
In God We Trust: God’s Justice 

Joshua 7:1-26 

 

They managed to snatch defeat from the claws of victory. 

 

You’ve probably come across this phrase if you follow a sports team that have a habit of 

getting pretty close to winning a match or a competition but then near the end of the game, 

they throw away victory in spectacular fashion.  

 

As a Scotsman I’m not really familiar with this phrase at all because our sporting teams 

never get close to winning and so we are never in the position of snatching defeat from the 

claws of victory.  

 

Now this may or may not be a great motto for your sports team, but let me say, it is a great 

summary of what we read happening to God’s people in Joshua chapter 7. 

 

Chapter 6 was amazing and inspiring. A mighty victory was achieved. There is a high 

emotional mood at the end of chapter 6. 

 

But chapter 7 is a different story. The bright sunshine of success has disappeared. 

Everything is now replaced by the dark and foreboding clouds of disaster and defeat. 

 

My plan this morning is take us through this sobering true story so that we will really 

understand it and know how it should impact our lives today. 

 

First, let’s focus on the story, and work out what happened and why.  

 

We’ll do this under four heading. 

 

First, let’s look at the defeat (Vs 1-5) 

 

Listen to verse 1. Read verse 1.  

 

What do we know clearly from this verse? A man called Achan from God’s people had taken 

some of the devoted things from the city of Jericho. Eveyrthing should have been destroyed. 

But Achan disobeyed God’s clear instructions. 

 

As a result, God’s anger burned against - whom? Not just Achan. But the whole of God’s 

people.  

 

This might sound be weird for us because we live in a highly individualised Western Society, 

where we are indoctrinated with the belief that my life is my life, and what I do in private 

should only have implications for me. We only have to say such a thing out loud to know how 

stupid it is. We know that our actions frequently have consequences for other people.  

 

And that’s what we are being told here in verse 1. One man’s action had massive 

implications for everyone else in God’s people. Achan sinned, and God’s anger was 

experienced by all his people. 

 

In verses 2 to 5, we discover about the defeat of the Israelite army at the hands of the 

people of Ai. This is quite a shocker for everyone involved. Ai is much smaller than Jericho 

and so their defeat should have been inevitable and swift. Indeed, that’s why Joshua only 

sends a smaller force to fight. Why send in the big guns? There is no need. However, listen 

to what we’re told in verse 5. Read verse 5.  



Some people like to suggest that the big problem here is that God’s people were a bit over 

confident. Or even that disaster came upon them because they didn’t seek the Lord or pray 

about it. Friends, these sort of suggestions will certainly preach well but these are not the 

reasons given in Joshua chapter 7 for this surprising defeat. 

 

No, the reason God’s people couldn’t fit the battle is because God was angry at them, and 

he was angry with them because of Achan’s treachery. 

 

So it wouldn’t have mattered how many troops they sent in or how long a prayer meeting 

they had before the soldiers were sent off. Defeat was inevitable because God had 

withdrawn his powerful presence from his people. Until it was returned, whatever God’s 

people did, was utterly in vain. 

 

At this point we have been told real reason for the problem, but most of the people back then 

didn’t have a clue. So let me show you how they found out.  

 

Second, let’s look at the diagnosis (Vs 6-15) 

 

In verses 6 to 9 we are given a description of how Joshua and the senior leaders of Israel 

responded to the dramatic defeat from the tiny town of Ai. 

 

At first sight it seems such a humble and godly thing to do. Of course they are sincerely 

dismayed. Their clothes are torn and their tears are many.  

 

But listen to how God responds to their pious activities in verse 10.  Read verses 10-12. 

 

What did they get wrong? For all their religious dismay, one big thing is missing. An 

acknowledgment that they had done something wrong. They never mention the possibility 

that they have sinned, and so there is no repentance. 

 

And that’s why the LORD says, “Stand up. Let me diagnosis the problem so that you are 

crystal clear about what has happened. Israel has sinned. They have violated my covenant. 

As a consequence, this is why you can’t win your battles because I have withdrawn my 

powerful presence from you.” 

 

This is hard to hear. But the Lord doesn’t stop here. Because in his grace he wants his 

people to experience a different future. And so in verses 13 to 15 he tells them what to do.  

