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When Youth Get It Right  Numbers 13  6/21/15 

 This morning’s Bible story was one of my favorites as a kid.  Part of 

what I loved is that the heroes of the story, Caleb and Joshua, were 

portrayed as young people as the story was told to me.  And there are a 

couple of good reasons to think they were young, although the text isn’t 

explicit about this.  The story takes place after God’s greatest work in the 

Old Testament- the rescue of his people Israel from hundreds of years of 

slavery in Egypt.  You may remember the story of the ten plagues and the 

crossing of the Red Sea under Moses’ leadership.  Then God led the 

people into the wilderness on their way to the Promised Land of Canaan.  

Not long afterwards they were on the brink of entering that promised land.  

Here’s what happened next.   The LORD said to Moses, 2‘Send men to spy 

out the land of Canaan, which I am giving to the Israelites; from each of 

their ancestral tribes you shall send a man, every one a leader among 

them.’ 3So Moses sent them from the wilderness of Paran, according to the 

command of the LORD, all of them leading men among the Israelites. (Num. 

13:1-3)  I’m skipping the next verses that list all the men that were chosen 

to go, including Caleb and Joshua.  After the men were chosen, Moses 

gave them very specific instructions.  17 Moses sent them to spy out the 

land of Canaan, and said to them, ‘Go up there into the Negeb, and go up 

into the hill country, 18and see what the land is like, and whether the people 
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who live in it are strong or weak, whether they are few or many, 19and 

whether the land they live in is good or bad, and whether the towns that 

they live in are unwalled or fortified, 20and whether the land is rich or poor, 

and whether there are trees in it or not. Be bold, and bring some of the fruit 

of the land.’ Now it was the season of the first ripe grapes. (Num. 13:17-20) 

 Keep in mind that this wasn’t a mission to decide whether or not to go 

into Canaan.  God had already promised that he was giving it to them, but 

they had never seen it!  So, this was a mission to survey the whole land, 

from South to North, and to report on the agricultural potential of the land 

itself as well as its inhabitants and towns.  They go and do as they are told 

and when they were almost finished with their spying mission, this is what 

happened.  

23And they came to the Wadi Eshcol, and cut down from there a branch 

with a single cluster of grapes, and they carried it on a pole between two of 

them. (I wish I could grow grapes that large!) They also brought some 

pomegranates and figs. 24That place was called the Wadi Eshcol, because 

of the cluster that the Israelites cut down from there.  

25 At the end of forty days they returned from spying out the land. 26And 

they came to Moses and Aaron and to all the congregation of the Israelites 

in the wilderness of Paran, at Kadesh; they brought back word to them and 
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to all the congregation, and showed them the fruit of the land. 27And they 

told him, ‘We came to the land to which you sent us; it flows with milk and 

honey, and this is its fruit. 28Yet the people who live in the land are strong, 

and the towns are fortified and very large; and besides, we saw the 

descendants of Anak there. 29The Amalekites live in the land of the Negeb; 

the Hittites, the Jebusites, and the Amorites live in the hill country; and the 

Canaanites live by the sea, and along the Jordan.’ (Num. 13:23-29) 

 So the report comes back.  It was a good news-bad news kind of 

report.  The good news:  It is a good land, “flowing with milk and honey,” 

which was their way of describing agricultural abundance.  The bad news: 

There are strong people living there.  The descendants of Anak were 

rumored to be like giants!  And there are other tribes living there, and there 

are strong, fortified towns.  Sounds like more bad news than good, doesn’t 

it?  But wait.  There is a minority report by Caleb.  But Caleb quieted the 

people before Moses, and said, ‘Let us go up at once and occupy it, for we 

are well able to overcome it.’ (Num. 13:30) 

 Apparently the people were very upset by the first report, for Caleb 

had to quiet them down!  He begs to differ with the others.  He believes, 

perhaps remembering God’s promise to give them the land, that they are 

“well able to overcome it.”  Now, it would have been wonderful if all the 

people would have listened to Caleb’s report and been convinced, but the 
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Bible is very realistic about these kinds of things.  Listen to what actually 

happened next.  31Then the men who had gone up with him said, ‘We are 

not able to go up against this people, for they are stronger than we are.’ 

32So they brought to the Israelites an unfavourable report of the land that 

they had spied out, saying, ‘The land that we have gone through as spies is 

a land that devours its inhabitants; and all the people that we saw in it are 

of great size. 33There we saw the Nephilim (the Anakites come from the 

Nephilim); and to ourselves we seemed like grasshoppers, and so we 

seemed to them.’ (Num. 13:31-33) 

 Things go from bad to worse, don’t they?  The ten fearful spies are 

unable to even report things accurately!  They now say that the land 

“devours its inhabitants,” ignoring the fact that they had previously said that 

many groups of people were prospering there and that it was a “land 

flowing with milk and honey!”  And they now state that all the people there 

are so large that they felt like grasshoppers compared to them!  Caleb’s 

good report is lost. 

