October 21, 2007
Numbers 13:25-33
Hebrews 12:1-3
The Bible You Should Know:  Spying Out the Land
The Importance of the Minority Report


Democracy, Winston Churchill said, is the worst form of government, except of all the others that have been tried.


In just a few weeks it will be election day.  Campaign season reminds us all of how much we love political advertising and political campaigning.  Though we quickly grow tired of the negativity of the campaigns, all of us are grateful to live in a land of democracy.


Living in a democracy, we are very familiar with the principle that the majority rules.  The good news of democracy is that we have a vote; the bad news of democracy is that sometimes our vote goes to the losing side.  But democracy also has a strong tradition of the dissenting minority.  Even when we lose, it is our right to say what we believe and to praise or criticize the winning candidates.  It’s a wonderful part of democracy that the minority opinion is allowed free expression.  This is a time-honored tradition, for example, at the Supreme Court, where those who hold to the minority opinion can give a blistering dissent, and where time sometimes proves the minority opinion to be the correct opinion.  Perhaps the most famous minority report in the history of the Supreme Court comes from the Dredd Scott case.  

Did you know that Scripture has some minority reports as well?  Today’s message is from one of those reports.


We have been studying The Bible You Should Know, and this morning we continue our journey with Moses and the people through the wilderness on their way to the Promised Land.

Moses and the Hebrew people were in their second year after being released from slavery in Egypt (9:1).  It has not been an easy journey for them to this point.  Time after time they faced difficult challenges and again and again the people fail to trust God.  After the months of difficult travel, the conflicts, and the complaining, they arrive at the edge of the Promised Land.  This is the land then known as Canaan, the land we know today as Israel.  This is the land promised generations before to Abraham and his descendants, and now his descendants are so close.  It has been about four centuries since God first made his promise to Abraham, so imagine the anticipation in this moment.  Centuries of waiting are about to come to an end.


How many of you are already anxiously awaiting the arrival of Christmas.  It’s hard for kids – kids of all ages – to be patient when waiting on Christmas and other big events.  But imagine being part of a people who had been waiting for centuries to see a great promise completed.  Imagine that you are in that final generation, the generation that could finally enjoy the fulfillment of that great promise.  Imagine being so close to the promise of this land – the Promised Land – that it was within sight.  From your earliest memory you have heard the promises of this land.  While a slave in Egypt the stories were told.  When the lash of the Egyptians was felt across your back you reminded yourself of the promise that one day you and your people would be free of this slavery and would enjoy living in your own land.  And now, you are part of the generation that finally arrives at the edge of this land.  Wouldn’t you be anxious to go charging across the Jordan River and enter into the land?

Before they would enter Moses has everyone wait while he sends twelve spies into the land to check it out.  Moses sends twelve men into the land to see what the land is like.  He instructs the spies to determine if the people living in the land are strong or weak, if they are few or many, if the land is good or bad, whether or not the cities are heavily fortified, to see if the land is productive, and to bring back some of the fruit of the land.  (13:18-20). 


Notice also this is not the same story we usually think of when it comes to spies being sent into the land.  That story comes later in the book of Joshua, when there are only two spies and they are given shelter by Rahab.  The episode we’re studying this morning takes place thirty-eight years before the event recorded in Joshua.  This story, the one we study this morning, explains why the people had to spend a total of forty years wandering in the wilderness rather than going into the Promised Land very quickly after leaving Egypt. 
They could have entered into the land a generation earlier, but they did not.

It is not a great distance from Egypt to the Promised Land.  The land of Israel as we know it today is only about the size of New Jersey and modern Egypt is about half the size of Alaska.  This is still some distance to cover when you are leading a huge group of people, but to travel even from southern Egypt to Jerusalem is only a distance of four or five hundred miles.  Even with this huge group of people it was not a long journey for Moses to lead the people out of Egypt and into the Promised Land.  It is a journey that need not take forty years.  

But the length of a journey is not just measured by physical distance.  The length of this journey was much further and much longer than just the physical distance because of the failure of the people to place their trust in God.  They were physically close to the Promised Land, but spiritually they were a million miles away.

When the spies return from their forty day mission and give their report it is a good news/bad news report.  They tell Moses and the people that it is indeed a land flowing with milk and honey and showed the fruit they brought back with them.  The grapes they brought with them are so large they had to carry just one bunch on a pole between two of the men.  The land is rich, productive – all the things they could hope for.  That’s the good news. The bad news then takes the rest of the report, and the news is really bad.  The people in the land, they report, are very strong.  The cities are very large and fortified and the people are as giants.  There is no way, in the opinion of these spies, that the inhabitants of this land could be defeated.  As attractive as is this Promised Land, there is simply no way they can move into the land and defeat these people.

But then comes the minority report.  Caleb speaks up and says We should by all means go up and take possession of it, for we shall surely overcome it (13:30).  Immediately those in the majority throw cold water on Caleb’s belief.  We are not able to go up against the people, for they are too strong for us (13:31) say ten of the other spies.  Upon hearing this, the people went into a state of despair, wept through the night, and then came against Moses and Aaron the next morning demanding to return to Egypt.  Imagine, they want to go back to bondage and slavery.  The people also decide they need to appoint a new leader, causing Moses and Aaron to fall on their faces in the presence of all the assembly of the congregation of the sons of Israel (14:5).  It was a very volatile moment, and then Joshua and Caleb step forward, tearing their clothes in an act of grief.  They remind the crowd that the land is an exceedingly good land (14:7) and reaffirm their belief that God will bring them successfully into the land.  They plead with the people not to rebel against God, but the people responded with a demand that they be stoned to death.


