THE WRATH OF GOD ON SIN

Text: Joshua 7
Reading: Acts 5:1-11
Theme: God was angry with His people because of un-confessed sin in Israel and therefore would not go with them or bless them.
Purpose: To explain the wrath of God on sin and the need to confess it to enjoy God’s continued presence and blessing.

Congregation,

When you begin a new project or venture or job you usually want to get off on the right foot. You want to begin well. You want to make a good start. That’s true of people beginning a new business or when we are seeking to establish a new congregation. We want to start off properly and set the right tone and do everything well.

As the people of Israel began the task of conquering the land of Canaan God wanted them to begin well. He wanted them to trust him and to be obedient and to follow his commands. But they didn’t do this. Right after the great victory with the taking of Jericho we have this sobering contrast in chapter 7:1,  But the Israelites acted unfaithfully in regard to the devoted things .So the Lord’s anger burned against Israel. 

This mention of God’s wrath sets the tone for this chapter. The biblical writers are not simply recording the events that happened, the mere facts; no, they are interpreting this history.  They are giving us a look behind the scenes. They often tell us what is going on. Here the writer tells us that God was angry about the sin of Israel. This is the main theme. This is how the chapter begins, and how it ends. In verse 26 we are told;  Then the Lord turned from his fierce anger.  So the chapter is framed with these references to the wrath of God. 

As we look at this we will consider:
1.	The Reason for God’s Wrath.
	2.	The Ramifications of God’s Wrath.
	3.	The Removal of God’s Wrath.
4.	The Result of God’s Wrath. 

THE REASON FOR GOD’S WRATH.

Joshua did not know what we the readers know about God’s anger. So he did as he had done in the past-  he sent out spies to investigate the next city they wanted to capture.  Ai lay at the top of a ravine and taking it would give them a commanding foothold over the central hill country. Because it was only a small city they decided to send only a small force of 3000. That force was soundly defeated and they lost 36 men in their hasty retreat down the steep slopes. They were not defeated because they  had only sent a small force of men. No, they were defeated because there was sin in their camp. 

In verse 1 we are told that they  acted unfaithfully in regard to the devoted things . This goes back to chapter 6:18-19 where Joshua told the people that everything in the city of Jericho was to be devoted to the Lord. He solemnly warned them that if they took anything for themselves they would bring about their own destruction and bring trouble on the camp of Israel. Achan had ignored this warning and he has disobeyed God’s command.

The Lord explains the seriousness of this sin to Joshua in verse 11;  Israel has sinned; they have violated my covenant which I commanded them to keep.  This sin involved theft and lying, but it went deeper than that. God had made an agreement with the people of Israel and Achan had broken that agreement. He had betrayed the trust placed in him. This same charge is repeated in verse 15;  He has violated the covenant of the Lord and done a disgraceful thing in Israel.  This is expressed in very strong language. The word violated means to overstep the mark, to transgress. The word disgraceful also has the idea of doing something senseless and foolish. 

They were just beginning their great conquest of Canaan and already there was serious sin in the camp of Israel. The same thing happened at the time of the New Testament church when Ananias and Sapphira lied to the Holy Spirit about the price of the land they had sold. The New Testament church was just beginning and already then there was sin amongst those believers. 

In both cases God dealt with that sin very severely. He wanted to impress on his people the importance of righteousness and holiness. God’s covenant is not just about promises and privileges and power but it is also about obedience and obligations and ordering our lives according to his commands. 

Today too we need to remember that God is a Holy God. Sin is an offence against His character and holiness. He cannot tolerate sin because it is against His very nature. He must deal with evil. We tend to have light and easy views of sin because we have a light and easy view of God. If we had a thorough and comprehensive knowledge of God then we would have a much deeper awareness of sin in our lives and in the life of the church. Is there some sin in your life that you need to acknowledge and confess to God?

