Joshua 7 - 8 The Battle of Ai
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Summary: After the reduction of Jericho, Israel turned to capturing the Saddle of Benjamin,
with Ai being the first target. Reconnaissance reported that Ai was a soft target and only a
small force would be needed. Because a man in Israel had disobeyed God and taken spoil
from Jericho, that force was routed. Once the sinner had been dealt with, Joshua took his
entire force up and captured both Ai and Beth El. From there he turned north and went to
Shechem and renewed to Covenant as commanded by Moses.

Last week we finished up Joshua chapter 6, which was the destruction of Jericho. Jericho is a
fortress city that sits astride the entrance from the Jordan Valley up to the central ridge. The
map | have in back of me shows several routes. Jericho is over here on the bottom right of
the screen. It's on the edge of the Jordan Plain. You can see we have routes from east to
west, straight out of Jericho to the central ridge and the Saddle of Benjamin.

Just below Ramah here is Jerusalem and then you have Bethel here and Ai here. For those of
you who have been to Israel, you have probably taken a bus down that route because that's
the road that goes from Jerusalem to where Jericho used to be. And then typically what
they'll do is they'll take you south down to the Dead Sea.

One of the things about that route is that is the site of the story of the Good Samaritan.
During Roman times, in fact forever, that has always been a notorious place for robbers to
catch people because it's a narrow canyon and there are fingers off of that canyon that
robbers can hide in and they can come out and prey on travelers. | haven't checked this
myself but | am told that the Romans stationed a garrison of troops to keep that kind of
banditry under control when they occupied Israel.

That's one of the main routes up out of the Jordan Valley to the Saddle of Benjamin. You can
see this trail running north and south. That is the main ridge route and that goes all the way
down to Hebron and all the way up to the Jezreel Valley. This is a key piece of terrain in
Israel. What Joshua wants to do now is he wants to take Ai, which is on the Saddle there,
preparatory to taking Bethel and Gibeon and so forth; and taking all the cities up there
because once he has the Saddle of Benjamin firmly under his control, then he can move
north and south on the central ridge and he can move east and west over the Saddle. It's
key terrain and that's what he's going for first.

The other thing | said last time is down here by Jericho is Gilgal, slightly to the east and just
very slightly north of Jericho. And Gilgal is where Joshua's camp is and that's where he's
leaving all of his women and children and flocks and herds and all of his baggage and stuff
while he goes up onto the Saddle, begins his actual conquest. The next step is Ai.

You notice that Ai here is got a question mark. There's one just south and east of Bethel and
then there's one slightly farther east and the question mark is they're not sure which place it
was. There's ruins there in both places and they aren't quite sure which is which. The thing
for our purposes that is important is | want you to notice that either one of those locations
is on a ridge and then a valley slightly to the north of it. That will become important.



We've just reduced Jericho. God's instructions to Joshua, which he then relayed to the
people, is do not take any spoil. Destroy everything that breathes. Anything made out of
metal comes into God's treasury. You don't take anything for yourselves.

Chapter 7, “But the people of Israel broke faith in regard to the devoted things. For Achan,
the son of Carmi, son of Zabdi, son of Zerah of the tribe of Judah, took some of the devoted
things, and the anger of the Lord burned against the people of Israel.” Achan took
something. He did it clandestinely so nobody knew that he did it except God. God was not
amused.

Verse 2, “Joshua sent men from Jericho to Ai, which was near Bet haven, east of Bethel, and
said to them, ‘Go up and spy out the land.” And the men went up and spied out Ai. And they
returned to Joshua and said to him, ‘Do not have all the people go up, but let about 2,000 or
3,000 men go up and attack Ai. Do not make the whole people toil up there, for they are
few.”” The spies in their reconnaissance looked at this little place and said, Piece of cake. We
can take it with a couple of 3,000 men.

One of the things that | didn't mention is that route up the canyon out of the Jordan Valley
is steep. The idea of having a whole bunch of people march up that, they're going to be tired
by the time they get up to the top. What the spies say is, “Why don't we take everybody?
We'll just take 3,000 guys and we'll be able to mop them up with no problem.”

Verse 4, “So about 3,000 men went up there from the people, and they fled before the men
of Ai. And the men of Ai killed about 36 of their men and chased them before the gate as far
as Sibarim and struck them at the descent. And the hearts of the people melted and became
as water.” These 3,000 guys, who should have been able to clean the place up without even
breaking a sweat, get routed. The men of Ai chase them all the way back down. And when
that happens, the confidence of the Israelites evaporates.

