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Text 
The LORD said to Moses, "How long will these people treat me with contempt? How long will they refuse 

to believe in me, in spite of all the miraculous signs I have performed among them? 12 I will strike them 

down with a plague and destroy them, but I will make you into a nation greater and stronger than they." 13 

Moses said to the LORD, "Then the Egyptians will hear about it! By your power you brought these people 

up from among them. 14 And they will tell the inhabitants of this land about it. They have already heard 

that you, O LORD, are with these people and that you, O LORD, have been seen face to face, that your 

cloud stays over them, and that you go before them in a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. 

15 If you put these people to death all at one time, the nations who have heard this report about you will 

say, 16 'The LORD was not able to bring these people into the land he promised them on oath; so he 

slaughtered them in the desert.' 17 "Now may the Lord's strength be displayed, just as you have declared: 

18 'The LORD is slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion. Yet he does not leave 

the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.' 

19 In accordance with your great love, forgive the sin of these people, just as you have pardoned them from 

the time they left Egypt until now." 20 The LORD replied, "I have forgiven them, as you asked. 21 

Nevertheless, as surely as I live and as surely as the glory of the LORD fills the whole earth, 22 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-- 23 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. 24 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. 25 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." 26 The LORD said to Moses and 

Aaron: 27 "How long will this wicked community grumble against me? I have heard the complaints of 

these grumbling Israelites. 28 So tell them, 'As surely as I live, declares the LORD, I will do to you the very 

things I heard you say: 29 In this desert your bodies will fall-- every one of you twenty years old or more 

who was counted in the census and who has grumbled against me. 30 Not one of you will enter the land I 

swore with uplifted hand to make your home, except Caleb son of Jephunneh and Joshua son of Nun. 31 As 

for your children that you said would be taken as plunder, I will bring them in to enjoy the land you have 

rejected. 32 But you-- your bodies will fall in this desert. 33 Your children will be shepherds here for forty 

years, suffering for your unfaithfulness, until the last of your bodies lies in the desert. 34 For forty years-- 

one year for each of the forty days you explored the land-- you will suffer for your sins and know what it is 

like to have me against you.' 35 I, the LORD, have spoken, and I will surely do these things to this whole 

wicked community, which has banded together against me. They will meet their end in this desert; here they 

will die." 36 So the men Moses had sent to explore the land, who returned and made the whole community 

grumble against him by spreading a bad report about it-- 37 these men responsible for spreading the bad 

report about the land were struck down and died of a plague before the LORD. 38 Of the men who went to 

explore the land, only Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh survived. 

 

Introduction 
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Do you want a glorious God?  It’s an interesting question.  If you’re not a 

Christian or don’t have Christianese for your second language you may be a little 

confused by the question.  What does ‘glorious’ mean?  ‘Glory’ translates a Hebrew word 

that means something like heavy.  It’s referring to a quality of being substantial, 

something that you notice, you can’t ignore, and more than that something that is 

beautiful, awe-inspiring, captivating, grand.  Do you want God, if he exists, to be 

glorious? 

If you’re a church-goer your instinct is probably to say, “Yes, of course, God is 

glorious; I’m glad God is glorious.  I want him to be glorified [that is, for his glory to be 

known, not resented].”  But do you really?  Do you really?  All the time?  Do you want to 

be oriented around God?  Or is it possible that there’s a part of you that wants God to be 

oriented around you, for him to just do things for you, to be there, but not to be heavy, 

substantial, glorious, thick; to be a thin little god, one of the many parts of your life.  

Here’s you in the middle and you’ve got family over there and work over there and 

hobbies over here and ‘God’ on a leash over there to bring out when you need him.  You 

scratch his back every once in a while and he scratches yours and it’s a good arrangement 

with a tame deity that behaves how you want him to. 

