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Joshua 8:1-29 
“Failure is never Final – The Defeat of Ai” 

Introduction 
It’s important when reading through the Old Testament to keep the Big Picture in 
view. Otherwise an isolated incident of a Battle at Ai doesn’t make a lot of sense 
and can actually be seen as barbaric. 
 
That’s why we’re looking at ‘God’s Big Picture’ in our home groups at the moment. 
We’re trying to get the overview of the Bible from Genesis to Revelation. 
 
That’s also why we did the ‘Walk Thru the Bible’ Old Testament Seminar a year 
ago. It gave us the overview of the Old Testament from Creation to Christ. 
 
So when we got to the Book of Joshua in the Walk Thru we said this: 
 

Joshua - Jordan River – Jericho – Divide – Conquer 
– South – North – Divide – Settle – 12 Tribes. 

 
So the Children of Israel are conquering the Promised Land of Canaan, and then 
the Twelve Tribes will be settled in their own particular areas of the Promised land. 
 
All of this has a two-fold purpose: 
 
1. To fulfil God’s Covenant Promise to Abraham (back in Genesis 12) to give 
his descendants the land of Canaan as their very own. The land, in which one day, 
one of those descendants, The Messiah, the Son of God, would be born, live, die, 
and rise again, as the Saviour of the World.  
 
2. It was also God’s way of judging and punishing the nations already living in 
the land for their gross idolatry, immorality & pagan practices. So Israel was a tool 
in God’s hand to bring judgement and wrath on the tribes already living in Canaan. 
 
We mustn’t lose sight of either of these dimensions otherwise much of the Old 
Testament seems to be a blood-bath of unjust wars! (Which it’s not). 
 

- Jericho has already been defeated and destroyed (ch.6) 
 

- Ai was attacked by Israel, but Israel failed and was defeated (ch.7) 
 

- This was because of hidden sin in the camp (ch.7b) – Achan had stolen 
some of the devoted things from Jericho and hidden them in his tent. 

 

- They were also defeated because they had come up to Ai, off their own 
bat, in their own strength, not at God’s command, or with God’s blessing. 

 
- In ch.7 Achan and his family have been punished, Israel has been purified 

and they have re-consecrated themselves to God. 
 
Something else that the ‘Walk Thru the Bible’ Seminars taught us by way of 
application was ‘The Teach-Test Principle’. 
 
Every time God taught his people Israel something, He then tested them to see if 
they had really learned it, to see if they had really got the message. 
 
In the defeat of Israel at Ai, they were taught not to go into battle in their own 
strength, or off their own bat, and they were taught to closely adhere to God’s 
instructions. 
 
Now in ch.8 they are being tested on what they have just been taught, as they 
now make a second attempt on Ai. So in Joshua ch.8 we have the defeat of Ai. 
 
Joshua and the people are being taught many things in these opening verses: 
 
1. Failure is not Final in God’s Service 
 
‘Do not fear, and do not be dismayed… (v.1) 
 
Compare that with Joshua 7:5 – for how the people felt last time. 
 
Compare that with Joshua 7:7-9 - for how Joshua felt after the defeat at Ai. 
 
So Joshua and the people were so fearful and discouraged after their first attempt 
on Ai. They thought they were finished, and they wanted to go back over the 
Jordan to safety! Why were they even trying to take the Promised Land? 
 
They were wracked with a sense of fear and failure, because they had tried to do it 
in their own strength, without God’s help, and they got it all wrong. But they had to 
learn that failure wasn’t final in God’s service. God was going to give them another 
chance, so he tells them ‘Do not fear, and do not be dismayed…’ (v.1) 
 
We’re just like Israel. We don’t always get it right either. We all fail and make a 
mess of things many a time. But is that it? Are we written off? Or does God give us 
another chance? If God, in His grace, gives us another chance, then we need to 
do the same for each other. Failure is never Final in God’s Service. 
 
We need to remember that. 



2. The need for a United Front going into Battle 
 
‘Take all the fighting men with you and arise, go up to Ai.’ (v.1) 
 
Compare that with Joshua 7:2-5a. 
 
