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The Valley of Eshcol:    

Numbers 13:1-24 

  

Introduction 
  
In this account of the history of Israel the spies enter the Promised Land with a view to 
bringing back a report of the new country. Later we know from the account that Israel 
became too scared to attempt any entry into the land based on the negative report of ten of 
the spies. A democratic vote leads to failure and then to God’s displeasure resulting in forty 
years of wanderings before a further attempt at entry into the Land is made. 
  
Our study is concerned only with this part of the account which details the positive aspect 
of the report to found in verses 23-24 “And they came to the Valley of Eshcol and cut down 
from there a branch with a single cluster of grapes, and they carried it on a pole between 
two of them; they also brought some pomegranates and figs.  24 That place was called the 
Valley of Eshcol, because of the cluster that the people of Israel cut down from there”. 
  
What does this part of the narrative teach us? 
  
1. The Historical nature of the passage 
  

1:1        Before we enter into any attempt to make spiritual applications we need to focus upon the 
historical situation and place this story in its context. What did this account mean to the 
original readers? 

  
1:2        We know from our reading of Exodus - Numbers that Israel had been in captivity as slaves 

in Egypt for a very long time. That under Moses they had  been brought out through the 
Exodus having witnessed some of the most amazing miracles of God and then, via Sinai 
and the giving of the Law, had been brought through the wilderness to the borders of 
Canaan.  All that was needed was for the spies to bring back a detailed report before the 
people of Israel could take up arms and invade the land. 
  

1:3        What then, was the significance of the positive report brought back by the spies? The 
report of the Land “flowing with milk and honey” (verses 25-27) which was evidenced by the 
large bunches of grapes (vs 23) showed that God was leading them into a Land that was 
already prepared for them. Whilst they had been in Egypt Yahweh had been hard at work 
irrigating the Land, causing vineyards to be constructed, towns and cities to be build. In 
short it was not a barren and empty land; on the contrary, the land was in good condition 
due to God’s proactive nature. 

  
1:4        We are told in Deuteronomy something about the physical environment into which Israel 

was about to enter. In the first place note Deuteronomy 11:8-12, “8 "You shall therefore 
keep the whole commandment that I command you today, that you may be strong, and go 
in and take possession of the land that you are going over to possess,  9 and that you may 
live long in the land that the LORD swore to your fathers to give to them and to their 
offspring, a land flowing with milk and honey.  10 For the land that you are entering to take 
possession of it is not like the land of Egypt, from which you have come, where you sowed 
your seed and irrigated it, like a garden of vegetables.  11 But the land that you are going 
over to possess is a land of hills and valleys, which drinks water by the rain from heaven, 
 12 a land that the LORD your God cares for. The eyes of the LORD your God are always 
upon it, from the beginning of the year to the end of the year”.  This was a country that 
Yahweh really cared  about, He nurtured it, prepared it and ensured that it would be the 
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best land of that part of the known world. Indeed, it would be a land much better even than 
Egypt. Egypt we know was an ideal land in which to live as it was watered by the Nile and 
the Nile delta was a very fertile area for farmers to grow their crops. Israel remembered the 
land of Egypt for its fruit and vegetables. But, in contrast to this, Canaan was to be a far 
better land for farmers, its crops would be of greater value. Indeed, this was the nature of 
the report brought  back by the spies.  
  

1:5        But, there is even more information of which we need to be aware if we are to grasp the 
significance of the spies’ positive reports. In Deuteronomy 6:10-11, we read, “10 "And when 
the LORD your God brings you into the land that he swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to 
Isaac, and to Jacob, to give you- with great and good cities that you did not build, 11 and 
houses full of all good things that you did not fill, and cisterns that you did not dig, and 
vineyards and olive trees that you did not plant- and when you eat and are full…”. The point 
that is being made here is that when Israel came to inherit the land, it was a land that was 
already full of “good things”, a land that already had its cisterns dug, its vineyards planted 
and nurtured and its cities already built and fortified.  

  
1:6        In other words, Yahweh had gone ahead of His people and prepared the land, making it 

fruitful, irrigated and established. All Israel had to do was to walk in and possess a land that 
was ready for use, a land ploughed, cities ready to dwell in, cisterns ( reservoirs) ready to 
hold water and fruit in abundance ready to eat. In their folly they were about to turn their 
back on an experience of a life time after so much time spent walking through the desert. 
However, from a further reading of the chapter in Numbers we know that their disobedience 
resulted in Yahweh forbidding them to enter the land before a further forty years had 
elapsed. Nevertheless, when Israel would be ready to enter the land it would still be a 
prepared land, “flowing with milk and honey”. 