As you think about this remember that God is omniscient   that is, he is all-seeing. When Achan collected that Babylonian robe and the silver and the gold wedge he thought no one had seen him. He had looked around carefully to make sure no one was watching him. He secretly carried it to his tent and hid it there and he thought he was safe. 

We often have the same idea when we sin. We think no one has seen us; no one has noticed. But the Lord sees everything. He sees into every home, every bedroom, every office, every classroom. He hears every conversation. He looks into your mind and into your thoughts and into your heart. You cannot hide anything from him. Remember that   it may keep you from sin. 

This, then was the reason for God’s wrath and for their defeat. This brings us to consider, secondly, THE RAMIFICATIONS OF GOD’S WRATH.

After their defeat at Ai Joshua and the other leaders of Israel were shocked and stunned. They had gone into battle with confidence because of their previous victory, but now they had been defeated and 36 of their men had been killed. They could not understand it and they were overwhelmed. In their distress they went to the Lord in prayer with humility and sorrow. They tore their clothes, sprinkled dust on their heads and lay on the ground before the Lord until the evening.

They prayed because they were concerned about themselves. They were worried that when the Canaanites heard about this they would gather together in a combined attack on Israel and they would be trapped between their enemies and the flooded Jordan river. 
However, they were also concerned about the reputation of the Lord   about God’s  great name  (Verse 9). What would the other nations think of the Lord if the people of Israel were defeated? What would happen to His reputation? So they prayed.

Then the Lord explained the reason for their defeat. We have already considered this from verse 11. They had sinned. But the Lord did more than this   he also explained two important implications or ramifications of his wrath. These are described in verse 12 which is the middle of this chapter and the key verse. The whole chapter hinges on this statement.  

One implication is that they would not be able to stand against their enemies. This is why they had been defeated at Ai and they would continue to be defeated until they dealt with this sin. Verse 13b;  You cannot stand against your enemies until you remove it.  
There would be no blessing without obedience. 
There would be no victory without confession. 
There would be no rest in the land without a removal of sin.

The other implication  is that as long as they tolerated this sin they would not experience the Lord’s presence. Verse 12b:  I will not be with you any more unless you destroy whatever among you is devoted for destruction.  There is nothing more important to God’s people than the presence of God. That is the most important blessing God has promised. This is at the heart of the covenant arrangement. God has promised;  I will be your God and you will be my people.  That is the centre and core of God’s promises. The greatest comfort we have is to be able to know that wherever we go He is with us.  Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me.  (Psalm 23:4).

The Lord had promised Joshua that He would be with him (1:5,9). This was also God’s assurance to Israel as they prepared to cross over into the land of Canaan (3:10). But the presence of God was conditional on obedience. If they disobeyed God then they had to confess that sin and set things right. A Holy God could not remain with a sinful nation that was harbouring unconfessed sin. A Holy God can only live among a holy people.

These, then, were the ramifications of God’s wrath if the people of Israel did not deal with sin. They would be defeated and the Lord would not go with them. 
That is still true today. If we nurse sin as individuals or as a church we cannot expect the Lord’s blessing or His presence.

Thankfully the Lord showed them a way to deal with this sin so they could move on. This is the third point to consider: THE REMOVAL OF GOD’S WRATH 

God showed them how they could discover this sin and deal with it. He showed them how they could restore their relationship with him and receive his blessings once again. Even though this is a chapter about God’s wrath and judgement we need to see that the Lord was also merciful. He dealt with the specific sin of the person allowing the rest of the people to be blessed. In this situation of Israel one man had brought guilt and punishment on the whole community. God explained that they would find that man through a process of lots. They would do this by a process of elimination so as to narrow it down to the guilty person. So the next day all the people gathered and a lot was cast among the twelve tribes. Judah was taken. All the other tribes were now watching Judah. It was a tense and difficult time. Who would be isolated as the culprit? 
"The clans of Judah came forward, and he took the Zerahites. He had the clan of Zerahites come forward by families, and Zimri was taken. Joshua had his family come forward man by man, and Achan son of Carmi, the son of Zimri, the son of Zerah, of the tribe of Judah was taken. " (Verses 17-18).