It was the spies that Joshua sent out on the first occasion that came back thinking 
to themselves, that Ai wasn’t nearly as big or as fortified a place as Jericho was. 
 
So proudly they reckoned, that about 3000 of them would be a good match for the 
12000 or so who lived in Ai. That’s where they were totally wrong. 
 
Here in ch.8:1 they are told to take all the fighting men with them and go up to 
Ai. They had to do this thing together, or not at all. 
 
Remember how the 2½ tribes who wanted to settle beyond the Jordan outside of 
the Promised Land, were made to promise that they would go with the other 9½ 
tribes to help them to conquer the Promised Land of Canaan? That principle had 
already been established – they were to do this together, or not at all. And yet 
here they thought they could do it with just 3000 fighting men, but they couldn’t! 
 
They needed a United Front as they went into Battle. And so do we! 
As we head into this New Year together, we need to be united. 
We need to be aware of the devil’s schemes, for he will try in so many small, 
niggly ways to get in between us and cause division. We mustn’t let him.  
…for the sake of the work, and for the glory of God among us! 
 
We need to practise that – A united front as we head into battle. 
 
3. Victory is God-given, not Man-made 
 
‘See, I have given into your hands the king of Ai,  
and his people, his city, and his land.’ (v.1) 
 
Compare that to Joshua 6:2-3 – ‘See, I have given Jericho into your hand…’ 
 
Contrast it with Joshua 7:2 – Joshua took it upon himself to send spies up to Ai! 
 
In and of ourselves, we can achieve nothing for the Lord! 
The Battle belongs to the Lord (Goliath - 1 Samuel 17:47, cf. 2 Chronicles 20:15) 
The Victory is given to us, through Christ (1 Corinthians 15:57) 
 
Now the battle for us as a church today, is not the same as in Joshua’s day. 
His was a physical battle, with physical weapons, to conquer physical land. 

Ours is a spiritual battle, with spiritual weapons, to release people from the 
kingdom of darkness and bring them into the kingdom of God’s dear Son. 
(Ephesians 6:12, 2 Corinthians 10:4-5, Colossians 1:13). 
 
But although it’s a spiritual battle, not physical, it is nevertheless real. 
And we need to learn these lessons well: 
 

- That Failure is not Final. 
- The Need for a United Front going into battle. 
- The fact that Victory is God-given, not man-made. 

 
4. We need to follow God’s Instructions, not ours! 
 
‘Do to Ai and its king as you did to Jericho and its king’ (v.2) 
 
Except: (And here’s the difference)  

‘Only its spoil and its livestock you shall take as plunder for yourselves!’ 
 

In Jericho they weren’t allowed to do that. In fact that’s where Achan went wrong. 
He was told not to take anything – but he went ahead and did it! 
 
Jericho was the first city that the Israelites were to take. 
So every part of it was to be given over to destruction – devoted to the Lord for 
destruction – or else, as far as the silver and gold was concerned – it was to be 
brought into the Lord’s treasury. So one way or another it all belonged to God. 
 
When Achan took some of the silver, and some of the gold, and a richly 
ornamented Babylonian robe, and hid them in his tent, what he was actually doing 
was robbing God of what was rightfully His. 
 
If he had only waited until the battle of Ai, he would have been allowed to take all 
the plunder he wanted. In fact that was the case with every other city they took in 
the land of Canaan – they took all the plunder for themselves – just not from 
Jericho, because it was the firstfruits – all of it belonged to the Lord. 
That’s why we need to follow God’s strict instructions, not do as we please! 
 
But then there were further instructions as far as actually taking Ai was concerned: 
 
‘Lay an ambush against the city, behind it.’ – This was God’s method, not man’s. 
It was going to take 3 nights (v.3, v.9, v.13) instead of only one day (in ch.7:3-5). 
This was going to require patient plodding, not instant success. 
 
Compare that to Joshua 6:3-5 – God’s instructions for Jericho, were different to 
his instructions for Ai. 



How we go about reaching a town for Christ, may differ from what we would do in 
a city, for example, or even how we would work if we were in a different country. 
 
