Armed and Ready #7

“A DIVINE COURT-MARTIAL”

JOSHUA 7-8; EPHESIANS 6:17
One word often associated with the armed services is discipline. From the rigors of boot camp to the polished display marches to the complex combat maneuvers, discipline is an essential quality for success. The ability to take and follow orders and to be self-disciplined in studies and activities is a requirement for any soldier. If a recruit does not possess this characteristic before he arrives, he will have it when he leaves!

Discipline in this sense is positive—indeed many former soldiers look to their military experience with appreciation for the discipline they learned.

But there is a dark side to discipline in the military: the court martial. The court martial is not intended to make the soldier better equipped for the battle. In fact, the result of almost any court martial (when the soldier is found guilty) is expulsion from the ranks. The court martial is a military trial. Punishments can range from a dishonorable discharge, in which all military benefits are lost, to a prison sentence, to even death.

Courts martial are not as commonly reported as they once were. During wartime, the stresses of combat sometimes lead men to commit acts worthy of such a trial. But in this century, only one soldier was executed for desertion in battle: Private Eddie Slovik, near the end of World War II. His case has been celebrated in both books and motion pictures because he was the only soldier condemned to death for this cause. More recently, the motion picture A Few Good Men dramatized a court martial with a memorable courtroom battle of wits between Tom Cruise and Jack Nicholson.

Discipline is also a reality in the army of God. In our study of Joshua and Ephesians, we come to an episode I have entitled “A Divine Court Martial.” We will see what happens when a soldier in the army of God disobeys orders, and how that crime not only affects himself, but his family, his fellow soldiers, and the entire nation as well.

A Direct Contradiction of Orders

Joshua had just led the Israelites to a mighty victory over the fortress of Jericho. Through the miraculous working of God, they were able to completely destroy this important city. The conquest of Jericho was very much like the invasion of Normandy during World War II. That victory for the Allies meant the beginning of the end for the Nazi regime. But the war was far from over. In a similar way, the victory at Jericho meant that the ultimate conquest of Canaan was only a matter of time, but there were a lot of battles yet to fight.

Before the battle, the Lord had instructed Joshua and all Israel that no one was to take any spoils from the city; everything in Jericho was placed under a “ban” to be “devoted” to the Lord. Rather than hoard the spoils of victory for themselves, the soldiers were to take nothing home. Everything living was to have been put to death. Everything valuable was to have been put in the treasury of the Lord. Everything was set apart for Him. Simple.
 
In this way, the Israelites were attributing the victory to the Lord. And so chapter six concludes, “So the Lord was with Joshua, and his fame spread throughout the land.” Joshua and the Israelites were certainly feeling the sweet success of this battle.

However, chapter seven begins with a red warning sign:

But the Israelites acted unfaithfully in regard to the devoted things; Achan son of Carmi, the son of Zimri, the son of Zerah, of the tribe of Judah, took some of them. So the Lord’s anger burned against Israel.

The order from the Lord was clear: Do not take anything from the rubble of Jericho. But Achan did not listen. He directly disobeyed and took what is later defined as gold, silver, and nice clothes. As Max Lucado puts it, “He saw the bling and forgot his King.”
 Furthermore, according to his confession in verse 21, Achan knew what he was doing was wrong, for he hid the goods underneath his tent. This was Achan’s crime.

But we might wonder, “What was so awful about his actions? Was it that big a deal?” Yes, it was. Primarily, it was sinful because it was a violation of God’s orders. No matter how we may rationalize our activities, if it goes against what God has clearly commanded, it is wrong, and it is inexcusable. So many people will try to do just this when their desires are confronted by God’s expressed word. But there is no escape from the fact that it is wrong and will be treated accordingly.

More specifically, we might classify Achan’s action as theft. Not theft from the person(s) of Jericho who had owned the goods, or even theft from the Israelites, who could have shared in his find. No, Achan was guilty of theft from the Lord Himself. Achan stole from God! As German commentator C. F. Keil summarizes, “As all that had been stolen was a property consecrated to the Lord, the appropriation of it to private use was the height of wickedness.”

This was the crime of Achan, a direct contradiction of God’s orders. There must be genuine repentance and restoration or grave consequences will follow.

