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2010: Faith or Fear
Numbers 13-14

It was a warm afternoon.  The sky was covered with a thin layer of cloud that kept the sun from scorching the land and our backs as we traveled by raft as the river’s current pushed us along.  We had already successfully navigated several series of rapids, experiencing the physical adrenaline rush of the surging waves propelling us through white water.  We won’t forget either the emotional rush that also comes with any new experience.  It was exhilarating, spine-tingling, exciting, invigorating.
Having coursed our way down river for some time our veteran guide pulled the raft up alongside a bank and instructed us to get out.  He then pulled away leaving us standing there.  If we wanted, we could climb this path to a cliff that stood some 30 feet over the river, jump off and swim to catch up to the raft or we could walk the rest of the way.  (I think he was kidding about the walking part.)  As he paddled back to mid stream, he informed us that it was very safe to jump off.  

Turning the raft around to observe, he watched as we coursed our way to the top, peered over the edge to the river below and stood there motionless.  30 feet may not seem like a long ways, but standing there staring down at it creates a rumbling surge of fear.  We all looked at each other as if to silently ask “who’s going to be first?”  I don’t remember, but I think we all cinched up the straps on our life jackets a little tighter before we took the plunge.  So, were we going to remain gripped in fear or have faith in our guide that we could trust him?
Well, by my presence here today, you know I made it.
Have you ever done anything on the daring side, something that took a little bit of courage and a whole lot of faith, something that required trust in the person who challenged you to step out of your comfort zone and embark on some new experience?

As we bid farewell to 2009 and welcome 2010, the challenges that lie ahead of us are uncertain.  We know there will be challenges but we don’t know for sure what they will be.  Oh, we can guess, but we really don’t know.  When Robyn and I met with the surgeon for my upcoming surgery, he indicated that most likely the procedure will go this way, but he won’t know for sure until he opens me up and takes a peek inside with his camera.  Even for him there is an element of the unknown, but we have to trust him and have faith in him.  

We can make plans and strive toward goals, yet the future mysteries of even tomorrow loom forebodingly in our path, obstructing our view.  Only in the moment is the haze of uncertainty lifted.  The mystery of all our tomorrows shroud the future and can appear to be giant obstacles standing guard over any potential progress.  Fear of the unknown can mock us, even taunt us into believing we have no hope of achieving the plans God has for us, especially when we are unsure of what those plans involve.  All we cling to are His promises.  Sometimes even what is visible can render us incapacitated.  
So, there we are standing on the cliff of decision.  Will we take the leap of faith and trust God or will we walk back, with heads hung low because we chose rather to walk by sight and not by faith?  
What God might ask us to do in this coming year is yet unknown, although we can say with certainty that even though the path may be unfamiliar He asks that we trust Him and remain obedient to Him. Will our response in this New Year be one of faith or fear?  Will we be obedient or obstinate?  The Lord has given us some incredible promises that require action on our part, promises that are cloaked in suspense yet filled with tremendous blessings.     
Listen carefully to the opposing points of view and catch a glimpse of faith in one and fear in the other. 

Jeremiah 29:11 “For I know the plans I have for you," declares the LORD, "plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”

Jeremiah 18:12 “But they will reply, ‘It’s no use.  We will continue with our own plans; each of us will follow the stubbornness of his evil heart.’”

In the Old Testament God gave an incredible promise to a man advanced in years.  I suppose that he is like many today who, in their mid to late part of life, find themselves content to keep the status quo; live in the lap of leisure in retirement.  In a visit with Abraham, God asked him to embark on a journey of faith by leaving his country and people and traveling to a land that God would show him, a land that would be given to him.  
Abraham didn’t know where this land was, but had to trust that what God said, He would do.  It was a journey of faith.  It was this Promised Land that God in giving it to Abraham would make his descendants into a great nation.  But that promise seemed to be dashed onto the rocks below as this people group hundreds of years later fell into the hands of Egyptian oppression.  If ever faith and fear seemed to get tangled up in the cross hairs of history, it was this time as the promise of God seemed to hang limply at the sides of the oppressed.  
If I were a betting man, I’d say that each one of us has at some time had hopes and promises smashed leaving us in a pit of despair and depression.
The flames of hope, though, never really grow cold and die if they are born on the words of one who is fully trustworthy.  The promises given to this people by God are once again rekindled in the meeting of a sheep herder out in the rugged terrain of Midian.  They weren’t yet aware that God had heard their pleas or of divine intervention stepping in at just the right time to bring deliverance to this group of despondent slaves.  God spoke to Moses about the cries of His people, cries that had ascended heavenward to His eternal ears.  
When we live in despair, hope of promises made and kept can crash swiftly to the floor.  They may lay there with all the stillness of a rotting log, yet deep within the apparent hopelessness, life is stirring so that at just the right time, it springs forth to bring about what was least expected.  
That’s where Israel had found itself.  They were in no position to mount any kind of physical threat to the power of Pharaoh and Egypt, they had succumbed to a life of empty servitude, and yet they still held on to some hope, mere embers of the promise of God glowed as they cried out for  His deliverance.  Sometimes the only way God can get us to look up so that we can see what He can do is if we find ourselves in a position where the only way to look is up.  Would they continue in faith or fear?

