
Return to Ai: Exercising Dependence on God 
(Joshua 8:1-35) 

Eleventh in the Sermon Series, “Go and Possess the Land.” Preached to GGCF-Escario, Cebu City last October 23, 2011 
 

Henry Trocino, Jr. 
 
 

Josh. 10:42 tells us that Israel won the victory over the kings of the land because Yahweh 
fought for Israel. Yahweh fought for Israel whenever Israel depended on Yahweh. But when 
Israel did not depend on Yahweh, Israel was defeated. When Israel obeyed Yahweh, she won 
over Jericho. But when Israel stole the devoted things, Israel was defeated by Ai. 

Hence, the key to victory for Israel is dependence on God. The real enemy of Israel then, 
is not Jericho, Ai, or the Canaanites. The real enemy is sin. Yahweh told Joshua that Israel 
cannot stand before her enemies because of sin (Josh. 7:12).  

So it is with our lives. We live defeated Christian lives when we give in to sin in self-
confidence. We live victorious, blessed lives when we obey God in total dependence. Therefore, 
what matters is not how successful you are in life, but how obedient you are to the will of God in 
your life.  

In our text today, Josh. 8 shows us the blessing of dependence on God. In Josh. 7:26, the 
LORD turned from His anger at Israel when she turned from her sin of keeping the devoted 
things through the death of Achan. The gloom of defeat in Josh. 7 shifts to the joy of victory in 
Josh. 8. The writer moves from the anger of God against Israel in Josh. 7 to the blessing of God 
to Israel in Josh. 8. 

I’d like us to study two things—the Return of Blessing and Renewal of Victory. 
 

The Return of Blessing (Josh. 8:1-2) 
 

The army of Israel just lost 36 men against the army of Ai. Israel is wounded and 
defeated. But the LORD comes near and gives words of encouragement, “Do not fear and do not 
be dismayed” (v. 1). The verb, “dismayed” (Heb. hatat), means, “(be) broken.”1 The defeat of 
Israel at Ai broke their hearts. So the LORD comes to them saying, “Do not be broken.”  

Isn’t that what defeat and discouragement bring you? You feel broken, shattered, and 
crushed. The Lord comes to you saying, “Do not be broken.”  

Yahweh’s words echoes His previous words in Josh. 1:9, “Do not be frightened, and do 
not be dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.” The LORD said these 
words in the call of Joshua.  

Yahweh repeats these words for the second battle of Ai. But He did not say it for the first 
battle of Ai. Yahweh was not with them because of their sin. After they returned the devoted 
things, Yahweh came near to them and blessed them.   

Brethren, no matter how much you pray, if there is sin in your lives, there will be no 
blessings. Many believers today are so Laodicean—neither hot nor cold. They are unconsecrated, 
uncommitted, and unholy to God. They do not understand why they lack the blessings of God. 

Because of sin, they experience the corrections of God. But God’s corrections are meant 
to bring you to repentance and into the way of holiness.  

                                                
1 Harris, Archer, Jr., and Waltke, “ף ַ  .TWOT 1:133a ”,א



God cannot bless those who have their eyes on the promised land, while looking back at 
Egypt. God blesses those whose eyes are fixed on the city of God. 

When you get back to consecrated holiness, God blesses you. You move on and 
experience more of the blessings of God. But you taste God’s blessings not because of your 
repentance. It is not because of you, as if you earned it for being good. It is because of the glory 
of God by the work of Christ on the cross, which makes God give His favor upon you (Eph. 1:1-
13).  

Now you do not consecrate yourself to earn the favor of God. You consecrate yourself for 
the holiness of God requires it. He seeks a holy people. He blesses those who are wholly holy 
unto Him.  

In Josh. 8:1, Yahweh said that He has given Ai to Israel. The verb, “given” (Heb.natan), 
is qal perfect. It is as good as done. What makes Yahweh say that? Because Israel is now in a 
right relationship with Yahweh.2 When you are rightly related with God, there is blessing!  

In Josh. 6:18, Yahweh prohibits Israel from taking anything in Jericho. But in Josh. 8:2, 
Yahweh allows Israel to take the spoils of war and livestock in Ai. Why the change in policy? It 
reflects the Deuteronomistic theme of blessing for obedience and curse for disobedience. 
Because Israel has learned to obey the law, God blesses her.  

The practical point is that when you respect God’s Law, you receive God’s blessings. The 
grace of God follows the law of God. Respect the law of the Lord, and God will bless you! 
 

The Renewal of Victory (Josh. 8:3-29) 
 

In v. 2, Yahweh tells Joshua to lay an ambush behind the city. Note that God uses natural  
ways to attain supernatural results. He could have Israel march around Ai seven times. He could 
have destroyed the walls of Ai Himself. But God told Joshua to lay an ambush, so that Israel will 
learn how to depend on God.  

If God will just perform a miracle for you every day, you will not learn how to trust God. 
It is in the difficult things in life that we learn how to depend on God. 

In vv. 3-13, Joshua draws up a battle plan. He divides the army into three task forces. The 
first task force of 30,000 men shall go up behind the city (to the west) at night and hide in the 
rocks.3 The second task force led by Joshua shall advance to the north of the city, in plain view 
of everyone in the city. The third task force of 5,000 men shall set an ambush between Ai and 
Bethel, to the west of the city, against any reinforcements from Bethel sent to help the Aiite 
army.  

The second task force under Joshua shall approach the city and bait the Aiite army to 
come out and chase them as before. As soon as the Aiite army comes out and chases Joshua’s 
men, the 30,000 men shall capture the city and set it on fire. 

But in vv. 7-8, the writer emphasizes an important point. “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, I 
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have commanded you” (Josh. 8:8). There is the assurance of victory by God’s promise and by 
Israel’s obedience.  

