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Background  
Joshua 6:17 - “The city is under the ban.” The word for under the ban is “ םֶרֵ֫ח  hērem.”  The word 
means “devoted.” To have this declaration, it is either something set apart for God (Leviticus 
27:28), for priests (Leviticus 27:21), or something that is dedicated for destruction (1 Kings 
20:42). In the conquest of Canaan, God gave specific instructions for the cities under the ban 
(Deuteronomy 7:24-26, 13:12-17). 

Joshua 6:16-19 – Everyone in the city shall die. All the treasures of the city will be put into the 
treasury of Israel (they are set apart for the Lord). 

Joshua 6:26-27 – Jericho is cursed following the instructions of Deuteronomy 13. This curse 
becomes active in 1 Kings 16:29-34.  

The Sin of Achan (Joshua 7:1) 
With the background of the “ םֶרֵ֫ח  hērem” and knowing that Jericho was under “ םֶרֵ֫ח  hērem,” we 
now see that Achan of the tribe of Judah neglected the instruction and took some of the things 
under the ban. The response from God was that His anger burned against Israel. 

The Failure at Ai (Joshua 7:2-15) 
Verse 2 begins with the surveyance of Ai; Joshua sent some scouts to an area not too far from 
Jericho, near the towns of Beit-Aven and Beit-El. This place is identified as Ai. In Hebrew, Ai 
simply means “ruins.” Since people were living there in large numbers (about 12,000) at this time, 
it obviously wasn’t a ruin, but apparently, this city had been built upon or near large ruins and so 
it was given the NAME of “ruins”, Ai. They sized up the city and its defenses and determined that 
it wouldn’t require very many troops to take it, only 2 or 3 thousand would be sufficient. Much to 
their surprise, when the army attacked Ai, they were quickly routed and chased for a couple of 
miles. 36 men were killed. As a result, “the hearts of the people melted and turned to water.” 

Joshua 7:6-9 – Joshua’s response is not despair but a cry for help and an explanation. Notice that 
his exclamations are the same as Moses' at times of judgment. Joshua did not know of Achan’s 
sin, but the defeat should have caused the leadership to question the people. 



Joshua 7:10-15 – YHWH responds. YHWH says, “Stand up!” stop your inquiry and understand 
why Israel failed. The issue isn’t with God; the issue is with Israel. In verse 11, the Lord tells 
Joshua that Israel has sinned, and that is why Israel can’t stand up before their enemies. 

Before they can move forward, they must deal with the violation. God will lead them to the 
violator, but it is up to Joshua and Israel to deal with the perpetrator. This is the formula that is 
given to Joshua and it can be surmised that through the next 40 years, the same strategy is to be 
employed. If Israel were to fail, they would not wonder what the problem was, they would seek 
to find out who the offender was and deal with the person who sinned so that Israel would be 
restored. 

Restitution for the Sin of Achan (Joshua 7:16-26) 
Joshua 7:16-18 – We do not know the exact method for the lots, but what we do know is that 
God used it here to inform Joshua of whom was at fault. There is a process of elimination 
beginning with all 12 tribes, then one tribe, Judah, is identified. From Judah’s clans, one is 
separated out, Zerahites. From the Zerahites, one man is drawn, Achan. Achan is asked and he 
knows the jig is up; he admits his guilt. In the rest of the chapter, Joshua has Achan and his 
family stoned. Then the items collected, Achan, and his family are all burned. 

Questions are often drawn from this entire situation. Are we to employ lots to find out who is 
sinning? This is not a process of chance but of divine revelation. It is important that this is not 
prescriptive here nor is it for the church today. 

Is there communal responsibility for the sin of one person? This is where we must check our 
sense of right and wrong and allow for the wisdom and covenant of God to prevail. The people 
knew that their success was tied up in each other. This was the deal that they had made, and 
they knew going in that any sin could lead to their defeat. 

What about Achan’s family? What happened here is that the man, Achan, his family, and the 
items all became “ םֶרֵ֫ח  hērem.”  They became property devoted to God. What happened to 
Jericho also happened to Achan and his family because the representative of that family took 
idols and possessions that were in Jericho.  