We pick up our story after the miraculous delivery from the clutches of an evil empire.  It was an undertaking of divine proportions, one in which only God Himself could mastermind and execute perfectly.  When we are without strength that is when God’s strength seems most powerful and most evident.  We must always keep in mind that it is God’s timing, not our own, in which the greatest results occur.  In this New Year, will you choose to remain the captive of fear or will you step out in faith trusting God that His plans, even though they may seem unorthodox or hidden to us, are the best plans to follow?  Will you remember that it is His strength, not ours that will carry us through?
It has taken some time, but they have now made it to the door step of the Promised Land given to their forefather Abraham, but there was one problem.  The land was all ready occupied.  People were currently residents there.  God hadn’t sent them an eviction notice telling them that the rightful owners were on their way and so pack up and get out of Dodge.  These people didn’t care about God or some promise He made to some guy hundreds of years earlier.  This was their land and they weren’t budging from it.

God told the Israelites to go and take the land.  In this passage I would like to consider for us as a church, as ministry teams, as families and as individuals just what it is in this New Year that God might be asking us to do.  It’s a challenge to overcome fear with faith.  It’s a challenge to be obedient instead of being obstinate – for following God’s plan instead of our own.
Turn with me to Numbers 13.

There is a time for exploration- 13:1-25
There is a time for examination – 13:26-29

There is a time for encouragement – 13:30-14:9

There is a time for exhortation – 14:10-45

I. THERE IS A TIME FOR EXPLORATION
Numbers 13:1-24

Before we go any further I want you to look over at Deuteronomy 1:20-23
I want you to be very clear here about this.  It was not God’s idea to send the spies out to investigate the land.  He had all ready been in the land.  He knew what it was like; He knew who was there.  He knew how fertile it was.  He knew how fortified it was.  He knew how fierce and powerful the inhabitants were, but the people asked for spies.  God had all ready told them not to be afraid, but to go, that He would be with them.  It was God’s permissive will that allowed Moses to move forward with the plans of sending spies.  It really showed a lack of faith on their part in the power of God to bring them into the land God had promised to give them.  They walked by sight and not by faith.  Hadn’t they just witnessed His power in delivering them from the greatest army of their day?  God wants us to trust Him.  He didn’t want or need a committee to make plans on entering the land.  Don’t get me wrong.  I’m not suggesting that committees are foolish or go against God’s plans for us.  I think there is wisdom in counsel.  There is wisdom in planning a strategy.  Organization can be essential in accomplishing greater things.  But there are some things God has already told us to do and we don’t need to debate it and bury it in committee.  GO and God will be with you.  He’s given His word that He will deliver.  Will you walk by faith or live in fear?  It’s your choice.
Interestingly as we have recorded in this account the names of the individuals who went as spies, the Lord saw fit to interject a little parenthetical note about Joshua in verse 16.  His name had been changed from Hoshea to Joshua.

Hoshea means salvation.

Joshua means the Lord saves or the Lord is salvation.  It’s almost as if God wanted to remind us that when we do something He has asked of us, He will be the one to deliver.  If we do it in our own strength, we’ll ultimately fail.  It was a reminder both to Joshua and to the people that salvation and deliverance come from God.  Try as we may in our own power, it won’t succeed.

