Joshua 7 - Defeat at Ai and Achan’s Sin

 

Intro: After such a wonderful experience at Jericho, chapter 7 is surprising to say the least. Suddenly we are presented with failure that stand in striking contrast to the victories of the past six chapters The thrill of victory was so quickly replaced with the agony of defeat.  One minute we can be living in victory—the next in defeat! 

The distance between a great victory and a great defeat is only one step. One sad truth of reality in a fallen world is that we can be riding high on the cloud of some great spiritual success and the very next moment  find ourselves in a valley of spiritual failure and despair.

.
A.  Defeat at Ai.

 

1. (1) Not all of Israel obeyed the law of the devoted things.

 

 

a. The children of Israel committed a trespass regarding the accursed things: Joshua commanded the nation in Joshua 6:18 that they should not take of any of the accursed things, those things that were associated with the demonic and debasing worship and practices of the Canaanites. Achan took some of them. Notice God does not have a problem calling you out by name.

 

b. The accursed things: The wars fought by Israel in Canaan were not to be plundering wars of personal gain; they were an unusual, sacred instrument in God’s hand, used for judgment against a society ripe for judgment.

 

c. So the anger of the Lord burned against the children of Israel: Israel could not be defeated by the Canaanites, but they could defeat themselves by alienating themselves from God’s plan and power. Does that seem fair? Achan commits the sin and the nation of Israel is going to suffer.

 

2. (2-3) Spies report from the city of Ai.

 

a. Ai is about ten miles west of Jericho, across the mountains. Ai is the next place for the Israelites to conquer.  They send in spies. They discovered there were about 12,000 people who lived in Ai (Jos 8:25). Remembering how easily Jericho had been taken they recommended that it would only take about two or three thousand warriors to knock off this city.

The recommendation to send only two or three thousand men was either a response of faith or self confidence.  In the end it did not matter; in their disobedience, they could have sent 100,000 troops and it would have made no difference because their problem is not Ai but their disobedience to God.
 

3. (4-5) Israel is defeated at Ai.

 

 

a. So about three thousand men went up there from the people: Joshua, a wise military leader, commands the larger number recommended by his military intelligence to be sent - but it makes no difference.  They fled before the men of Ai.
 

b. And the men of Ai struck down about thirty-six men: The thirty-six men killed were thirty-six more than were killed at Jericho, which was thought to be a much more difficult city to conquer.  Though this number was small from a military standpoint, what it meant was staggering to Israel.  It meant that Israel could be defeated in the Promised Land.

 

i. The defeat at Ai showed that what mattered was not the strength of the opponent, but the help of God.  Without God’s help, all would be lost.

 

c. Therefore the hearts of the people melted and became like water: The people of Israel had good reason to be afraid.  Their panic was completely logical, because if God did not fight for them, they had nothing to expect but defeat.

 

B. Joshua goes before the Lord in time of crisis.

 

1. (6-9) Joshua fears that it was unfaithfulness on God’s part that had caused the defeat.

 

 

a. Then Joshua tore his clothes: To tear your clothes and to put dust on your head both displayed mourning.  Joshua is not only mourning the death of thirty-six men, but more so, he and the elders of Israel mourn the loss of the blessing and guidance of God.

 

b. Alas, Lord God, why have You brought this people over the Jordan at all: For Joshua and the elders of Israel, this defeat was a national calamity.  They do not take this defeat in stride; there is no “win a few, lose a few” mentality at work.  They know that every battle matters, and there is always a reason for defeat, it doesn’t “just happen.”

 

c. Oh, that we had been content, and dwelt on the other side of the Jordan!  Joshua well knows that if God’s hand of blessing and guidance is not there, it would be better that they had come to the Promised Land.  If God will not deliver them, all will be lost.

 

i. How different from so much of Christianity today!  We are often so filled with man’s programs and power, that if God withdrew His blessing and guidance, it wouldn’t be missed for a long time.

 

d. Then what will You do for Your great name?  This shows that Joshua’s over-riding concern was for the glory of God.  Our greatest disappointment when we stumble should be that we have possibly caused reproach on the great name of God.

 

2. (10-11) The real reason for defeat: Israel has sinned.

 

 

a. Israel has sinned: The good news was that God had not failed the nation.  The bad news was that this defeat was due to the sin of Israel.  Joshua doesn’t need to fear that the problem is with God - it is almost comforting to find that the problem is with us!

 

i. This is why God tells Joshua to get up.  He doesn’t need to beg God to change His heart towards Israel.  Joshua must change Israel’s heart before God.

 

ii. God’s provision is for us to live a life of unbroken victory.  But He will not make defeat impossible, taking away our ability to choose good or evil.  He always makes it possible for us not to sin; here, Israel sinned, but they didn’t have to.

 

b. Israel has sinned . . . they . . . they . . . they also: God says that Israel had sinned, not only one man.  It is staggering to think that the whole nation was found guilty, and thirty-six men were dead, all for the sin of one man and his family.