Then all the congregation raised a loud cry, and the people wept that night. 

2And all the Israelites complained 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! 3Why is the LORD bringing us into 

this land to fall by the sword? Our wives and our little ones will become 
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booty; would it not be better for us to go back to Egypt?’ 4So they said to 

one another, ‘Let us choose a captain, and go back to Egypt.’(Num. 14:1-4)   

The people are so afraid that they decide to ignore God’s promise to 

give them this new land, and are even willing to return to Egypt as slaves!  

Who woulda thunk it? 

 You’ll have to read the rest of the book of Numbers to learn the 

details about how all of this works out, but I will tell you that Caleb, along 

with another spy named Joshua, make another passionate appeal to the 

people which is again ignored.  And, ultimately God decides that the 

faithlessness of the people makes it impossible for them to follow him into 

the Promised Land.  So God decides to wait until that whole adult 

generation has died off, and then to take a new generation into the long-

promised land of Canaan under the leadership of… you guessed it… Caleb 

and Joshua! 

 Now, when I’ve preached on this passage before, I’ve focused on the 

role that fear played in people’s inability to trust God.  Or, the importance of 

standing up to peer pressure, like Caleb and Joshua did.  Or, the 

importance having faith and trust in God, even when things look bleak- all 

valid lessons from the story.  But this morning, I’d like to reflect briefly on 
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the fact that sometimes youth get things right while older adults are getting 

them wrong, as happened in this story.  

 I thought it would be a good message for this time of year, when kids 

are graduating from high school and college, and many of our youth are 

preparing for various kinds of mission service this summer.  I believe 

today’s youth and young adults are getting some things right.  Here are a 

few examples. 

 Surveys consistently show that youth and young adults today are 

very interested in serving others, especially doing hands-on work to assist 

other people.  We see this demonstrated in the large number of youth 

taking part in mission trips all over our country, and in the large number of 

young people taking time off to engage in various kinds of service- the 

Peace Corps, AmeriCorps, and various church programs like our own 

Presbyterian Young Adult Volunteers program.  Young people are much 

more likely to be involved in this kind of service, as well as local service 

opportunities, than previous generations were.  This certainly matches 

Jesus’ command that we serve one another and take care of the poor.  

This is a good thing, a way in which young people are getting it right! 

 At the same time, they are much less interested in joining and 

maintaining institutions, including those which provide these kinds of 
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service opportunities, like churches and local service organizations.  They 

are less likely to attend church, with 30% of young adults regarding 

themselves as unaffiliated with any religion.  We see this here at GPC, with 

more young people involved in our Workcamp and other mission trips than 

we ever see here in worship!  Church simply isn’t appealing to many young 

people today. 

 When surveyed about what they would like to see in a church, many 

young people point to a strong sense of community as well as a church that 

has a real impact on the world.  These are both things that the Bible 

teaches should be part of every church!  Real community, which many 

young people experience through social media as well as through face-to-

face encounters, is something we in the church can work to provide.  We’ve 

got lots of experience in doing it.  Bible studies, small groups, and service 

projects can all build community.  And we certainly desire to have an 

impact on our world.  Perhaps in time our young people will help to reform 

our churches to make them more like Jesus would like them to be, much 

like earlier reformations re-made the church to make it more faithful in the 

past.  That’s what I hope will happen. 

 Young adults also have a strong sense of social justice, and are 

much more comfortable with racial diversity, which I think accords very well 

with biblical teaching on these subjects.  After all, the early church was a 
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very diverse group encompassing Jews and Gentiles, Greeks and Romans, 

slaves and free people, as well as a wide variety of ethnic groups.  This is 

another area in which young people are well-positioned to lead us in to 

healthier ways of being the church. 

 Now the news isn’t all good about our youth.  I worry that young 

adults may burn out in the long run as they attempt to serve others without 

the spiritual support that a church can provide.  I worry that their casual 

attitude toward sex will come back to haunt them, and that their aversion to 

marriage will be damaging in the long run to their children.  So it’s not all 

good news! 

 But I’m grateful for the signs that God is at work in young people 

today, including those he has blessed us with in this church!  So I 

encourage you to be like Caleb and Joshua.  Stand up for what you believe 

to be right- be that in the world or in the church.  Provide leadership for 

God’s people, even as young people!  As I Tim. 4:12 says, “12Let no one 

despise your youth, but set the believers an example in speech and 

conduct, in love, in faith, in purity.”  And may God bless you as you serve 

him by serving others. 


