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Series: In the Wilderness
Sermon: Going the Wrong Way

Numbers 13:1-2; 17-20a; 21, 25-28a, 30-32; 14:1-4, 21-25 (NIV)
The LORD said to Moses,  "Send some men to explore the land of Canaan, which I am giving to the Israelites.
From each ancestral tribe send one of its leaders."  When Moses sent them to explore Canaan, he said, "Go up
through the Negev and on into the hill country.  See what the land is like and whether the people who live there
are strong or weak, few or many.   What kind of land do they live in? Is it good or bad? What kind of towns do
they live in? Are they unwalled or fortified?   How is the soil? Is it fertile or poor? Are there trees on it or not?
Do your best to bring back some of the fruit of the land."

So they went up and explored the land from the Desert of Zin as far as Rehob, toward Lebo Hamath.  At the end
of forty days they returned from exploring the land.   They came back to Moses and Aaron and the whole
Israelite community at Kadesh in the Desert of Paran. There they reported to them and to the whole assembly
and showed them the fruit of the land.   They gave Moses this account: "We went into the land to which you
sent us, and it does flow with milk and honey! Here is its fruit.  But the people who live there are powerful, and
the cities are fortified and very large.   Then Caleb silenced the people before Moses and said, "We should go up
and take possession of the land, for we can certainly do it."  But the men who had gone up with him said, "We
can't attack those people; they are stronger than we are."  And they spread among the Israelites a bad report
about the land they had explored. They said, "The land we explored devours those living in it. All the people we
saw there are of great size. 

That night all the people of the community raised their voices and wept aloud.  All the Israelites grumbled
against Moses and Aaron, and the whole assembly said to them, "If only we had died in Egypt! Or in this desert! 
Why is the LORD bringing us to this land only to let us fall by the sword? Our wives and children will be taken
as plunder. Wouldn't it be better for us to go back to Egypt?"  And they said to each other, "We should choose a
leader and go back to Egypt."

“Nevertheless, <Says the Lord> as surely as I live and as surely as the glory of the LORD fills the whole earth, 
not one of the men who saw my glory and the miraculous signs I performed in Egypt and in the desert but who
disobeyed me and tested me ten times-  not one of them will ever see the land I promised on oath to their
forefathers. No one who has treated me with contempt will ever see it.  But because my servant Caleb has a
different spirit and follows me wholeheartedly, I will bring him into the land he went to, and his descendants
will inherit it.  Since the Amalekites and Canaanites are living in the valleys, turn back tomorrow and set out
toward the desert along the route to the Red Sea."

Sermon
One morning, around 10 years ago, I remembered that I left my car keys in my wife’s car - and I remembered
this after she had already left to go to work, around 45 minutes away.  We have an extra set of keys for
everything except my car.  I worked a while from home but then an adventurous thought went through my head. 
I thought I’d give public transportation a try - to get from our house, on one side of town, to the Elementery
School where my wife taught, on the other side of town.  It was a raining kind of day.  Here’s how it went down. 
I walked the six blocks to the bus stop.  And waited there for 45 minutes.  I got on the bus, and start reading
their bus routes and times.  Turns out, I would miss, by five minutes, the next bus that goes to the area of town I
needed to go, and would have an hour layover.  But there was hope!  If I got off a little bit early on the west side
of the State capital, I could catch another bus on the east side of the capital, but I wasn’t sure if I would catch it



in time.  I hoped off, walked briskly in the rain around the capital, only to see the bus leave as I was
approaching.  I would have caught it if I had ran.  I have a cup of warm soup from the cafeteria in the Capitol. 
An hour later, I catch the next bus, and a half our later I am as close as a bus gets to the school.  I get off, walk
the 6 blocks to the school, say hello to my sweettie and a bunch of 4  graders, get my keys, walk back to the lastth

drop off point, where I have to wait for the next bus.  They come every hour in that city.  I get back on, and 1
hour after that, I’m back downtown.  I have a 30 minute layover until my next bus to get back home.  While
waiting for that bus, Stephanie called.  She was driving home from school, her work day was done and had
wondered if she just wanted to pick me up.  She got me at the bus station, and I never did complete the round
trip on the bus.  I did meet interesting people, see much of Lincoln, have unique conversations with folk - all for
a buck 25 - And God had something else to show me that day, I’ll get to that later.  My 5 hour pointless
adventure made me think Moses walking around the Wilderness.  Just how long does it take to get from one
place to the next? 