So off this band of 12 men went to spy out the land, to gather intelligence reports about what the land and its people were like.  Sending spies was a common practice of the people groups then as they would go into the land they were about to invade.  We still do it today.  Sports teams send out scouts to gather information about strengths and weaknesses. God wanted Israel to trust Him, to believe Him, to have faith in Him.  Yet they wanted to see the land for themselves.  Can we trust God in 2010?  
So they went up and began their exploration.  It was the time of first grapes.  In the Trans Jordan region there are 3 harvest times for grapes.  They went in July/August to spy it out.  Among the places they went, it’s noted that they spied out Hebron.  It was in this place that hundreds of years earlier Abraham pitched his tent.  It was in this place that Abraham buried Sarah.  It would be in this place that their descendant David would set up his first capital.  It was in this place that they lopped off a cluster of grapes to provide evidence of the land’s abundance.  I love big juicy, cold red grapes.  The bigger, the better.  While green grapes are good, they aren’t as sweet and delicious to me as the big red ones.  Please understand that the men didn’t carry the fruit because these grapes were somehow of gigantic proportions, but rather that the cluster itself was large and by putting it on a pole for two men to carry would help preserve the size of the cluster.  

At the end of 40 days they returned to the awaiting band.  40 days was sufficient enough time to perform a thorough investigation of the land.  Though not God’s choice, He allowed them a time of exploration in the land.  Was it faith or fear?
Once you gather information from exploration you need to know what to do with it, so there was a time of examination.

II. THERE IS A TIME OF EXAMINATION

Numbers 13:26-29
Now I’m not speaking about taking a test here, but instead a review of all the intelligence data that had been collected by the spies during their 40 day expedition.  We shouldn’t find it so surprising that they came up with the same conclusion that God had given.  God Himself described it that way to Moses in Exodus 3:7-8.  He explained both the purpose and the place – “The Lord said, ‘I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt, I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering.  So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of the that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey – the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites.”
The report polarized the spies and then it paralyzed the people. It polarized the group because they split into two camps.  One faction looked at the facts and concluded that the outcome was dangerous.  There would be no way they could overcome the inhabitants.  They compared the military might and fortified cities with their own rag tag group of untrained men and determined defeat was inevitable.  Interestingly enough at the end of the next chapter after God handed down His judgment they were willing to go up to fight even though they knew God would not be with them.  10 of the spies had an unfavorable response.  They caused dissent among the people. Two of the spies had the same facts but came up with an entirely different proposal.  More on that in a moment.
The report not only polarized the people, it also paralyzed them.  Gripped by fear they chose to wallow in fear of what was seen not in what God had promised.  The facts had been accumulated and examined.  

In this year ahead, we may know that God is asking us to go in a certain direction.  Do we consider those tasks as giants to be feared or giants to be faced?  Do we see them as cities that are fortified or cities that will fall because God is in it?  Do we see the terrain as too rugged to conquer or a challenge that will embolden our faith?  Through examination will it be faith or fear that prevails?
There is a time of exploration.

There is a time of examination.

There is a time of encouragement.

III. THERE IS A TIME OF ENCOURAGEMENT

Numbers 13:30-14:9
Here is where the polarization is seen clearly.  Caleb gave an opposing point of view, one that was embedded in faith.  The others wanted to turn tale and run in fear.  Caleb wanted to go immediately into the land and conquer.  Why did he have such confidence?  Because he believed God.  Because he claimed the promise of God who said He would take them to the Promised Land and deliver them into it, meaning that He would also deliver the inhabitants into their hands and overcome them.  The people needed an encouraging word to remind them that with God all things are possible.  As we have been saying “if God brings you to it, He will bring you through it.”  Do you believe that today?  Do you have faith in God?  Do you have faith in God that He can make what seems impossible and make it possible?  Joshua and Caleb believed it.  
For us today the words of Isaiah resonates praise to God that what He plans will come to pass.  
Isaiah 25:1 “O LORD, you are my God; I will exalt you and praise your name, for in perfect faithfulness you have done marvelous things, things planned long ago.” 
The people of Israel listened to the negative report instead of the encouraging report, the true report.  God is able especially when it was His plan in the first place.  They chose to believe that the giants were too powerful, the fortified cities were too impregnable, the terrain too difficult.  They complained and wished they had remained in Egypt or the wilderness to die rather than being at the mercy of the inhabitants.  But be careful what you wish for.
Psalm 106:15 “So He gave them what they asked for, but sent a wasting disease (leanness to their soul) upon them.”

