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Israel was at the edge of Canaan when twelve leaders were told to spy out the land and 

then report back on both the inhabitants of Canaan and the nature of the land itself (Num. 
13:1-20). As most readers are aware, they were unanimous in reporting that the land did 
indeed flow with “milk and honey” (Num. 13:27), but when it came to the people and their 
fortifications the spies were divided. While Joshua and Caleb affirmed that the land could be 
taken, ten of the spies gave a bad report, “We are not able to go up against the people, for they 
are stronger than we….and we were like grasshoppers in our own sight, and so we were in their 
sight” (Num. 13:31-33). 

Because the people accepted this negative report and doubted the Lord’s ability to give 
them the land, an entire generation was sentenced to wander in the wilderness until they had 
perished (Num. 14:26-36). These faithless spies were themselves killed by the plague (Num. 
14:37) and almost forty years later Moses would speak of how the ten spies were responsible 
for discouraging the hearts of the people and keeping them from entering the land the Lord had 
given them (Num. 32:7-9). There is no doubt but that these men were sinners with whom the 
Lord was angry, but they were not the only sinners. 

Though their deaths came over a forty-year period, 603,548 other soldiers also perished 
in the wilderness—not because they gave a discouraging report—but because they allowed 
their hearts to be discouraged. Consider what Caleb said almost forty-five years later as he 
asked for the inheritance he had been promised. “I was forty years old when Moses the servant 
of the Lord sent me from Kadesh Barnea to spy out the land, and I brought back word to him as 
it was in my heart. Nevertheless my brethren who went up with me made the heart of the 
people melt, but I wholly followed the Lord my God” (Josh. 14:7, 8). Caleb’s faith was not 
shaken by his fellow spies and he refused to be discouraged by their unbelief. Caleb became a 
great hero of faith because he was able to overcome the discouragement promoted by others. 

Today we need to realize that it is a serious matter to be one whose murmuring and 
complaining, continual fault-finding, and generally negative outlook on everything said or done 
by the elders, preachers, and other fellow-saints becomes a stumbling block to others (Matt. 
18:6, 7). To be a discouragement and hindrance to others is a serious matter and may cost us 
our souls, but does all the blame lie with the discourager? Should we not have the spiritual 
maturity and faith in God to overcome these? Our Lord faced questions and criticisms from 
religious leaders, family members, and even His own disciples, but He resolutely continued on 
toward the end appointed by His Father. Though Paul suffered much persecution at the hands 
of unbelievers, he also had to deal with a tremendous amount of discouragement from within 
the church. Think of the false teachers within the church, John Mark dropping out on him, 
Demas deserting him, abandonment by those of Asia, and many other discouragements, but he 
was still able to say, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith” 
(2 Tim. 4:7). 

Who sinned? In the wilderness it was not only the ten spies who discouraged their 
brethren, but everyone who allowed their faith to be diminished by these negative spies. Today 
the guilt of sin rests upon those who place these negative stumbling blocks before others, but if 



we choose not to step over or go around those blocks, are we any less guilty? Rather than allow 
our hearts to be melted, let’s imitate Caleb and continue to wholly follow the Lord. 
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