Did they deserve to die? As we saw last week that before God, all people are deserving of 
death because of sin. God’s justice is not questioned because death is the proper punishment 
for all sin, even if someone might not be responsible for a particular sin. In this situation, 
however, Achan’s sin causes the defeat at Ai where 36 men died. He is responsible for those 
deaths as well as a sin against the Lord. 

All of Israel participated in dealing with this rebellion. A monument is erected, and the Lord 
turned from His anger against Israel. Now they can continue with the conquest.  

 

 

 

 



The Victory at Ai (Joshua 8:1-29) 
The Lord tells Joshua to go to Ai to conquer it. He tells Joshua to take a full complement of 
soldiers with him. Notice this time that the city was not under a full “ םֶרֵ֫ח  hērem.”  They could 
take some of the spoil and cattle as plunder. 

Israel was camped in Gilgal, which is about 12 miles or so from Ai. Joshua selected 30,000 men. 
They went out in the night so as to go undetected.  

The strategy was for the battle to be waged as an ambush. The long and short of it is that the 
30,000 men will be divided into two groups. One group (a smaller group) will hide and remain 
unknown until the proper moment. Another and larger group will feign a more typical siege, a 
frontal attack upon the gates of the city of Ai. When the Canaanite troops on the walls of Ai see 
this frontal attack, they will respond. Seeing this, the Israeli troops will turn and run, and then the 
army of Ai will come out from their barricaded city and chase Israel. 

Once they are outside of their stiff defensive position, the Canaanites are vulnerable. Joshua gives 
the signal and the smaller group of Israeli troops come out of hiding, race into the emptied city of 
Ai and take it. Then Israel is to burn it. 

Joshua is using the defeat from a few days earlier to his advantage. He surmises that the army of 
Ai will expect Israel to do what it did before, turn tail and run when the battle begins. Setting the 
city on fire does two things: first, it stops the men of Ai from chasing after Joshua so that they 
can quickly return to their city and try to save it. Second, the smoke tells Joshua that his men 
have taken Ai. This is the practical response; the reason they employed it was because they were 
told to by the Lord. Burning the most egregious cities and making them desolate was a testimony 
against them and God is using Israel to serve His justice. 

The account reads very plainly as a good strategy for war and the city was taken and all of the 
inhabitants of Ai were killed including its king who was put on display and eventually, they built a 
monument over his body. 

This time, no sin among Israel is recorded and all went well in this battle.  

Memorial at Ebal (Joshua 8:30-35) 
There is a question here about the location. This is not necessarily in strict day-by-day 
chronological order nor does it have to be. This event probably took place sometime after Ai, but 
the point is being made that Joshua has been established before all Israel as the one human 
leader and representative of the Lord during the conquest of Canaan. 

This narrative is the fulfillment of Moses’ instructions to Israel in Deuteronomy 27. Mt. Ebal and 
Mt. Gerizim are twin hills with Ebal to the north of Gerizim. On top of Mt. Ebal, Joshua had an 
altar built, following the instructions that it was to be made of stones not shaped by iron tools.  

In addition to building an altar, Joshua has some stone monuments built that have the word of 
God inscribed upon them. Now, there is wide disagreement over exactly what portion of the 
Torah was written on those stones. Some say it was only the 10 Commandments; others say it 
was all of Deuteronomy; still, others say it was a kind of summary of the 613 laws. 



After the altar was built and the words were written, all Israel, including those foreigners traveling 
with them, stood before these two hills, half facing Ebal and the other half Gerizim. As instructed, 
the Torah was read, all of it, including the blessings and the curses. 

Again, this established Joshua as the leader of Israel and that he is being faithful to the Covenant 
and the Law of YHWH.  

He followed the Torah and ruled from the Torah. He, indeed, heeded the instructions from Joshua 
1:7-8. He understood that the basis for his leadership was the word of God and the power of God 
and that without it, he would fail. It shows Joshua’s great care to be obedient to the Lord, which 
is the proper example that Israel needed after the death of Moses. 

Theological Impact 
Israel learned that with God and His covenant they would, indeed, be successful in the Promised 
Land. Without keeping the covenant, Israel would fail. This portion would be a reminder to Israel 
that, even if they think they are superior, they are nothing without the Lord. And with the Lord, 
no obstacle is too big for them to overcome. 

 