Had they only trusted God, things would have been different.  40 years later when they were ready to enter the land, Rahab spoke about the prevailing fear that griped the inhabitants, an attitude that lasted 40 years.  “I know that the Lord has given this land to you and that a great fear of you has fallen on us, so that all who live in this country are melting in fear because of you.  We have heard how the Lord dried up the water of the Red Sea for you when you came out of Egypt, and what you did to Sihon and Og,..When we heard of it, our hearts melted and everyone’s courage failed because of you, for the Lord your God is God in heaven above and on the earth below.”  Joshua 2:9-11

The people feared for the helpless ones of their nation – the women and children.  They wanted to return to the safety of Egypt.  God was also thinking about the safety of the helpless as He desired to get them settled into the land.  Two had faith.  Ten had fear.  Which will you choose?
Notice with me the encouraging word of Joshua in verses 5-9.  “The Lord is with us.”

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for Thou are with me.”  Psalm 23:4 “The Lord is with us.”

Facing Goliath in the valley David had this to say: “You come against me with sword and spear and javelin, but I come against you in the name of the Lord Almighty, the God the armies of Israel, whom you have defied.  This day the Lord will hand you over to me…and the whole world will know that there is a God in Israel.  All those gathered here will know that it is not by sword or spear that the Lord saves; for the battle is the Lord’s, and He will give all of you into our hands.”  I Samuel 17:45-47

In both cases Israel was held captive by fear because of what they saw, not in what they believed.  They saw the giant and were persuaded that there was no human way to overcome, to win.  Caleb, Joshua and David believed in the promises of God and in the power of God’s deliverance.  From a human perspective there is no way we can overcome some of the obstacles we will face in the New Year if we do it on our own, in our own strength, but if God is in it and God has sent us, “we can do all things through Christ who strengthens us.”  Philippians 4:13  Do we believe it?  Will we be gripped by fear and paralyzed into doing nothing or will we by faith be powered by God into doing what others would consider impossible?

We need to be encouraged to step out in faith because it is faith that pleases God.  “But without faith it is impossible to please Him, for He that comes to God must believe that He is, and that He rewards those who diligently seek Him.”  Hebrews 11:6
“Commit your way to the Lord; trust in Him and He will do this.”  Psalm 37:5

We need encouragement to remember that God is faithful to keep His promises.  When fear makes things look bigger than they actually are, when we look like grasshoppers in comparison that’s when we need God because faith in God always puts things in proper perspective.  We can have faith that God knows what He is doing and His plans will be for our ultimate good or we can have fear because of what we see.
There is a time of exploration.

There is a time of examination.

There is a time of encouragement.

There is a time of exhortation.

IV. THERE IS A TIME OF EXHORTATION

Numbers 14:10-45

Because they were not obedient, but rather obstinate, God had enough.  He revealed Himself in the Tent of Meeting and spoke to Moses.  It was time for God to speak.  In a test of Moses’ own faith in God’s promises to the nation of Israel, God wanted to see if Moses would choose his own way, to take the easy road and start over or would he choose the difficult way, the way of faith in God?  The faith and humility of Moses are seen as He recounts before God what He already knew about Himself and His faithfulness and power.  I like verses 17-19.  They are a great reminder to us that when we fail, God is still faithful to keep His promises.  His nature never changes.  Yet the passage is also a reminder that though sins may be forgiven we can still bear the consequences of sin.  In this case, they were forgiven, but God gave them what they asked for.  Everyone 20 years old and older would die in the wilderness because of their disbelief, there lack of faith, their willful obstinance.  And the children they so feared would become easy prey?  They would be the ones to inhabit the land.  God told them the what, the when and the why.
God told them what would happen to them because of their lack of faith. God told them when it would happen and how long it would take and God told them why it would happen.  

We need encouragement to step out in faith don’t we.  It hopefully puts us in a right spirit of humility before God.  Yet we see in this passage that the people hadn’t gotten the message.  They thought that repentance would somehow change God’s favor toward them.  They presumed God’s blessing on them and proceeded to go into the land, but were quickly routed by the inhabitants.  
When we don’t walk by faith, it’s easy to be defeated.  Where we will be in 2010 is yet unclear.  The question that we face as a church, as families, and as individuals is whether we will walk by faith or live in fear.  God will be with us and will reward us if we walk by faith.

Faith or fear, it’s your choice.  In closing I would challenge you to consider today to make a stand for faith with the likes of Caleb and Joshua.  Joshua makes it very clear that disobedience to God is rebellion against God.  Are you willing to make a public declaration of your desire to walk by faith and not by sight in 2010?  If so I invite you to stand where you are as we close in prayer, but only stand if you mean business with God.  He doesn’t take lightly vows made.  

