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Text 
When Moses reported this to all the Israelites, they mourned bitterly. 40 Early the next morning they went 

up toward the high hill country. "We have sinned," they said. "We will go up to the place the LORD 

promised." 41 But Moses said, "Why are you disobeying the LORD's command? This will not succeed! 42 

Do not go up, because the LORD is not with you. You will be defeated by your enemies, 43 for the 

Amalekites and Canaanites will face you there. Because you have turned away from the LORD, he will not 

be with you and you will fall by the sword." 44 Nevertheless, in their presumption they went up toward the 

high hill country, though neither Moses nor the ark of the LORD's covenant moved from the camp. 45 Then 

the Amalekites and Canaanites who lived in that hill country came down and attacked them and beat them 

down all the way to Hormah. 

 

Introduction 
 Today we’re looking at a story of the Israelites as they make a huge mistake and 

try to fix things on their own.  Thinking about it this week brought to mind one of my 

favorite childhood movies.  Have you guys seen the movie The Sandlot?  I feel like most 

people have seen that movie.  I rarely watch movies more than once but that is one of the 

few movies I probably watched like 20 times over the course of my childhood.  My dad 

still quotes it to me on a regular basis.  If you haven’t seen it, it’s about a group of boys 

who are completely obsessed with baseball.  They love it.  They play everyday out at this 

old sandlot field and they’re this tight knit group of kids who just live to play baseball.  

At one point the main character, Smalls who is the new kid in town shows up to play with 

these kids.  And Smalls is different.  He doesn’t know a thing about baseball and he’s 

super socially awkward around these other kids who are pretty cool and all know what 

they’re talking about.  Well the movie plays on and the kids become friends and they 

eventually accept Smalls but one day they run out of baseballs and would have to call it 

quits for the day, except that Smalls is willing to save the day and offers to run back to 

his house because he knows his step dad has a crummy old baseball sitting in his room 

that they could use.  Sweet. They have diverted a crisis and Smalls finally looks a little 

bit cooler for the first time.  But then we reach a huge dilemma in the story which takes 

up the main part of the movie.  Smalls steps up to bat and to everyone’s surprise he hits 

his first home run.  Knocks one out of the park.  And everyone is ecstatic for him and 

they’re congratulating him until he reveals to them that this crummy old ball that he just 

hit out of the park was his step dad’s and that it was actually signed by some guy named 

“Baby Ruth,” who they explain to him is the great bambino, the Sultan of Swat, the 

legendary, Babe Ruth. 
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 The boys now have this massive dilemma on their hands.  This priceless ball has 

just been hit into a yard containing a massive dog nicknamed The Beast.  And the beast is 

ferocious from their point of view.  The task of getting this ball back seems impossible.  

Of course, there is an easy option to begin with.  They could just go and knock on the 

owner’s door and ask for the ball back but they only know him to be a terribly mean old 

man and they are all terrified of him and there is no way they are going that route.  They 

would rather take their chances with the beast than face the old man.  They are 

determined to fix this problem on their own.  And they try every imaginable tactic to 

retrieve this ball.  All to no avail.  Things progressively get worse for these boys.  With 

every failed attempt the ball is getting more and more destroyed by the slobber of The 

Beast and on their own they completely fail.  Despite their best efforts with every 

mechanism for retrieval known to man, including but not limited to the great erector set 

catipult, they are unable to fix their problem and in the end have to resort to going to 

knock on the old man’s door like they should have done in the first place.  The boys of 

The Sandlot had a problem that they were completely unable to fix on their own.  They 

needed help.  And there was in fact an easy solution to begin with that they didn’t see fit 

to do.  What they end up with is a Babe Ruth signed baseball that is completely 

destroyed.  Of course there is redemption in that movie and they are helped out by the 

great James Earl Jones to make everything wrap up neatly.  This “mean old man” turns 

out to be quite friendly and generous and even asks them why they didn’t just come 

knock on his door in the first place.   

Today we’re going to be looking at the Israelites and their story and how they 

mess things up horribly with God.  They distrust him and when they mess everything up 

they too try to fix it on their own and end up failing miserably.  What we’re going to see 

through their story is that when we mess things up with God, the solution is simply to 

repent and believe.    
 

Let’s Pray. 

