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Have you ever leaped before you looked?  Made a quick, bold decision which you still regret?  
Some of us are still driving that decision.  Everybody has at least one “If I knew then what I 
know now” story.  But how many times has just the opposite happened?  A great opportunity 
which you failed to take advantage of or a chance to do something really important but you 
didn’t? We should have leaped, should have stepped out in faith, should have taken a risk, but 
we didn’t and we’ve regretted it ever since.  My guess is that people have far more of those 
kinds of experiences because most people are cautious and afraid of failure. And that fear of 
failure often robs us of everything God wants to give us. This morning we’re in the middle of a 
series of messages I’ve entitled, “Fearless” about how only faith can conquer our fears. We’ve 
talked about how faith conquers our fear of people, our fears about money, our fears about 
health and aging and our fear of commitment.  This morning we’re going to talk about 
conquering our fear of failure.  The fear of failure is not the same as prudence or caution.  
Proverbs tells us that the prudent man sees the evil and hides himself but the fool proceeds on 
and pays the penalty.  Wise people are naturally cautious and circumspect.  But the fear of 
failure comes into play when we know what we should do but we fail to do it because we’re 
afraid of failing or of being embarrassed or because the outcome isn’t guaranteed and what I 
hope you’ll see this morning is why the fear of failure is the opposite of living by faith and 
prevents us from possessing many of things God wants us to have. 
 
I want to look at the central event in the Old Testament book of Numbers.  Numbers is the 
story of Israel wandering around the Sinai Peninsula for 40 years between the time God rescued 
them from slavery in Egypt and the time He gave them the Promised Land and chapters 13-14 
explain why God gave Israel a 40 year time-out until the generation who left Egypt died off and 
a new generation took its place.  And it’s all because of that generation’s fear of failure. The 
book of Numbers begins with a census - that’s why it’s called “Numbers” - to ascertain how 
many fighting men are in Israel as they prepare the military campaign to conquer the land of 
Canaan which was promised by God to their forefathers.  Israel then travels north from Mt. 
Sinai to a place called Kadesh Barnea on the south eastern border of Canaan, the Promised 
Land.  At Kadesh Barnea, God tells Moses to select 12 spies to cross the border into Canaan and 
gather intelligence about the land they are about to invade.  Moses tells the spies to look for 
two things.  What is the land like and how tough is it going to be for us to conquer it?  What are 
the opportunities?  What are the obstacles?   Why is it worth having?  What will be the 
difficulties in possessing it?  The twelve spies gather intelligence and then return to the camp at 
Kadesh Barnea and report what they discovered. First,  the obstacles; the spies discover three 
tribes who are descendants of a legendary tribal chief named Anak and are men of great size.  
The giant Goliath was also a descendant of Anak and probably a member of one of these clans.  
So there are three whole tribes of Goliaths on the other side of the border.  Conquering Canaan 
isn’t going to be a walk in the park.  The spies also discover the opportunities.  Not only are 
there giant warriors, there are also giant harvests.  They bring back a single cluster of grapes so 
large that it takes two spies to carry it on a pole between them.  Everything is big in Canaan; big 



