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Joshua 7:1-26 
“What’s your idol? – The Story of Achan & Ai” 

Introduction 
In Joshua 6 we saw the Destruction of Jericho, and we saw the Rescue of Rahab. 
 
As I said last Sunday morning, many people find it hard to understand or believe 
how God could be so angry with sin, and so vengeful on sinners, as he was at 
Jericho. But that’s where we need to remember that for the people of Jericho this 
was their moment of Judgement. This was God’s Judgement coming upon them 
for all their sin and wickedness, and especially for their sin of idolatry! 
 
We saw that back in Deuteronomy 20:16-18 – God commanded all inhabitants 
of Canaan to be destroyed because of their sin and wickedness, so that they 
would not lead the Israelites into similar sins against God. 
 
We saw in Deuteronomy 7:1-11 that the People of Israel deserved the same 
treatment (God’s Wrath) – but instead, in His mercy, He showed them His love 
and chose them to be his own special people.  
 
In Joshua 7 we see that worked out in practice. We find one person in the nation 
of Israel who is prepared to defy God and take something of the plunder of Ai and 
hide it in his tent, as if nobody, not even God, was going to find out.  
 
Even though all Israel was told not to touch anything that had been ‘devoted to 
God for destruction’ yet one man decided to disobey that order, and take 
something for himself (See Joshua 6:17-19). 
 
At first Joshua hadn’t a clue what had gone wrong, when Israel was defeated 
instead of the City of Ai, but eventually God revealed to him what had happened. 
So in the second half of this chapter we will see how God’s wrath fell on Achan, 
just as much as it did on Jericho, because his heart was just as full of idolatry as 
the hearts of the people of Jericho were! A richly ornamented robe from Shinar, 
200 shekels of silver, and a gold bar worth 50 shekels were far more important to 
him than obeying and honouring the Living and True God! 
 
So my question to you this morning is this: ‘What’s your idol?’ 
 
Achan’s was material things: rich clothing, gold and silver. What’s yours? 
 
- What is it that keeps coming between you and God? 
 
- What is it that you would rather do, than doing God’s Will? 

We sang that hymn: ‘O for a closer walk with God’ last Sunday morning… 
One of the verses says this: 
 

‘The dearest idol I have known, whate’er that idol be, 
help me to tear it from Thy throne and worship only Thee.’ 

 
So let’s be straight, let’s be honest this morning – What matters more to you than 
God? What idol has taken the place of God in your life? Believer OR Unbeliever? 
Because the First Commandment says: ‘You shall have no other gods before Me!’ 
 
Let’s take a look at this chapter together… 
 
1. God is angry with Israel because of Achan’s sin (v.1) 
 
Q. Why was Israel told to hand over the spoils from Jericho to the Lord, and yet 
whenever they would eventually defeat Ai and all the other cities of Canaan they 
were allowed to keep the spoils for themselves? (e.g. Joshua 8:2). 
 
The point is that Jericho was the first city they were going to defeat in Canaan. 
And there is a verse in Proverbs 3:9 that says: 
 

‘Honour the Lord with your wealth and with the firstfruits of all your produce.’ 
 

In the Book of Malachi 3:8-10, at the end of the O.T., the question is asked: 
 

‘Will a man rob God? Yet you are robbing me.’ 
But you say, ‘How have we robbed you? 

‘In your tithes and offerings. You are cursed with a curse, for you are robbing me, 
the whole nation of you. Bring the full tithe into the storehouse, that there may be 
food in my house. And thereby put me to the test, says the Lord of hosts, if I will 
not open the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you a blessing until 

there is no more need.’ 
 

The firstfruits of all that we earn, of all that we get, belongs to the Lord, and we are 
supposed to give that freely and willingly to the Lord. The rest is for us to live on. 
 
The same principle is true here in Jericho. This was the first city that the Israelites 
were to take as they made their way into Canaan. They were told to devote it 
completely to the Lord, and everything in it. They were told not to take any of the 
plunder for themselves. All the silver and gold was to be brought into the treasury 
of the Lord. That was spelled out to them over and over again in chapter 6. 
 
But no sooner are we into ch.7, than we’re told in the very first verse, that 
someone has disobeyed, someone has broken faith in regard to the devoted 



things. This one man, Achan, had taken some of the devoted things for himself, 
and as a result, the anger of the LORD now burned against the people of Israel. 
 