 

The Evil of the Israelites  
The last few weeks we have read through the story of Israel as they have begun to 

go off the deep end.  We are working our way through the book of the bible called 

Numbers.  If you’re unfamiliar with it, Numbers is the story of the nation of Israel who 

has been brought out of slavery in Egypt by the hand of God and their journey toward the 

land of Canaan, which God promised to give to them.  In the first 10 chapters of Numbers 

things were looking pretty good for Israel.  Here we have them as a young nation out in 

the desert preparing to enter the Promised Land and they are beginning to live in the ways 

that God is telling them.  They are setting up their camp arrangements so that things are 

orderly and smooth as they enter the land.  They are setting apart the Levites to take care 

of all their worship practices and generally they are following what God has prepared for 

them so that they can commune with God and begin to enter the Promised Land.  Things 

look good.  They are going in the right direction. 

 Then we get to chapter 11 and things fall apart.  The sin of Israel starts gushing 

out like an uncontrollable pipe leak and things get really bad.  Specifically the past two 

weeks we have looked at this story where the people of Israel who are camped in an area 

outside of the Promised Land are told to gather up 12 of their leaders to go and spy out 
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the land so that they can prepare to go in and take it.  Let’s keep in mind that this is the 

land that God has promised to give to them.  He never told them that they were going to 

become a bigger and mightier nation and then they would be able to go in and defeat the 

people there on their own.  It was always the plan of God that he would be the one to 

defeat the Canaanites and bring Israel into the land, not Israel by her own strength.   

 So this group of men goes up to the land to check it out and when they come back 

they say that the land was awesome.  It’s just as God said it would be.  It did flow with 

milk and honey and they even bring back some of its fruit to show the others.  But instead 

of trusting God’s promise to them and looking back at his great deeds and how he has 

saved them by his might in bringing them through the Red Sea and out of slavery, they 

look at the might of their enemy and act out of fear and doubt.  They say that the people 

who live in Canaan are too strong.  They are like giants compared to us and their cities 

are well fortified.  There is no way that we could take over this land!  They describe it as: 

“a land that devours its inhabitants.”  They say: “We were like grasshoppers compared to 

them!”  Except for Caleb and Joshua, the men who were sent out to bring back a report 

for the people didn’t even consider God’s hand in taking this land.  They don’t even 

mention God and his power or his promise to them.   

 So the rest of the congregation hears all of this and they start to freak out.  They 

cry out and weep: “If only we had died in Egypt! Or in this desert!”  Their faith in God is 

so small at this point that they would rather be dead than face anything further.  They 

even get to the point where they are ready to stone their leaders to death.   

We have to see exactly what the Israelites are doing here.  It would be a different 

thing if they came to God with their fear of entering the land and said “God we’re afraid.  

There is no way that we could do this on our own. We need you.”  But that’s not what 

they’re doing here.  God has made a promise to them to give them this land for them and 

their generations to come.  This is God, the creator of the universe, the sustainer of all 

things, and the one who created the Canaanites and put them in this land in the first place. 

He is the one who brought Israel out of Egypt through the Red Sea and has provided for 

them all that they’ve needed in their time in the desert.  He has proved himself to them 

over and over again.  He is the one who made this promise to them.  For them to cry out 

and say that there is no way they could take the land is to say to the Almighty God that he 

is unable to keep his promise to them.  It is a complete defamation of God’s character, a 

total mistrust of who he is and what he’s able to do.  This is wicked sinfulness and God 

makes it clear that he won’t tolerate it. 

 

Punishment for Their Sins and Israel’s Response 

And though God is merciful to Israel and allows them to remain a nation, 

promising to bring their younger generations into the Promised Land, he also promises 

punishment for their wickedness.  He declares that all the men who went to spy out the 

land and brought back a bad report will die right there before him.  And on top of that 

everyone who saw all the great things he had done for them in bringing them out of 

Egypt and yet still disbelieved him and grumbled against him will never get to see the 

Promised Land.  He says that they’ll wander in the wilderness for 40 years and die before 

they make it to the Promised Land.  Only the younger generation (those who the people 

said would die in the desert) will actually make it to the Promised Land by God’s grace.   
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And so we get to our passage for today and verse 39 says “When Moses reported 

this to all the Israelites, they mourned bitterly.”  Ten of their best leaders have just died 

by plague in front of them.  All of the adults at this time from age 20 years old and up 

have just been cursed to roam the desert for the next 40 years with the promise that they 

will never see the land they had hoped for and that they will die in the desert as 

wandering nomads.  And so the people mourned bitterly.  This phrase really just means 

that the people mourned a lot.  If we look at this word mourning we see that it’s not just 

an inward sadness that the Israelites are experiencing but rather an outer action that 

demonstrates their turmoil.
1
  They’re not just walking around mopey but they are crying 

out and tearing their clothes; they are wailing and lying prostrate on the ground and 

sitting in ashes.  They are demonstrating their mourning.  They are seeing the punishment 

for their sin play out and it’s crushing.  They have completely distrusted and insulted God 

and they are now seeing the effects of that and it’s painful.  