opportunities and big obstacles.  And for that reason, the spies bring a majority report and a 
minority report.  Ten of the spies are terrified by what they saw and they pass on their fear to 
the people.  “There are huge armies with huge warriors in huge forts.  And even worse than the 
giants, we saw Amalekites!  We’re going to get killed if we go in there!”  The Amalekites were 
the hereditary enemies of Israel throughout much of the OT.  They’ve already attacked the 
Hebrews on their way from Egypt to Mt. Sinai and since that time they’ve been picking off the 
stragglers as the Hebrews have made their way through the wilderness.  The people look at 
each other and say, “Amalekites!  Why do there have to be Amalekites there?”  “And that’s not 
all” the 10 spies continue. “We also saw Hittites and Jebusites and Amorites in the hills and 
Canaanites by the sea,” - tough, blood-thirsty, barbarian nations - all presently occupying the 
land God promised to give to Israel.  And the people look at each other and say, “Hittites?  
Jebusites? Amorites? Canaanites? Oh my!”  Canaan sounds like a rough neighborhood. The 
people are discouraged and terrified.  All they can think is, “We’re going to get killed if we go in 
there.”  So after the majority report, the entire nation is weeping.  “We’re doomed.  There’s no 
way we’re going in there.”  But the minority report is still to be heard.  Two of the spies – 
Joshua and Caleb - see things differently.  Caleb tells the people, “Calm down now. This is a 
great land, a rich land, a land flowing with milk and honey.  More importantly, God promised it 
to our forefathers and to us.  We just need to trust Him.  He will make us victorious.”  Now the 
people have a choice.  They can believe the majority report or they can believe the minority 
report.  They can focus on the opportunities or they can focus on the obstacles.  They can 
believe what they see or they can believe what God promised.  Let’s see what they decide. 
Numbers 14:1-4, “Then all the congregation lifted up their voices and cried, and the people wept 
that night. All the sons of Israel grumbled against Moses and Aaron; and the whole 
congregation said to them, "Would that we had died in the land of Egypt! Or would that we had 
died in this wilderness!  Why is the Lord bringing us into this land, to fall by the sword? Our 
wives and our little ones will become plunder; would it not be better for us to return to Egypt?"  
So they said to one another, "Let us appoint a leader and return to Egypt."  The Hebrews hear 
want to go back to what’s familiar, even though what’s familiar is vastly inferior to what God 
has for them on the other side of the border.  They would rather die as slaves in Egypt than to 
march into the unknown of Canaan.  They would rather die of thirst in the desert than fight for 
the Promised Land.  Why?  Unbelief; these people saw God deliver them from the most 
powerful nation in the world a little over a year before this, with great miracles and incredible 
power.  These people have experienced God’s protection and God’s provision for the past year.  
Every day He has given them food to eat and water to drink.  These people have seen the 
presence of God with them every day as a cloud of fire led them around the desert.  Yet 
because they’re scared of what lies on the other side of that border, they want to return to 
slavery in Egypt.  Because they don’t believe God is good.  They don’t believe God loves them.  
They think that God has set them up for failure.  “If we cross that border, we’re all going to die 
and our wives and children will become slaves.  Let’s get another leader and return to Egypt.”  
Does that sound ridiculous to you?  It is, yet the fear of failure can make us do some ridiculous 
things.  In fact I believe that the fear of failure is the main obstacle between us and all that God 
wants to give to us.  
 



God has brought Israel to a place of tremendous blessing; homes and cities which have already 
been built for them and cultivated fields filled with rich produce.  God is giving them a ready-
made rich and prosperous nation which He has been preparing for them for over 400 years.  
But like all of God’s blessings, it will take faith to possess it.  The road to those blessings is never 
smooth and problem free.  If it was, we wouldn’t have to trust Him.  We could depend on 
ourselves and depending on ourselves is the essence of sin.  But Israel - in spite of all they’ve 
seen God do for them - refuses to trust God.  Their fear of failure outweighs their faith in God.  
Look at how God responds to their cowardice. Numbers 14:22-23, “Surely all the men who have 
seen My glory and My signs which I performed in Egypt and in the wilderness, yet have put Me 
to the test these ten times and have not listened to My voice, (the current generation of 
Hebrews) shall by no means see the land which I swore to their fathers, nor shall any of those 
who spurned Me see it.”  “Kids, the trip to the Promised Land is off.  We’re going back to the 
desert.”  Because this generation refused to trust God, they will spend the rest of their lives 
wandering in the desert and will never see the Promised Land. And the punishment fits the 
crime.  If the Hebrews don’t want the land of blessing and abundance which God promised, 
they don’t have to go there. They said they would rather die in the desert and that’s what 
they’ll do.  The spies were in the land for 40 days.  Israel will wander the desert for 40 years and 
their children, the children they were so afraid would become prey for the people of Canaan, 
will go in and possess the land under Joshua’s leadership. Why did Israel get stuck in the 
desert?  They were immobilized by their fear of failure.  God wanted to bless them; to give 
them a home, a land, a wonderful heritage for them and for their children.  But they only saw 
the obstacles, not the opportunities.  They chose to go backwards instead of forward and 
forfeited all that God intended for them to have.  We face the same choice they faced.  God 
also has a wonderful plan for our lives.  But that plan will require faith and courage on our part.  
So what can we learn from this passage about conquering our own fear of failure?  Only faith 
conquers fear and I’d like to highlight three practical ways our faith in God conquers our fear of 
failure.  First, redefine failure: It is not our failure to achieve that should concern us but our 
failure to attempt.  Second, clarify responsibilities:  what am I responsible for and what is God?  
Finally, pursue faithfulness, not success.  
 
