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What are some ways our culture
responds to failure?
QUESTION

#1
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THE POINT

Leaders confront failure, deal with it,
and move forward.

THE BIBLE MEETS LIFE
The man often lauded as the best basketball player of all time was
cut from his high school basketball team. But Michael Jordan didn’t
let that setback stop him from playing the game. He later said: “I’ve
missed more than 9,000 shots in my career. I’ve lost almost 300
games. Twenty-six times I’ve been trusted to take the game-winning
shot, and missed. I’ve failed over and over and over again in my life.
And that is why I succeed.”1
That’s good advice for many areas of life, but what about when it’s
more than just a missed basket or an error in judgment? What about
when we fail spiritually?
The failures we see in the Bible—pictures of sin against God—teach
us more than just to be resilient or to get back on the horse when
it throws us off. We can’t simply correct those kinds of failures; only
God can remove our sin. But as we will see in the Book of Joshua,
God calls us to confront our sin, deal with it, and move forward.
In other words, sin and failure should never have the final say.
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WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY?
Joshua 7:13-15,19-21,25-26; 8:1 (NIV)
7:13 “Go, consecrate the people. Tell them, ‘Consecrate yourselves

in preparation for tomorrow; for this is what the LORD, the God of
Israel, says: There are devoted things among you, Israel. You cannot
stand against your enemies until you remove them.
14 “ ‘In the morning, present yourselves tribe by tribe. The tribe the
LORD chooses shall come forward clan by clan; the clan the LORD
chooses shall come forward family by family; and the family the
LORD chooses shall come forward man by man.
15 Whoever is caught with the devoted things shall be destroyed
by fire, along with all that belongs to him. He has violated the
covenant of the LORD and has done an outrageous thing in Israel!’”
7:19 Then Joshua said to Achan, “My son, give glory to the LORD,

the God of Israel, and honor him. Tell me what you have done; do
not hide it from me.”
20 Achan replied, “It is true! I have sinned against the LORD, the
God of Israel. This is what I have done:
21 When I saw in the plunder a beautiful robe from Babylonia, two
hundred shekels of silver and a bar of gold weighing fifty shekels, I
coveted them and took them. They are hidden in the ground inside
my tent, with the silver underneath.”
7:25 Joshua said, “Why have you brought this trouble on us? The
LORD will bring trouble on you today.” Then all Israel stoned him,
and after they had stoned the rest, they burned them.
26 Over Achan they heaped up a large pile of rocks, which remains
to this day. Then the LORD turned from his fierce anger. Therefore
that place has been called the Valley of Achor ever since.

Outrageous thing (7:15)—
The Hebrew term nebalah
refers to any senseless,
foolish, or disgraceful action.
In Achan’s case, his foolish
act was in direct defiance of
God’s command.
Shekels (7:21)—A standard
unit of measure which came
to be associated with money
through the weighing of
gold and silver. Two hundred
shekels would equate to about
five pounds of silver.
Fierce anger (7:26)—In our
context, the phrase refers to
God’s righteous indignation
against Achan’s possession
of banned items in blatant
violation of His expressed
prohibition.

8:1 Then the LORD said to Joshua, “Do not be afraid; do not be

discouraged. Take the whole army with you, and go up and attack
Ai. For I have delivered into your hands the king of Ai, his people,
his city and his land.”
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Leaders confront failure, deal with it, and move forward.

What’s your initial reaction to these verses?

QUESTION

Joshua 7:13-15

#2

Once Jericho was conquered, Joshua set the people’s sights on the town of Ai (pronounced “AY-eye”).
The men Joshua sent to scout the area reported that Ai would be an easy conquest because of its size
(see 7:3). So, Joshua confidently sent what he considered to be a sufficient number of soldiers to conquer
the city. To everyone’s surprise, however, those soldiers were sent running! Joshua and the other leaders
were so devastated by the defeat that they even questioned God’s plan from the beginning. Joshua
asked God, “Why did you ever bring this people across the Jordan?” (v. 7).
God showed Joshua that the source of Israel’s military failure was one man’s spiritual rebellion. Earlier,
God had made it clear that the Israelites were to take no spoil from the city of Jericho (see 6:17-19).
Everything in that city represented the sin of the land—sin God wanted to purify in the midst of His
people. But one man had rejected God’s command and taken certain items from the city.
To get to the bottom of this rebellion, God commanded the people to “consecrate” themselves—to prepare
themselves for dealing with the sin that threatened their mission. This sin was a failure, but it wasn’t a
simple error or mistake. It was intentional, and God would not tolerate such a transgression. He warned that
He would not go any further with the Israelites until they dealt with the sin amongst them (see 7:12). One
man’s sin was an “outrageous thing in Israel,” damaging to the spiritual life of the entire nation.
How do we identify sin and failure in our own lives? For Joshua, God Himself exposed what was hidden.
We should pray and ask God to do the same for us. Ask Him to bring to light our sins, awaken us to what
has lulled us to sleep, and turn our hearts from anything that steers us away from allegiance to Him.
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Joshua 7:19-21
God supernaturally revealed who was responsible for stealing and
deceiving others by going tribe by tribe, clan by clan, and family by
family (see 7:16-18). Why didn’t God just immediately identify Achan
as the one who had sinned? Perhaps because this was more than
one man’s sin. Only one man took the items, yes, but the sin affected
all the Israelites, so God wanted each person to examine his or her
heart. This process also gave the guilty party an opportunity to step
forward and freely confess his or her transgression.

