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Text 
The Amalekites came and attacked the Israelites at Rephidim. 

9 
Moses said to Joshua, "Choose some of our 

men and go out to fight the Amalekites. Tomorrow I will stand on top of the hill with the staff of God in my 

hands." 
10 

So Joshua fought the Amalekites as Moses had ordered, and Moses, Aaron and Hur went to the 

top of the hill. 
11 

As long as Moses held up his hands, the Israelites were winning, but whenever he lowered 

his hands, the Amalekites were winning. 
12 

When Moses' hands grew tired, they took a stone and put it 

under him and he sat on it. Aaron and Hur held his hands up-- one on one side, one on the other-- so that 

his hands remained steady till sunset. 
13 

So Joshua overcame the Amalekite army with the sword. 
14 

Then 

the LORD said to Moses, "Write this on a scroll as something to be remembered and make sure that Joshua 

hears it, because I will completely blot out the memory of Amalek from under heaven." 
15 

Moses built an 

altar and called it The LORD is my Banner. 
16 

He said, "For hands were lifted up to the throne of the 

LORD. The LORD will be at war against the Amalekites from generation to generation." 

 

Introduction 
What does it mean to be a Christian?  It means to have been “redeemed from the 

empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers… with the precious blood 

of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect” (1Pe. 1:18-19).  It means to recognize that 

you are in slavery to sin that leads to death and cry out to God for mercy, looking to the 

cross of Christ – his substitutionary death – as the full payment that buys your freedom.  

Your status is then changed in an instant.  Justification!  You are accepted, forgiven.  

Your future is secured.  You’re set on a new trajectory in life. 

But while a Christian’s status in life is irrevocably changed in a moment, his or 

her experience of life gets progressively changed over a lifetime.  It’s kind of like the 

Russian air force pilot during the long Cold War between the U.S. and the Soviet Union 

who “flew his plane from a base in Russia to an American air force base in Japan.  He 

was flown to the United States where he was duly debriefed, given a new identity, and set 

up as a bona fide resident of the United States.  In due time he became an American 

citizen….  He was given a new identity and a new status.  He was no longer a Russian; he 

was now an American.  He was no longer under the rule of what was then an oppressive 

and totalitarian government.  Now he was free to experience all of the advantages and 

resources of living in a free and prosperous country….  [But it no doubt took him a long 

time] to discard the mind-set of someone living under bondage, and to put off the habit 

patterns of a person living under the heel of a despotic regime.”
1
  He had to learn a new 
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language, new customs, new tastes; he had to learn how to not live in fear of the KGB 

and in the freedom of a democracy. 

This is what we’ve seen in the book of Exodus so far.  The Israelites through 

Moses are freed from Egypt in a cataclysmic event and now are learning to live in that 

freedom as they sojourn through the desert.  They were saved in one night and now are 

being sanctified over the course of forty years.  It’s a process.  And so far it has involved 

tests where God was putting them in situations where the sin in their hearts would surface 

and they could have the grace of God applied specifically to those areas. 

The life of faith is often said to be a struggle with the world, the flesh, and the 

devil.  So far in the testing narratives of limited food and water we’ve investigated the 

internal battle with the flesh – the sinful desires that live inside us.  Today we see the 

Israelites face a new kind of challenge and in it we get insight into the external battle with 

the world.  The Christian life isn’t just a progressive battle against the evil lusts within 

you.  There are external forces coming at you at the same time!  “The Amalekites came 

and attacked the Israelites at Rephidim” (v. 8). 

That’s what we’re looking at today.  And in short, what we’re going to see from 

this text is just this: you can’t fight the battle on your own. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Battle Scene 

 So we saw last week how the Israelites arrived at Rephidim and there was no 

water to drink.  Some have speculated that there may have been wells in the region, but 

the Israelites didn’t dare use them because another people had claimed them as their own 

exclusively, that group being the Amalekites.  The Amalekites were a small but scrappy 

roaming clan that thought it owned the desert.   They had formed little bands of camel-

riding vigilantes that would dart in and raid groups that were on their supposed turf. 

In Dt. 25:17-18 Moses recalls this event – “Remember what the Amalekites did to 

you along the way when you came out of Egypt.  When you were weary and worn out, 

they met you on your journey and cut off all who were lagging behind; they had no fear 

of God.”  A dirty little move this was.  The Amalekites were the aggressors, targeting the 

weak and picking off the stragglers.  The Israelites in this scene are clearly non-

combatants, beleaguered and just two months out of being slaves so their preparedness 

for self-defense was next to nothing.  Don’t picture the Israelites as a bunch of war-

mongering crusaders.  They’re being bullied. 

Moses’ comment – “they [that is the Amalekites] had no fear of God” – is telling.  