One man has sinned. But God is angry with the whole nation of Israel. 
Achan’s sin has defiled the whole camp of Israel. God’s blessing is withdrawn. 
And as a result… 
 
2. God brings defeat on Israel because of Pride (vs.2-5) 
 
This defeat at Ai was Israel’s first, and only defeat, in the Land of Canaan! 
They had just come from the tremendous victory over Jericho. 
God had given the city into their hands. And they think Ai would be simple. 
 
In v.2 Joshua doesn’t consult the LORD to see what they should do next. 
God doesn’t give any orders to Joshua, as Commanding Officer. 
Joshua just takes it upon himself to send some men up from Jericho to Ai. 
He told them to go up and spy out the land. 
Jericho was away down in the Jordan Valley, way below sea level. 
Ai was away up in the Hill Country, east of Bethel.  
So these men had to travel up quite a climb from Jericho to Ai. 
 
And they came back with their own ideas about how to deal with Ai (v.3). 
 

- Self-confidence led to presumption. 
- If they could take Jericho, then Ai would be a doddle. 
- They had this idea that only 3000 men could defeat Ai. 

 
So they didn’t consult the Lord, they just spied out Ai, and thought they could do it 
with a fraction of the army that had defeated Jericho. But they had forgotten it was 
the Lord who gave them the victory. It wasn’t their army that had won the victory! 
God gave the city of Jericho into their hand – all they had to do was walk round it! 
 
Proverbs 16:18 – “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall” 
 
And that’s exactly what was happening here. These 3000 men of Israel went up to 
Ai, and what happened? We’re told in v.4 that ‘they fled before the men of Ai’.  
And worst still, ‘The men of Ai killed about 36 of their men and chased them before 
the gate as far as Shebarim and struck them at the descent.’  
 
The people of Ai literally chased them back down the hill again, and caught 36 of 
them and put them to death. What a waste of life! It didn’t need to be like that! 
 
You know, all this reminds me of an awful incident in the early church: Acts 5:1-11. 
Ananias & Sapphira gave to the Lord, but they kept back part of it for themselves. 

They gave the impression they’d given all of the proceeds of the property they had 
sold to the Lord. God judged them instantly, and great fear came on God’s people. 
 
The effect this had on Joshua and the rest of the people was very similar… 
 
3. Joshua falls down, and wants to go back, not forward! (vs.6-9) 
 
This leader who had just been magnified (in 6:27) was now mortified (in 7:6). 
He tore his clothes and fell face down on the ground, and he lay there before the 
Ark of the LORD until evening. The elders of Israel joined him, putting dust on their 
heads, trying to figure out what had gone wrong. 
 
Joshua is totally demoralised & discouraged. What had caused this awful defeat!? 
 
Not only was Joshua discouraged. Just look at the effect it had on the people… 
 

‘And the hearts of the people melted and became as water.’ (v.5) 
 
Now their hearts were melted (7:5) instead of the hearts of the Canaanites! (2:11) 
The fear of God had come upon Rahab and the people of Jericho when they 
heard what God had done at the Red Sea, and what he had done at the Jordan. 
But now the fear of God has come upon the Israelites, and their hearts melted! 
 
But look a little closer at Joshua here. (Look at v.7). Joshua is beginning to sound 
like the rest of his generation who had died out in the desert: They often grumbled 
against God and wanted to go back to Egypt. (Exodus 14:11-12, 16:2-3, 17:2-4, 
Numbers 14:1-4). Now it’s Joshua who wants to go back, not to Egypt, but to the 
other side of the Jordan, where things were easier!! 
 
But more important than how Joshua felt, or how the people felt, what about God? 
(v.9) Israel’s defeat had robbed God of glory – that was the real crux of the matter. 
More important than Joshua’s fame (6:27) was the glory of God’s name (7:9). 
 
God’s name had been dragged through the mud in the eyes of the Canaanites, 
because, although Israel had defeated the great city of Jericho miraculously, they 
in turn had been defeated by the men of a little place called Ai, and up until this 
point in the story nobody knows why this has happened! So now… 
 
4. God reveals to Joshua what had gone wrong (vs.10-15) 
 
God seems to be angry and abrupt with Joshua. He tells him to ‘Get up!’ (v.10) 
He asks him, ‘Why have you fallen on your face?’ (v.10) 
 
There’s a time to pray about something; but there’s also a time to do something! 