You remember | was talking a couple of times ago about morale. The idea that Jericho's
morale was in the dumper because they knew what Israel had done. They watched them
cross the Jordan on dry ground, all that kind of stuff. And they had no confidence
whatsoever, which made them fairly easy to defeat. Israel, on the other hand, when God
stopped the waters of the Jordan and knocked the walls down flat from Jericho, was on an
emotional high because they said, “We got God with us. We can't lose.” So now they hit this
little road bump of the town, Ai, and they bounce. Now their morale goes in the dumper.

Verse 6, “Joshua tore his clothes and fell to the earth on his face before the ark of the Lord
until evening. He and the elders of Israel, and they put dust on their heads. And Joshua said,
‘Alas, O Lord God, why have you brought this people over the Jordan at all to give us into
the hands of the Amorites to destroy us? Would that we had been content to dwell beyond
the Jordan. O Lord, what can | say when Israel has turned their backs before their enemies?
For the Canaanites and all the inhabitants of the land will hear of it and will surround us and
cut off our name from the earth. And what will you do for your great name?’”

Does this sound like Moses to anybody? We just read in the Torah portion this week, where
Moses is negotiating with God in the tent of meeting between the first set of tablets and the



second set of tablets. And he says, “God, if you don't go with us, how's everybody going to
know that we're your people?” This is vintage Moses. And this is vintage God next.

“And the Lord said to Joshua, ‘Get up. Why have you fallen on your face?’” You know what
that sounds like to me? When they're standing at the edge of the Red Sea and Moses turns
to God and prays to God and God looks at him and says, “Stop playing and march.” Sounds
very much like that same thing.

‘The Lord said to Joshua, ‘Get up. Why have you fallen on your face? Israel has sinned. They
have transgressed my covenant that | commanded them. They have taken some of the
devoted things they have stolen and lied and put them in their own belongings. Therefore,
the people of Israel cannot stand before their enemies. They turn their backs before their
enemies because they have become devoted for destruction.””

You need to think about that sentence a minute. What God says is Israel took some of the
devoted things, things that were either devoted to God or devoted for destruction. That was
Achan. God says Israel has sinned by taking some of the devoted things.

Verse 12, “They turn their backs before their enemies because they have become devoted
for destruction.” The devoted ones are now Israelites. With all the stuff that gets devoted, it
could be easy to lose track of what's devoted to where. They stole some of the stuff in
Jericho that was devoted for destruction. Now they themselves have become devoted for
destruction.

Verse 12, “I will be with you no more unless you destroy the devoted things from among
you. Get up, consecrate the people and say, consecrate yourselves for tomorrow. For thus
says the Lord, the God of Israel, 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.””

Verse 14, “In the morning, therefore, you shall be brought near, by your tribes. And the
tribe that the Lord takes by lot shall come near, by clans. And the clan that the Lord takes
shall come near, by households. And the household that the Lord takes shall come near man
by man.””

One of the things that occurs to me here, God could have just told Joshua, Achan, go get
him. He did it. All of this drama that we've got going on, leaders of the 12 tribes stand there
and we cast lots. All right, which tribe is it? Then families of that tribe come up, which clan
did it? All this is very dramatic. | am surmising that the drama is being done on purpose so
that everybody gets a sense of just how serious all this is. God knows where it is, knows who
took it. He could simply have told Joshua, “Go get Achan, get the stuff and destroy it.” But
he doesn't do that.

Verse 15, “’And he who is taken with the devoted things shall be burned with fire. He and all
he has, because he has transgressed the covenant of the Lord and because he has done an
outrageous thing in Israel.”” Verse 16, “So Joshua rose early in the morning and brought
Israel near tribe by tribe, and the tribe of Judah was taken. And he brought near the clans of
Judah and the clan of the Zerathites was taken. And he brought near the clan of the
Zerathites, man by man, and Zabdi was taken. And he brought near his household, man by



man, and Achan, the son of Carmi, son of Zabdi, son of Zerah of the tribe of Judah was
taken.” We've got this one guy now, and he's standing there before Joshua.