 

The people of God are to gather together, and then the LORD will bring the right tribe 

forward and then the clan in the tribe and then the family. And the one responsible for this 

outrageous sin, and all those who belong to him, will be destroyed by fire.  

 

Two things to point out.  

 

 This will be a very public display if the Lord’s perfect knowledge of secret disobedience.  

 

 The reason for the severe punishment is because of the severity of the crime.  

 

Why is cancer treatment so demanding? Because cancer is so devastating! 

 

  



Third, let’s look at the disclosure itself (Vs 16-23) 

 

Listen to verse 16. Read verses 16 to 23.  

 

You can feel the tension can’t you as the spotlight narrows onto Achan.  

 

Joshua confronts him in verse 19.  

 

And then at last we hear Achan himself speak in verse 20. Read verses 20 and 21. 

 

Notice his confession of how sin took hold of him.  

 

 He saw 

 

 He coveted. He wanted something that wasn’t his 

 

 He took 

 

At what point are you in the process of sin? Wherever you are, get off at the floor you are 

on. Don’t travel any further. 

 

Sadly, Achan travelled all the way. So… 

 

Fourth, let’s look at his destruction (Vs 24-26) 

 

Second half of verse 25. Read verses 25b and 26. The anger of God is turned away. 

 

Those of us who live in Western individualistic cultures find this family destruction hard to 

stomach. 

 

But the Bible often speaks about family units and the impact that the decisions of family 

heads have on everyone else in the family unit.  

 

Or if you want another example, think about what the Bible says about Adam and about 

Jesus in Romans chapter 5.  

 

 The actions of Adam brought sin into the lives of all who are related to him 

 

 The actions of Jesus brought salvation into the lives of all who are related to him 

 

 

As we finish, I’d like to draw out some of the implications of this true story for our lives 

today. 

 

 

Second, how should this impact our lives? 

 

 Let’s rejoice afresh in the finished work of Jesus. 

 

Jesus has taken our death sentence for us. 

 

  



 Let’s take notice of our connection with each other 

 

We need to have personal faith in Jesus, but our personal sins are not private. They have 

implications for all within our church family. 

 

I often say that the Christian life is not a sprint but a marathon. Actually, it’s more like a 

team endurance race. 

 

Let me mention two ways our personal sins can impact the wider church family, and what 

needs to be done about them. 

 

First, they might cause other people to follow our example through imitation. 

 

If not dealt with, other people hear of it and think it’s okay and imitate what we are doing. 

This could be sexual immorality. Or gossip. Or greed. Or neglect. Or whatever.  

 

Who needs to deal with it? All of us. Sometimes the pastor. Sometimes the Life Group 

Leader. Sometimes in individual conversations.  

 

None of us likes conflict. However, we can’t say and do nothing or else like yeast spreading 

through dough, the sins of others will spread through the congregation. 

 

That’s one of the reasons Achan was punished.  

 

The form of discipline is different in the New Testament, but discipline should be present 

in contemporary churches, for the sake of the whole spiritual family. 

 

Second, they might cause God to withhold his blessing 

 

That’s what God had done in Joshua chapter 7.  

 

Could he do that today? Of course he could. He may reduce the effectiveness of our witness 

despite our determined efforts. He may reduce our numbers or the numbers of our 

denomination in an act of judgement for our sins against him.  

 

We need to be careful here because two different spiritual situations can lead to the same 

result and so we need to diagnose the situation properly. 

 

It could be that a church is living in the day of small things. So in fact things are okay within 

the church. We love Jesus and we are trying with the best motivations to get the gospel out. 

It’s just that the soil is tough and we see little fruit. In this case, we simply have to be 

encouraged to keep on going.  

 

However, small results and declining numbers can also be a sign that the LORD has 

withheld his blessing because of the serious sins of some within the church. 

 

Should we worry about our personal sins? Yes. Confess them and ask the LORD to 

consecrate our hearts. Should we worry about the serious sins in our mainline churches? 

Yes. Ask the LORD to change our ways, and return his blessing to us.  

 

But let’s not buy in to a privatised faith that says what I do doesn’t affect anyone else. 

Instead, let’s thank Jesus that his actions have brought salvation to us all. And let’s ask him 

to keep on purifying us so that our church will be more powerful in our service of our great 

King. Let’s pray.  