A Deadly Consequence to Others

The reader of Joshua chapter seven knows what Achan had done, and is also informed of what is about to happen by the last phrase of verse one, “So the Lord’s anger burned against Israel.” As we used to say as children when someone was in trouble, “They’re gonna get it!”

But Joshua and the leaders of Israel were completely unaware of this crime. Jericho had been destroyed, and they looked ahead to their next target, the village of Ai. Ai was a much smaller town than Jericho, and some have concluded that Ai was not even a town in itself, but only a stronghold for the nearby city of Bethel. 

Ai was in the hill country, about fifteen miles from Jericho; and one went up to Ai because it was situated 1,700 feet above sea level.
 The name is usually accompanied by the article in Hebrew: ha ‘ay, meaning “the ruin.” Archaeological evidence reveals a flourishing community in the third millennium B.C. This community was destroyed, perhaps by Amorite invaders, about 2200 B.C. and left unoccupied and ruined for about a thousand years.
 

Archaeologists differ as to the precise location of Ai. Because of an influential article in 1924 by W. F. Albright, the “father” of Biblical archaeology, nearly all scholars have accepted the large site of et-Tell as Ai. But this poses a problem, since et-Tell was not occupied in Joshua’s time. In 1838 the English scholar Edward Robinson was informed of a tradition in the Holy Land that Ai was located at modern Khirbet el-Maqatir. This same notion was encountered in 1899 by the German scholar Ernst Sellin. Since 1995, Bryant Wood has conducted excavations at Khirbet el-Maqatir, determining that a small fortress dating to the fifteenth century B.C. was indeed there—and that it meets all the Biblical requirements for Joshua’s Ai.

Joshua sent spies to Ai, who reported back to him, saying, “Not all the people will have to go up against Ai. Send two or three thousand men to take it and do not weary all the people, for only a few men are there.” Joshua took their advice and sent a smaller force against Ai. But, verse four informs us, “they were routed by the men of Ai,” losing thirty-six soldiers. And, to make it worse, they were shot in the back because they were retreating! Israel was on the run. Why? God handed Jericho to them to demonstrate His power and assure Israel of His presence. But here’s this little pipsqueak town of Ai, and Israel’s soldiers run for their lives! There’s no logic to it. What on earth had changed?
 How could they lose this battle? After defeating Jericho, the strong fortress, they are now beaten by Ai—“The Ruin”! How could it be? Paul Toms writes, “When God departs from the scene, as God departed from the scene at Ai, defeat is the natural thing to expect.”

This battle showed the Israelites just how weak and helpless they were without the Lord on their side. With Him, no one could stand against them; without Him, they could defeat no one! As Keil comments, “Before Ai the Israelites were to learn that…the congregation of the Lord could only conquer the power of the world so long as it was faithful to His covenant.”

How applicable this is for the Christian today! With God’s power, we are assured that we will “overcome the world, for greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world” [1 John 4:4]. We are equally assured that “without Me [Christ] you can do nothing” [John 15:5]. If we are to stand against the evil powers of Satan, we must have be strong in God’s mighty power and equipped with the armor He provides, or we will be defeated as Israel was by Ai. The “ruined” foe will have victory over us! Swindoll observes, 

Let’s face it: we often stand in the way of our own blessings. The Lord is a God of grace, so I certainly don’t mean to suggest that He only blesses us when we’re good. I have received far more goodness than I will ever merit. As a sinner, I deserve only punishment. But if the short-term blessing will cause us long-term harm, it cannot be called grace. God will never bless us at the expense of our holiness.

The consequence of Achan’s action, then, was the defeat of the whole army. Thirty-six men were killed in the battle, and according to Joshua 22:20, Achan was directly responsible for these deaths. When Achan son of Zerah acted unfaithfully regarding the devoted things, did not wrath come upon the whole community of Israel? He was not the only one who died for his sin.

This might seem terrible unfair that others would pay for the crime of one man. But in the army, this is almost always the case. If a soldier does not fulfill his assignment, it may cost an entire unit or division their lives. Unfortunately, when there is a unit of people working closely together, the consequences are shared among the whole group, even if only one is guilty of the crime.