Verse 19, “Then Joshua said to Achan, ‘My son, give glory to the Lord God of Israel and give
praise to him and tell me now what you have done. Do not hide it from me.” And Achan
answered Joshua, ‘Truly, | have sinned against the Lord God of Israel. And this is what | did.

When | saw among the spoil, a beautiful cloak from Shinar and 200 shekels of silver and a
bar of gold weighing 50 shekels, then | coveted them. And | took them and see they are
hidden in the earth inside my tent with the silver underneath.”

Achan realizes that there's no hiding this. This whole process is set up and he has been
taken by lot. There isn't any way he can wiggle out of it. At this point, his best option is to
stand up, own up and take what's coming to him. That way he can go out with a little bit of
dignity, if you will.

Verse 22. “So Joshua sent messengers and they ran to the tent and behold, it was hidden in
his tent with the silver underneath. And they took them out of the tent and brought them to
Joshua and to all the people of Israel. And they laid them down before the Lord. And Joshua
and all Israel with them took Achan, the son of Zerah and the silver and the cloak and the
bar of gold and his sons and daughters and his oxen and donkeys and sheep and his tent and
all that he had. And they brought them up to the valley of Achor. And Joshua said, ‘Why did
you bring trouble on us? The Lord brings trouble on you today.” And all Israel stoned him
with stones and they burned them with fire and stoned them with stones. And they raised
over him a great heap of stones that remain to this day. Then the Lord turned from his
burning anger. Therefore, to this day, the name of that place is called the Valley of Achor.”

Valley of Achor means valley of trouble. This is sort of reminiscent of what happened with
Korah in the Korah's rebellion. The men that were with Korah weren't the only ones that got
sucked up into the earth. Their tents, their families, everything that belonged to them all
went down. Same thing is happening here. God's sense of justice is interesting. When one
man sins, the entire nation is losing war. And when that one man confesses, then not only is
all of Israel now going to be victorious, but in that process, everything that is associated with
that man also gets punished.

The way | would describe it, and this is Jonnyology, when God gives a command, it's very
often the case that somebody will violate it very soon after. Take, for example, picking up
sticks on the Sabbath. When they come out into the wilderness and God gives them the
Sabbath, we have some guy that's out there picking up sticks for firewood. Israel says, what
do we do with this guy? And God says, stone him. We don't see anywhere else in Scripture
where that kind of a draconian punishment is levied for violating the Sabbath. It's sort of like
| gave you the command, and the first person that | catch violating that command, I'm going
to make a serious example of it. And then you never hear of it again. “I'm sort of thinking it's
God's way of saying, | am really serious about this commandment, but I'm not going to
stone everybody that picks up sticks on Shabbat from now on. I'm just making an example of
this one guy. It's going to be in the Bible. You're going to be able to read it, and you're going
to be able to realize that this is serious.”



Same thing with Achan. I'm not trying to set theology here. I'm simply saying that's the way
the Bible is written. What makes sense to me is he is making an example of the first violator,
so everybody knows he's serious.

Chapter 8, “And the Lord says to Joshua, ‘Do not fear and do not be dismayed. Take all the
fighting with you and arise. Go up to Ai. See, | have given into your hand the king of Ai and
his people, his city, and his land. And you shall do to Ai and its king as you did to Jericho and
its king. Only its spoil and its livestock you shall take as plunder for yourselves.”” So now the
rules have changed. God says, you can have the plunder this time. “And then God says, ‘Lay
an ambush against the city behind it.””

God tells Joshua to set an ambush. What Joshua is going to do is divide his army into three
groups. There's going to be a small group up here, which is going to be behind Ai, between
Ai and Bethel. And they're going to be hiding. They're going to go up there at night, and
they're going to hide down in the ravine or someplace where they can't be seen. Then he is
going to send a second larger contingent by this southern wadi that comes up out of Jericho.
And he's going to send a larger group, and they're going to spend the night down here, what
is labeled Anisha.

Then the main body under Joshua, they're going to come straight to Ai, straight up front,
just like the first group did. The deal is in the morning, Joshua with the main body is going to
come straight at Ai, right to the front gate. The men of Ai are going to say, “Ha, those
Hebrews are back.” And they're going to come out, and they're going to attack Joshua's
main body. Joshua is going to fall back. He's going to retreat, just like they did the first time,
to make it look like you've beat us again.

