
 

 
Connection to Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study of Awake: The Call to a 
Renewed Life, these sermon outlines will use the same Scripture passages as the small group 
study, so the pastor can reinforce the study from the pulpit.  
 
We see in the book of Acts that as the early church was faithful with what God had given them 
he opened up more doors for the gospel to spread. Session Six of the small group material is 
called “Return to The Task.” The Point is, “A revitalized church spreads the gospel.”  
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study of Be Strong & 
Courageous: Everyday Leadership from Joshua, these sermon outlines will use the 
same Scripture passages as the small group study, so the pastor can reinforce the 
study from the pulpit. 

After a big victory at Jericho the people of Israel were sorely defeated at Ai. Odds 
makers would have clearly favored the Israelites, but because of sin in the camp God 
did not give them victory. This taught the Israelites that victory is in His hands. And 
through Joshua’s response we are able to learn how we should respond when we fail.  
 

Introduction: 
 
When a church planter arrived to his new community he was immediately attracted to a 
little church that had been abandoned. It was in a great location and you could tell that it 
was once a decently attended church—but now it was just an empty building. The 
church planter tracked down someone to see if he could rent out the old church 
building. But before doing this he thought it might be wise to ask the aged member what 
happened to this church.  
 
The story the old man told the church planter was sad. In the 1950’s and 1960’s the 
church was booming. In fact, in 1964 everyone in the church had pulled together to put 
on a big community outreach. Their outreach event failed miserably. What the man said 
next explained why the church doors were now closed. He told the church planter, “We 
tried in 1964. It didn’t work. So I guess we just kind of quit trying.” Eventually most of the 
members died—leaving nothing but a church building behind.  
 
Countless churches—and believers—could tell similar stories. We tried in ’64, it didn’t 
work, so we gave up. In the story of the Israelites conquering of the Promised Land they 
had a setback similar to this church. Everything was going smoothly and then they were 
sorely defeated at Ai. After defeating Jericho a tiny place like Ai should have been a 
cake walk, instead the Israelites were sent away running for their lives. At that moment 
they could have given up and stopped trying—but they didn’t. Joshua models for us 
how to lead when failure comes. 
 

I. When you fail find out why (Joshua 7:13-15) 

The wording is intentional. There is no “if” to failing. Some of the things we do as 
believers and as churches will fail miserably. We’ll put on a big community outreach and 
nobody will show up. It happens. The difference, though, is in what you do when 
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something fails. The first thing that Joshua did was to inquire of the Lord—and 
eventually the people—to find out what went wrong. Why did they get sorely defeated at 
Ai, when they had just beaten up on Jericho?  
 
Good leaders will be brave enough to look at the reasons why things aren’t working. 
They won’t hide behind platitudes or excuses. Joshua could have tried to hide behind 
theology. He could have taught the people about the sovereignty of God, comforted 
himself with the thought that this must not be God’s will—and then move on to 
something else. But Joshua knew that God had promised to give them this land, so he 
had enough guts to look into why it didn’t happen. In the same way we know that the 
Lord has sovereignly ordained to redeem people from every tribe. If reality isn’t 
matching up to God’s promises, faithful leaders will have the faith to look at what is 
going wrong—even if it’s painful.  
 
Application: Where do you need to make a painful assessment? Are there painful 
failures that you’ve tried to heal by putting on Band-Aids of Christian platitudes? Why 
might you (or those you lead) be afraid to ask “why”?  
 

II. When you fail make things right (Joshua 7:19-21) 

Achan blew it. It was because of his sin that the people of Israel did not defeat the 
people of Ai. At first glance it may seem as if Achan confesses, but from the context it is 
clear that biblical repentance has not taken place. Achan simply got his hand caught in 
the cookie jar. When God reveals to us where we fall short we should not respond with 
a half-baked confession like Achan. Instead we should engage in what John Piper calls 
bold brokenness. In his sermon on Micah 7:7-9, Piper explains: 

The way of BOLD BROKENNESS accepts the indignation when we sin against 
our King. We don't minimize its ugliness. We don't play down the terrible offense 
it is to God. We don't say God can't get angry at us. Instead we tremble at his 
displeasure. We are broken by our sin and contrite and remorseful…I think this is 
one of the greatly needed hours in the church today—the hour when we sit 
quietly and humbly in the ashes of our guilt under the cloud of God's disfavor and 
bear the indignation of the Lord in patience.1  

If our problem is sin, let us confess and find forgiveness in the Lord. If our failure is 
simply a result of our finitude then let us go to the Lord for healing and strength. 
  
Application: How do you respond when the Lord reveals the reason why something 
didn’t work out? Do you respond with anger and hiding or do you work to make things 
right? The reason we are able to engage in “bold brokenness” is because believers 
always come to the Lord as children. Because of the gospel we can boldly approach the 
throne of grace. So, let us believe the gospel enough to be boldly broken.  
 

                                                
1	  Quoted	  from	  http://www.desiringgod.org/sermons/when-‐i-‐fall-‐i-‐will-‐rise	  
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III. When you fall get back up (Joshua 7:25—8:1) 

When I was seven I finally mustered up the courage to take the training wheels off my 
bicycle. I took it out on the road beside my house—and I was really cruising. Then, I hit 
a patch of loose gravel and it sent me flying. I still have the scar on my knee. I never 
wanted to ride a bicycle again. But my dad made me get back on it the next day. He 
knew that when we fall we’ve got to get back up again.  
 
Joshua led the people of Israel to get back up. They dealt with the sin of Achan. They 
could have stopped there. They could have just said, “We tried to defeat Ai. It didn’t 
work. We gave up.” But Joshua believed God had given them the land. He believed the 
issue had been fixed and so he courageously led the people into victory over the people 
of Ai. After assessing the reason for failure and after repenting (where there is sin) the 
only thing left to do is to believe the gospel enough to get back up.  
 
Conclusion: In Hosea 2:15, God promises that the Valley of Achor will be a door of 
hope. This is accomplished through Christ. It is through him that the place of our trouble 
becomes a place of grace and celebration. Our failure is never final because of Jesus. 
And because of Jesus we can be honest about our failures—be they moral or simply 
due to our finitude. We can be honest because we know our relationship with God is 
already settled at the cross. And we can get back up knowing that no matter the reason 
for our failure we will be accepted because of Jesus.  
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