Do you really want a glorious God?  Well, I have news for you.  He is!  God is 

glorious, whether you want him to be or not.  He is the center of the universe, whether we 

acknowledge that or not.  He is utterly complex in the most attractive sort of way.  He is 

not flat and dull and just like a version of the nice old grandpa you like to have around at 

Christmas time because he gives out monetary gifts. 

God is utterly glorious.  And he’s told us a lot about himself.  He’s revealed 

himself to us in the Bible.  And today we get a story that may shatter your perceptions of 

God, the depiction we get here of God may not fit into your preconceived notions or what 

you immediately want to think God is like.  But do you want your idea of God or God? 

The part that we have a particularly hard time with today is a God of judgment, 

wrath, punishment.  We want to pat that God on the head and say calm down, you need to 

evolve a little bit more, like us.  But God does not change or evolve.  He is the first and 

the last, who was and is and is to come.  And today we see a God who kills and punishes 

and is angry.  Could that be part of a glorious God?  Yes, it is.  And this God is better 

than any god you could dream up. 

In short, what we’re going to see from Numbers 14 together today is just this: 

That God judges, heightens his glory in Jesus. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

God’s Judgment 

 So we stopped part way through the story last week and we pick up part way in 

today.  The story goes like this: God had miraculously redeemed his people out of Egypt 

with many signs and wonders and promised good to them, to bring them into a land 

flowing with milk and honey.  Just before they are about to enter the land, the people get 

scared and doubt that it can really happen.  12 spies go check it out; 10 come back and 

say, “There’s no way.”  And so they all decide they want to go back to Egypt.  They 

throw a big fit and rebel against God and his chosen leader Moses and it gets ugly. 
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“Then the glory of the LORD appeared at the Tent of Meeting to all the Israelites” 

(v. 10).  The glory, the heaviness, the weightiness, the inescapable reality became 

suddenly evident.  Uh oh! 

“The LORD said to Moses, ‘How long will these people treat me with 

contempt?’”  That’s what this was – contempt for God, despising him, treating him as if 

he was not glorious.  You’ve heard of contempt of court, right?  That’s not giving the 

proper honor to a judge in a court of law.  Well, this is contempt of God.  The same word 

is used again in v. 23.  So there’s contempt here. 

Then God says, “How long will they refuse to believe in me?”  God says, “I will 

give it to you.”  The people say, “No you won’t, you don’t know what you’re talking 

about, we don’t believe you; we think you’re a liar, you don’t know what you’re doing, 

we don’t have the ability to pull it off, we know better than you.”  That’s essentially what 

they’re saying to God.  That is unbelief, not trusting, lack of faith.  So we have contempt 

and unbelief. 

Then we read,  “…in spite of all the miraculous signs I have performed among 

them” (v. 11).  God has done so much already to prove his power and his love. 

The phrase – “How long” – indicates that this isn’t the first time the people have 

done something like this.  They’ve been doing it over and over again.  “How long” shows 

us that God has been patient, but the people have persisted in rebellion.  Verse 22 says 

this was the tenth time such a thing happened.  Ancient Jews identified ten episodes of 

severe testing of God by the Israelites.
1
  Maybe it’s referring to those, or maybe it’s just a 

way of saying there’s been a long, established pattern of this kind of thing.  And there has 

been.  They have constantly been treating God as not glorious – not powerful, not good, 

not wise… 

And we see here that God, in his glory, which includes his utter righteousness – 

he is not in the least bit wrong in his motives or emotions or actions – gets angry and 

threatens complete judgment.  “I will strike them down with a plague and destroy them” 

(v. 12a).  This is not erratic and impulsive.  This is completely justified and righteous.  

This is a proper penalty for contempt of God.  Do you agree?  Contempt of God deserves 

to be punished. 

Do you agree that you have held God in contempt?  You have refused to believe, 

to trust in him, despite all the evidence around you that he is there and all the evidence in 

the Bible that he is good and worthy.  Would you agree that you have treated him like he 

was nothing and thought you knew better?  Well then do you understand that you deserve 

God’s judgment?  You deserve to be wiped out, destroyed by his wrath for ever and ever?  

