
Story Number 64

THE AI

From Jericho down in the valley, perhaps the lowest town in the

country, Joshua sent spies to his next target, The Ai, a town high up in the

hills alongside Beth Aven and to the east of the City of Bethel. (We may

recall that Abraham twice pitched his camp between Bethel and The Ai.)

Just why he made such a big jump is not clear, perhaps to frighten those

who lived in the middle of the country.

The spies came back and reported that it was not such a big place and

there was no need to tire out the whole army. A mere two or three

thousand would be enough to take the town. So three thousand men went,

but turned and fled before the inhabitants of The Ai, who killed about

thirty-six of them and then chased them and killed more.

The Israelites lost heart and became very dispirited, and Joshua tore his

clothes and fell on his face in front of the Ark, along with the elders of

Israel. It was not so much the men killed – in a battle there are casualties

– as the fact that Israel had turned its back on its enemies and run away

from them! He cried to God ‘Why did you bring us here to deliver us into

the hands of the Amorites who will hear of this and finish us? Why did

you not let us stay across the Jordan?’

‘Stop this and get up’ said God. ‘Israel has broken the treaty I made

with them by not obeying my instructions. They have taken from what

was condemned [in Jericho], stolen, lied and hidden it. For that reason

they have not been able to stand up against their enemies, and I will not

be with them until you destroy the condemned things they have taken. Tell

the people to be ready tomorrow, take lots to find out which tribe contains

the culprits, then which clan, then which family and then which men. The
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culprit is to be burnt, he and all that is his.’

[It should be pointed out here that if they took lots, God would see that

the right person emerged. But a person was not to be condemned on the

basis of the lots, as if being tried by magic. The lots were only to point

to the person who was to be investigated, and then if found guilty he

would be punished.]

Next day, Joshua called all the people and took lots for the tribes, and

the result was Judah. Within the family of Judah came the family of

Zerah, within them that of Zavdi, and within that Achan, son of Carmi son

of Zavdi. Joshua called out Achan and asked him to confess 1 before

God as to what he had done.

Achan realised that the game was up, he had to tell the truth. He had

indeed sinned. In Jericho he had seen a beautiful coat, two hundred

shekels of silver and a lump of gold weighing fifty shekels, taken them,

and hidden them buried in the ground underneath his tent.

Joshua sent people to investigate, they found it all there buried under

the tent, and brought it all out. Joshua then took all this together with

Achan, his children, his animals, his tent and everything he had, to the

Valley of Achor, together with all Israel. There all the people stoned him

to death, burned everything, and piled up an enormous heap of stones on

them, and God’s anger abated.

God then told Joshua to take the army back to The Ai, which would be

delivered into his hands, and its inhabitants and king should be treated as

were those of Jericho; only the army were here to be allowed to take all

the spoil including the animals. However, this time a new plan of action

would have to be used.

Joshua took thirty thousand men at night and placed them as an ambush

beyond the town, to the west beween The Ai and Bethel. In the morning

he sent another five thousand there, to wait for a signal from him. Then

1. Hebrew ¼( L'¼} ¼º here means confession, not (as elsewhere ) thanks.
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he attacked the front of the town from the north, the people came out from

both the Ai and Bethel, and he and his men ran away as before. So all the

people from The Ai and Bethel came out and chased after them, leaving

the towns empty. God then told Joshua to give the signal, which he did,

and the ambush jumped up, entered the empty town, and set light to it.

When the inhabitants, who had been chasing the Israelites, looked back,

they saw all the smoke rising from the town which was on fire, and

realised that they could not go back. Then the main force of Israelites

under Joshua, who had all been running away, turned round and faced

them and attacked. The people of The Ai were caught between them on

one side and the ambush that had invaded the town on the other, who then

attacked from the rear. Between them, the army killed every one, the

whole population of The Ai, about twelve thousand men and women. The

town was burned down and turned into a tell (a mound of earth that

covers everything) while the soldiers took all the spoil and the animals,

which God had given them instructions to do this time. The king of The

Ai was caught alive, taken to Joshua, then killed and hung on a tree, but

Joshua insisted that before sunset the body was taken down, 2 thrown

away and covered by a pile of stones.

–––––––––––––––

2. Deut. 21:22-23 apparently applied not only to a condemned criminal but also
to an enemy whose body in those days was hung, after execution.

3



Postscript

Joshua then built an altar on Mount Ebal, copied the Torah of Moses

onto the stones and read it all to them, then had the blessings and curses

on Mounts Ebal and Gerizim as Moses had commanded. These mountains

are on either side of Shechem, and there is no mention of that town being

conquered (or even allocated when the land was allocated), so we must

assume that it had been destroyed before the time of Abraham (who

arrived at the site of Shechem) and not yet rebuilt – but it was rebuilt later

in the time of Joshua as it was much later given to the Levites.
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