Sermon by Missionary Daniel A. Witte, June 21-23, 2025
Exodus 17:8-16: GOD HAS A MISSION

The Amalekites came and attacked the Israelites at Rephidim. ° 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.”

19So 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.

4 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
name of Amalek from under heaven.” !> Moses built an altar and called it The LORD is my
Banner.

16 He said, “Indeed, my hand was lifted up toward the LORD’s throne. The LORD
will be at war against the Amalekites from generation to generation.”

“You can be like faithful Aaron, holding up the prophet’s hands.” In Chewa, one of the
languages I get to worship in in Africa, they don’t sing, “Hark the voice of Jesus crying.”

It’s mvani Yesu aitana in a different, schmaltzier melody. I’ve been thinking about this now for, I
don’t know, five and a half years. That’s when my wife and I moved to Africa. When you get to
the line about you can be like faithful Aaron holding up the prophet’s hands, we don’t sing in
Chewa about Aaron, we mention Hur, the other guy.

Why is that? I don’t know, maybe because it fits the rhythm. better. This I do know: This
is an amazing part of God’s Word, a story in which the guy who is too old to go out into battle
says, “The LORD is my banner,” in the end. You can say that too: “The LORD is my banner.”

Can I unpack that for you and tell you a little bit about your priesthood in Christ?

Y ou might expect the guy from Africa to say, “Okay now, we’ve got a mission,” or “I’ve
got a mission,” or something like that, but the point really is, “God has a mission,” and it has to
do with his wide open hands.

I should just start telling the story. It’s in Exodus chapter 17, and we begin reading at
verse 8 when the Amalekites came. Remember God’s people getting out of Egypt? They’ve
crossed through the Red Sea on dry ground. Pharaoh’s army has been wiped out by God’s
outstretched hand.

Then the complaining starts in chapter 16. You remember? God’s hand is so generous.
There’s manna everywhere. Six days a week. And then in chapter 17, there’s water from the
rock.

Moses, take your staff and strike the rock right after that story, where Moses ends up calling the
place where it happened, Massa and Merivah, that is, fighting against God and testing God. Now
we get to a place with a different name.

Just the altar itself gets the name, but again, to the story. The Amalekites came and
attacked the Israelites at Rephidim. Moses said to Joshua, “Choose some of our men and go out
to fight the Amalekites.”

Who’s this Joshua? We haven’t met him before. There’s all sorts of firsts in this part of



God’s word. This is the first time we hear about Joshua. Is he 35? Is he 407 We don’t know.
Forty years later, he will lead the people, won’t he? He will be God’s representative. For now,
why is he in charge of the battle? Did he get some Egyptian military training in the past?

One reason we read this is all the warfare that’s going on in this world. I have a friend
who’s teaching right now in Jerusalem. He used to live across the street from me in Africa. Now
missiles are flying overhead.

If you go to Wikipedia and you look up armed conflicts, they divide by 10,000 or more
fatalities last year or this year, or 1,000 or 100. There are 14 wars right now in the world with at
least a thousand casualties this year or last year, and six of them are in Africa. That probably
doesn’t make so much news in New Ulm. But the country just north of me, the DRC, has three
wars. (My wife and I live in Zambia.)

I’ll go on with the war story here. Tomorrow, Moses told Joshua, I will stand on the top
of the hill with the staff of God in my hands. For what reason? To pray? That’s a pretty good
conclusion. Paul tells us, or at least tells the men in Ephesus, to lift up holy hands in prayer (1
Timothy 2:8). Yet, if you’re paying close attention, it doesn’t exactly specify prayer here, does
it?

At the very end, when Moses talks about his hand being raised up, is it his hand or is it the
Amalekite’s hand? Is he swearing? Not everything is so obvious here.