As soon as the men of Ai get a little bit away from the city, the small ambush group there is
going to go in behind them and is going to take the city and burn it. The larger ambush
group is going to come up behind the warriors of Ai, and we're going to have a pincer. So
Joshua's main body is going to turn and stand, while the larger ambush from the south is
going to come at them from the west. They're going to be caught in between and destroyed.
That's the battle plan.

One of the things about this, God says, “I'm going to give them into your hand. You're going
to win.” When they took Jericho, there wasn't any strategy involved other than the morale
sapping strategy of marching around the city for seven days to get everybody in Jericho
terrified. The actual conduct of the battle of Jericho was just blow the horn, the walls fall
flat, and everybody goes straight ahead. Ai is much more a human military engagement by a
commander who knows what he's doing. You don't want to say he's not depending on God,
because he is, but he's also doing the militarily prudent thing in setting up the battle.

Verse three, “So Joshua and all the fighting men arose to go up to Ai, and Joshua chose
30,000 mighty men of valor and sent them out by night. And he commanded them, ‘Behold,
you shall lie in ambush against the city behind it. Do not go very far from the city, but all of
you remain ready, and | and all the people who are with me will approach the city. And
when they come out against us, just as before, we shall flee before them, and they shall
come out after us until we have drawn them away from the city, for they will say they are
fleeing from us just as before. So we will flee before them. Then you shall rise up from the



ambush and seize the city for the Lord your God will give it into your hand. And as soon as
you have taken the city, you shall set the city on fire. You shall do according to the word of
the Lord. See, | have commanded you.” So Joshua sent them out, and they went to the place
of ambush that lay between Bethel and Ai, to the west of Ai. But Joshua spent that night
among the people.”

What he's saying is, I'm going to draw the fighting men out, and as soon as they're well clear
of the city, you come around behind them, get into the city, and you set it on fire. What's
going to happen is the men of Ai are going to look back, and they're going to see the city on
fire. That's going to disrupt their morale. Setting the city on fire is, in fact, part of the deal,
because he wants the men of Ai to see that their city is being torched.

Verse 10 again, “Joshua rose early in the morning and mustered the people and went up. He
and the elders of Israel before the people to Ai, and all the fighting men who were with him

went up and drew near before the city and had camped on the north side of Ai with a ravine
between them and Ai. And he took about 5,000 men and set them in ambush against Bethel
and Ai to the west of the city.”

He's got 30,000 men in the south ambush. He's got 5,000 men in the north ambush, and
they're between Bethel and Ai, and we're going to see that Bethel is going to join Ai in this
effort.

Verse 13, “So they stationed the forces. The main encampment was north of the city and its
rear guard west of the city, but Joshua spent the night in the valley. As soon as the king of Ai
saw this, he and all his people, the men of the city, hurried and went out early to the
appointed place toward the Araba.” The Araba is the Dead Sea. What it's saying there is
they're going to the east, to the appointed place toward the Araba to meet with Israel in
battle. “But he did not know that there was an ambush against him behind the city. And
Joshua and all Israel pretended to be beaten before them and fled in the direction of the
wilderness. So all the people who were in the city were called together to pursue them. And
as they pursued Joshua, they were drawn away from the city. Not a man was left in Ai or
Bethel who did not go out after Israel. They left the city open and pursued Israel.”

All of the fighting men in both Bethel and Ai head east after Israel, who they think has been
beaten. They are pursuing them to finish up and destroy them.

Verse 18, “Then the Lord said to Joshua, ‘Stretch out the javelin that is in your hand toward
Ai, for | will give it into your hand. And Joshua stretched out the javelin that was in his hand
toward the city. And the men in ambush rose quickly out of their place. And as soon as he
had stretched out his hand, they ran and entered the city and captured it. And they hurried
to set the city on fire. So when the men of Ai looked back, behold, the smoke of the city
went up to heaven and they had no power to flee this way or that, for the people who fled
to the wilderness turned back against the pursuers.”

The people who were retreating all of a sudden turned around and are now facing these
guys. The other part of that is these guys are now looking and saying, oh, big mistake
coming out of the city because the city is now on fire.



21, “And when Joshua and all Israel saw that the ambush had captured the city and that the
smoke of the city went up, then they turned back and struck down the men of Ai. And the
others came out from the city against them. So they were in the midst of Israel, some on
this side and some on that side. And Israel struck them down until there was none left that
survived or escaped. But the king of Ai, they took alive and brought him near to Joshua.”