Brethren, when God fights the battle, we will surely win it. If God fights our battle to 
possess the land, we will surely possess it. But we must obey God’s commands. God never 
blesses disobedient people. 

Notice that it was Joshua who laid out the plan of ambush. The text is silent whether God 
gave him specific instructions. It appears that Joshua himself drew up the battle plan. 

Thus, we learn a dynamic of divine guidance. Normally, God would guide us to do 
something. But as to the plan of action, He leaves it up to our discretion. 

Do you expect God to tell you how to share the Gospel? The model of preaching the 
gospel is in the NT. God leaves it up to us on how to apply it. 

Joshua’s strategy worked exactly as planned. Joshua and his second task force 
approached the city. The Aiite army went out to meet him at Arabah. The king of Ai did not 
know of the Israelite soldiers waiting behind the city to capture it. Joshua and his men pretended 
to run away. The Aiite army pursued Joshua, leaving the city defenseless.  

Then the LORD told Joshua to stretch out his javelin toward Ai. At that point, the force 
of 30,000 men behind the city ran towards the city, captured it, and set it on fire. Meanwhile, 
Joshua’s men turned back to face the Aiite army. The Aiite army found themselves surrounded 
by Joshua’s army before them and the Israelite task force behind them, which now came out of 
the city and attacked them.  

There was a great slaughter that day. The Israelite army killed everyone of the Aiite 
army, leaving only the king alive. After Israel killed all the Aiite army, they entered the city and 
killed all 12,000 inhabitants. In v. 26, Joshua devoted all the people of Ai to destruction. Only 
the livestock and the booty in the city they spared as plunder for themselves, according to the 
word of the LORD. Joshua burned Ai and made it a stack [Heb. tel] of ruins. 

You might be bothered about the slaughter of all 12,000 Aiites. Deut. 20:16-18 reads, 
“But in the cities of these peoples that the LORD your God is giving you for an inheritance, you 
shall save alive nothing that breathes, but you shall devote them to complete destruction, the 
Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites and the Perizzites, the Hivites and the Jebusites, as the 
LORD your God has commanded, that they may not teach you to do according to all their 
abominable practices that they have done for their gods, and so you sin against the LORD your 
God.” Remember that the holiness of God requires the holiness of His people. But in the history 
of Israel, Israel has departed from the holiness of God through the sinful practices of other 
people. 

Isn’t it true of many Christians as well? How many believers have been drawn away by 
the sinful practices of this world? The Bible warns us against the contamination of worldly sin. 

James 1:27, “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit 
orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world.”  

James 4:4, “You adulterous people! Do you not know that friendship with the world is 
enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy 
of God.” 

1 John 2:15-17, “Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the 
world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh 
and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions—is not from the Father but is from the 
world. And the world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God 
abides forever.” 



Worldliness is the worldly mindset that elevates sin over holiness. It refers to the sinful 
desires of the flesh that opposes God. It refers to the craving of what you see. It refers to the 
boasting resulting from your possessions. Since worldliness rejects God, then those who love 
worldliness do not possess the love of God. We must guard against a worldly mindset.  

What is your weakness? Are you like Achan, who lusts after material things? If not, are 
you weak with women, pride, money, or alcohol?  

Note the stress on obedience to God’s word in v. 27. “Only the livestock and the spoil of 
that city Israel took as their plunder, according to the word of the LORD that he commanded 
Joshua” (Josh. 8:27). Obedience to God’s word demonstrates dependence on God. Conversely, 
disobedience is a sign of a self-confident spirit. 
Faith without obedience is no faith at all. True faith is demonstrated by obedience to God’s word. 

Are you willing to trust God enough to obey His word? 
Look with me please in v. 29. “And he hanged the king of Ai on a tree until evening. And 

at sunset Joshua commanded, and they took his body down from the tree.” The hanging of kings 
on a tree was a “wartime practice.”4 I remember an old Clint Eastwood movie, “Hang ‘Em 
High.” A group of bandits hanged Clint Eastwood on a tree.  

They no longer do it today. But I read a news report they put Muamar Ghadafi on the 
front of a pick-up truck and paraded him around the town of Sirte. 

At sunset, the Israelites removed the body of the king of Ai because the Mosaic Law 
prohibits the exposure of a dead body overnight (Deut. 21:22-23). They dumped the body at the 
entrance of the city gate.  

Then the people did a curious thing—they put a pile of stones as a marker on the body. 
They “raised over it a great heap of stones, which stands there to this day” (Josh. 8:29). What is 
the point of the writer in including it? 

Look back to Josh. 7:26. “And they raised over him a great heap of stones that remains to 
this day.” The king of Ai was a Canaanite. Achan was an Israelite. But both were devoted to 
destruction. What happened to the king of Ai, the king of a city devoted for destruction, also 
happened to Achan, the disobedient Israelite devoted to destruction.  

It means that God treats disobedient Israelites the same way he would treat damned 
Canaanites. He will not bless His disobedient people any more than He would bless the depraved 
Canaanites. God will not bless disobedient believers any more than He would bless depraved 
sinners. Remember Ananias and Sapphira? God will judge a rebellious believer as readily as He 
would judge condemned unbelievers.  

 
Conclusion 

 
When you give in to sin in self-confidence, you live a defeated Christian life. But when 

you learn total dependence on God, you live a victorious Christian life. Blessings come. You 
continue to receive more of the blessings of God.  

Are you living in disobedience to the lordship of Christ? I encourage you to come to 
Jesus today, bow down before Him, and surrender your life to Him.  

Jesus is not looking for a lukewarm believer, but for a follower who is absolutely, 
completely, and totally consecrated to Him. Come to Jesus now and give Him your life. 
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