It makes me think of the story of William Osler. I don’t know if we have any medical
people in the room. Osler helped found Johns Hopkins Medical School. Amazing physician,
taught at Oxford. Kind of a practical joker, too. One day in class, Osler had a beaker with urine
in it: clear glass. And he shows all the medical students. “Now, you can learn a lot by taste,” he
says. “Do you understand me?” he said. “Watch me take my finger. And he puts one of his
fingers into the urine. And then he puts one of his fingers into his mouth to taste. Then he passes
the beaker around the room so the distressed medical students can see what they can deduce from
the taste on their finger. He says, “Now, medicine is really about paying attention. If you had
been paying very close attention, you would have noticed that I put my index finger in the beaker
and I put my middle finger in my mouth.”

I tell you that story partly because it’s about hands, the story before us in Exodus is about
hands, and because I really want you to pay very close attention to what God records here.

Joshua fought the Amalekites as Moses had ordered. He was paying close attention. And
Moses and Aaron and her went to the top of the hill because that’s the between-heaven-and-earth
space. Again, it doesn’t say, does it?

If you’re paying close attention from the beginning, we don’t read in Genesis about any
kind of mountain near Eden, but Ezekiel tells us about that (28:14,16).

It gets clear as you read on: Noah is God’s main guy on earth, God’s leader and God’s
priest. Where is he praying to God? From Mount Ararat as they get out of the ark.

Or think of Abraham praying way above Sodom. “What if there’s only 40?” he asks.
“What if there’s only 30 righteous people?” We don’t have time to unpack all those stories, but
they take place on mountains as God’s leader acts as God’s priest. Got it?

Now here comes God’s man, whom you might think of as God’s leader. His brother is
supposed to be the priest. But Moses is the in-between guy, isn’t he? Moses is the prophet: “You
can be like faithful Aaron, holding up the prophet’s hands.” Moses is one who led God’s people
out of slavery. And here Moses is the priest. As the prophet, priest, and leader he pictures the
great royal priest who is to come.

Better said: 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 yeah. This is where you expect the missionary is going to say, ‘“Please pray for us in
Africa.” And I will say that. Please pray for us in Africa. We tend to pray about the stuff that we
don’t think we can handle, and we tend not to pray about the stuff we think we’ve got. Maybe
that’s why he went to the top of the hill. Maybe that’s the hardest part about this story, too:
Knowing how easily I don’t pray because I think I got this. It’s my idolatry, ultimately. I can
handle this. What a sinner I am. It’s not what I have done wrong, it’s all I have failed to do right.
It’s all the ways we’ve taken God’s blessings into our own hands as if, “I’ve got this.”

No, Moses doesn’t it. When Moses’s hands grew tired, they took a stone and put it under
him and he sat on it. Two men do so: Aaron whom we know as Moses’s older brother, and Hur,
whom we know nothing about. Did they help out with their shoulders? We don’t know.

It is striking to have a man at least 80, a man not strong enough to lead the people in the
battle anymore, with one man on one side and one man on the other side. Isn’t that something?
We have to come back to that again, this picture of the royal priest who is to come, God’s man
Moses. Aaron and Hur held his hands up one on one side one on the other so that his hands
remain steady till sunset. So Joshua overcame the Amalekite army with the sword. He weakened
them. God would eventually get rid of them. That’s the promise to Joshua.

I wonder if du to great hymns like Hark, the Voice of Jesus Crying whether somebody
doesn’t think, “Well, I know what this story is about.” Maybe before I get to that: There’s three
options at least. So you check with certain scholarly types, and they say this never happened.
There’s no evidence in archaeology in the Sinai Desert. No, it’s a tall tale, despite Jesus many
times telling us that Moses really lead the Israelites out of Egypt (Mark 12:26 or John 3:14, for
example).

Or can [ thyme? It’s a gall tale. It’s war. It’s wiping out another tribe. This is wrong.
How can this still be in our bibles in 20257 It’s a great question, for one reason, because I live in
a country of 74 tribes They don’t always get along. One of the first things to understand about
sub-saharan Africa is tribalism. If you trust me that it’s not a gall tale or a tall tale, might it be a
small tale? I used to be a pastor in Nicollet before I moved to Africa. I don’t know how many
times somebody came up to me and said, “Hey, pastor, could you just pray a little prayer for
me?” Just a little prayer. That’s not what this story is about, is it? This is big. Prayer is always
big. 'm from a continent of 54 countries and over 1.5 billion people. So big. But your family,
your church, all the things to pray for in either case: Huge, wouldn’t you say?