The ruse works and they defeat Ai. Bethel, | think, is a bigger city than Ai was. Remember
the initial report of the spies is this is just a little town. We can take this with 3,000 guys. The
fact that they're getting both the men of Bethel as well as the men of Ai makes the victory
that much more substantial. Both of these cities are right in the middle of the saddle of
Benjamin. They're eventually going to have to be reduced in order to have Israel in control
of the saddle of Benjamin.

24, “When Israel had finished killing all the inhabitants of Ai in the open wilderness where
they pursued them and all of them to the very last and fallen by the edge of the sword, all
Israel returned to Ai and struck it down with the edge of the sword. And all who fell that
day, both men and women, were 12,000.” Total population is 12,000. You can figure that
probably the men of Ai were somewhere around 20% of that.

25 again. “And all who fell that day, both men and women, were 12,000, all the people of Ai.
But Joshua did not draw back his hand with which he had stretched out a javelin until he
had devoted all the inhabitants of Ai to destruction. Only the livestock and the spoil of the
city Israel took as their plunder, according to the word of the Lord that he commanded
Joshua. So Joshua burned Ai and made it forever a heap of ruins as it is to this day. And he
hanged the king of Ai on a tree until evening. At sunset, Joshua commanded, and they took
his body down from the tree and threw it at the entrance of the gate of the city and raised
over the great heap of stones, which stands there to this day. “At that time, Joshua built an
altar to the Lord, the God of Israel on Mount Ebal.”

They're now in control of this junction. You've got the central ridge route that runs north
and south through Bethel and Ai right there. And then you've got the wadi that comes up
out of the Jordan Valley to the central ridge, and there's a junction there. Israel is now in
control of that junction. What they're going to do in this next paragraph is they are going to
go north on the main ridge to Shechem. Shechem is where Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal
are. Moses, before he died, instructed them to go up to Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal,
erect a monument and write the Torah on it and have Israel pronounce curses and blessings
from that place. That's what Joshua is going to do. He's taken this junction where Bethel is,
and he is now free to move north and south and east and west. He'll now head north up to
Shechem and he'll carry out Moses' instructions.

Verse 30. “At that time, Joshua built an altar to the Lord, the God of Israel on Mount Ebal.”
Ebal is north. It's up at Shechem. “Just as Moses, the servant of the Lord, had commanded
the people of Israel, as it is written in the book of the law of Moses, an altar of uncut stones
upon which no man has wielded an iron tool. And they offered on it burnt offerings to the
Lord and sacrificed peace offerings. And there in the presence of the people of Israel, he
wrote on the stones a copy of the law of Moses, which he had written.”



| think in the Torah it says he whitewashed the stones with wine and then write the law on
those. And | don't know how much of the Torah is written on those stones. It may just be
the Ten Commandments. | don't know the answer to that. All | know is what it says here.

33. “And all Israel, sojourner as well as native born, with their elders and officers and their
judges, stood on opposite sides of the ark before the Levitical priests, who carried the ark of
the covenant of the Lord, half of them in front of Mount Gerizim and half of them in front of
Mount Ebal.” 34 “Just as Moses, the servant of the Lord, had commanded at the first to
bless the people of Israel. And afterwards he read all the words of the law, the blessing and
the curse, according to all that is written in the book of the law. There is not a word of all
that Moses commanded that Joshua did not read before all the assembly of Israel and the
women and the little ones and the sojourners who lived among them.”

Now that they have control of the central ridge and the saddle, he has rededicated Israel to
the covenant, put up a monument, whitewashed the stones and written, I'm assuming the
Ten Commandments on it, | don't know, and read then the whole law. And | don't know
whether he just read the book of Deuteronomy or whether he read the entire Torah.

Now they're established. They're in the strategic chunk of real estate in Israel. And from
here, they will now be able to branch out and take the rest of the land. Next time we'll talk
about the Gibeonites and the Gibeonites are important because Gibeon is down here just
south of Bethel. It is a major city sitting astride the saddle of Benjamin. When the Gibeonites
come and trick Israel into making a treaty with them, that becomes important because the
Canaanites are going to look up there and say, Israel is now in control of the saddle. We got
to take Gibeon out because if Israel controls Bethel and Gibeon, then the whole of the land
lies open to them. That'll kick off the southern campaign, which start with the Treaty of
Gibeon.