It is completely just and right.  God’s glory involves him punishing sin and evil, and all 

sin and evil starts with a contempt of God, and you have held him in contempt – the 

Judge of all the earth – and he would be perfectly just in punishing you in hell for ever 

and ever.  You must come to that realization and not rage against God and his authority. 

 

God’s Mercy 

 So that’s the first thing we see here: God’s judgment is real.  But there’s 

something more you must know.  His justice is not the sum total of his glory. 

The Lord tells Moses, “I will strike them down with a plague and destroy them, 

but I will make you into a nation greater and stronger than they” (v. 12).  What is God 

doing?  Why does he tell this to Moses?  By the way, this very same thing happened 
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earlier in Exodus 32 after the Golden Calf incident.  God’s anger is aroused.  He proposes 

to Moses that everyone is killed except him and there’s a start over with Moses being in a 

position like Abraham was 400 years earlier. 

“In both places,” writes Iain Duiguid, “it is striking that God spoke the threat to 

Moses instead of executing it at once.  It is almost as if God was cuing Moses to 

intercede on behalf of his people so that they might be spared.”
2
  God is intentionally 

drawing Moses into Mediator mode.  He is revealing his wrath.  He is also revealing 

something else.  He is revealing that he responds to a Mediator.  There is a way out.  

There is hope.  Judgment is not all there is. 

Let’s look at how Moses plays the role of Mediator.  He doesn’t bite at the offer 

to become the new head of a new people of God.  Instead, “Moses said to the LORD, 

‘Then the Egyptians will hear about it!  By your power you brought these people up from 

among them.  And they will tell the inhabitants of this land about it.  They have already 

heard that you, O LORD, are with these people and that you, O LORD, have been seen 

face to face, that your cloud stays over them, and that you go before them in a pillar of 

cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night.  If you put these people to death all at one time, 

the nations who have heard this report about you will say, “The LORD was not able to 

bring these people into the land he promised them on oath; so he slaughtered them in the 

desert” (vv. 13-16). 

What’s he doing?  He’s appealing to God’s glory.  He’s intervening and saying 

that if the LORD killed all the people that he had rescued and led and identified himself 

with, then it would degrade God’s reputation among the nations.  It would make him out 

to be an impotent deity that was unable to finish what he started, unable to deliver what 

he promised.  It would make him appear to be an evil God who takes people out to the 

wilderness to slaughter them.  Moses is concerned about God’s fame, his glory. 

He goes further.  What would display God’s glory the most?  What would 

showcase how utterly amazing and unique God is?  Moses says, “Now may the Lord’s 

strength be displayed, just as you have declared…” (v. 17).  He appeals now to God’s 

own Word, his promise revealed back in Exodus 34 after the Golden Calf that he is a God 

not just of judgment but also of overwhelming mercy.  “The LORD is slow to anger, 

abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion.  Yet he does not leave the guilty 

unpunished; he punishes the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth 

generation” (v. 18).  This is God’s glory.  He is both just and justifier.  Judgment and 

mercy.  Punishing and forgiving.  You don’t respect a God that lets evil go.  You don’t 

love a God that merely punishes evil.  You are dumbstruck by a God who finds a way to 

be both, at the same time… especially when you find out how he does it. 

Jonathan Edwards called this the “admirable conjunction of diverse excellencies.”  

Two things that you don’t expect to find together, join and make something utterly 

transfixing.  This is at the center of God’s glory.  He is both kind and strict.  Have you 

seen those Ford Fusion commercials about how they have both voice activation AND 

great gas mileage and they talk about how much better sweet and sour chicken is than just 

sour chicken?  I like and better, don’t you? 