In keeping with the God centred character of this chapter and the whole Bible Joshua directs all the attention to the Lord. "My son, give glory to the Lord, The God of Israel, and give him the praise. Tell me what you have done; do not hide it from me" (Verse 19). You might have thought that Achan would have come forward earlier and confessed his sin, but he didn’t. He kept it to himself. Maybe he thought he could still get away with it. Maybe he thought he would not be found out. But he was found out   and now he confesses freely. You almost get a sense of relief in his speech. He must have been labouring under a guilty conscience and then the whole worry of being found out in this process of taking the lots. Now he tells all.

Notice the sequence of sin in verse 21: I saw  I coveted .I took. That is the way of sin. It begins with the eyes, it follows through in the mind and heart and then it leads to an action. If you are going to keep yourself from sin then guard your eyes first of all. Be very careful about what you read in magazines and novels and what you see on TV and videos. Guard your mind and heart because what you think about and dwell on will become evident in your life and behaviour. 
This sin of Israel had to be removed. This brings us to consider, fourthly,
THE RESULT OF GOD’S WRATH. (vs 24-26)

After his confession Joshua sent messengers who ran to his tent. The entire Israelite community waited till they came back. Sure enough, here were the stolen goods. They were spread out before the Lord   giving back to him what Achan had stolen. 

Then Achan was punished by death. Sometimes when the police are searching for a criminal they will promise immunity from prosecution if someone will come forward and testify or give evidence. They promise that if someone comes forward to confess and give further evidence then they won’t be punished. God does not work that way. Sin has consequences. Sin must be punished. God must maintain his justice. So Achan was stoned to death in the presence of all Israel. He had violated God’s covenant. He had caused the death of 36 men in Israel because of his sin. 

This doesn’t mean that everyone of us must be put to death for our sins against the Lord. The good news of the Bible is that God has provided a way for His justice to be satisfied but also for us to be freed from the punishment of eternal death. All of us are sinners deserving the judgement and punishment of God because of our disobedience and stubbornness. But God has made it possible for us to have a right relationship with Him through the death of Jesus on the cross. There Jesus took the punishment that we deserved and he died in the place of all who believe in him.

A striking feature of this story is that Achan’s family were put to death as well. This is a hard truth to grasp in our individualistic society of New Zealand. But we need to realise that sin is never an individual matter. It always goes wider. It has further implications. It always affects a wider circle of people. It is highly contagious. 

In the case of Achan his sin may well have involved his family. They may well have known about his actions and so were accomplices in this crime. But even if they did not the Bible works with a principle corporate solidarity. The actions of the head of a family involved the whole family. Everyone was affected. That principle works both ways. Achan’s sin brought judgement on his entire family; while Rahab’s actions brought salvation to her whole family. 

This is a principle built into God’s entire work of salvation. Adam’s sin brought judgement on the entire human race, while the saving work of the Lord Jesus brought salvation to all who believe. The Apostle Paul put it like this:  For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous  (Roms 5:19). The story of Achan’s sin and punishment is terribly sobering but God has given us mercy and grace in and through the Lord Jesus Christ. 

That place was named Achor   a play on the name of Achan. Both names mean trouble or disaster. The people of Israel threw a large pile of stones over his body as a reminder of what had happened. This was the second memorial they built in the land of Canaan. The first memorial was a pile of 12 stones they built to remind them of God’s saving power in bringing them over the Jordan. The second was built  to remind them of God’s just judgment on sin and disobedience. 

As the people of Israel prepared to take up their task in the land of Canaan they needed both these reminders. So do we. We need to remember the saving grace of God in Christ Jesus, and the terrible and just judgement of God on sin. Remembering these things  should direct you to the Lord Jesus Christ in a life of  faith and obedience.

Amen. 

