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The lesson at Ai
Joshua 7:1-9

Defeated at Ai

The victory at Jericho was monumental.  The people were gaining confidence about conquering Canaan, and Joshua had gained fame throughout the land.  West of Jericho is the small city of Ai where Abraham had sojourned upon arriving in Canaan.  Gen. 12:8  While many Biblical sites are difficult to positively locate, it is generally agreed that Ai is about one mile east of Bethel and sometimes considered one settlement.  The name of the city means "ruin" which indicates that it was the site of numerous battles and may have been used primarily as a military outpost for Bethel in Joshua's time.  Excavations indicate that this site was occupied as early as 3100 BC, destroyed and rebuilt several times.  Ai seems to be the next logical conquest for Israel.

But there is a problem, a serious problem.  Israel has acted unfaithfully even though warned about consequences, and they violated the ban which the LORD had placed on Jericho.  Josh. 6:18-19   The anger of the LORD burned against the entire nation.  The primary offender is Achan and there is no doubt about which "Achan", since his father, grandfather and great-grandfather are also named as well as his tribe, Judah.  Four generations would have taken the family tree back to Egypt.  While Carmi and Zabdi ( or Zimri) are listed in genealogies,  1 Chron. 2:6-7, Num. 26:19-22,   there are other references to great-grandfather Zerah which are interesting.  Genesis 38 tells us about Zerah's conception and birth to Judah and Tamar.  His twin brother Perez is in the genealogy of Jesus.   Matt. 1:3 

v. 2-5   All of this sets the stage for what is going to occur next.  From Jericho, Joshua sent men to the region around Ai to gain information about its vulnerability to conquest.  They considered Ai to be easy prey and recommended that 3,000 men could take the city.  However, when they attacked the gate, they were repelled and 36 men of Israel were "struck down".  Not only that, but the men of Ai chased the rest to Shebarim.  This is the only time in Scripture that this place is mentioned, and it means "ruins."  It was here that the fleeing forces of Israel were "struck down."  The Hebrew word translated "struck down"  is H5221, nakah  38x in Joshua, and means defeated, beaten, killed, destroyed.  Considering the effect on Israel, it would be reasonable to understand this event to describe the killing or slaughter of all Israel's remaining men who attacked Ai.  In other places, the meaning may be clearer.  See Josh. 8:21-24
v. 6-9  After their great victory at Jericho, this defeat is disheartening to the people and their leaders.  Joshua and the elders went into mourning, tearing their clothes, putting dust on their heads, and falling on their faces before the ark of the covenant.  Joshua's prayer is recorded here.


He asks the LORD why they could not have just stayed on the east side of the Jordan.


He asks why Israel has been defeated before their enemies.


He is concerned that all Canaan will hear, surround them, and destroy them and any record of



the nation.


Considering all this, Joshua asks the LORD, "What will You do for Your great name?"

Moses had pleaded with the LORD on the same premise that whatever happened to Israel affected how the LORD Himself was perceived throughout the world.  Deut. 9:25-29   One purpose, and perhaps the greatest purpose, for Israel in the promised land was to establish God's name.  Deut. 12:5  

Joshua 7:10-15
Israel had sinned
The LORD's answer may have startled Joshua.  Stand up and solve the problem!  And here is the problem:  All Israel has sinned, breaking the covenant, taking something under the ban thereby stealing from God, and the offenders have deceived the nation.  Because of this sin, Israel came under a curse and cannot stand before their enemies, and the LORD will not be with them . . . unless He is obeyed and the stolen things are destroyed.  God's covenant with Israel was conditional upon their obedience.   They are a holy nation to the LORD, a kingdom of priests  Ex. 19:6,   and they have been corrupted by sin.  Once again the people are commanded to consecrate themselves and prepare for the next day when God will identify and destroy the guilty.  The LORD instructed Joshua to gather the people by tribe, family and household, then man by man.  To "come near" indicates that this was to be done before the LORD at the tabernacle.  The offender was not known by Joshua nor most of the people.  The one who had sinned had hidden his sin, not taken responsibility for the defeat of the nation, not confessed and repented, and had included his family in the cover-up.  They lied to Joshua, the nation, and to God.  The judgment is given in v. 15:    the offender and all that belongs to him is to be burned with fire.

Joshua 7:16-26
The responsibility of Achan

Joshua began early in the morning and through this elaborate process narrowed the guilty down to one man, Achan.  When confronted by Joshua, Achan was urged to confess and thereby give praise and glory to God.  Until this moment, Achan had remained silent.  Achan's confession described the progress of his sin:  He saw (gazed upon what was forbidden), he coveted (wanted what God had not given him), he took (what did not belong to him), and he concealed (refused to confess and repent).  Deliberate sin is rebellion against God.  This is often the pattern of sin.  

Gen. 3:6  Eve saw that the tree was good for food, it was desirable to make her wise, she took and ate.  
After sharing with Adam, they hid in the garden.