And you must understand that Moses as Mediator is meant to prefigure Jesus 

Christ.  He’s a proto-type of the ultimate Mediator to come.  In Christ, especially at the 

cross, we find the most admirable conjunction of judgment and mercy.  The cross shows 

that God cannot leave the guilty unpunished.  The cross also shows that God is abounding 
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in love and forgiveness because he takes on the sins of the world and receives in himself 

the punishment, vindicating God’s character and extending God’s forgiveness.  And that, 

my friends, is what makes our God utterly glorious. 

That God judges, heightens his glory in Jesus.  Think if there was no judgment.  

If Jesus just came and taught us that God is not that worked up about sin, he just loves 

everybody no matter what, just the way you are, we’d be like, “Okay, great!  I can keep 

living for myself.”  As W. H. Auden put it, “I like to sin, God likes to forgive, really the 

world is admirably arranged.”  If that was Jesus’ message then that Jesus wouldn’t be so 

monumental and history-changing.  He’d just be another spiritual guru we’d buy tapes 

from and listen to in order to feel good about ourselves for a little while and eventually 

forget about.  A Jesus without the cross showing a God without judgment wouldn’t be 

that glorious.  Conversely, if Jesus just came to execute vengeance on the world we’d all 

be fried.  But he came to show that God is infinitely just and infinitely merciful and we 

are infinitely mesmerized. 

Listen to Romans 3:23-36 – “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 

and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.  

God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.  He did this to 

demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed 

beforehand unpunished – he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to 

be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.”  This is the epitome of 

God’s glory. 

God was listening to Moses and looking forward to Jesus on the cross, the final 

fulfillment of the Mediator.  Moses said, “In accordance with your great love, forgive the 

sin of these people, just as you have pardoned them from the time they left Egypt until 

now” (v. 19).  “The LORD replied , ‘I have forgiven them, as you asked’” (v. 20).  It 

echoes Jesus’ intercession, “Father, forgive them.”  And because of Christ we hear the 

clearest assurance of pardon – “I have forgiven, on account of Christ.” 

So God has always been the exact same.  Fully just and full of grace.  He hasn’t 

softened in the NT.  He wasn’t harsher in the OT.  One biblical scholar states, “So often 

the God of the Old Testament has been presented errantly and misguidedly as a God of 

wrath and destruction, while asserting that the God of the New Testament in Jesus was 

one of mercy and love.  The present appeal of Moses demonstrates that the God of the 

Old Testament also embodied mrecy [sic] and love.”
3
  And if we look into the NT we see 

that there is wrath everywhere there too, most notably in the cross when the Father 

poured out his wrath on the Son.  It’s the same God, we just get to see even more clearly 

how he is able to forgive and not give up on justice.  Has the cross of Christ captivated 

you? 

 

Sin’s Consequences 
 Now, maybe you’re with me so far.  We sin.  Sin deserves to be punished.  We 

have a great “mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1Tim. 2:5).  Jesus 

takes our punishment so we can be forgiven.  That’s all good.  But then we don’t know 

what to do with the rest of this chapter. 

 “The LORD replied, ‘I have forgiven them, as you asked.  Nevertheless, 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 
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who disobeyed me and tested me these 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” (vv. 20-23).  “Though forgiven,” says Gordon Wenham, “the people may still 

not enter the promised land.”
4
  As we read on we find out that the LORD says, “‘for forty 

years – one year for each of the forty days you explored the land – you will suffer for 

your sins and know what it is like to have me against you.’  I, the LORD, have spoken, 

and I will surely do these things to this whole wicked community, which has banded 

together against me.  They will meet their end in this desert; here they will die” (vv. 34-

35). 

 The ten spies, the “men responsible for spreading the bad report about the land 

were struck down and died of a plague before the LORD” (v. 37) right there.  By the 

way, the same kinds of things happen in the NT – check out Acts 5 with Ananias and 

Sapphira.  They’re meant to wake us up.  So these guys, forgiven as a result of Moses’ 

mediation, still met an immediate death.  And the rest of the people were told they would 

all die off in the desert.  Everyone listed in that census in the beginning of the book 

would all die before there would be any more talk of the Promised Land. 

