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“Caleb, God’s Peculiar Treasure
The ‘dog’ with the power of positive believing”

Numbers 13:21-33
August 17, 2008

Let me acknowledge from the get go that I owe much of the inspiration for this sermon to Dr. Roy Gane, a professor of Hebrew and Old Testament studies at the Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary of Andrews University. Dr. Gane wrote a wonderful short paper about Caleb I Googled upon which he called “Caleb’s finest hour” and much of this sermon is inspired by that paper.

Caleb’s name means dog. I can’t imagine why parents would name their baby, dog! Even a real dog lover wouldn’t name their baby boy, Pooch. Caleb was born a slave in Egypt. Can you imagine how it might have been; “What’s your name boy? Caleb sir. Humm, Dog, that’s appropriate.” But God set Caleb and his people free, us too. But do we live like free people?

Sheila and I have been adopted by a mixed breed dog (border collie and something). We decided to call her Gypsy. We decided to call her Gypsy because she was found wandering and hungry out in the countryside, obviously lost, bedraggled and dirty. Gypsy has turned out to be what breeders call an “alpha female”. In the presence of any other dogs Gypsy immediately establishes her dominance. The people who found Gypsy and gave her to us did so because their other two dogs, a golden lab and a terrier, couldn’t even eat unless Gypsy gave them permission. Any time I take Gypsy out into the world I put her into her bra. That’s what I call it, but it is really a strong halter that wraps around her front legs and chest giving me a good strong way to restrain her should she decide to exercise her alpha attitude toward another of her world. We are making some progress, but only slowly. It is hard to change something that seems to be born into her.

I think in this story we get a hint of a pattern the Israelites had that might explain some of the things they did that don’t seem to make sense, something that was born in them. Haven’t you ever wondered how a people who had witnessed the plagues God brought on Egypt and ran between the divided waters of the sea and drank water from a rock could ever doubt God’s power to save them? Sure you have. Maybe the explanation is that these people, free from Egypt as they were, were still slaves at heart. The old ways were more familiar than God’s new way. When things would get bad they would turn their eyes back to the days in Egypt and slavery. They would remember the good things; the pots of meat cooking, the fresh produce and abundant water, and minimize the life of slavery. They would long to return to the good old days. They were free but still chained to their former way of life.

Do we do that? Do we tend to have a strong faith in God until things get bad and then find ourselves thinking the way we thought before God brought us out of bondage? I think we do. I think we all do that to some extent, even those of us who normally have a strong faith and commitment to the Lord. We begin to look for a way out of our present situation. We begin to complain to God; “hello God, are you up there? Are you paying attention? I need help here!” We begin to long for the “good old days”. We might begin to search for something that works better for us. Maybe a nice golden calf might bring us some relief? Or a new church? How many of us actually have Caleb determination? Dogged determination? Difficult times will tell the tale.

Caleb was one of twelve men chosen to spy out the land of Canaan, he was the representative of the tribe of Judah.  They went to spy out the land at the command of God. They did not go to gather intelligence so that they could decide if they were to take the land. God had already told them that the land would be theirs. They went to explore, to see what this new land had to offer and get a clearer idea of what it would take to make it their own. This may be an example of a leader not making the expectations of the job clear. Moses may be partly at fault. But it is certainly an example of what happens to people when a challenge seems so overwhelming that the possibilities overwhelm faith in God.

After forty days they returned with their report. “We have good news and we have bad news”, they said. “Which do you want first? The good news is that the land is most certainly a place flowing with milk and honey just as God said it would be. Check out these grapes! It is everything we dreamed of. The bad news is that it already belongs to someone else and they are bad dogs indeed.” Ten out of the twelve trusted appraisers had made up their minds that taking the Promised Land was out of the question, as if the very name “Promised Land” had no validity. God had said, “the land is yours” but they were saying, “I don’t think so”. To doubt God’s word is a very dangerous thing to do! The ten and their families never saw the Promised Land.