By the way, why did the Amalekites attack? Again, it doesn’t say here. If you’re paying
really close attention, you just keep reading, and you get to the part in Deuteronomy (25:17,18)
where Moses remembers that they were picking off the weak and the stragglers. Were the
Amalekites upset because somebody got to their water source, or they wanted the new water
source because of Moses hitting the rock? We don’t know. This we know: Does Jesus Christ
have a thing for weak, and lowly, and straggling, and hurting people on his team? Oh, my
goodness. And are the last someday going to be first? And the first, last.

Now you know why I live in Africa. Evidently, God wanted me to tell lots of people and
to help pastors tell lots more people, many more than I can ever get to about this God. 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 name of Amalek from under heaven.” Amazing:
First place in the Bible we ever read that God wanted His word written down. Why? In part, so it
can get translated into Bemba, and Tonga, and Chewa, and so many other languages, places I get
to go. If you’re wondering what I do specifically, I’'m a theological educator. It says on my visa.



So I help train men who train pastors in Nigeria and in Cameroon and in Kenya and in Zambia
and Malawi and Uganda and Ethiopia. It’s such a privilege. Thank you.

God wrote his word down so we’d have it for sure. That means you walk out of here
today and you can say what Moses said: Moses built an altar and called it, “The LORD is my
banner.” Before, the place was Massa in Hebrew. This is nisi. They’re supposed to sound kind of
similar. Before it was a complaint about how bad God’s people were active. Now it’s, no matter
where I go, God is my strength. God is my direction. God is my confidence. The LORD is my
banner.

The LORD is my banner. If we wanted to wrap all this up and say God has a mission,
what is that mission? It’s that people all over the world from every tribe, language, people, and
nation would know that because of Jesus, God’s royal priest in our place, all who trust in him are
priests of God. We can all approach God in prayer. We can all support others in prayer.

I run around Africa with a clerical collar in part because it’s safer. I get recognized as
somebody that might not be dangerous. I also I get asked a lot, “Are you a priest?”” The answer
is, “You are.” We all are, because of the royal priest Jesus, because of the one whom this story
points to in multiple ways, the one who has all authority in heaven and on earth and yet he
prayed, didn’t he? He prayed so often. He prayed so ardently, especially in Gethesamane. He
was so weak on the cross with men on either side of him as he prayed. Finally, he lays down his
life only to take it up again. Jesus could have gone into battle all on his own after he rose from
the dead, but he wanted to involve us. Amazing.

At the Red Sea Moses says, “Don’t say anything. God’s going to fight” (Exodus 14:14).
But not now, not in this story, right? This is the plan ever since especially ever since Pentecost,
that not only are our hands raised up in prayer, not only is God’s hand raised up in an oath, not
only will he will defeat his enemies, but this is the ultimate hand thing in this story: You. Really?
Yes, all of us together. Because Jesus is God’s priest, because Jesus is still praying for us,
because Jesus still has a thing for the weak and the struggle struggling and straggling, we work
together.

But God doesn’t need any help. We emphasized it last weekend. God is triune. He’s so
fabulously majestic. Moses built an altar and called it, “The LORD is my banner.” He said,
“Because hands were lifted up against the throne of the LORD, the LORD will be at war against
the Amalekites from generation to generation. Write this down and tell it to Joshua,” to a man
who, if you pronounce his name in Greek, it sounds like Jesus. Make a promise so that the future
royal priest knows about it, so that every royal priest in Jesus participates in it.

God has a mission to bless all people through his son, Jesus, by the power of his mission.
Thank you so much for being part of it. Please pray for us in Africa. In the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.