  
2. A Spiritual lesson 
  

2:1        The question arises now, how are we to understand this passage and relate it to our own 
experience here in the twenty first century? The essential lesson that arises from this 
passage is a description of God. He is portrayed as the God who is proactive. He pre-
empts the future by making preparation for His people. He is a God of advance preparation.  

  
2:2        Take a look at the situation objectively. Whilst Israel was in Egypt awaiting their release, 

God was at work preparing the land. He knew that this was the place where Israel would 
settle, this would be the place from which, eventually, the Messiah would arise. He was not 
going to allow His people to inherit a barren, dead and lifeless piece of property. So, whilst 
they are languishing in Egypt, wondering why Yahweh was not intervening to release them, 
He was laying out the land, causing the Canaanites to build large cities, construct suitable 
reservoirs, plant and maintain fruitful vineyards. Israel was going to inherit a land that 
genuinely “flowed with milk and honey” because God had been forward planning for their 
eventual arrival. It would be a rich land, a good land that in contrast to Egypt would produce 
abundant crops and fruit.  

  
2:3        The truth then is this. Yahweh is a God of the future as well as the past and the present. It 

is like the words spoken to Moses at the burning bush, “I am that I am”, meaning from the 
Hebrew, “I was what I was, I am what I am, I will be what I will be”. He is a God who goes in 
advance to prepare the future for His people. He is a proactive God. Indeed, it means more 
than that, it means that God’s preparation of the future is much more glorious and 
productive than the present. He goes ahead and ensures that the future will be positive, 
productive and meaningful for His people. 
  

2:4        A possible NT statement to encapsulate this concept is found in 1 Corinthians 2:9 “What 
no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man conceived, what God has prepared 



 3 

for those who love Him”. God is a God of advance preparation. He has an eye for the 
future; He has prepared the future for His people, and the future that He prepares is good, 
meaningful and positive. One is reminded of that statement from Jeremiah  29:11, “For I 
know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, plans for wholeness and not for evil, to 
give you a future and a hope”. This was spoken to the exiles as they were taken captive by 
Babylon and were leaving Jerusalem. They were wondering about the future, what the 
future had in store for them. Jeremiah tells them that Yahweh has already planned their 
future; it was to be a positive and pleasant future full of hope and meaning. They were not 
to be afraid of what was happening to them, things were going to be different in the future. 

  
2:5        We often have a fear of the future. We wonder how events will turn out for us; where we 

will be; how we will cope; what dangers, pains, disappointments, joys and pleasures await 
us. The unknown is a source of concern.  

  
2:6        As we wonder about the future we must remember that God is a God who is very proactive 

on our part; that He has prepared the future; that He is in the future; that He knows where 
we are heading and what will happen to us, and that He is already positively taking care of 
the future. This, I believe, is the lesson that we get from the Valley of Eshcol. 

  
2:7        As a proof of this teaching we need to take a look at some of the historical examples of 

God’s forward looking and preparation for future events. I want to take you to the historical 
situation that surrounded the coming of Jesus and the early preaching of the Gospel. It is 
stated that there was no better time in the history of this world for Jesus to be born and 
enter into this world and for the initial spread of the Christian Gospel than the period from 6 
BC onwards. 

  
2:8        In the first place it was during the Pax Romana, an extended period of peace in the Roman 

Empire that was to last from the time of Augustus for about 300 years. This was a time of 
political peace that allowed Jesus to roam around Palestine freely and eventually for the 
early missionaries – Paul and Peter and others – to travel between Palestine and Greece. 
Rome had built roads, shipping routes were established thus travel was made possible. 

  
2:9        Secondly, Alexander the Great in 333 BC had created a single unifying language – Greek. 

This was a common language that was spoken between Italy and India. The particular 
language that was spoken was known as Koine Greek, common Greek. It was different 
from Classical Greek. This then meant that Paul and others could pass from Palestine to 
Greece using one single language that everyone could understand.  

  
2:10      Thirdly, it was a time during which there had been much movement amongst the Jews. 

They had spread from around Palestine to various parts of Greece. This is evident by the 
different countries represented at Pentecost in Jerusalem when Peter was able to preach to 
such a diverse group of people (Acts 2). Synagogues had been build where the LXX ( 
Greek translation of the OT) was  being widely used. Hence there existed ready-made 
centres for evangelism. Indeed, for more than a generation the Christian communities 
worshipped and operated essentially as Jewish synagogues. The style of worship in the 
synagogue was not a lot different from our style of worship except that the NT introduced 
the gifts of the Spirit. But singing, prayers, readings and preaching were typical of 
synagogue worship.  