Israel’s first reaction was to mourn and there is some legitimacy to this.  People 

are dying before them; they have been cursed to a life of wandering through the desert 

only to finally die in that same desert.  Things look terribly bleak and feel miserable.  To 

mourn is such a normal response.  I would be doing the same thing.  Yet we have to see 

that Israel isn’t really even mourning over the fact that they sinned against the God who 

has been so good to them but they are mourning over the consequences of their sin.  They 

are mourning over the fact that they are being punished for their distrust of God and that 

they now have a harsh new reality to deal with and it’s not pleasant.  They no longer get 

to go live in the Land they were hoping for.  They have to stay in this stupid desert for the 

rest of their lives and things look hopeless.  This is something worth mourning about but 

mourning is not going to be enough.  There is a sense here that the people of Israel think 

that their outcry to God may actually serve as some sort of atonement for what they have 

done, as if by feeling bad and putting on a scene of mourning they could appease God 

and show him that they felt sorry enough.  We can see this by what they go on to do in 

the next few verses.  It’s true that feeling pain and loss at the harsh consequences of sin is 

real and it’s normal but it’s not going to be enough to fix their relationship with God that 

they have just jeopardized.  God has declared their punishment and their mourning is not 

a sufficient substitute for atonement. 

You and I have experienced similar results from sin.  The consequences of sin are 

painful: broken relationships, hurt feelings, injury, disease, headaches, sleepless nights, 

mental torment, the list goes on…  We’ve experienced these real, immediate 

consequences of our sin and sometimes they can feel terrible.  They can torture us and 

they can be long lasting and even permanent.  But there is a stark difference between 

mourning over the results of our sin, the headaches, the broken relationships, the hurt, 

and actually dealing with the real issue, which is the rift that has been created between 

God and us because of our sin.  There is a need for more than just feeling bad about our 

sin. 

When a parent sends a little boy to his room because he was acting out or because 

he hit his sister, he is probably going to cry about it.  It’s a normal reaction to the pain of 

the consequence of his sin.  But his wallowing doesn’t always mean that he has suddenly 

had a heart change.  He’s primarily just upset that he doesn’t get to play with his toys for 

the afternoon.  Mourning over the consequences of our sin is understandable and it can be 

a good starting place for us to deal with our wrongdoings but on its own without real 
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repentance it actually just shows us our idolatry.  It shows us that we care more about the 

gifts of God than God himself.   

Israel’s heart has been tested throughout this whole experience and they have 

shown that they don’t believe God at his word and that their real hope is set on getting 

what they want.  They want things to be better.  They want the good life.  And they 

realize that they’re not going to get any of that now.  So they take things into their own 

hands and want to fix things as soon as possible.  And so we see them trying that. 

 

Fixing Things On Our Own 

Verse 40 tells us that “Early the next morning they went up toward the high hill 

country. ‘We have sinned,’ they said. ‘We will go up to the place the Lord promised.”  

Do you see what the Israelites are doing here?  The day before they just defamed the God 

of the universe by telling him that he was not powerful enough to bring them into the 

land that he has sworn to give to their people.  They have shown that they have no faith in 

God and no concern for his purposes. They have only cared about their own comfort and 

their plans.  They would rather die or go back to Egypt, which means that they would 

prefer life without God at this point.  They have done a grievous sin with these words and 

actions and God has just told them that in their punishment they will not be entering the 

land.  And yet they wake up the next morning and say: “We have sinned. Let’s go up to 

the Land that the Lord has promised.”  If they weren’t listening before, they certainly 

aren’t listening now.  They have it completely backwards.  Before God told them that he 

by his might would bring them into the land and they disbelieved him and said: “No, we 

won’t be able to do it.”  But now he has said “you have disobeyed me and will not make 

it into the land” and they say: “Yeah, let’s just go in and take it without him.”  What?  On 

top of this they are blatantly going against what God has just set out for them to do.  Look 

at verse 25 of this chapter.  Here God gives them new directions as to what to do.  He 

says: “Now, since the Amalekites and the Canaanites dwell in the valleys, turn tomorrow 

and set out for the wilderness by the way to the Red Sea.”  Because of their punishment 

God has just told them a new route that they should take and they are boldly saying: “No, 

we can go and take this land on our own.”   