The first step in conquering our fear of failure by faith is to redefine failure: It is not our failure 
to achieve that should concern us but our failure to attempt.  One of my regrets is that in high 
school and college, I was always content to be just good enough; never the best but always 
near the top.  In class, I never got below a B but I seldom worked hard enough to get the A.  In 
high school and college music, I was always second chair – better than all the other flautists, 
but never good enough to challenge for first chair.  I just didn’t want to have to practice that 
much.  In swimming, I was the fastest butterflier on my team and in our league but certainly not 
the fastest in the San Joaquin valley – I just didn’t want to work that hard.  I was good enough.  
And it wasn’t because I was lazy.  It was because I feared failure.  As long as I could tell myself, 
“I could get straight As if I wanted to, I could be first chair if I wanted to, I could be the valley 
champ if I wanted to, I wouldn’t have to face failure.  In my mind, I was already a success.  But 
in reality, I did fail to get straight As, I did fail to be first chair and I did fail to win the valley 
championship – because I failed to try.  People avoid trying for all kinds of reasons; the fear of 
looking stupid, of being embarrassed, of having to face the reality that they’re not good 



enough.  But in not attempting they ended up failing.  Israel refused to go into the Promised 
Land because they were afraid they would fail to conquer it.  And in not going in, they did fail.  
They were afraid they would get killed.  But they died anyway in the desert.  The first step in 
overcoming the fear of failure is to redefine failure.  Not achieving our goals isn’t failure; not 
attempting to achieve our goals is failure.  We shouldn’t be afraid of not achieving our goals 
nearly as much as we should fear not attempting to achieve our goals.  You see, when we don’t 
redefine failure, we are taking responsibility for things we cannot control. My responsibility is 
to act.  God controls the outcome.  It is when I take responsibility for the outcome that I 
become frozen with fear because the outcome is the one thing I can’t control.  One of my least 
favorite parts of being a leader is talking to people about their job performance or mistakes.  I 
always agonize before those conversations because I imagine all the bad outcomes that could 
occur.  I might hurt their feelings or discourage them or make them mad or cause division in the 
church.  And so I’m tempted to think that if I don’t say anything, none of those bad outcomes 
will occur.   But if I don’t do anything, I have failed in my responsibility as a leader – and in my 
experience, the situation almost always does get worse.  I can’t control how people respond to 
correction or confrontation.  The outcome is not in my hands and is therefore not my 
responsibility.  It is in the hands of God.  My responsibility is to act. That’s why I need to 
redefine failure.  I need to see that the failure I do need to fear is not the failure to achieve but 
the failure to attempt, the failure to act.  That’s why when the other two spies, Joshua and 
Caleb hear the people of Israel say they won’t go into the land of Canaan, “Joshua the son of 
Nun and Caleb the son of Jephunneh, of those who had spied out the land, tore their clothes; 
and they spoke to all the congregation of the sons of Israel, saying, (I’m going to skip ahead a 
few verses which we’ll return to in a moment) Only do not rebel against the LORD; and do not 
fear the people of the land, for they will be our prey.” (Numbers 14:6-9)  Joshua and Caleb say, 
“Be careful that you don’t rebel against God. It’s not failing to conquer the Canaanites we need 
to fear.  We need to fear disobeying God.  That’s the real issue here.”   
 
That brings us the next step in conquering our fear of failure by faith: clarify responsibilities: 
what am I responsible for and what is God?  We just saw that whenever I take responsibility for 
the outcome, I take responsibility for something I have no control over and that is often why 
I’m frozen by the fear of failure. The fear of failure is based in unbelief; not believing that God 
will act on our behalf. That’s why I need to be very clear about what I’m responsible for and 
what God is responsible for.  Let’s go back to Kadesh Barnea and look at all of Numbers 14:6-9 
now. “Joshua the son of Nun and Caleb the son of Jephunneh, of those who had spied out the 
land, tore their clothes; and they spoke to all the congregation of the sons of Israel, saying, "The 
land which we passed through to spy out is an exceedingly good land. If the LORD is pleased with 
us, then He will bring us into this land and give it to us--a land which flows with milk and honey. 
Only do not rebel against the LORD; and do not fear the people of the land, for they will be our 
prey. Their protection has been removed from them, and the LORD is with us; do not fear them." 
Did you catch Joshua’s last line? “The Lord is with us; do not fear them.”  The knowledge that 
God is with them, that God will bring them into the land and will give the land to them and that 
God will defeat their enemies should eliminate their fear of failure.  We fear failure because we 
think success depends on us.  It does not.  Success depends on God.  The Hebrews were right; 
there was no way they could defeat the giants or the seven nations of Canaan which were each 