In the larger story, this is more than just a band of desert pirates attacking the Israelites.  

You see, the Amalekites came from Amalek.  And Amalek came from Esau – the 

representative foil to Jacob and the people of promise.  This fact, that the Amalekites are 

from Esau, is mentioned in Gen. 36:12 and is meant to be the background to this story.  

When we looked at the genealogy of Esau, that is Edom, in Gen. 36 what we saw 

highlighted there was that God’s people have enemies.  Enemies they’re supposed to 

love, but enemies nonetheless.  And when we expand our view to the whole of the Bible 

we see this theme develop into the concept of the ‘world’.  Especially in the NT there is 

starkly presented the church and the ‘world’, and “friendship with the world is hatred 

toward God” (Jam. 4:4). 
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The ‘world’ in the NT is this collective entity of people, cultures, institutions and 

philosophies that are not aligned with God and his purposes.  There is a confederation of 

forces in opposition to God.  The world, therefore, is antagonistic toward the people of 

God.  Jesus said to his followers, “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me 

first.  If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own” (Jn. 15:18-19).  It rarely 

takes the form of military force these days, but the world will attack and persecute God’s 

people.  It’s a fact – penalties for conversion in some countries, being ostracized from 

family, denial of tenure, derision and scorn that often cause Christians to cave. 

But there’s another, more subtle, way that the world works.  It may not always be 

overtly attacking, but it is constantly pulling at the people of God, tugging on them, 

attempting to lure them away from the faith with a war of propaganda.  As this alternative 

system that is opposed to the ways of God, the world entices and tempts Christians to 

defect and join its march to destruction.  It’s this sense of the word ‘world’ that I use 

when I often say that the world sucks.  It’s dark and depraved and it’s constantly drawing 

you into its vortex. 

 Listen, let’s be honest: the Christian life is a life of antithesis.  It is a life of 

constant temptation.  It is to be bombarded with promises and pleasures that ceaselessly 

seek to pick off the vulnerable.  There is a constant sense of living in enemy territory, on 

someone else’s turf (even though this is really our Father’s world).  The images, the 

invitations, the pressures to conform are relentless.  If you’re not a Christian I’m not 

pointing a finger at you; I’m simply asking you to take an honest look at the ways you’re 

caught up in a system that’s taking you nowhere.  If you are a Christian, you know how 

“the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things” (Mk. 

4:19) are always trying to choke you.  Instead of Amalekites it may be appeals to selfish 

appetites, an ethos of apathy, the allure of fame and approval and power.  There is a battle 

with the world, a defensive war, not a war of aggression and not against specific people, 

but against systems that would kill your soul. 

 

The Band of Brothers 

And here’s the next point: you can’t fight the battle on your own.  Now some 

might say that so far in our look at Exodus I’ve taken this account of a collective 

experience – “the whole community grumbled against Moses and Aaron” (16:2) – and 

individualized it, making it about personal growth in heart change when it’s a story about 

a nation.  Perhaps I am unduly affected by the worldly individualism of my age.  So let 

me add to what I have already been saying in previous sermons about how God tests us to 

see what’s in our hearts by pointing out that this is not just a private enterprise. 

Often the very tests that God designs to use to show us our sin are other people!  

He wants us to be squeezed by a community that gets in our face, steps on our toes, and 

pushes our buttons so we can see our selfishness that lies beneath the surface.  Many 

people think it’s one of the negatives of church – people (whether their personalities or 

sin) annoying you and all the tensions and drama.  But actually, those are blessings in 

disguise for forcing to the surface your own sins.  And also, identifying the junk that 

comes out of your heart during trials of many kinds often requires the help of others.  If 

you treat your wife meanly when things are stressful at work, sometimes it takes another 

brother in the community to observe that and call you out on it.  You may be oblivious or 

self-deceived.  And then once sin is recognized it often also takes the community to help 
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you apply the gospel to your sin.  The preaching of a pastor, the encouragement of a 

small group leader, the words of a friend saying, “That’s not true, you’re not a hopeless 

failure; you don’t have to wallow in guilt.”  See how the war against the flesh is a 

communal endeavor? 

Okay, now when it comes to facing the pressures of the world it’s equally true that you 

can’t fight the battle on your own.  A lone twig in a rushing river is sure to get swept 

up with the current, but a bunch of twigs woven together make a dam that’s hard to 

move.  “A cord of three strands is not easily broken” (Eccl. 4:12).  Who is most 

susceptible?  Those who get separated off from the community.  Ecclesiastes 4:9 – “Two 

are better than one, because they have a good return for their work: If one falls down, his 

friend can help him up.  But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up!” 

Today’s text is all about the community pulling together to face the threats from 

the outside.  We get introduced to Joshua and a guy named Hur for the first time today.  