What are the Israelites thinking here?  They’re thinking, “Hey, we were wrong.  

We’ve changed our minds. We can make this all better.  We’ll just do what God told us 

to originally.”  It’s good that they have at least recognized that they have sinned.  They 

have confessed.  But what they’re doing is adding arrogance and disobedience onto their 

rebellion.  Their hearts haven’t changed at all.  They have in no way repented of their 

first sin, which was not believing in God.  Before they didn’t trust him and now they are 

only trusting in themselves.  They think that with a confession and by changing their 

minds, perhaps combined with a dramatic scene of mourning before God that this will be 

enough to change God’s mind about what has happened and to reverse the effects of what 

they’ve done.   

What they don’t see is that this could never be enough.  They have completely 

underestimated the gravity of their sin.  What they have done is an atrocious attack on 

God’s character and has seriously impeded their relationship with him.  Things don’t just 

go back to normal on their terms because they suddenly changed their minds.  Seeing 

your leaders fall dead in front of you and hearing the voice of God tell you that you’re 

going to eventually die in the desert and never see the Promised Land will pretty quickly 
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help you see that you were probably wrong.  That in itself is enough to change their 

minds as to what they should have done but it’s too late.  They have already gone through 

with their rebellion. Their hearts are open before God and they have shown that they hate 

him.  They don’t trust him. They don’t believe and simply confessing that they’ve sinned 

and trying to make things right on their own could never work.  

But I want to turn it to us for a minute.  How do you view your sin?  Do you see 

your sin as weighty?  Not just because it makes you feel bad because it causes rifts in 

your relationships or screws up your day (though all of those things are bad effects of sin) 

but because when we sin it is against the God who loves us and it affects our relationship 

to him.  Our sin divides us from God.  Does that factor in to how you think about your 

own sin?  As the Psalmist says in psalm 51: “For I know my transgressions, my sin is 

always before me. Against you, you only have I sinned and done what is evil in your 

sight” (Psalm 51:3-4).  Our sin has massive effects on our relationships and it ripples out 

into everything and we are responsible for that.  I don’t want to downplay that but I do 

want to emphasize that at its core our sin is an attack against God.  We are wronging him.  

And when we see how great and perfect he is we begin to realize that this problem is 

bigger than we could imagine and needs a massive solution.  We can feel really bad about 

it and we can get in there and try to fix things on our own but that will never be enough.   

Secondly, how do you respond when you sin?  What does it look like afterward? 

Do you try to make yourself feel better by doing something good to make up for it?  Or 

do you try to brush it under the rug and forget about it and just move on?  There is a 

better option that both of these that we’ll look at in a minute but I just want us to think 

about how we respond to our own sin.    

We see in verse 41 that Moses warns them not to carry on with their plan.  “Why 

are you disobeying the Lord’s command?  This will not succeed! Do not go up, because 

the Lord is not with you. You will be defeated by your enemies…” But they go up 

anyway; thinking that on their own they might be successful.  But what they aren’t seeing 

is that it is impossible to take the land without God and that God is not with them in this.  

They were right in some sense when they first spied out the land in seeing that they are 

small and weak and that the people of the land are huge and powerful and that there is no 

way they could take the land on their own.  It would have been impossible.  But with God 

they could have easily done it.  Caleb said that with the Lord on their side these people 

were bread for them.  It would be nothing for them with God.  But what they’re not 

seeing is that God is not with them right now.  They don’t see how great the gap is 

between God and them because of their sin.  They have created a massive chasm between 

themselves and God.  They have completely rejected and denied his power and yet they 

think that they can just smooth things over by going in on their own, even against what 

God has now said.  It’s complete foolishness.  They have no grasp on how huge their sin 

was in the first place.  They have completely dishonored and bashed God and his power.  

