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THE BIG PICTURE  
 

     In the first battle the Israelites faced on Canaanite soil, God brought down the walls of Jericho in an act of sovereign 
power. Their next military event results in a shocking defeat. The Israelite army flees in retreat against a smaller force 
of the city of Ai. Thirty-six Israelite soldiers are killed. Joshua is overwhelmed. As he falls on the ground before the Lord, 
he learns that something is terribly amiss within the Israelite community. One Israelite disobeyed the Lord’s 
instructions and the entire nation suffered the consequences.  
 

     The rest of the story reads like a whodunit with an investigation conducted by the casting of lots. As the process of 
elimination unfolds, the tension tightens until Achan is exposed, confronted and punished. 
 

READ THE STORY  
 

     As you read the account, trace the structure of the story as it moves from the setting, conflict, climax, and finally, its 
resolution. As you read the story, do these four things: 
 

 Place brackets around the first word of verse 1.  
 Underline the rest of verse 1 noticing how the writer informs us, the reader, of the reason for the failure at Ai 

before Joshua learns the reason.  
 Outline the story by writing in the margin the speech(es) made by each of the main characters.  
 Circle each occurrence of the plural pronoun they in verses 11-12.  

 
1 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. 
 
2 Joshua sent men from Jericho to Ai, which is near Beth-aven, east of Bethel, and said to them, “Go up and spy 
out the land.” And the men went up and spied out Ai. 3 And they returned to Joshua and said to him, “Do not 
have all the people go up, but let about two or three thousand men go up and attack Ai. Do not make the 
whole people toil up there, for they are few.” 4 So about three thousand men went up there from the people. 
And they fled before the men of Ai, 5 and the men of Ai killed about thirty-six of their men and chased them 
before the gate as far as Shebarim and struck them at the descent. And the hearts of the people melted and 
became as water. 
 
6 Then Joshua tore his clothes and fell to the earth on his face before the ark of the Lord until the evening, he 
and the elders of Israel. And they put dust on their heads. 7 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! 8 O Lord, what can I say, when Israel has turned their backs 
before their enemies! 9 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?” 
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10 The Lord said to Joshua, “Get up! Why have you fallen on your face? 11 Israel has sinned; they have 
transgressed my covenant that I commanded them; they have taken some of the devoted things; they have 
stolen and lied and put them among their own belongings. 12 Therefore the people of Israel cannot stand 
before their enemies. They turn their backs before their enemies, because they have become devoted for 
destruction. I will be with you no more, unless you destroy the devoted things from among you. 13 Get up! 
Consecrate the people and say, ‘Consecrate yourselves for tomorrow; for thus says the Lord, 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.” 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. 15 And he who is taken 
with the devoted things shall be burned with fire, he and all that he has, because he has transgressed the 
covenant of the Lord, and because he has done an outrageous thing in Israel.’” 
 
16 So Joshua rose early in the morning and brought Israel near tribe by tribe, and the tribe of Judah was taken. 
17 And he brought near the clans of Judah, and the clan of the Zerahites was taken. And he brought near the 
clan of the Zerahites man by man, and Zabdi was taken. 18 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. 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.” 20 And Achan answered Joshua, “Truly I have sinned against the Lord God of 
Israel, and this is what I did: 21 when I saw among the spoil a beautiful cloak from Shinar, and 200 shekels of 
silver, and a bar of gold weighing 50 shekels, then I coveted them and took them. And see, they are hidden in 
the earth inside my tent, with the silver underneath.” 
 
22 So Joshua sent messengers, and they ran to the tent; and behold, it was hidden in his tent with the silver 
underneath. 23 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. 24 And Joshua and all Israel with him 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. 25 And Joshua said, 
“Why did you bring trouble on us? The Lord brings trouble on you today.” And all Israel stoned him with 
stones. They burned them with fire and stoned them with stones. 26 And they raised over him a great heap of 
stones that remains 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. 

 
 

DISCUSSING THE STORY TOGETHER  
 

1. In verse 1 the writer says that Israel broke faith with God. This refers to a highly serious, treacherous breach of trust 
between God and Israel. Read verse 11. What specific terms did God use to describe this act of breaking faith? 
 
 
 
 

2. Reflect on the apparent unfairness of this story. How can God be angry with all the people for the sin of one 
Israelite? What does this tell us about how God sees His people who live in covenant community? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Remember that Joshua knew nothing about what Achan had done. In light of that, what do you make of Joshua’s 
response in verses 7-9? Do you think his confusion and despair were justifiable or not? 
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4. How would you characterize God’s response to Joshua in verses 10-13? What does God tell Joshua to do? 
 
 
 

5. What technique did God use to flush out Achan’s guilt? How could the casting of lots, in this case, be so accurate? 
Read Proverbs 16:33. 
 
 
 
 

6. Read verse 21 and trace the anatomy of Achan’s sin in his own words. Read Genesis 3:6. How is the story of Achan 
like an echo of what happened in Eden? 
 
 
 
 

7. What does this story reveal about God? List a handful of divine attributes revealed in this story. 
 
 
 

APPLYING THE STORY CORPORATELY AND PERSONALLY  
 

1. What sin did Achan commit that is specifically mentioned in verse 22? Read Hebrews 13:5-6. What does the Bible say 
is the deeper issue behind our covetousness? 
 
 
 

2. How is the story of Eden and Achan repeated in our own acts of disobedience today? Read James 1:13-15 for further 
insight. 
 
 
 

3. Have you ever thought, “What I do in secret won’t hurt anybody else?” How does this story refute this deception? 
 
 
 

4. Sin is never hidden from God. Let’s ask a painful, but necessary question: Could it be that the absence of power and 
blessing from the Church today is the result of hidden sin among God’s people? 
 
 
 

5. Is there another lesson from this story that you need to apply to your life this week? 
 
 
 
 

GLIMPSING THE GOSPEL-STORY IN THIS STORY  
 

     This has been a heavy story and that’s okay. However, we don’t need to let it end on a heavy note. This story 
captures the entire storyline of the Bible. When one man, Adam, sinned, he plunged all humanity into sin with all of its 
guilt, condemnation, and death. The good news is that by the obedience of one Man, Jesus, God makes many righteous 
(cf. Romans 5:12-21). 
 
 

PRAYER 
 

Heavenly Father, the more I recognize my sinfulness, the more I understand the incredible grace that is being poured 
out on me and on all who believe. Thank You that the more my sin is exposed, the more I realize what amazing grace 
has been given to  me - and on all who have trusted in Christ for salvation, for the forgiveness of sins, and life 
everlasting. Thank You in Jesus' name. Amen. 
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