We’ve already seen how Moses works as a leadership team with his brother Aaron.  

We’ll explore more in ch. 18 on leadership development and shared management and 

stuff like that, but just note that starting with the leadership, right on down to the men 

fighting in the trenches, this is a group project.  From the plural elders in this church to 

those living and working in the world for the kingdom, we’re all in this together. 

“Moses said to Joshua, ‘Choose some of our men and go out to fight the 

Amalekites.  Tomorrow I will stand on top of the hill with the staff of God in my hands.’  

So Joshua fought the Amalekites as Moses had ordered, and Moses, Aaron and Hur went 

to the top of the hill.  As long as Moses held up his hands, the Israelites were winning, 

but whenever he lowered his hands, the Amalekites were winning.  When Moses’ hands 

grew tired, they took a stone and put it under him and he sat on it.  Aaron and Hur held 

his hands up – one on one side, one on the other – so that his hands remained steady till 

sunset.  So Joshua overcame the Amalekite army with the sword” (vv. 9-13). 

Moses directed Joshua and Joshua chose ‘some men’.  They stood side by side in 

the valley fending off the attacking Amalekites.  This is how we need to view our small 

groups and friendships within the church – ‘Fight Clubs’ as one person has called them.
2
  

That sounds so violent, but there really is a battle going on.  We need people to call us to 

arms, give instructions and encouragements, hold us accountable, and pray for us. 

What is Moses doing up on top of the hill?  It’s a bit ambiguous, at least to us 

reading it, but I’m convinced he’s praying.  I don’t think he’s giving tactical directions 

through hand signals.  He’s interceding with God on behalf of the community under siege 

from their enemies.  We think of prayer in our culture in terms of sitting or kneeling with 

head bowed and eyes closed and we think of worship as standing with hands held high.  

In OT times, however, prayer often happened with arms lifted high and worship involved 

bowing down on the ground (interesting).  Psalm 28:2 – “Hear my cry for mercy as I call 

to you for help, as I lift up my hands toward your Most Holy Place” (cf. Ne 8:6, Ps. 63:4, 

134:2, 141:2).  Moses is praying for his fellow Israelites. 

Did you know that there’s a group at this church called the Intercessory Prayer 

Team that prayed for everyone of you by name this morning before the service… every 

Sunday before the service?  They pray for specific requests sent in throughout the week.  

The benefits of having that support system are incalculable. 

Now also notice something else.  Notice that Moses couldn’t pray on his own 

very well.  He needed Aaron and Hur to come alongside him and help him.  This is just a 
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great picture of the necessity of corporate prayer.  We can and should pray individually, 

but there’s something powerful to getting together with others to pray.  That’s why we 

also have a Prayer Meeting at this church (currently every other Saturday night here).  

Have you ever noticed that we pray in fits and starts?  We need the company of others to 

help us pray: prayer partners, prayer meetings.  Other people praying with you fuels your 

own prayer life.  Here’s yet another way that we need each other – to pray for each other 

and with each other. 

 

The Banner 

 Let’s talk about prayer a little more.  The Israelites weren’t quietists; they weren’t 

passive pray-ers – “We’re being attacked by the Amalekites?  Let’s just pray and let God 

take care of us.”  Moses still sent Joshua down to fight.  As one person has said, “In vain 

shall Moses be upon the hill, if Joshua be not in the valley.  Prayer without means is a 

mockery of God.”
3
  There is a fight – we have to stick together; we have to resist the 

persistent allure of entertainment that would keep us away from true community; we have 

to work at nonconformity through the renewal of our minds (cf. Rom. 12:2) by actually 

reading the Bible and studying truth; we have to counter the lies of advertising that would 

make us believe a person’s life consists in the abundance of his possessions (Lk. 12:15) 

by budgeting our money and giving it away.  There are weapons in the war with the 

world that we have to wield.  Heck, it’s a fight to even pray, isn’t it? 

So God mandates means.  Moses believes in means.  “However, Moses does not 

envisage that the outcome of the battle will be determined only by what Joshua and his 

men do.”
4
  “The battle [ultimately] is the Lord’s” (1Sam. 17:47; 2Chron. 20:15).  “The 

horse is made ready for the day of battle, but victory rests with the Lord” (Prov. 21:31).  

This is really what I mean when I say you can’t fight the battle on your own.  You need 

God’s help. 

We are weak and needy.  We need God.  We can’t lift a finger to save ourselves.  

Salvation is monergistic (mono = one; ergon = work) – it’s the one-sided work of God; 

we contribute nothing but our sin; it’s pure grace.  But sanctification is synergistic (sun = 

together; ergon = work); we work together with God, or rather God works through our 

use of means.  Our sanctification is not a factor at all in our justification, meaning our 

progress in fighting the flesh and the world does not play into whether or not we’re saved 

so that in some back door way our works come into our salvation.  No.  But rather our 

sanctification is a natural fruit of our justification; a consequence but in no way a cause.  