Why is confession
a necessary
step for moving
beyond failure?

QUESTION

#3

Achan did not step forward voluntarily, but through God’s process
of elimination, he ultimately had no choice but to admit his guilt.
Joshua confronted him directly, giving him the opportunity to
respond and confess what he had done. Joshua commanded Achan
to “give glory to the LORD” (v. 19). Achan had failed to give glory to
God when he took the items; he essentially took glory for himself. By
admitting what he had done, Achan returned the glory he should
never have stolen in the first place. Unfortunately, this was not a
confession tied to repentance. Achan only confessed when he was
forced to. There is no evidence of genuine remorse.
An unrepentant person:
is concerned only about the consequences of sin.
tends to deal in generalities when confessing sin.
is sorry he or she got caught.
In contrast, a broken and repentant person:
is grieved over the root of his or her sin.
acknowledges specifics when confessing sin.
is genuinely sorry for his or her sin and turns away from it.2
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Leaders confront failure, deal with it, and move forward.

Joshua 7:25-26; 8:1
The story doesn’t end well for Achan and his family. In fact, the
ending often shocks modern readers. Ultimately, Achan’s story is a
stark reminder of the serious nature of sin.
Remember, this wasn’t just Achan’s sin. In God’s eyes, Achan’s
transgression left a stain on the entire Israelite community (see 7:11).
As long as they allowed this sin to remain in their midst, it was
their sin also. That’s why it was necessary for Joshua to lead the
community to confront that sin and deal with it, which they did.
I’m grateful for the hopeful picture of the gospel spelled out in this
dark story. Because the Israelites obeyed God and removed the
sin from among them, God forgave His people and called them to
move forward again in the quest to enter the promised land. Their
mission was again in clear focus as their heavenly Father restored
the confidence that sin had obliterated.
Do you see the connection to the gospel? Sinners like us, with
our many spiritual failures, deserve death—we deserve the same
sentence Achan received. It’s only through Jesus and the cross that
justice can be done and we can live in holiness. We were guilty and
deserving of death, but our punishment was laid on Jesus at the
cross, not on us. He took our sin and punishment, and in their place
He gave us His holiness. This transfer happens for all who turn from
their sin and trust His work on their behalf.
You may fail over and over, but in Christ you will always find the grace
to begin again. Don’t let past sin and failure define your character. Go
to God with your sin, turn from it, accept His forgiveness,
and get back to doing what He wants you to do.
Choose to live in the forgiveness and grace of God—and lead others
to do the same.
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This passage focuses
on Israel’s failure as
an entire community.
How does that
knowledge impact
your understanding
of these verses?

QUESTION

#4

How do we keep the
focus on moving
forward as we deal
with sin and failure?

QUESTION

#5

WHEN I FAIL
Which of the following images best captures your immediate reaction when you fail at
something or fall short of a goal?

How do you wish you could respond to failure?

"Failure is the opportunity to
begin again more intelligently."
—HENRY FORD
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Leaders confront failure, deal with it, and move forward.

LIVE IT OUT
What steps will you take to confront sin and move forward with
God? Consider the following suggestions:
Practice personal confession. Begin the discipline of
examining your heart each day and confessing all known sin.
Practice confession in community. James 5:16
commands us to confess our sins to one another. Find a group
or an individual to whom you can safely talk about your
struggles, offer encouragement, and seek repentance.
Confront in love. As you see sin and failure in those you
lead, lovingly talk to them about it. Godly leadership means
we strive to help others come to a deeper walk with Christ.
You will continue to fail both practically and spiritually throughout
your life. But you are not a failure in God’s eyes. Let His forgiveness
have the final say—then move forward.

The Fear of Failure
LIVING IN THE WORD

David Jeremiah / WHAT ARE YOU AFRAID OF?

The Fear of Failure
If there is something God wants you to do, let your actions
put your fear to flight.
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the pastor of their newest
church plant.
With many reservations,
Donna and I agreed to visit the
church. I would preach in the
mother church and then meet
with the seven families who
had agreed to help start this
new work.
As we traveled home afterward,
we were both overwhelmed
with the faith and excitement
of this core group of people.
And we were shocked that they

wanted us to come lead them
in this venture of faith. They
gave us a couple of weeks to
make our decision, and we
ended up taking every single
day! As the deadline drew near,
I was conflicted. Looking back,
I now realize that a big part of
my indecision was the fear that
I would not be able to accomplish what they wanted me to
do. What if we went to Indiana
and failed to make the new
church a success?