The same is true in the body of Christ. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 5:6, “Know ye not that a little leaven leaveneth the whole lump?” Paul is speaking here of sin within the Corinthian church. If they would not get rid of the sin among them, the whole church would be adversely affected by it. They would share the consequences.

This same teaching is seen in the letter of Christ to the church at Pergamum in Revelation 2. He says in verses 14-16,

But I have a few things against thee, because thou hast there them that hold the doctrine of Balaam, who taught Balac to cast a stumblingblock before the children of Israel, to eat things sacrificed unto idols, and to commit fornication. So hast thou also them that hold the doctrine of the Nicolaitans, which thing I hate. Repent; or else I will come unto thee quickly, and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth.

Christ would have to come to the church in order to fight against the sinners. If sin exists within the church, the whole church suffers! This is what happened in Joshua 7, as one writer says,

Achan, a member of the nation, had robbed the whole nation of the purity and holiness which it ought to possess before God, through the sin he had committed, just as the whole body is affected by the sin of a single member.
 

Isaiah would later write, “But your iniquities have separated between you and your God, and your sins have hid His face from you, that He will not hear” (Isa. 59:2). Joshua and the Israelite army found this out the hard way!

A Drastic Cleansing of Offender

After the news of defeat reached his ears, Joshua went before the Lord to see what had happened. His prayer, recorded for us in verses 7-9, presupposes that that they had erred in their movements, that perhaps the Lord really wanted them to stay on the other side of the Jordan. He ignored the miracle at the Jordan River, when all Israel crossed the flooded river on dry ground. He forgot the great victory at Jericho. He doubted the direction of the Lord.

This is easy for any Christian to do. When we experience defeat, it is easy to look back and say, “Perhaps we should not have come here, or perhaps we should not have done this.” We are ready to throw away the whole strategy of the Lord at the first sign of defeat!

The Lord rebukes Joshua in verses 10-12, 

Stand up! What are you doing down on your face? Israel has sinned; they have violated my covenant, which I commanded them to keep. They have taken some of the devoted things; they have stolen, they have lied, they have put them with their own possessions. That is why the Israelites cannot stand against their enemies; they turn their backs and run because they have been made liable to destruction. I will not be with you anymore unless you destroy whatever among you is devoted to destruction.

“Joshua had no reason to doubt the fidelity of the Lord. Instead of seeking the cause of the calamity in God, he ought to seek it in the sin of the people.”
 So, too, when we encounter defeat, need first to look within, for sin in our own lives, before we question the Lord.

The Lord not only pointed out the problem—the sin that caused the defeat—but He also pointed out the specific crime. God knew exactly what had contributed to the Israelites’ defeat, and He will similarly work through the Holy Spirit in to point out our specific sin to be dealt with.

Joshua follows the appointed practice to discover the guilty party. We may wonder God did not simply tell Joshua, “It’s Achan.” The reason is not specifically mentioned, but I believe that God was allowing Achan a chance to confess his sin. In His grace, God was giving the man every opportunity to step up, confess, repent, spare the community any further suffering, and take his punishment. Still, through it all, the guilty man said nothing. His sin remained buried.
 Only when the process of investigation eventually pointed to Achan did he say, “Yes, I did it!” He admits that he desired the valuables, stole them, and hid them in his tent.

The punishment was terribly severe. Achan, his family, his livestock, and all his goods were taken out of the camp and into a valley. There Joshua pronounced the sentence: “Why have you brought this disaster on us today? The Lord will bring disaster on you today.” This sentence is actually a play on words: the Hebrew word for disaster is achor, which is very similar to the name Achan. In a sense Joshua asks, “Why have you brought this achor upon us, Achan?” Achan’s sin cost thirty-six men their lives, and now it would cost not only his life, but the lives of his family, and all that he owned. His sin had a devastating effect on everyone he was connected with! “Never underestimate the amount of damage one person can do outside the will of God. Abraham’s disobedience in Egypt almost cost him his wife; David’s disobedience in taking an unauthorized census led to the death of 70,000 people; and Jonah’s refusal to obey God almost sank a ship. That’s why Paul admonished the Corinthian believers in 1 Corinthians 5 to discipline the disobedient man in their fellowship, because his sin was defiling the whole church.
 

