
 Unbelief  comes in many flavors. Sometimes it’s a crass, “I don’t believe the Bible is really 
God’s word, Adam and Eve weren’t really historical, a donkey didn’t really talk to Balaam, Jesus 
wasn’t really born of  a virgin, He’s not really the Son of  God, He didn’t really rise from the dead, 
heaven and hell aren’t really real places, etc.” Jesus’ words to the Sadducees (a group of  Jews who 
didn’t believe in the resurrection, see Acts 23:8) are a good response to this sort of  skepticism: “You 
are mistaken, not understanding the Scriptures nor the power of  God” (Matthew 22:29).  
 But unbelief  also afflicts all those who do believe in the Scriptures and the power of  God. “I 
believe, help my unbelief!” isn’t merely the cry of  one lone father in Mark 9:24; it’s the cry of  every 
sinner saved by grace as well. That’s why the author to the Hebrews warns the church, “Take care 
that there not be in any one of  you an evil, unbelieving heart that falls away from the living God” 
(Heb. 3:12). The story of  Israel’s rebellion and judgment at Kadesh-barnea, told in Numbers 13-14 
and Deuteronomy 1:19-46, is a prime example of  unbelief  – Hebrews 3:19 explains that God did 
not allow that first generation out of  Egypt to enter the Promised Land because of  their unbelief. 
Paul tells us that their experiences in the wilderness “happened as examples for us…and they were 
written down for our instruction” (I Corinthians 10:6, 11). If  we think we stand, we must take heed 
lest we fall; for the same temptations that beset them overtake us as well (I Cor. 10:12-13). Thus we 
must examine Israel’s unbelief  in closer detail so that we can diagnose the unbelief  that creeps into 
our own hearts. What are the symptoms of  unbelief ? 

First, unbelief  fears the giants rather than seeing the grapes. Rather than believing the good 
promises and heeding a good God’s good commands to enter a good land (Deut. 1:20-21, 25), the 
Israelites feared the giants in the land, and their hearts melted (Deut. 1:28). Don’t we do the same 
thing? Rather than trusting in the Lord with all our heart and leaning not on our own understanding, 
we fear the future with its uncertainty and its certain problems. We tend toward an Eyeorish 
pessimism. It’s not that faith is unrealistic – there were giants in the land, after all. But faith sees the 
grapes, and the giver of  the grapes – God had promised to give the giants’ land to the Israelites! 
Faith trusts the future to God even when we can’t see human solutions to our problems; we can face 
an uncertain future, or a scary future, because we know that there is a God for whom the future is 
certain, and who isn’t afraid of  the future at all. You don’t need to know your future when you know 
the God of  your future.  

Second, unbelief  forgets God. Israel forgot God’s power – the God who goes before them 
to fight for them in the Promised Land was the God who had mightily rescued them from Egypt, 
Deut. 1:30. Israel forgot God’s love – they asserted that God hated them (Deut. 1:27), when He had 
carried them through the wilderness like a father carrying a child (Deut. 1:31). Israel forgot God’s 
guidance – He had gone before them in a pillar of  cloud by day and a pillar of  fire by night, 
protecting and leading the perfectly (Deut. 1:32). Like Israel, we too forget God’s power, love, and 
guidance. We believe that God is not able to do anything about our circumstances, that He doesn’t 
want what is best for us, and that He probably doesn’t know what is best for us anyway. And so we 
rebel against His clear commands, because we think that we know best, and that we’re more 
concerned for our well-being than He is. 

Which brings us to the third symptom of  unbelief  – unbelief  forsakes the word of  God. In 
Deuteronomy 1:26 and 1:43, Moses tells us that Israel “rebelled against the command [literally, the 
mouth] of  the Lord.” God told them to go up, and they refused to go up; after their first rebellion, 
God told them not to go up, and they tried to go up in their own strength. Like Adam and Eve in 
the garden of  Eden, they rebelled against God’s command. 

Yet in these verses we also find the solution to our unbelief: we must fix our eyes on Jesus, 
who when tempted in the wilderness by Satan faithfully lived according to every word that 
proceeded from the mouth of  God (Matthew 4:4, quoting Deuteronomy 8:3). He obeyed in the 
place of  sinners, and when we believe in Him, His righteous life is credited to our account (II 



Corinthians 5:21). He is not only our substitute, however; He is also the “author and perfecter of  
faith” (Heb. 12:2). He is the one who works faith in the hearts of  His people more and more every 
day. As we see unbelief  in our hearts, we must cry out to Him, “I believe, help my unbelief!” And we 
must surround ourselves with fellow believers struggling to believe, so that we might encourage one 
another day after day (see Heb. 3:13). Look to the Israelites, look to your own heart, then fix your 
gaze upon the Savior. 

 