Deuteronomy 31:8
“The LORD is the One who
will go before you. He will be
with you; He will not leave
you or forsake you. Do not
be afraid or discouraged.”
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s I write this, I am
reminded of the
times when I was
most afraid of
failure. The first
was my last year in seminary.
I had spent four years in college
and four years in graduate
seminary training, and within
weeks I would have to step
out of that comfort zone into
the real world. I remember
thinking, I wonder if I’ll be able
to do this. What if I’m just not
cut out for the ministry?
My first assignment after
graduating was to serve as a
youth pastor and Christian
education director at a large
church in New Jersey. During
the last months of our second
year in New Jersey, I began to
feel a growing desire to preach.
My few preaching opportunities made me eager to do
more. We didn’t have to wait
long for that desire to be met.
A longtime pastor friend was
building a network of churches
in Fort Wayne, Ind. Out of the
blue, he called to ask if I would
have any interest in becoming
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Other issues also clouded my
mind. During our visit, I had
driven around the area where
this church was to be planted,
and I counted at least five wellestablished churches. I was to
be the pastor of seven families
meeting in a mobile home!
That’s right — a mobile home.
One of the core members of the
new church sold mobile homes,
and he had agreed to assemble
four of them into an L-shaped
arrangement that resulted in
an “auditorium” that would
seat 100 people, with the
other section housing a
nursery, a few classrooms,
and a small office.
With only a few days left
before the deadline, I drove to
the New Jersey shore to spend
the day thinking and praying. It
was colder than I’d anticipated,
so I popped into a coffee shop
on the boardwalk to get warm.
I took my coffee and a copy of
the Philadelphia Inquirer to
a booth and settled in — and
began reading a story that
changed our lives.
It was an article about Vince
Lombardi, the fabled coach of
the Green Bay Packers. He had
just left Wisconsin to become
head coach of the struggling
Washington Redskins. It was
the talk of the sports world:
Why would Lombardi leave
his spectacularly successful
franchise in Green Bay and
move to what was then the
worst franchise in the NFL?

WHY
SHOULD
I BE AFRAID
if God had
committed
Himself to
my success?

What caught my attention was
a line in the middle of the article
— a pullout quote from the
coach set in bold type: “I have
discovered in my life that it is
more challenging to build than
to maintain.”
I finished my coffee, drove the
hour back to Haddon Heights,
and told Donna that we were
moving to Fort Wayne. God had
vanquished my fear of failure —
for the moment.
The fear returned as we spent
the next few weeks preparing our
transition to Indiana. I believed
God had spoken to me that day
at the Jersey shore, but I was still
nervous and afraid — until we
arrived. When we walked into the
little house where we would live,
we saw a sign taped on a kitchen
cabinet door: God’s commandments are God’s enablements.
To this day, I don’t know who
put the sign there, but I believe
God moved them to do it.
It suddenly dawned on me:
God wouldn’t tell me to do

something that He wouldn’t
enable me to accomplish!
Why should I be afraid if God
had committed Himself to
my success? What God did
for Moses, Gideon, Jeremiah,
Joshua, and others, He would
do for me. And He did. For 12
years, God patiently helped me
learn to be a pastor and caused
the church to grow. When we
left Fort Wayne, God had proved
to Donna and me that the only
way we learn to trust Him is to
step out of our comfort zones
into the “fear zone” and say
yes to Him.
If you are in a similar place
today, may I encourage you
to replace your fear of the
unknown with confidence in
God and His Word? If there is
something God wants you to
do, let your actions put your
fear to flight.

Taken from What
Are You Afraid Of?
by David Jeremiah.
Copyright © 2013.
Used by permission
of Tyndale House
Publishers, Inc.
All rights reserved.

Join us each month as David
Jeremiah asks, “What are you
afraid of?”
DAVID JEREMIAH is senior pastor
of Shadow Mountain Community
Church in El Cajon, Calif. He and his
wife, Donna, have four grown children
and 11 grandchildren.
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As I write this, I am reminded of the times when I was most
afraid of failure. The first was my last year in seminary. I
had spent four years in college and four years in graduate
seminary training, and within weeks I would have to step
out of that comfort zone into the real world. I remember
thinking, I wonder if I’ll be able to do this. What if I’m just
not cut out for the ministry?

To continue reading “The Fear of Failure” from Mature Living magazine,
visit BibleStudiesforLife.com/articles.
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My g roup's prayer requests

My thoughts

1. Robert Goldman and Stephen Papson, Nike Culture: The Sign of the Swoosh (Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage, 1998), 49.
2. Adapted from Revive Our Hearts, Life Action Ministries.
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