larger and more powerful than Israel.  By themselves, failure was guaranteed.  But that’s where 
faith comes in.  Because God had promised that they weren’t by themselves.  He would go with 
them.  He would remove their enemies’ protection and protect them. He would fight their 
battles.  He would give them the land.  But they still had to go. They still had to march into 
battle, swing their swords, and engage the enemy.  But as they did, God would be the one who 
gave them the victory.  Whenever we fear failure, we need to clarify two things; what’s my job? 
And what’s God’s job?  What must I do?  And what can only God do?  As a parent, my job is to 
love my child and to teach them about God and how to trust Him and walk with Him.  God’s job 
is to change their heart and give them the desire to know Him and to walk with Him.  As long as 
I’m straight on what I must do and what I cannot do, I’m fine.  It’s when I try to take over God’s 
job or refuse to do my job that I get into trouble.  As an employee, I’m responsible to put in an 
honest day’s work and God is responsible to provide for me as well as take care of raises and 
promotions. As long as I’m straight on what I must do and what I cannot do, I’m fine.  It’s when 
I try to take over God’s job or refuse to do my job that I get into trouble. As a Christian, I’m 
responsible to tell others about Jesus and God is responsible to open their heart and draw them 
to Christ. As long as I’m straight on what I must do and what I cannot do, I’m fine.  It’s when I 
try to take over God’s job or refuse to do my job that I get into trouble. Israel couldn’t do God’s 
job but they did have to do their job to conquer the land.  God didn’t tell them to remain at 
Kadesh Barnea and wait until He cleared Canaan of all their enemies. He was going to fight their 
battles but they had to fight as well, and as long as they refused to trust God and cross the 
border into Canaan, the Promised Land would belong to the Canaanites.   In my life, I’ve tended 
more to shirk the responsibilities God has given me than I have to assume God’s 
responsibilities.   For several years, I spend hours praying that God would bless my ministry 
rather than doing the work that God has given me to do.  Now I believe that prayer is essential 
but by itself, it is often not sufficient.  It wasn’t until I stepped out in faith and obeyed God that 
God got involved.  It wasn’t until I sowed that God brought the harvest.  That’s why it is 
imperative that we clarify responsibilities.  What’s God’s job?  What’s my job?  I can’t do God’s 
job and He won’t do mine.  God responds to our faith and I believe that very often the reason 
we don’t see God work more in our behalf is because we aren’t trusting Him by doing what He’s 
given us to do. 
 
That brings us the final step in conquering our fear of failure by faith: determine to pursue 
faithfulness, not success.  If I have redefined failure not as a failure to achieve but as a failure to 
attempt,  and I’ve clarified what I’m responsible to do and what God is responsible to do, then I 
will pursue faithfulness to what God has called me to do and leave success and the outcome in 
His hands.  I want to give you an example of this attitude from the New Testament. In Acts 16, 
Paul begins his second great missionary journey with a brand new team of missionaries into the 
interior of present day Turkey.  However things don’t go according to plan.  Acts 16:6-8, “They 
passed through the Phrygian and Galatian region, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to 
speak the word in Asia; and after they came to Mysia, they were trying to go into Bithynia, and 
the Spirit of Jesus did not permit them; and passing by Mysia, they came down to Troas.    As 
Paul and his friends travel north through regions who have never heard the name of Jesus, God 
won’t allow them to preach.  For 500 miles, every time Paul tries to share Christ in a new 
village, the Spirit of God tells him, “No - not here.”  When they reach Mysia on the northern 