He is no longer going out with them and yet they don’t see that.  Moses rebuked them but 

“Nevertheless, in their presumption they went up toward the high hill country, though 

neither Moses nor the ark of the Covenant moved from the camp.  Then the Amalekites 

and Canaanites who lived in that hill country came down and attacked them and beat 

them down all the way to Hormah.”  They tried to fix things on their own and they got 

crushed because of it. 
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How We Deal With Sin 
  Let’s bring this home to you and me.  Our sin is serious.  Whether you are a 

Christian or not, you have been sinning against God your whole life.  And for those of us 

who call ourselves Christians, even in light of the grace of God we still continue to sin 

over and over again.  1 John says: “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves 

and the truth is not in us.”  It is part of who we are and yet God can’t tolerate sin.  He is 

sinless and perfect.  So we are left with a dilemma.  Our sin problem is huge and there 

was only one solution to it.   

 You know, Israel tried to bypass the ramifications of their sin by going into the 

land on their own, which obviously didn’t work.  Their rebellion already had a payment 

set for it by 40 years of wandering through the desert.  God already instituted it and there 

was no getting around it.  In the same way our sin already has a price tag on it and it is no 

less than death itself.  Romans 6:23 tells us that the “wages of sin is death.”  The due 

reward for our sin in life is death.  There is no getting around it and we can’t fix it on our 

own.  We’ve completely rebelled against God.  We’ve been faithless and turned away 

from him.  We are depraved and our punishment is death!  So what do we do? 

 We have a couple options.  We can try like Israel to fix it ourselves.  We can try 

to be really good people now and turn things around.  Maybe we’ve sinned in the past, 

yeah we recognize that, but now we can go back and fix those things or at least balance 

them out with some good deeds.  We could help the poor, give to charities, donate our 

organs.  We could go green; take better care of the environment, raise really good 

families, contribute to society somehow.  Maybe if we could just love people more.  

Those things are great but they will do nothing to fix our problem with God.  Death has 

been promised to us.  It’s inevitable.   

 Well another option would be to just avoid it.  We can pretend like death doesn’t 

wait for us.  We can ignore the guilt within us and numb the pain with distractions.  

Maybe if we stop taking life so seriously and just focus on having more fun, we can 

ignore the punishment that God has dealt us.  The problem is that it’s not going away.  

Death waits.  God’s decrees are lasting and true and it’s set that the only atonement for 

our sins is to die.   

 And so we only have one real option.  God sent us his Son to fix our problem for 

us.  Building up enough guilt and sorrow over our sin would never atone for it.  Doing 

enough good, even if we were the best person in the world, which isn’t even close to true 

wouldn’t be able to pay for our sin.  Death was necessary and so God sent his son to die 

in our place.  Jesus didn’t sin and so he was able to die for us, the death that we should 

have died.  Paul tells us that we who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into 

his death.  We who put our faith in Christ don’t have to die the death that we should have 

because we have already died with Christ.  His death counts for ours.  Jesus fixes it for 

us.  Full atonement has been made.  We are no longer slaves to death but now have life in 

Christ Jesus.   

 So when we do sin we shouldn’t scramble to try to fix things on our own.  That’s 

impossible.  We can’t do any deed to fix things and we can’t hide or ignore our sin and 

pretend like we aren’t sinners.  Jesus calls us to repent and believe.  To repent is to turn 

away from your sin.  Get away from it; reject it; no longer call it lord.  Yet it’s not 

enough to just turn away from our sin but we must also turn toward God in belief.  

Romans 6:13 shows us both of these things well.  It says: “Do not let sin reign in your 
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mortal body so that you obey its evil desires.  Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, 

as instruments of wickedness but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been 

brought from death to life.”  Turn away from sin and turn to God in belief.   

 And this isn’t a one-time thing.  We sin all the time and God is calling us 

continually to turn to Him in faith.  Most of our sin stems from not believing in God.  So 

when we’re anxious or fearful we’re not believing that God is sovereign over our lives.  

We have to turn from our anxiety and fear and turn to God in belief.  If we put anything 

in our life above God whether it be food or sex or money, we are not believing that God 

is as good or satisfying as he says he is and so we have to turn from those things to 

believe in God and his goodness to us.  And we can trust that God is who he says he is.  

He has been so good to us and we see that most fully in his sending his Son to die for us.   

I’ll finish with a quote from Paul.  In Romans 7 he is struggling through the fact 

that he keeps on sinning and feels like a prisoner to sin.  And at the end of it he says: 

“What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?”  And the 

answer isn’t anything other than: “Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!” 

(Rom. 7:24-25)  Though you can’t fix your sin problem on your own you can believe that 

Jesus has done it for you.  Let’s turn our gaze to the perfect one who has taken death for 

us and in return has brought us eternal life.  Let’s do that now as we enter into 

communion.   

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may 

overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 15:13). 
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