 

i. Paul speaks in similar terms concerning sin in the church; regarding sin among the Corinthian church, he says Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump? (1 Corinthians 5:6)  A small amount of sin accepted and tolerated among believers can infect the whole group.

 

ii. In this sense, the acceptance and toleration of the sin is worse than the sin itself, so it must be dealt with strictly.

Deuteronomy 28:15 (NIV) 
15 However, if you do not obey the LORD your God and do not carefully follow all his commands and decrees I am giving you today, all these curses will come upon you and overtake you: 

Deuteronomy 28:25 (NIV) 
25 The LORD will cause you to be defeated before your enemies. You will come at them from one direction but flee from them in seven, and you will become a thing of horror to all the kingdoms on earth. 

 

c

 

3. (12-13) The effect of the sin: they now have no power before their enemies.

 

 

a. Therefore the children of Israel could not stand before their enemies: Israel could not fight in God’s power and presence unless they walked in obedience to God.  Israel was under a covenant with God that promised blessing on their obedience, and also promised curses upon their disobedience.

 

i.  If we want God’s power and presence in our own battles, we must walk in fellowship with Him, and this fellowship is hindered by our own sin and rebellion.

 

ii. Our position before God is secure in Jesus; but our fellowship with Him is hindered by our own sin (1 John 1:6).  This fellowship with God is our wellspring of power to live in the Spirit.

 

b. They have become doomed to destruction: It is sobering to realize that a body in sin has no power before their enemies.  It is wonderful to realize that once the sin has been dealt with, God’s power can again flow in our Christian life.

 

c. You cannot stand before your enemies until you take away the accursed thing from among you: When God deals with a particular area of sin, and when resist His work, His mercy makes us to fail in battle.  We are most dangerous when we think we are “winning” battles with our own self-reliance.

 

4. (14-15) Instructions for judgment of the sin.

 

a. The tribe which the Lord takes: Though the identity of the sinning family was unknown to Joshua, it was known to God.  Secret sin on earth is an open scandal before God.  Therefore, we should therefore live our lives with “one set of books,” with one kind of life that can be seen by anybody, anywhere.

 

b. Then it shall be that he who is taken with the accursed thing shall be burned with fire: Once God dealt with the one sinning individual, blessing could come again on the whole nation.

 

C. Achan’s sin publicly judged.

 

1. (16-18) God exposes the identity of the head of the family that had sinned.

 

 

a. Achan the son of Carmi, the son of Zabdi, the son of Zerah, of the tribe of Judah, was taken: This must have been an excruciating experience for Achan.  How much better to simply walk in obedience to God!

 

b. All this time, Achan certainly remembered exactly what he had taken, and how he wished he had not taken it.  But he - and we - should remember the regret of sin before we sin, not after.

 

i. Sin does have its pleasures.  Taking those things gave Achan a good feeling.  But the penalty of sin, both within us and upon us, outweighs any of the fleeting pleasures of sin.
ii. Jer 23:24 KJV) Can any hide himself in secret places that I shall not see him? saith the LORD. Do not I fill heaven and earth? saith the LORD.

iii. (Ezek 8:12 KJV) Then said he unto me, Son of man, hast thou seen what the ancients of the house of Israel do in the dark, every man in the chambers of his imagery? for they say, The LORD seeth us not; the LORD hath forsaken the earth.

iv.  

2. (19-21) Joshua confronts Achan, and he confesses.

 

 

a. My son, I beg you, give glory to the Lord God of Israel, and make confession to Him: Even when we sin and try to cover our sin, we can still give glory to the Lord by openly and honestly confessing our sin.  Hidden sin always has a special power over us.

 

b. A beautiful Babylonian garment, two hundred shekels of silver, and a wedge of gold weighing fifty shekels: Measured against the lives of thirty-six men and the welfare of the entire nation, what Achan gained was pretty insignificant.  Truly, the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, for which some have strayed from the faith in their greediness, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows (1 Timothy 6:10).

 

c. Think of how Achan could have rationalized his sin: “No one will know.”  “These things won’t be missed.”  “Think of how I’ll be admired in this beautiful Babylonian garment.”  “I’m not hurting anyone.”  “I deserve this.”  The excuses can go on and on, but they all fall short.

 

d. When we are at the terrible place Achan is, we all feel terrible about our sin, wishing we had never done it - may God help us to feel terrible about our sin before we do it!

 

2. (22-26) The confession confirmed and judgment executed.

 

 

a. Don't assume here that the kids are having to pay for daddy's sin. That's not the case here.

(Ezek 18:20 KJV) The soul that sinneth, it shall die. The son shall not bear the iniquity of the father, neither shall the father bear the iniquity of the son: the righteousness of the righteous shall be upon him, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be upon him.

It seems that Achan wasn't alone in his sin, or in hiding it.

At some point, he got his family involved in it too.

 

b. The Israelites aptly named this place Valley of Trouble (or, disaster, as it is in the NIV).

 

c. So the Lord turned from the fierceness of His anger: Even this kind of sin, when it is dealt with, can be a spring board to victory again.  Now Israel was again in position to walk in the power and guidance of God, after they had been conquered by God again.

 