And then in the midst of this terribly volatile moment the glory of the Lord appeared in the tent of meeting to all the sons of Israel (14:10).  God tells Moses that because of the failure of the people to believe that God will deliver them into the Promised Land they are banished to spend the next thirty-eight years in the wilderness.  Those who failed to trust God must wander the wilderness until the entire generation is gone.  Only two people out of this entire group will be allowed to enter into the Promised Land.  Joshua and Caleb are the only two; not even Moses will be allowed to enter the land.  Joshua and Caleb were the two of the twelve spies who believed they should enter the land – they were the authors of the minority report and the only two out of this huge group that leaves Egypt who will live to enter the Promised Land.

On the surface, it seems unfair, doesn’t it?  But is it unfair?  Is it a punishment that God levies against the people or is it an acknowledgement that this particular group of people will not have what it takes to enter and settle the Promised Land?  I don’t think it is a punishment as much as it is a granting of the wish of the people.  When it came down to it, after all the talk of wanting to be free of Egypt, after all the talk of trusting and following God, they find it was just that – talk.  They weighed what was begin asked of them with what they needed to give and then made their decision.  God’s preference was that his people spend the rest of their lives in the wilderness rather than allowing them to go back to slavery in Egypt.

There are some very powerful lessons in this story.  One is that not all caution is really caution and not all recklessness is really recklessness.  Sometimes fear comes under the guise of caution.  I believe in the importance of being cautious.  I believe it is important to weight one’s options and to count the costs involved in a decision.  But I am also aware of the truth that caution can become something behind which we hide because we are really afraid.  Sometimes in churches we proclaim caution when we are really afraid to do what God is calling us to do.  We may claim it is reckless to push ahead, but not all that appears to be reckless is really reckless.  Sometimes we claim something is reckless because it allows us to remain safe.

A second lesson is that of the danger of group thinking.  Group thinking happens when we are intimidated by a group of people into remaining quiet or going against what is right because of our fear of the group.  Some years ago my father was called to a meeting of the elders of my home church.  The purpose of the meeting was a highly volatile matter and he traveled to the meeting with a neighbor.  On the way the discussed how they would vote and were in agreement to vote against what they thought to be a very harmful motion.  When the vote taken the other elder went along with most of the group and changed his vote.  When my dad later asked him why he said he didn’t want to vote that way, but he was afraid to go against the rest of the group.

Group thinking can escalate very quickly, and it sweeps everyone along with it.  Joshua and Caleb remained firm in their belief that the people should cross the Jordan and enter the Promised Land, even though they were met with great opposition.

This leads to the next lesson – great leadership.  Upon the death of Moses, Joshua became the leader of the people.  Joshua proved his leadership potential the day he stood with Caleb against this angry group of people who called for their stoning.  People need good leaders.  Churches need good leaders.  

I was reading through our church history the other day and came upon a great example of leadership.  You may know that our current church building is the third structure in the history of our church.  The previous church building burned on New Year’s Day of 1922.  It was a big step to build this building.  And though you may chuckle at the cost of this building, for the time it was a huge step for the church, and a step that came with a good deal of controversy as well.  Listen to this account in our church history –


During construction of the new sanctuary, services were held in the Courthouse for nearly two years.  The building cost about $37,000.  At times the entire congregation and pastor seemed in despair over having spent so much on the building.  Prof. Paul Garrett, a member of the church and a former president of Western Kentucky Teachers College, said, “Why of course, we have not put too much in the building.  We want the best for our children and children’s children.  Yes, I will sign a ten thousand dollar note and consider it a good investment.”


(A History of First Baptist Church, New Castle, Kentucky, pp. 23-24).


Because those numbers do not seem overly large to us I thought it would be a good idea to translate them into 2007 dollars so we could better understand the enormity of what our church did back in 1922.


The cost of the land upon which the church sits was $4,000 in 1922.  In 2007 that would be $48,380.  The $37,000 it took to build this church would today amount to $447,515, for a total cost of $495,895 for the land and church building.  That $10,000 note today would be $120,950.  Those are numbers we can better understand.

It took a great sense of vision to build this sanctuary, and it would not have been possible without strong leadership.  I am grateful for the leaders we have in this church.  I am grateful, for instance, for the words of Brad Hargrove to our deacons last Sunday.  It was a brief, but very important, word he shared about us being the leaders of the church and how we need to be examples in all matters of life and faith.  Others of you have demonstrated leadership over the years that allowed us to accomplish certain tasks that would not have otherwise been possible.  God raises up leaders to lead his people and without those leaders it would be next to impossible to accomplish anything.

As we press on to the future God lays before us, there may be voices of fear that masquerade as caution, and there may be a huge majority of people who are skeptical of an opportunity.  And that’s when we need a minority report, and that’s when we must listen to the minority report.
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