158. ATTACK ON AI
"The Children of Israel committed a trespass in the accursed thing"
The victory of Jericho was a triumph of faith, and now, in the next incident, we have stressed the importance not only of faith, but of obedience as well. God has recorded His will, and it is our duty to hearken to His word and OBEY it.

Because that was not done by all Israel at Jericho — a disaster was about to overtake the nation.

Instead of devoting all the spoil of Jericho to Yahweh as commanded, Achan secretly kept some back (Joshua 7:1 — remember the word "accursed" means "devoted" i.e. "consecrated or given to God"). Thus Achan stole from God. The terrible consequences matched this terrible transgression.

Joshua 7 & 8
AI.
Twelve kilometres from Jericho was the town of Ai. The word "Ai" means "ruin" and it was to prove a ruin to some in Israel. Ai stood at the beginning of the wild maze of hills that lead to the uplands of Palestine. It commanded the valleys that gave access to the land (Joshua 8:11). It was only a small town, and the spies reported that only a token force of Israelites would be needed to take it (Joshua 7:3).


This suggests that Israel were perhaps confident of their own ability and were rather presumptuous. Moreover they did not approach God first for directions.

DESPAIR (vv. 6-9).
The small army was despatched, but soon returned in full retreat to the camp of Israel. 36 men had been killed, and Israel was defeated. Fear swept through the camp (v. 5). Had God deserted them? If so, how then could they continue after the Canaanites heard of their defeat. Enemies would attack them on every side.

Clothes were rent, and dust put on heads as a sign of mourning. Notice the prayer of Joshua, "What shall I say when Israel turneth their backs before their enemies. . ."He appealed unto Yahweh, desperate to know what it was that had caused God to allow such a thing to happen.

THE CAUSE OF THE TROUBLE (vv. 10-12).
Note the urgent answer to Joshua, "Get thee up". This was no time for complaint, for the fault really lay with Israel. Israel had "sinned and they have also transgressed my Covenant which I commanded them: for they have even taken of the accursed thing, and have also stolen, and dissembled (hid) also, and they have put it even among their own stuff". This was the reason for defeat and not only so but God would not be with them again until those responsible were punished.

THE CURE (vv. 13-15).
On the morrow the intense search began. In the morning all the tribes of Israel were assembled. By means of casting lots, the tribe in which resided the guilty party was identified. Then the family of that tribe was revealed and then the household, until the man responsible was exposed. Imagine the feelings of Achan, the guilty party as all this went on. What a lesson there is for us in this. The Lord Jesus Christ shall soon return to the earth and from his throne of judgment will judge his servants. Let us heed and obey now, when the opportunity is present so that we shall not be among those who will weep and gnash their teeth in the last day.

CONFESSION (vv. 16-21).
Read carefully the confession of Achan. Notice the kindness of Joshua (v. 19). "My son, give, I pray thee, glory to the LORD God of Israel, and make confession unto Him. . .". There was sorrow in Israel. The whole work of God was put in jeopardy by an act of foolishness and disobedience. God cannot work with sin. A true confession would justify the action of God in withdrawing His protection at Ai, it would show that He was right.

The confession came. Note the following words. Mark them in your Bible, "I have sinned, i.e., "I saw" "I coveted", "I took" (vv. 20-21, see also James 1:15). This is how sin arises. The same process took place when Eve sinned (Genesis 3:6). As a result of her action, death, the wages of sin, then came on all men (Romans 5:12). The same thing happened when Achan sinned. Defeat and death came on the camp of Israel. How important it is for us to carefully guard our thoughts and actions. God is not mocked. He discerns our every thought. Let ours be a heart purged of covetousness and ever willing to obey His Word. Disobedience will surely bring great suffering for us and may well involve others in our sin and suffering.

Achan's name means "trouble" and he had "troubled Israel" as Joshua declared (v. 15).

PUNISHMENT (vv. 22-26).
The punishment of sin is death (Romans 6:23). Achan and his family were stoned. The family was involved in the sin, for they knew Achan had taken the goods and would have helped him to hide them. All Israel stoned Achan with stones and burned them with fire. Thus they all repudiated what had been done. It was a public condemnation of the sin of Achan. They covered him with a large heap of stones for a memorial for a continual reminder of the tragedy of sin and the loss the nation suffered as a consequence.

FAITH RESTORED (Joshua 8).
Joshua was told to "fear not" for God would deliver Ai into his hands. He was to take "all the people" (i.e., the army) for this purpose. From them he selected 30,000 men and taking 5,000 of these, he set them in the valley that divided Ai from Bethel to act as an ambush. He did this overnight. The remaining 25,000 he had placed before the city and told them the strategy he had planned. Then, when all was ready, he went to a high hill overlooking the city so that he could supervise the operation.

Next day, the soldiers of Ai, together with reinforcements from Bethel (v. 17), seeing the body of Israelites advancing up the valley, vigorously attacked them. Following the instructions of Joshua, the 25,000 Israelites turned and fled. The men of Ai thought they had another easy victory, and were drawn away from the city. Joshua stretched out his spear (v. 18).

This was the signal agreed upon with the men in ambush. Rising up out of their hiding place in the valley behind Ai, they entered the city and set it on fire. As the smoke ascended, the soldiers of Ai saw that they had been caught between the two groups of Joshua's army. They halted their attack. Immediately the 25,000 Israelites, together with the rest of the army that had remained hidden from Ai, turned and attacked. The city was completely destroyed. The king was publicly executed to teach Israel the fate of those who were so wicked (see Deut. 9:5-6).

In the victory of Ai, faith was restored, and the people could clearly see that whereas sin led to defeat, obedience would bring victory.



LESSON FOR US:
Following the example of outstanding faith shown at Jericho we see how the carelessness of Israel and the dishonesty of Achan brought sin and despair. It shows that we must not only believe but also obey. See the words of the Lord Jesus — John 14:21, 23; John 16:27. If we love God we will obey Him. It is no use saying we love Him otherwise. A Scriptural love is LOVE IN ACTION. Therefore we must not only understand His purpose, and have faith in His promises, but we must learn to OBEY him. Then we will avoid mistakes such as Achan made.
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PARAGRAPH QUESTIONS:
1. What was the cause of the failure in Israel's first attack on Ai, and what should we learn from their failure?
2. From Achan's confession show the step by step development of sin.
3. What plan of attack did Joshua use in the second attack on Ai?

ESSAY QUESTIONS:
1. Describe how Achan troubled Israel and how his sin was revealed. What lessons do we learn from this?
2. Show how Israel was successful in their second attack upon the city of Ai in contrast to their first attack.