 Ronald Allen paints the picture: 

 

Here was the lost generation.  All over the age of twenty were to mark 

time until they would breathe their last and the sands of Sinai would 

enwrap their remains.  All was to be a waiting game.  Throughout the 

years as parents aged, they would look at their children, living for them; 

for only through their children’s hope of seeing the land could another day 

in the desert be livable.  It is one thing to have a passive impression of the 

story line of Numbers.  But when we really begin to think about the 

enormity of the sentence of the population, the sense of the text 

overwhelms us.
5
 

 

Imagine what existence was like for these multitudes of men and women sentenced to 

spend the rest of their lives wandering in the desert…  It’s possible to be eternally 

forgiven, but still face temporal consequences. 

The NT in Hebrews uses this story as an illustration and warning to Christians not 

to fall away but to persevere in faith to the end and so enter the eternal rest of heaven (cf. 

Heb. 3:7 – 4:11).  Just as they started off looking like they were going to the Promised 

Land but didn’t end up making it, Hebrews says, don’t start off the Christian life and fail 

to make it to heaven in the end, through apostasy.  We must not follow this example of 

disobedience and risk failing to enter the final rest by having a sinful, unbelieving heart 

that turns completely away from the living God.  But just because this story is used as a 

metaphor for not making it to heaven, I don’t think that it has to mean that every single 

person in the actual wilderness generation, except Joshua and Caleb, failed to make it to 

heaven. 

Why do I say that?  Simply failing to enter the Promised Land wasn’t an 

indication of ultimately failing to be saved, of not being a true believer and thus being 

doomed eternally.  Why?  Because Moses, Aaron, and Miriam also later in the story fail 

to enter the Promised Land.  Moses dies just before going in as a consequence of his own 

sin.  And the rest of the Bible won’t let us say that Moses was eternally damned. 
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Some of these people may be.  It’s possible to be outwardly part of the people of 

God and not inwardly.  And even if you obtain temporal blessings you could still lack the 

faith to participate in the eternal ones.  But I believe that there are more than a few of 

these men and women that incurred the punishment of dying in the desert and never 

entered the Promised Land that you and I can meet in heaven.  They repented and put 

their faith in the larger promises of God that wouldn’t be fulfilled in their lifetime, but 

ultimately in Christ. 

So this means that forgiven sinners can still suffer the consequences of their sins 

in this world.  I had a dream this week; I’ve had similar ones before.  In my dream I was 

doing something bad, really bad.  And I knew immediately that my life was ruined, my 

ministry was ruined.  And in my dream I tried to wake up from it, hoping that it was just 

a dream, but for a while in my dream I couldn’t wake up from my dream and I was 

having to come to grips with the fact that I really did this, I really did it and would have 

to deal with it.  And then I actually woke up and was SO relieved. 

But I realized from that that if I did some of those things in real life I couldn’t just 

pray to God for forgiveness and then wake up from it like it was just a bad dream and 

have no consequences.  God can forgive even the most heinous sins and take away the 

eternal consequences, but if I do certain things I may still have to lose my ministry and 

never get to preach again.  God could forgive me, but there would be consequences.  You 

may do something stupid and ask for forgiveness through Christ, but still lose your 

license, your house, your husband.  Think of an inmate in prison for life.  He can come to 

Christ and be pardoned of all his sin and yet still face a life sentence in prison with the 

prospect of dying there, no hope of ever seeing the outside again.  We live in a moral 

universe where actions have consequences and that’s part of the glory of God’s design.  If 

there were never any temporal consequences things would not go well. 