Gen. 6:1-7  The sons of God (humans who had previously called on the name of the LORD) saw that


the daughters of men were beautiful, desired them, and took whomever they chose producing 


children of the union.  Thus the corruption and sinfulness that led to judgment and the flood.
2 Sam. 11:2-4  King David saw Bathsheba, desired and took her, and covered it up with a murder.

In 1 John 2:16, sin is defined as lust of the eyes (desiring what God has not given), lust of the flesh 
(doing what God has forbidden) and the sinful pride of life (not taking responsibility, confessing 
and repenting).  

Joshua sent men to confirm Achan's confession.  The stolen items were brought back and poured out before the LORD at the tabernacle.  The items taken were a robe from Shinar (Babylon), 200 shekels of silver and a gold bar weighing 50 shekels.  The root of Achan's sin was coveting, the root of all sin.

These stolen items along with Achan's children, livestock, tent and all his belongings were taken to the valley of Achor where all Israel stoned them and burned  them with fire.  All that Achan had was destroyed.  Especially here it is important to understand the difference between responsibility for sin and the consequences of sin.  A person is responsible for only his own sins.   Ezek. 18:20,  Deut. 24:16,    Jer. 31:30    The consequences of sin, however, are visited on the children to the third and fourth generation.  Ex. 20:5  Achan's sin also caused a curse and trouble on the whole nation.   In this case, those who specifically participated in the cover-up acquired the guilt of the one who stole, much like the getaway driver is punished with the bank robbers.  Obstruction of justice and failing to report a criminal act are also crimes.  A monument of stones was erected on the place to commemorate when the LORD turned away from His anger toward Israel.  Achor means "trouble".  This name continued throughout Israel's history.  Hos. 2:15, Isa. 65:10
Joshua 8:1-29

Defeating Ai

Details of the ensuing battle with Ai are given in these verses.  Having been deeply disheartened by their earlier defeat, Israel's sin against God had been identified and punished.  The LORD's anger had turned away from them, and He had instructions for Joshua:  Do not fear or be dismayed,  very similar to the earlier admonition to be strong and courageous!  The LORD had now given (past tense) Ai into their hands.  Ai will be defeated as Jericho was defeated and the king killed, but this time Israel may take the spoil and cattle for themselves.   An ambush is planned and here's how the battle went:    


Israel is camped east of Ai at Gilgal and Jericho.

Joshua chose from the army of 30,000 valiant warriors.


All troop movements occurred at night.  Ai is in a valley so troops could be in close



proximity without being seen from Ai.


Joshua's troops moved to the north side of Ai where Joshua dispatched 5,000 men to be stationed



on the west side between Bethel and Ai to keep Bethel from coming to Ai's aid.


Joshua's remaining men now numbered 25,000.


Early in the morning the king of Ai became aware of Israel's troops on the north and 



sent Ai's warriors out to confront them.


Although not specifically mentioned, Joshua probably sent a small contingent to



initiate an attack on Ai so that he could draw Ai's army out to meet them.


After the first encounter, Israel pretended to be beaten and fled.


All of Ai's troops pursued as they had at the first attack when Israel was defeated.     Josh. 7:4-5

Joshua stretched out his hand with a javelin as a signal for the 5,000 troops



which were in ambush position to move into the city.


The city was undefended, so the 5,000 of Israel's army were able to conquer it



and quickly set it on fire.


Joshua's troops saw the smoke and turned to face Ai's army with all of his 25,000 men.

When Ai's army saw what was happening, they were trapped between the two divisions



of Joshua's army, and they had nowhere to flee.


All of Ai's army were killed in the battle, but the king was taken alive.

 
Israel entered Ai killing all the people of Ai. The dead totaled 12,000.


Joshua had held high the javelin until the battle was over and victory declared.



His raised weapon was a sign of confidence in God.  Moses had lifted his



rod to indicate trust in God for victory over Amalek.       Ex. 17:8-13

Israel took only the cattle and spoil of the city as plunder as commanded by the LORD.


Joshua burned Ai and it remained a desolation for a long period of time.


The king was hanged on a tree until evening, and 
(cursed by God    Deut. 21:22-23)


his body thrown at the city gate.


A memorial heap of stones was erected over his body.

The LORD had brought about Israel's defeat because of sin in the camp, and now the LORD was still the sovereign power behind their victory.

Joshua 8:30-35
Worship and the Word

Moses had left instructions that an altar be built on Mt. Ebal of uncut stones on which the Law was written.  Ex. 20:24-26    Burnt offerings and peace offerings were to be made.  Deut. 27:2-8    Half the nation was to stand on Mt. Ebal to recite the curses of disobedience, and half the nation was to stand on Mt. Gerizim to shout the blessings of obedience.  Deut. 27:12-13  The shouted blessings fell on Mt. Ebal!   And Joshua followed Moses' commands.   The ark of the  covenant was in the center and all Israel was present.  Burnt offerings symbolizing complete commitment and peace offerings of thanksgiving for peace and fellowship with God were made.  Joshua read all the words of the Law, 

the blessings and the curses; not a single word was overlooked.  Israel is established in the land.
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