, fear rather than faith rules the day.  Watch what happens:!

14:1-4 - “Then all the congregation raised a loud cry, and the people wept that 
night.  And all the people grumbled against Moses and Aaron.  The whole 
congregation said to them, ‘Would that we had died in the land of Egypt!  Or 
would that we had died in this wilderness!  Why is the Lord bringing us into this 
land, to fall by the sword?  Our wives and our little ones will become a prey.  
Would it not be better for us to go back to Egypt?’  And they said to one another, 
‘Let us choose a leader and go back to Egypt.’”!



Listen to their faulty reasoning:!

• it is the leader’s fault!

• it would be better for us to still be in Egypt!

• our children will suffer!

All of their complaints and excuses are merely symptomatic of their inward unbelief.  
They simply refuse to believe the Word of God.  God never said that there would not be 
challenges.  He did, however, say that the land was theirs.  All they had to do was move 
forward in that confidence.  They refuse.!

In response, Moses and Aaron fall on their faces before the Lord while Joshua and 
Caleb tear their garments.  The tearing of one’s cloak in cultures of the ancient Near 
East was an outward expression of mourning for the dead.  It encapsulates the tragedy 
of the people’s refusal to believe God’s Word, something that would bring them nothing 
but death.!

2.  Unbelief is a failure to appropriate God’s resources!

Picture this scene with me if you will.  The Lord God has brought His people through the 
wilderness to the edge of the very land that He promised to give Abraham and his 
descendants.  He has supplied them with sufficient revelation and resources.!

Let’s trace their steps up until this point to see all that God had done for them, and all 
that He had entrusted to them:!

• they have been given God’s promises!

• they have been redeemed by God’s own hand!

• they have been set apart by God’s law!

• they have been privileged to have God’s presence!



What more do they need?  All that they needed to take the land had already been given 
to them.  They simply needed to move forward in faith and look to God for sufficient 
guidance.  He would empower them and lead them into blessing.!

Rather than placing their confidence in the God who had brought them thus far, their 
fear gives way to rebellion.!

• they disregard His goodness!

• they doubt His greatness!

• they disobey the will of God!

• they deny the Spirit of God!

Notice what Caleb and Joshua will say to the people:!

14:7-9 - “The land, which we passed through to spy it out, is an exceedingly good 
land.  If the Lord delights in us, He will bring us into this land and give it to us, a 
land that flows with milk and honey.  Only do not rebel against the Lord.  And 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.”!

Caleb and Joshua say, “We have the presence of the Lord!  What more do we need?  
Let’s go.”!

However, instead of moving forward like conquerers, they shrink back in fear and 
intimidation.  They can’t get past the report that there are giants and fortified cities in the 
land, and that they themselves are nothing more than an army of slaves.!

In other words, an evil heart of unbelief doesn’t trust nor is it thankful for the gracious 
supply that God has already given.!

Interestingly enough, one of the places that the spies went to was a place called 
Hebron.  This was the very place Abraham settled in, the place where God promised 
that all the land was being given to him and his descendants.  !



Hebron is the place where Abraham and Sarah were buried, the place where Isaac and 
Rebekah were buried, the place where Jacob and Leah were buried.  Hebron was a 
monument of faith!!

To persist in unbelief despite the light of God’s truth that He has revealed is tragic.  
There is no excuse for an unsaved person who rejects Jesus Christ, nor for the believer 
who persists in fear and halfhearted obedience.  God has supplied sufficient gospel 
witness, and He has provided us adequate means of following Him wholeheartedly.!

Warren Wiersbe - “To the unbelieving world, it’s unreasonable for anybody to trust a 
God they've never seen or heard, but we have all the evidence we need to convince us 
that God is dependable and has the power to accomplish what He says He will do.” !

Paul says that this was the faith of Abraham:!

Romans 4:20-22 - “No unbelief made him waver concerning the promise of God, 
but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, fully convinced that God 
was able to do what He had promised.  That is why his faith was counted to him 
as righteousness.”!

Despite all that God had done and had entrusted to these people, it is not enough for 
them.  They have a heart that is full of unbelief, and it will have disastrous 
consequences for their generation.!

3.  Unbelief is an unwillingness to follow God’s Spirit!

Because of unbelief that refused to believe God’s Word and failed to appropriate God’s 
resources, the people demonstrated an unwillingness to follow God’s Spirit.!

Their refusal was a tragic waste of opportunity.!

It was a complete rejection of God’s will and a contemptuous resistance of God’s Spirit.  
It was definitely something that God would not allow to go unpunished.  Unbelief is 
always met with the judgment of God.!



Had it not been for Moses’ intercession, God says He would have brought instant 
destruction upon them right then and there and then make a greater and mightier nation 
out of him.!

14:20-23 - “Then the Lord said, ‘I have pardoned, according to your word.  But 
truly, as I live, and as all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord, none of 
the men who have seen My glory and My signs that I did in Egypt and in the 
wilderness, and yet have put Me to the test these ten times and have not obeyed 
My voice, shall see the land that I swore to give to their fathers.  And none of 
those who despised Me shall see it.”!

God makes a distinction between Caleb and the people:!

14:24 - “But My servant Caleb, because he has a different spirit and has followed 
Me fully, I will bring into the land into which he went.”!