And even in sanctification it is God’s gracious work in us. 

So Paul can say, “I labor, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully 

works in me” (Col. 1:29).  Or, “I worked harder than all of them – yet not I, but the grace 

of God that was with me” (1Cor. 15:10).  It’s why he can tell people – “Work out your 

salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act 

according to his good purpose” (Ph. 2:12-13).  Prayer is how we acknowledge our 

reliance on God to work in and through us. 

Even in our battle against the world we need God’s grace.  When we think we’re 

doing just fine on our own, we’re sitting ducks; when we cease looking to God for 

strength, we succumb to the world… as the correlation between Moses’ hands lowering 

and the battle turning signifies.  Prayer is the most important part of the battle. 
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But it’s not that our great prayer life is really where the credit lies.  It’s not 

Moses’ piety that clinched victory for the Israelites.  Notice that Moses is weak.  His 

arms fail.  He needs a stool to sit on.  He’s nothing.  It’s God who is strong and does the 

work.  Prayer is simply lifting up empty hands to him, looking to his power. 

And therefore God is the one who gets the credit.  How does Moses respond to 

Joshua overcoming the Amalekites?  Well first, he starts writing the Bible which will in 

the end when it’s all said and done will be a record of what God has done to defeat evil 

(v. 14).  But he also “built an altar and called it The Lord is my Banner.  He said, ‘For 

hands were lifted up to the throne of the Lord’” (vv. 15-16a).  Moses doesn’t tout his own 

leadership or spirituality.  He doesn’t decorate Joshua or make a memorial to the brave 

men who fought.  He builds an altar to the Lord.  And he calls it ‘The Lord is my 

Banner’. 

 That last verse about hands being “lifted up to the throne of the Lord” could mean 

three different things.  It could mean that the Amalekites were lifting up their hands in 

defiance against God; flipping him off so to speak.  Or God is lifting his hand and 

swearing an oath about something.  Or it’s further evidence that Moses was coming 

before the throne of God for aid as he lifted his hands in prayer, which is how I take it.  

Moses knew God was their only hope and so he feebly cried out to him for victory.  The 

Lord was the flag that waved over the troops, their standard that they looked to for their 

identity, their rallying point.  And when the battle was done his flag remained held high.  

All the glory went to God alone. 

 Is he the flag you wave over your life?  Your Banner?  The One you’ve seen 

come through for you in battles past and the One you look to again and again?  What do 

you lift up over your life?  You see: without prayer worldliness sets in in the form of 

complacency and lukewarm-ness; you’re not really in a battle.  Or even if there are 

ostensible victories, the world will still have won because you will be living self-reliantly 

and for your own glory.  And that’s just worldliness.  The Banner you will wave is ‘My 

power and the strength of my hands’.  What do you want to be your Banner?  What do 

you want people to say at your funeral?  “Wow, look what he did!”  Or “Wow, God 

miraculously saved him and worked mightily through him!”  And the difference will be a 

life of prayer. 

 Corporately as a church the same is true.  Our church will slip into worldliness 

apart from a strong prayer base, being a church that values prayer, not just on paper but 

on our knees together.  And the accomplishments we may see as a church (i.e. planting) 

will be all to God’s glory! 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 How do you, how do we live a life like this?  Well it starts with acknowledging 

that you can’t save yourself, you can’t earn God’s favor or circumvent his judgment your 

works.  You’ve got to let Jesus do everything for you.  Trust that he has when he laid 

down his life in your place on the cross taking your sin to hell and when he resurrected 

and ascended taking your soul to heaven, right into the throne room of grace where “he 

always lives to intercede for [you]” (Heb. 7:25). 

 Now our status affords us every opportunity to “approach the throne of grace with 

confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need” 

(Heb. 4:16).  Just as Moses lifted up the rod as a reminder of God’s great acts in the past, 
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so too when we pray we pray in the name of Jesus, our righteousness.  This is where 

prayer starts.  As the Puritan Richard Sibbes said, “[Our first task is] to warm ourselves at 

this fire of his love and mercy in giving himself for us.” 

 Let’s spend some time in prayer doing just that, acknowledging that we have 

nothing, that we are weak sinners who didn’t deserve salvation in the first place, but that 

God has delivered us.  And that we need him for everything.  Let’s raise that banner high 

as we eat at his Table and sing songs of praise to him.  And keep looking to it as we go 

out to live another week in the world, but not of it. 

 

Benediction 
“Holy Father, protect us by the power of your name – the name you gave to our Lord and 

Savior Jesus Christ – so that we may be one as you and the Son are one.” John 17:11 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 2, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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