  
2:11      Finally, it was a time of pagan insecurity and despondency. People felt religiously and 

morally bankrupt, they were tired of the Eastern religions and the Roman worship of the 
Emperor was beginning to be spoken about. When Pilate said to Jesus, “what is truth”, he 
epitomised the general feeling of hopelessness. Thus the world was ready to receive the 
radical Gospel with its breakdown of racial, sex divisions and discriminations where there 
was neither “male nor female; bond or free; Jew or Gentile”.  
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2:12      The point that I am making is this. God pre-empted the coming of Christ, He went ahead 

and prepared the way for the Gospel and the introduction of Christianity. He prepared the 
future of the known world for the coming of Jesus so that it would be a positive and 
constructive time for the spread of the Gospel. This is the teaching of the Valley of Eshcol; 
God is proactive. 

  
2:13      It would be appropriate for us to fling this concept far into the future and think of the glory 

that is to be our inheritance. Is it not true that there is a glory already prepared for us? 
Think of the words of Jesus, “ In my Father's house are many rooms. If it were not so, 
would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?” John 14:2. Our place in glory is 
already prepared for us. He has been at work making it ready for us. Here is advance 
preparation on a grand scale.  

  
2:14      Listen to Paul the apostle, “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not 

worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us”  Romans 8:18. Yes, our present 
situation is full of sufferings, but there is a glory that is awaiting us. It is a glory that has 
already been prepared and it is about to be revealed to us. There is simply no comparison 
between what have experience now and that which we will experience in the future. 

  
2:15      It is in this context that the words of 1 Corinthians 2:9 have special meaning, “ But, as it is 

written, "What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined, what God 
has prepared for those who love him". This statement speaks for itself. God has prepared 
for us a glory. You cannot see, neither can you understand it. You cannot even conceive of 
the quality of the life that will be ours. It is because of this that we do not often think, sing or 
even preach on the glory to come. We just do not understand it. The danger is that 
because of this we fail to entertain the concept of glory in our minds.  

  
2:16      The saints in the OT held on to this view that there was a glory to come and it was this that 

motivated them into action. Listen to Hebrews 11:16 “But as it is, they desire a better 
country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for 
he has prepared for them a city”. You see there is this emphasis on advanced preparation 
once again. You must read the whole chapter to be able to grasp the value and meaning of 
retaining in your minds an expectation and longing for the glory to come. Don’t be so 
captivated by the materialism and comforts of this age that you neglect to consider the 
glory to come.  

  
2:17      Finally, there is that statement at the end of Revelation, Revelation 21:2 “And I saw the 

holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride 
adorned for her husband”. There again is the note of “preparation”.  

  
2:18      But, what about the here and now? What about our present experiences? Can we say that 

in our present lives God goes ahead and prepares the  way? Are we able to say that He is 
proactive in our lives? 

  
2:19      Job, in all his sufferings was able to cry out, “But he knows the way that I take; when he 

has tried me, I shall come out as gold” Job 23:10. In knowing the way, Job meant that God 
had already prepared the way ahead. This is why he could be so confident of a positive 
outcome of his sufferings. He knew that God would eventually produce gold as it were in 
his life.  

  
2:20      We live in an age of youth. Everything is made for the enjoyment of the young and I have 

no problem with this. But let the young realize that they will not stay young for ever. They 
too will grow old with the signs of decay entering their bodies. But, God is the God of the 
elderly. Listen to Isaiah 46:4 “even to your old age I am he, and to gray hairs I will carry 



 5 

you. I have made, and I will bear; I will carry and will save”. Just as we seek to prepare for 
our old age through pensions etc, God Himself is also preparing our old age. He will ensure 
His presence and power for that time when we will possibly need it the most, the time when 
the body becomes weak, frail and fraught with illness and then death creeps up on us.  

  
2:21      Let us further consider two statement from Jeremiah as he spoke to encourage the people 

of God as they were led away captive to Babylon. Jeremiah 29:11 “For I know the plans I 
have for you, declares the LORD, plans for wholeness and not for evil, to give you a future 
and a hope”. And  Jeremiah 31:17 “There is hope for your future, declares the LORD, and 
your children shall come back to their own country”. We must not take these statements 
away from their original context, but there is a principle to be found here. The principle is 
that God is not a God of impulse, He does not operate from hand to mouth as it were. He 
does consider the future, indeed he is forward planning, He is proactive and has the future 
all planned out. This was clearly true for Israel and it was with this teaching that Jeremiah 
sought to encourage the despondent exiles as they left their home land for Babylon.  