border of Turkey and try to leave Asia Minor, God tells them not to go there either.  They’re 
stuck.  They are not getting anywhere or accomplishing anything.  Now imagine yourself in 
Paul’s place.  Everything you’ve tried over the past few weeks has been shut down - by God 
Himself.  You are hundreds of miles from home and apparently in the wrong place.  Everybody 
on your team is asking, “Where did we miss God’s leading?  Where did we go wrong?”  Because 
nothing you’re doing is working. But look what happens when they reach the port of Troas up 
on the northwest coast of Turkey.  Acts 16:9-10 “A vision appeared to Paul in the night: a man 
of Macedonia was standing and appealing to him, and saying, "Come over to Macedonia and 
help us." When he had seen the vision, immediately we sought to go into Macedonia, 
concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them.”    God calls Paul to minister in 
Europe.  I want you to notice something.  Europe was always God’s plan for Paul.  He just had to 
get Paul across Turkey, over the Aegean Sea, and into Macedonia.  Turkey will eventually be 
reached by Paul on his third missionary journey.  But this is Europe’s time.  The interesting thing 
to me is when God calls Paul to Europe.  God doesn’t tell Paul he’s going to Europe when he’s 
sitting home in Antioch.  God doesn’t tell Paul he’s going to Europe until he’s sitting in Troas, 
just across the Aegean Sea from Macedonia.  Paul was never out of God’s will in Turkey, even 
though Paul didn’t understand what God was doing or where God was leading or even if God 
was leading.  But God was leading Paul and his friends every step of the way.  Between Antioch 
and Troas, Paul was in the dark.  Everything he did seem to fail.  Every door he knocked on 
stayed shut.  But from God’s perspective, Paul was right on schedule.  What I want you to see is 
how Paul handled this period of apparent failure.  He doesn’t quit and go back to Antioch.  
“Well, God’s not working here, let’s go home.”  He doesn’t stop and wait for God to tell him 
what to do.  He just keeps doing what God sent him to do and trusts God for the outcome and 
that God will direct him however God desires.  Our job is not to be successful.  Our job is to be 
faithful.  If we’re obedient to what God has called us to do, we are successful regardless of the 
apparent outcome.  Obedience is my responsibility.  The outcome of my obedience is God’s 
responsibility.  Peter preaches the gospel on the day of Pentecost and thousands are added to 
the church.  Stephen preaches the gospel a little while later and one is subtracted from the 
church as Stephen becomes the first Christian martyr.  Now, was Peter successful and Stephen 
a failure?  No, both were successful because both were faithful to do what God had called them 
to do.   That’s why at Kadesh Barnea, Joshua pleads with Israel.  “Only do not rebel against the 
Lord; and do not fear the people of the land for they will be our prey.”  Joshua says, “Don’t fear 
failure.  Fear disobedience,” because the fear of disobedience conquers the fear of failure.  
Once I clarify my responsibilities, the issue is no longer achieving a successful outcome.  That’s 
in God’s hands. The issue is will I be faithful to do what God commands. Let’s say I’m going to 
talk with my neighbor about Christ.  If I define success as him falling to his knees and declaring 
that Jesus is God, I’m defeated before I begin.  Because I can’t make that happen.  But if I define 
success as sharing what Christ has done in my life regardless of his response, then I’m 
successful because I’m faithful.   
 
That’s why when we struggle with the fear of failure, we need to redefine failure.  God is in 
charge of outcomes and so the failure we need to fear is the failure to attempt, not the failure 
to achieve.  That’s why we need to clarify responsibilities; what am I responsible for and what is 
God?  Because often the fear of failure is the result of taking responsibility for things I can’t 



control and not taking responsibility for things I can.  And that’s why I need to make my goal 
faithfulness rather than success.  God hasn’t called us to be successful, just faithful.  The 
greatest rewards in heaven will not be for those who were the most successful but for those 
who were the most obedient.  Paul writes in 1 Cor. 4:1-2, in response to the Corinthians 
comparing the apostles to one another. (“I think Peter is the best leader in the church.”  “No, 
Paul is the most spiritual, nobody teaches like Paul.” “Are you kidding?  Apollos is the most 
effective preacher we’ve got.”) “Let a man regard us in this manner, as servants of Christ and 
stewards of the mysteries of God.  In this case, moreover, it is required of stewards that one be 
found trustworthy.”   Paul says, “Stop comparing.  We’re Christ’s servants and we’re called to 
be trustworthy.  The test of our ministry is faithfulness, not success, so stop judging and wait 
for Jesus who will reward each accordingly.  ‘You were faithful with a few things.  Now be in 
charge of many things.’”  Don’t fear failure.  Fear faithlessness. 
 
The Promise Land is a picture of the gospel.  Israel could not possess it by themselves any more 
than we can save ourselves or earn eternal life.  But the good news of the gospel is that just as 
God would defeat the Canaanite armies for Israel, God has defeated sin and death in our behalf 
by sending His Son to become our champion and do for us what we could not do for ourselves.  
Jesus’ responsibility is to earn eternal life for us by living the life we failed to live so that we can 
be credited with His righteousness, dying the death we deserved to die in our place so that God 
can forgive all of our sins and rising from the dead in our behalf so that we can live forever with 
Him.  Jesus has done His part to save us.  So what’s our part in salvation?  Just to believe.  Just 
as Israel just needed to trust God’s promises to give them Canaan, we need to trust God’s 
promise to give us eternal life. Romans 10: 9 says that if we confess with our mouth that Jesus 
is Lord and believe in our heart that God raised Him from the dead, we shall be saved because 
whoever shall call on the name of the Lord shall be saved.  God’s job is to save.  Our job is to ask 
– to call upon Jesus to save us.  If you haven’t done that yet, you can do it right now. 
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