So God reveals to Joshua that ‘Israel has sinned.’ (v.11) Joshua didn’t know this. 
Notice the two words for ‘sin’ that are used in this verse: 
 
It was ‘sin’ (v.11) – (hamartia) - They had missed the mark. They had fallen short. 
 
God expected better of His people. There was a standard they should have lived 
by, but they hadn’t measured up. They had fallen short. They’d missed the mark. 
 
It was ‘transgression’ (v.11) - They crossed the line. They had over-stepped. 
God said, this far, and no further, but someone had gone further, and taken 
something that wasn’t rightfully his - something that belonged to the LORD. 
 
It involved stealing from God (v.11) and then lying about it (v.11). 
 
Someone had broken God’s Covenant. They had broken God’s Laws. 
Which ones? 
10.  You shall not covet. 
8.  You shall not steal. 
9.  You shall not bear false witness / lie 
They had broken the last three of the Ten Commandments.  
But more than that, they had broken the very first ones: 
1.  ‘You shall have no other gods before me.’ 
2.  ‘You shall not make for yourself an idol’ 
 
Someone had broken half of the Ten Commandments in one go. Who was it? 
Well, this was where God wanted Joshua to act, to find out who it was… 
 
Look what he says about ‘the devoted things’ in vs.12-13 
The plunder from Jericho was referred to as ‘devoted things’ – things that were to 
be given over to the Lord either for complete destruction, or items like the silver 
and gold were to be devoted to the Lord by putting them into his treasury. 
 
But now in v.12 the whole camp of Israel has become ‘devoted for destruction’ 
because someone has taken some of the devoted things and hidden them within 
the camp.  
 
Look at the bottom line in v.13. This was why they had faced defeat at Ai… 
  

‘There are devoted things in your midst, O Israel. You cannot stand before  
your enemies until you take away the devoted things from among you!’ 

 
It’s a harrowing thought. God’s people were weakened because of the sin of one 
man. Because these devoted things were among them. They were vulnerable.  
So… 

5. God requires Joshua to get a full confession out of Achan (vs.16-21) 
 
The process of finding the culprit – was one of ever-decreasing circles:  
Each tribe was called forward – then each clan – then family – then individual.  
What must it have felt like for Achan as the accusing finger came closer? 
 
The confession: 
‘I saw…I coveted…I took’ (Josh 7:21) (Eve - Gen 3:5) (David - 2 Sam 11:1-4) 
 
The evidence: 
They went and dug in his tent until they found the offending items, then spread 
them out before the Lord. This was Israel as a whole handing them back to God. 
 
The Judgement: 
They dealt with Achan and his family in such a drastic way because he had given 
himself over to idolatry, by putting gold and silver before the Living God. And so… 
 
6. Trouble comes to the one who Troubled Israel (vs.22-26) 
 
Achan is known as ‘The Troubler of Israel’ – imagine being remembered as the 
one who caused trouble among God’s People. In Israel or in the Church!? 
He faced God’s justice in the Valley of Achor = ‘The Valley of Trouble’ 
But one day, the Valley of Achor, the Valley of Trouble, would be different… 
 

Hosea 2:15 – ‘I will make the Valley of Achor a Door of Hope’ 
 

There is only one way to move out of Trouble and into Hope. 
That is by confession of sin, handing over the evidence, and facing God’s justice. 
 
We can’t take God’s Justice ourselves and survive.  
It’s only as Jesus, our substitute, has taken God’s Justice for us, that we can ever 
have Hope, as we find joy and peace in believing (Romans 15:13). 
 

‘May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, 
so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope.’ 

Are you in some kind of trouble this morning? Put your trust in God & find hope! 
 
Conclusion 
And so a second heap of stones is set up in a short space of time. 
The first one at Gilgal spoke of God’s faithfulness in the past. 
He is able to do anything. He was able to bring them through the River Jordan. 
The second one at Achor spoke of God’s justice in the present. 
He must punish sin. - But the Valley of Trouble can become a Door of Hope. 
Don’t try to hide your sin. Confess it. Find grace. And move from Trouble to Hope. 