But why did Achan’s family suffer for his sin? Because he is the head of that family, and his sin brought punishment on the entire household. One commentator believes that all of Achan’s family participated in the sin by not revealing the crime.
 Wiersbe notes, 

Since a law in Israel prohibited innocent family members from being punished for the sins of their relatives (Deuteronomy 24:16), Achan’s family must have been guilty of assisting him in his sin. His household was judged the same way Israel would deal with a Jewish city that had turned to idols. Achan and his family had turned from the true and living God and had given their hearts to that which God had said was accursed—silver, gold, and an expensive garment. It wasn’t worth it!

The point of this story is that the husband/father has a very significant role as the spiritual leader of the home. When the father abdicates that role, trouble will befall the whole family. This is not to say that the wife or children are lost because of the husband’s sin, but in this life there will be troubles because of the sin of the father.

Men, this is a strong challenge to us! If we fail in our roles as the spiritual leader of the home, if we are not the husband and father that God has called us to be, there will be problems! Peter speaks of prayers being hindered because the husband is not acting in a proper manner at home. Furthermore, we will give account before God for the leadership role He has given to us. 

Chapter seven ends on a rather somber note. Achan and his household had been stoned to death, and their bodies and belongings were buried under a pile of rocks as a grim reminder of his crime. The place was called “The Valley of Achor,” meaning “disaster.” One resource concludes, “The punishment for violation of the ban was to be put under the ban. The ban required the obliteration of the family line…. [It] was a punishment only God could dole out.”

But chapter eight shows the results of the cleansing. After Israel had cleansed the sin from themselves, the Israelites were again victorious over their foes. Without going into the details of the battle, the Israelites completely destroyed Ai and Bethel, two cities near one another. 

As we consider the armor of God in Ephesians 6, I think it is clear that the breastplate of righteousness can be applied to the battles of Ai. In the first battle, the unrighteousness of Achan rendered the entire Israelite army helpless against their foes. It was not until they were restored to their righteous status by eradicating the sin of Achan that they could once again be victorious.

The same is true for the Christian soldier. Our breastplate is righteousness of character and conduct, and this is cultivated by resisting the temptations of Satan. Without a high standard of morality in our daily lives, we cannot hope to stand in the spiritual battle.
 As Francis Foulkes writes in his commentary on Ephesians, “To neglect what we know to be a righteous action is to leave a gaping hole in our armor.” 
 We will experience defeat if we do not maintain a level of righteousness in our daily experience. Lucado adds, “Heeding God’s Word is more critical than fighting God’s war. Indeed, heeding God’s Word is fighting God’s war. Conquest happens as the covenant is honored.”

Perhaps we find ourselves with such a “gaping hole” in our armor today. It may be the very sin of Achan—stealing what is rightfully God’s—or it may be another manifestation of sin. Do not make the mistake of Achan, dragging down your family and your church in the fallout of your sin. Confess your unrighteousness, and experience the restoration God brings when we repent. 

This is so beautifully illustrated in Hosea 2:15. This prophecy speaks of the consequences of sin and how it separates one from God, but it also speaks of sweet reconciliation. Verse 15 says, “and I will make the Valley of Achor a door of hope.” Derek Kinder writes so well concerning this verse,

That old reproach, the Valley of Achor at the gateway to the promised land…cannot be just forgotten but renamed: the Door or Gate of Hope—for when God forgives, He does it handsomely, and in this single line of verse 15 He lays the ghosts of not only Israel’s past but, by analogy, the past of any repentant sinner.

Lucado concludes,

One stumble does not define or break a person. Though you failed, God’s love does not. Face your failures with faith in God’s goodness. He saw this collapse coming. When you stood on the eastern side of the Jordan, God could see the upcoming mishap of your Ai.

Still, he tells you what he told Joshua: “Arise, go…you and all this people, to the land which I am giving” (Joshua 1:2). There is no condition in that covenant. No fine print. No performance language. God’s Promised Land offer does not depend on your perfection. It depends on his.

In God’s hands no defeat is a crushing defeat. “The steps of good men are directed by the Lord. He delights in each step they take. If they fall, it isn’t fatal, for the Lord holds them with his hand” (Psalm 37:23–24 TLB).

Confess that sin, refit yourself with the “breastplate of righteousness,” and regain the victory in your life today!
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