The journey from Egypt to the promised land is only several hundred miles.  Imagine if we left here, and were
told to go to Seattle.  It would be a pain.  It would be a hassle.  But very doable.  Even if we camped every night,
along the path, we could get there before Summer closed out.  Moses and company have that same type of
journey.  Although there were 600,000 of them if the story is to believed.  It takes a lot of coordination to move
a half million people.  Here’s the quick time-line to get to where they are in our scripture text today.  Moses was
born in Egypt - albeit from slaves - but he’s raised in the palace.  Forty years later, Moses leaves Egypt to go
into the desert.  He finds Jethro, the priest of Midean and marries his daughter.  For the next forty years, he is in
the desert herding livestock.  At age 80ish, he gets the burning bush narrative “Let My People Go”, on Mount
Sinai, goes back to Egypt, and after ten plagues, convinces Pharaoh to Let His People Go!  They go off into the
desert, cross the Red Sea, make it to Mount Sinai, get the ten commandments, and then they go right to the
promised land.  Do not pass go, straight shot, and they make it to the front door - roughly everyone who left
Egypt is now at the gates of the promised land.  There are there!  They made it!  Record time.  And they sent out
spies into the land, to check it out.  This is proof that the Methodist Church was around centuries ago.  They
needed something done, so they formed a committee.  12 men, two of whom are Joshua and Caleb.  And 10
come back scared to death.  And they vote on going back.  Back to Egypt.  Joshua and Caleb agree that it will be
tough, but the lord has promised this land to them.  The Lord, the guy who got them out of slavery.  Who
showed them signs and wonders.  Who brought down the plagues against Egypt.  Who brought them through the
Red Sea.  Who provided for them on their journey thus far.  They know this is God!  They’ve seen more
miracles in the last year than most people see in a lifetime.  This God, who has proven to them time and time
again that it pays to listen, says, Take the Promised Land!  And they vote, no.  Let’s go back.  This was a bad
idea.  Maybe we can get our old jobs back - maybe the Egyptians still need slaves.  And the Lord says no.  To be
honest, I cut a lot of dialogue out in our text this morning, for clarity’s sake.  The Lord wanted to wipe these
rebellious children off the face of the planet, but Moses interceded and God relented.  But God still gets his way. 
Not one of these people who saw the signs and wonders in Egypt will enter the promised land.  You don’t want
to go?  Fine!  You don’t get to go.   But you do get to wander 40 years in the desert until every single last one of
you dies.  Your kids get the promised land.  But not you.  The only exceptions are Joshua and Caleb.  They are
the only ones who left Egypt and will enter into the land flowing with milk and honey.  It was their attitude that
made them wander for 40 years.  It’s not that they were just slow.  It’s not that Moses was a male and hence,
refused to ask directions.  They made it to the promised land in no time flat.  But they refused to go in.  So God
gives them their wish.

What do we learn from this story?  What are some of the ways that we act out like the Israelites in the desert? 
The first thing is this: The wilderness brings out whining.  Give me your best whinie cry.  When they heard
about the big people living in the promised land, they grumbled.  They complained.  “Why didn’t we die in
Egypt?  Why do  we have to die in the desert?  Why is this happening to us?”  And they wailed and they cried
and they bellowed and they balled.  The book of Numbers should have been called the Book of Whiners. 
Everywhere they went, there was something wrong.  And to be fair to them, it was generally something big. 



There is no food in the desert.  And God provided manna.  There was no water.  Moses struck the rock with his
staff and out flowed water.  For every conceivable problem, the people whined.  And in every conceivable
problem, God provided.  When we have a problem, what do we do, we whine.  Sometimes, I’m sure, we have
whined.  We whine when we want someone else to fix our problems.  That’s the only benefit for whining. 
Someone notice me, and fix my issues.  As we gear up to the national conventions for president, we hear how
both political parties are going to fix our issues.  How Washington is going to solve your problems.  To be
honest, very few of my problems can be fixed in D.C.  To be fair, there is little that a president can do against
gas prices, the economy, and can’t stop a hurricane from hitting our shores.  The President can help in the
aftermath in all of these, but ultimately, we are in charge of our own lives.  I was at a gas station a couple of
months ago, and there was a hummer being filled up right next to my car.  The owner looked at the gas price and
said, “Wow, this is killing me.”  I responded back, “Yeah, SUV’s looked good several years ago, not so much
now.”  And he said, “I just got this last week.”  I wanted to say, “You knew gas was $4 a gallon when you
bought the thing!  What did you expect?”  Don’t whine!  You signed up for this!  Suck it up and move on!  That
would be a good line to use every now and then.  Suck it up, move on.  When I forgot my keys in the car, I could
have stayed at home and whined - but God had something else to show me that day - I’ll get to that later.  When
you have a problem in your life, when you’re in that proverbial wilderness, you have every right to complain
and whine.  But also know that whining is never the solution.  If that’s all you do, you’ll be in the wilderness for
a long, long time.  Suck it up and move on.  The nation of Israel chose to whine, and for forty more years they
got that opportunity.