“But the people who live there are powerful!” That was when Caleb just couldn’t keep quiet any longer. I think he could see where this was going. “We should go up and take possession of the land, for we certainly can do it.” Now think about this for a moment, Caleb had seen the very same things the other eleven had seen. Caleb saw the potential problems too. But he was certain they could take the land. Why? Because Caleb had a new Master who had demonstrated His power over everything that had threatened their journey to the Promised Land. The ten were focused on the powerful people who lived in fortified cities (the difficult challenge) but Caleb was focused on his God who had already beaten the most powerful army in the known world. Caleb had a new Master, they still had their old one. They were slaves to fear.

This is a lesson we have to reinforce almost daily. If God promises us something it will be. If God sends us forth we will be successful. If God gives us a mission we will succeed. If God is on our side then no matter how the situation seems, God will see to it that we triumph. Our most important challenge is to be certain God is sending us and it isn’t our own idea. Once we are reasonably certain then there is no room for doubt. Faith is courage that conquers. Disbelief is cowardice that correctly evaluates the impossibility of the situation but fails to place God in the equation. Remember what the angel Gabriel said to Mary, “Nothing is impossible with God!” He ought to know!

Just the other day I heard a report on National Public Radio about the corn crop in the northern plains states. This has been the best growing year in a long time. If the first freeze doesn’t come early farmers will have a bumper crop. Which reminded me of a story.

Once upon a time a man was driving by a corn field, saw the farmer walking the fields and stopped to chat. “It looks like all your corn is turning yellow.” He said to the farmer. “Yep, we planted yellow corn.” “Well, it also looks to me like you are only going to have about half a crop, that whole area over there is barren.” “Yep, we planted on halves this year.” Ticked off that his observations were making him look foolish he quipped, “You are not far from a fool, are you?” And the farmer replied, “Nope, just a fence between us.” 

If we do the work of preparing ourselves to hear God speak then it doesn’t matter what anyone else has to say. They are on the wrong side of the fence.

Here is something that is very, very important about this story. Every one of those men sent out was selected by their tribe as the most dependable and capable leader. Every one of those men had been witnesses to the miracles of God. Ten of these twelve men came home convinced that taking the Promised Land was much too great a challenge for the people. Their focus was on the challenge and the people’s potential for meeting the challenge. They were exactly right, but had omitted God’s promises and God’s power from the equation. Their words revealed the truth that they did not believe God could turn the tide and give them the land as He promised. They didn’t act as if God could be trusted. And because they didn’t trust God and were afraid to act they didn’t get to claim the Promised Land. The ten leaders who didn’t believe, and all the rest of the nation, even the ones who did believe God, spent the next forty years wandering in the desert, until those ten died. Leaders of God’s people have the huge responsibility to clearly hear God’s call and then fearlessly lead the people to claim God’s promises.

But let me close this sermon by refocusing on the man called “Dog”. At about forty years old Caleb saw and tasted the Promised Land. Caleb knew it could be his, should be his. Caleb was ready to claim it, but his people were afraid to go there. What did he do? Did he take his family and go there himself? He could have, but no, he stayed with his people in the desert. And when that day to finally take the Promised Land came, Caleb, at 85 years old, asked to be given the worst possible neighborhood, the one with the biggest giants, and he proceeded to hound them out. Because he was following the Lord, giants were his natural prey.

There are many giants in this world of ours. Sometimes the giants we face go by medical names but they are no bigger than the giants Caleb and God conquered. Sometimes those giants appear in financial calculations that scare us, but our God owns everything, if we trust Him our books will balance. Sometimes the giants that threaten us are the very people around us who we have called friends and family. Caleb might have felt like his neighbors were the giants when they voted to turn tail and run back into the desert. I am sure on that day Caleb felt the giants had beaten him. But he stayed, for forty years Caleb kept his family with the very people who had voted to keep them out of the land of milk and honey. And during that lifetime Caleb used his love and trust of the Lord to prepare the next generation to do what his generation failed to do.

I think we live in a time when people are more likely to leave when things don’t go their way. We change our phone provider, our utilities provider, our bank, our employer, even our church when things don’t go our way or something comes along that looks better. My prayer for us all is that this story of Caleb will encourage each of us to honor our commitment to our God and friends and family. Maybe we can be an example to those who will follow us so that they can claim God’s promises even more than we have. Amen.