We need to learn, as a Church, to listen to God for His directions on how to go 
about our outreach, how we devise our strategies, the events we plan, and the 
methods we use, etc. How do we discern these things? 
 

- We read His Word (esp, the Book of Acts) 
- We pray together 
- We plan our strategy, or events 
- We prepare carefully 
- We put it into practice 

 
As a Church in the coming months we will need to get together (as leaders) and 
discuss and plan more carefully ways and means of reaching out to the lost in 
Keady, and in Armagh. Through it all we want to discern God’s Will & God’s Ways. 
 
The quote: ‘God’s Work, done in God’s Way, Will never lack God’s Resources’ is 
attributed to Hudson Taylor – (missionary to China, founder of CIM, later OMF). 
 
The full quote is actually as follows: 
 

“Depend on it. God's work done in God's way will never lack God's supply. He is 
too wise a God to frustrate His purposes for lack of funds, and He can just as 

easily supply them ahead of time as afterwards, and He much prefers doing so.” 
 

As members, if you’ve had a chance to look at your handbooks for the AGM, you 
will know that we have plans to develop the work in Armagh & Keady in the 
coming months. The good thing is that God has already supplied the resources to 
do so, if you look at the financial statements. God has been faithful to us!  
This has come at just the right time. Thank you for your giving over recent years.  
Now let’s move forward with confidence into all that God yet has in store for us in 
the coming months, as we take some important decision at our AGM in February. 

 
The remainder of this chapter shows us that this time the tactics worked. Ai was 
defeated, their king and their inhabitants were all judged, and victory was won. 
 
5. This time the Tactics worked (vs.3-17) 
 
(vs.3-9) They set an ambush behind Ai with some of the 30,000 fighting men. 
(vs.10-17) Joshua took 5000 men, pretended to attack Ai from the front, and then 
flee. 
The people of Ai and Bethel ran after Joshua and his troops, leaving their cities 
open and vulnerable. So the 30,000 could come from behind and ransack them. 

6. So the Victory was won and Judgement was meted out (vs.18-29) 
 
Notice in v.18 Joshua is told to raise his javelin and point it towards Ai.  
 
That was the signal for the men in the ambush behind the city to come forward 
and ransack Ai. This they did setting it on fire. 
 
The men of Ai looked back and could see the smoke rising up to heaven (v.20). 
 
So the two parts of Israel’s army attacked the men of Ai from front and behind and 
struck them down until no-one was left.  
 
Only the king of Ai was brought to Joshua. (v.23). 
 
Joshua had stood with the javelin outstretched in his hand until the battle was 
over. (v.26). 
 
This was a reminder of the first battle he had ever been part of in Exodus ch.17. 
It was also a reminder of Moses holding out his staff over the Red Sea until its 
waters came back on top of the Egyptian army and destroyed every last one of 
them. The Battle belonged to the Lord. He gave them the victory on each of those 
occasions. It’s not Israel doing the fighting. God is giving them into their hands. 
 
Conclusion 
 
So Joshua burned Ai to the ground, and made it a heap of ruins, forever. (v.28) 
 
He hanged the king of Ai on a tree until evening (v.29).  

‘Cursed is anyone who is hung on a tree’ (Deuteronomy 21:23) 
Then at evening they took his body down, threw it at the entrance to the gate of 
the city and raised over it a great heap of stones, which stands there to this day.  
 
Yet another pile of stones: Gilgal, Achor, and now Ai. All reminders of what God 
had done. He parted the Jordan (Gilgal), He brought trouble on the Troubler of 
Israel (Achan at Achor). And He has now brought judgement on the king of Ai. 
 
The king of Ai took 36 Israelite lives during the failed attempt on his city. 
Now he has met the judgement of our God. In his death he came under a curse.  

‘Cursed is anyone who is hung on a tree.’ 
We were all under that curse. But we praise God for our king, King Jesus, who has 
taken that curse for us, who was hanged on a tree, outside Jerusalem, and 
through the victory that he won there over sin, death and hell, we can now go free.  

‘Thanks be to God, who gives us the Victory through our Lord Jesus Christ!’ 
(1 Corinthians 15:57) 