Another thing I learn from this story is that the wilderness allowed the people to pine.  To pine.  They got 40
years to long for something.  They learned patience and fortitude as they waited for their next chance to enter the
promised land.  I don’t know about you, but I am not a very patient person.  I can’t wait for fall.  Half-way
through fall, I’ll be looking forward to winter.  About halfway through winter, give me spring.  I can’t wait for
the kids to be out of diapers altogether.  Then I can’t wait for them to be in school and have no more day care
costs.  Then I can’t wait for them to get older, then and then one day leave.  And then I can’t wait for the them to
come back and visit.  I can’t wait for the college football season to get going.  At traffic lights, I don’t feel very
patient.  Patience, they say, is a virtue.  But I never knew why.  But maybe, just maybe, while we wait, we are
somehow changed on the inside.  If we always get what we want when we want it, we lose out on a blessing. 
Maybe patience leads us into other virtues, such as kindness, compassion, humility.  Maybe we lose a little bit
of the flavor of life if we lose patience.  When I cook on the grill, it took me a while to figure out that the
hamburger is supposed to stay on the grill for a while and slow cook.  Not just set it on high, hurry it up and out
comes a dry crusted hamburger.  But if you let it go slow, take your time, then you get a juicy meal.  I think life
is like that sometimes.  You have to take what you get, and not look for that next thing right away.  You know
those people who say, “I’ll be happy when...”  I’ll be happy when I get that next job.  I’ll be happy when I find
somebody to love.  I’ll be happy when school will be over.  “I’ll be happy when” people are usually never
happy.  Learn patience.  Pine away at something good, and make those small steps to achieve it.  Good things
take time.

People in the wilderness, they whine, they pine, and they refine.  What’s one blessing they found in the
wilderness?  It was a refining of the nation.  No one who left Egypt, save two, would get to the promised land. 
If they left Egypt and conquored the promised land, they would have been a nation of what?  Slaves!  Those
forty years taught them how to survive!  How to cope.  How to become a nation.  Those forty years gave them
leaders.  Gave them a can-do attitude.  Those forty years refined a ragtag bunch of slaves into a people that
could handle the responsibilities of being on their own.  Think about it.  If you could take slaves, get rid of all of
their masters, drop them into their own land, what would happen?  It would be a mess!  But God used the time
in the wilderness to craft and shape these people into a nation that bear his name.  Maybe those slaves that left
Egypt wouldn’t have been able to take Jericho, as Joshua did 40 years later.  What about your wilderness?  What
about your problems in life?  Are they shaping you into something?  Can we take all of our baggage, all of our
scars, all of our fears, and turn it into something good?  Maybe the trials that you face today get you ready and



prepared for another part of your life!  Maybe you can take a painful part of your past and turn it into a blessing
later on.  All of the time, God is trying to reshape us into His image.  That’s the point of wilderness.  To reshape
your life.  To create in you character.  Patience.  Humility.  In wilderness, we have a choices.  We can whine, we
can pine, or we can refine.  As I was climbing the stairs on the bus, a gentleman got on with me.  He lives
somewhere out by us.  He works at the store as a bagger - he’s around 10 years older than me.  He also works
for the trash company.  He’s low functioning.  I’ve never talked to him before.  And he doesn’t know me from
Adam.  We sat opposite each other, and he looked me and said, clear as day, “Mike Benischek, it’s about time
you rode the bus.”  And then he looked away and didn’t say another word.  I have no idea if those were his
words, or God’s words.  But I’ve been wondering what God is trying to say to me through him.  I looked at the
other people on the bus, people trying to make it home.  Or going to work to make a living - just to make it
another day.  Maybe I need to ride the bus more often, to see the public side of public transportation.  To see
people who are in their own wilderness.  And maybe, just maybe, offer up words of hope of that promised land. 
And the people of God said, AMEN.  