  
2:22      The emphasis here is upon God having future plans for His people. Because God is good 

these plans naturally are “not for evil” and contain a “hope”. If we were to explore the full 
extent of these words we would consider the return of the Jews to Canaan under Nehemiah 
and Ezra; the coming of the Messiah, the growth of the Church, the future hope of Israel 
and the coming of the Kingdom of God in glory. These plans naturally concern us. 

  
2:23      Of course, on the basis of the narrative in Numbers 13 when the spies brought back the 

very large bunches of grapes, it might be imagined that the future God has for us is one of 
perfect prosperity. I do not believe in the “prosperity Gospel”, namely the teaching that 
suggests God is bound to increase our material possessions. I do not see any teaching in 
scripture that supports such a notion. To use the narrative teaching from this passage in 
Numbers to teach the prosperity Gospel would be to press the application too far and 
isolate it from the remainder of the Bible especially the NT.  

  
2:24      I would suggest that from the Valley of Eshcol we obtain the view that God does plan and 

prepare the future for us, but we must remember that God is in the business of spiritual 
riches, spiritual maturity and preparation for glory. It is in the area of spiritual prosperity that 
God is at work not primarily that of material prosperity. This does not exclude His 
involvement in our physical and material needs, but His main area of attention is with our 
spiritual growth.  

  
2:25      But the future He plans for us may not be the future that we have in our minds. We can 

plan and prepare for some future event, but God can intervene and turn things around. We 
have to always bear in mind these teachings of Scripture;  Proverbs 19:21 “Many are the 
plans in the mind of a man, but it is the purpose of the LORD that will stand”. We make 
many plans, but in the end, it is God who controls our lives and directs our way. Then 
again, Proverbs 16:9 “The heart of man plans his way, but the LORD establishes his 
steps”. There is much teaching in Proverbs, the Wisdom literature of the Old Testament, 
about making plans.  
  

2:26      Then listen carefully to the words of Isaiah 55:8  “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
neither are your ways my ways, declares the LORD”. The Hebrew word for “thoughts” is 
“plans”. How difficult it is to accept this teaching. How often we grumble and complain when 
our desires and wishes are not met. In theory we agree with the teaching on the 
sovereignty of God but in practice we seem to reject it. From every angle the Bible seems 
to shout this truth to us that God’s ways and plans are so different from our own, but we 
seem reluctant to receive such teaching. 
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2:27      However, the encouraging lesson for us is this. God does not abandon us to our future. He 
is involved; He does care; He is preparing a positive future even though at times we may 
not think it is positive or good. We might say that He has our best interests at heart. He 
knows what is best for us both physically and spiritually.  

  
2:28      The important application for us then is this; do not fear the future. Do not worry or become 

anxious about what is going to happen; do not lose heart, for God is proactive; He is a God 
of advanced preparation; He is already in the future preparing our way ahead.  

  
2:29      If you ever doubt this you must look to the cross. You must say to yourself this was 

planned and prepared from before the creation of the world and repeatedly prophesied 
throughout the Old Testament. The cross was not an after thought of God; it was not an 
accident of  history. No, when Peter preached on the Day of Pentecost he could say, Acts 
2:23 “ this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, 
you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men”. If God loved me so much as to plan 
and prepare for my salvation He is bound to take care of my future here on this earth and 
then lead me to the glory. 

  
2:30      We can go even further with our proof of the forward planning nature of God by looking at 

our predestination and election. What does predestination mean but that our destination to 
salvation and beyond has  been prepared and planned by God in advance. You are a 
Christian today because God planned and purposed it before the very creation of the world. 
Listen to these words, Ephesians 1:3-5  “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places,  4 
even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and 
blameless before him. In love  5 he predestined us for adoption through Jesus Christ, 
according to the purpose of his will”.  

  
2:31      If this is true, then my future is safe. I can rest confident in the knowledge that God has 

safely planned and settled my future. I would not wish my future to be anywhere else other 
than in His safe hands and keeping. Our final scriptures must be these, “… in your book 
were written, every one of them, the days that were formed for me, when as yet there were 
none of them” Psalm 139:16. The very days and their contents are already written in the 
Book of God. Long before events occur, God has planned and prepared the future. 

  
2:32      Then, finally consider Psalm 31:15 “My times are in your hand; rescue me from the hand 

of my enemies and from my persecutors!”. The writer is exposed to persecution and trouble 
in which he expresses his trust in God. He then acknowledges that all his experiences are 
from the hand of God, “my times are in your hands”, but then pleads to be rescued from his 
suffering. 
  

2:33      Whatever God has in store for us, whether it be favourable or unfavourable, let us 
acknowledge that He is sovereign, that our times are in His hands and derive from that the 
encouragement to persevere and honour Him. The Valley of Eshcol has much to teach us 
about God and His ways.  

  
  
  
  
Richard Lee 
 