And if you just want to get out of consequences then you’re not living yet for 

God’s glory.  A life that is transformed and loves and lives for the glory of God doesn’t 

just want to use God to get out of jail free.  You will be able to experience the love of 

Christ even when you’re experiencing the consequences for your actions.  A broken, 

repentant alcoholic dying of cirrhosis of the liver but trusting in the vast mercy of Jesus 

and clothed in his righteousness can experience God’s glory and make it known in 

intense ways. 

And that’s really where all of us are.  We may have our Caleb moments, but still 

all of us are living out a death sentence.  Unless Jesus comes back in our generation, we 

will die in the desert.  We will experience the feelings of futility and pain.  Our bodies 

will wear out and die and be buried.  We’re all living like this lost generation to some 

extent.  We’re all doomed to die.  Christ doesn’t take away the basic curse of death that 

rests on the human race for our rebellion.  We all – Christian or not – face the prospect of 

an existence on this earth with many hopes deferred.  We will never obtain here the 

fulfillment of our purest desires.  We will die.  Will we die in faith?  Will we look at this 

passage and learn from it about God’s glory? 

One other thing to notice from this story (there are probably hundreds): notice 

how the consequences they experienced were to get what they wanted.  Look at v. 28 – 

“As surely as I live, declares the LORD, I will do to you the very things I heard you say.”  

There’s an irony here.  In their contemptuous unbelief they said they wanted to return to 

Egypt (v. 4).  In v. 25 we hear God say, “Turn back tomorrow and set out toward the 
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desert along the route to the Red Sea.”  They are sent back to the Red Sea, to retrace their 

steps back toward Egypt.  They had complained saying, “If only we had died in this 

desert” (v. 2)!  And in v. 29 we hear God say, “In this desert your bodies will fall.”  They 

get what they wanted. 

God’s glorious love doesn’t mean he spares us all hardships and all consequences 

of sin.  Sometimes his love involves giving us what we say we want and letting us see 

that it doesn’t really satisfy.  God in his mercy gives us what we want often times to show 

us the vanity of anything apart from him and cause us to see even more clearly his glory. 

 

Conclusion 
 It’s all about his glory.  God wants you to be all about his glory – to know it and 

enjoy it, not to just want your life to be easy.  I want to change your mindset.  I was 

thinking about this picture this week.  I think we all want a city where every stop light is 

green for us all the time.  No waiting at red lights ever.  Just smooth sailing with nothing 

ever in my way.  But do you really want that?  Or would it be better to be part of a city 

that was designed by an infinitely intelligent planner who saw the whole big picture and 

engineered everything to work together smoothly so that millions of people could get 

around the most efficient way, even though it may mean you hit a red light, and if you 

run a red light you get a ticket.  Wouldn’t that city planner be glorious?  What do you 

want?  Do you really want a glorious God?  Do you really want God to be glorified?  Or 

do you just want things to be the way you want things?  That’s the paradigm shift I’m 

going for today. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Ultimately, I want you to see the pinnacle of God’s glory in the cross of Christ – a  

God who has both judgment and mercy.  Only that can truly change our hearts and put “a 

different spirit” in us and cause us to “follow God wholeheartedly” (cf. v. 24).  We’ve all 

treated God with contempt and refused to believe in him.  That draws the ire of God, the 

wrath, the judgment.  But God in his mercy has sent his Son to do what we couldn’t do.  

His 40 days in the wilderness were mimicking the Israelites’ 40 years in the desert, but he 

resisted temptation and perfectly obeyed.  His whole life was perfect obedience.  And 

then he came to the cross and exchanged his perfect record with ours, and took the 

judgment of God in our place.  That God judges, heightens his glory in Jesus. 

 

Benediction 
“Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable 

his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out!  ‘Who has known the mind of the Lord?  

Or who has been his counselor?’  ‘Who has ever given to God, that God should repay 

him?’  For from him and through him and to him are all things.  To him be the glory 

forever!  Amen” (Rom. 11:33-36). 
 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 14, 2014.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 

and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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