Caleb’s spirit was different because it was not a spirit of fear, but one of power, love, 
and a sound mind.  He had faith!  Caleb’s faith propelled him forward while the rest of 
Israel had fear that left them paralyzed.!

14:27-35 - “How long shall this wicked congregation grumble against Me?  I have 
heard the grumblings of the people of Israel, which they grumble against Me.  Say 
to them, As I live, declares the Lord, what you have said in My hearing I will do to 
you: your dead bodies shall fall in this wilderness, and of all your number, listed 
in the census from twenty years old and upward, who have grumbled against Me, 
not one shall come into the land where I swore that I would make you dwell, 
except Caleb the son of Jephunneh and Joshua the son of Nun.  But your little 
ones, who you said would become a prey, I will bring them in, and they shall know 
the land that you have rejected.  But as for you, your dead bodies shall fall in this 
wilderness.  And your children shall be shepherds in the wilderness forty years 
and shall suffer for your faithlessness, until the last of your dead bodies lies in 
the wilderness.  According to the number of the days in which you spied out the 
land, forty days, a year for each day, you shall bear your iniquity forty years, and 



you shall know My displeasure.  I, the Lord, have spoken.  Surely this will I do to 
all this wicked congregation who are gathered together against Me: in this 
wilderness they shall come to a full end, and there they shall die.”!

What would have been an 11 day journey became 40 years of wandering around in a 
wilderness wasteland.  One by one, these unbelieving Israelites will die somewhere 
between Egypt and Canaan.  Somewhere beneath the sands of the Sinai Peninsula in a 
long since forgotten grave, there are the bones of those who didn’t have the faith to 
believe God.!

It is tantamount to rebellion.  Unbelief despises God’s presence and rejects His will.  It is 
essentially a slap in His face and an assertion that He is a fool, unable to provide for 
what He has promised.!

We are to be people of faith because the reputation of our God among the nations is at 
stake!!

As a shepherd and leader of this family of faith, I refuse to be intimidated by the 
challenges that we face and potential obstacles to ministry and mission in the world.!

I don’t want to see our dead bodies fall one by one in a ministry wilderness because we 
refuse to believe the promises of God in the gospel.  God has good works prepared for 
our fellowship.!

Like Caleb, you and I need to be people who have a different spirit, not a spirit of fear 
and unbelief, but one of courage and confidence that propels us forward from our cozy 
little comfort zone.  For you, it might involve:!

• serving in Awana this fall!

• starting a new small group!

• determining that you will share Jesus with one person!

• going on a mission trip!



Everybody has their own idea of how you ought to do church these days, and I am 
grateful for a lot of insights.  But the bottom line is that we are a unique local church, 
made up of unique people.  In this assembly, we have people from a variety of 
backgrounds.!

Yet it is the gospel that unites us and brings us together.  There is a major difference in 
unity and uniformity.  Uniformity says that everyone needs to like the music I like, carry 
the translation of the Bible I carry, and dress the same way that I do.  Unity says that 
though we are different, it is the gospel of Christ that binds us together as brothers and 
sisters.!

The church is more healthy when she is diverse.!

Thus, that is something that we are striving for as a church.  I so desire to see our 
young men and women taking ownership of ministry in this faith fellowship.  I want to 
see them growing in their faith and serving according to their gifts and excited to bring 
their friends with them to worship.!

We’ve been praying and working hard about ministry direction:!

• put forward a plan to be debt free by 2020!

• hired a young worship associate to develop student band to help lead in our second 
service!

• vision for a future modern worship service in Refuge!

• strategy to make, mature, minister, and multiply disciples!

God is placed in my heart a burden to see a Hispanic congregation with a Spanish-
speaking pastor planted right here on our campus.  This is our immediate community.!

We need to step up our giving so that we can spend more ministry dollars that go to 
meet physical needs in our city, which will give us an avenue to speak to spiritual needs.!

Every one of us has a vital role to play.!



Age does not matter.  Ethnicity does not matter.  Your preferences do not matter.  All of 
those things aside, the only thing that matters is whether or not we are glorifying God by 
making disciples.!

Our “Promised Land” is growing into the full measure of a disciple of Jesus Christ, and 
we will not shrink back from maturity.  To do so is to stay in a barren wilderness.!

You are going to have to stop seeing your role in this church as a consumer of ministry 
and start seeing it as a contributor to ministry.  I like how one pastor put it this week—“A 
church does not exist to build a fanbase; a church exists to build a family.”  I for one 
want to see more people enter this faith family, mature in Christ, and live on mission 
with Him in the world.  Our church does not exist to create more consumers; we exist to 
make, mature, minister, and multiply disciples for the glory of God.!

Application:!

Salvation is a matter of obedient faith!

Sanctification is a matter of obedient faith!

Occupation is a matter of obedient faith!

If you are a believer in Christ, God has an occupation for which He has gifted you.  The 
reason He gifts you is that He has work for you to do in His name, for His glory.  Paul 
referred to these in Ephesians 2:10 as good works which God prepared beforehand that 
we should walk in them.!

You and I find ourselves at a similar crossroads that the people of Israel found 
themselves in.  Will we walk by faith, or will we walk by sight.  To walk by faith is to 
move forward in the light, but to walk by sight is to continue in darkness. !

Jesus is everything that Israel was not.  He always perfectly obeyed the will of His 
Father.  His life was one of perfect obedience.  Now, those who renounce sin and trust 
in Him are forgiven and declared to be righteous. 


