“Raising Arms”

March 13, 2005

Exodus 17:8-16

I. Intro

This morning, we’re looking at a strange little episode. Into this grand narrative of God granting release from slavery in Egypt, providing a release via crossing through the Red Sea, and making food available in the desert; well, into that comes this episode where the nomadic Amalekites attack.

In order to make sense of this passage first we’re going to look at some pieces within the narrative, second try to figure out why this story is included in the Exodus accounts, and, third, consider what it tells us about God.

Ultimately, this is a story about God more than it is a story about Moses, the Amalekites, Joshua, Aaron, or Hur, or military strategy. It’s a story about what God was doing.

II. Pieces of the story: God saves


a. Names: Moses, Joshua : First, you can’t get around the names of the players involved here. 
· Moses “drawn out”, a constant reminder of what God did to, through and with Moses.
· The last syllable of Joshua (actually, here, probably Hosea and later to adopt the spelling translated with a J) is the first “yahwist” name; that is, including the name of God as part of his name. The name itself stands for “God saves” – no irony in the fact that Jesus is the Greek version of Jeshua, which was his Aramaic name. This is his introduction in the narrative, and the reason is thematic.
b. Amalekites

· Descendants of Esau: Genesis 36:12 identifies Amalek as Esau’s grandson via his son and a concubine. In 36:15-16, Amalek is identified as one of the “chiefs” among Esau’s defendants.
· The Amalekites were nomads, living throughout the Sinai region. 
· There are several reasons they may have attacked:
1. Ongoing historical animosity between the descendants of Esau and the descendants of Jacob/Israel.
2. May have been related to the discovery of water in a very difficult desert area.
· However, God defines the attack of the Amalekites as an attack on his authority and ability to defend Israel. The curse of verses 14 and 16 make it clear that it is Yahweh – not Israel – who will blot out the Amalekites for making war against him – not against Israel.
c. Raising arms/lowering arms: There are many theories about what this signifies and no clear answers. 

· Some believe that it symbolizes God’s presence with the people when they are praising him and his withdrawal when the do not. However, there are no parts of Scripture in which a specific physical posture – a la “yoga” – for worship and it’s difficult to believe that Moses was not in prayer and worship when his arms were lowered. Some morning, I’ll invite all of you to hold your hands high during the course of the entire sermon – I’ll even keep it to short!  (Cole, Exodus, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, p. 136).

· Some believe that it was a military signal – arms up, attack; arms down, retreat. Again, while that’s an attractive option on the surface, it lends itself to a kind of Patton-esque approach to military affairs and isn’t really consistent with the “God will provide” kind of theme that has been developing. Yes, the best defense is a good offense, but this does not seem to be a passage mostly about military tactics. (Cole, Exodus, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, p. 136)

d. “The Lord is My Banner” and naming the place. The best translations of the Hebrew here are: signal, flag, banner, rallying point.

1. We have these today: just ask anyone who is a college football fan. Michigan and Notre Dame – among others – have fight songs that are immediately recognizeable. Last Fall, V took me to a USC game where he had to explain the culture to me: the victory sign, the war chant, the horse and rider – all symbols immediately recognized by fans and all immediately drawing a response.

2. We have these “banners” in the church: the cross, the communion table, the baptismal font. There are others, but these things are immediate visual reminders of the presence of the living and sovereign God among us whom we worship and serve. Christ is our gathering point, his is the signal of our redemption, he is the power of God revealed, the banner of our salvation.

e. The reason to point out all of these details is this: the details direct us to the purpose of the story. The purpose of the story is to show how it is God’s power – and not man’s – that provides for the salvation of the people of Israel.

f. In the day-to-day, sometimes we miss the reminders God gives us. God is working in and through the details to provide for us, to love us, to care for us, to draw us to Him.

Why is this event told? God provides

g. “It happened” is probably not a sufficient explanation to understand why this particular event was remembered, re-told and recorded. Many, many events were not; so, the question we have to ask is, why this one?

h. It is the fourth in a series of stories coming out of Egypt in which God provides for the basic needs of the people. (Sweet water, bread and quail, water again). The larger story about God’s liberation of his chosen people from slavery and journey to covenant with them at Sinai includes these episodes of training. This one deals with protection from outside enemies. It is part of the growing awareness of their total dependence upon God. It is pretty clear that the people don’t have a good sense of the big picture involved.

i. It also shows how the people play into God’s purposes and not the other way around. This is NOT all about the Israelites. It is about what God is doing. The people are not just an ancillary part of the story, but they are not the prime actor. They are the recipients of what God is doing; they are not the heroes, they are the ones being saved. They are the witnesses to God’s action. They participate in – but do not exercise control over – the events in which God’s sovereignty is revealed to them.

j. As you look at your life, can you see the ways in which God has provided for you? Can you tell the story of how you were delivered from sin and brought into salvation by Jesus Christ? 

k. As a congregation, is our witness one that tells of the ways God has provided for us? I think so…our theme is “where God’s truth meets real life.” Our campaign is called “Building God’s community.” The point of our efforts is to give a living testimony to the transforming power of God and I think just a look over our last few years could give a number of illustrations. 

III. What does this story tell us about God? God has a purpose and a plan.

a. It tells us that God is powerful. God wins. Period. No exceptions. Even when things look bad in our eyes, it is important to note that God wins. Period. No exceptions.

b. It tells us that God takes sides. Perhaps not in football games or other sporting events, but, then again, perhaps he does. 

· We don’t like it and we try to explain it away because – in human terms – it doesn’t seem fair. However, as we noted earlier, we don’t have a real good look at the larger picture. In the larger picture, God takes sides because his side is the side of holiness and glory. We often try to get around this by trying to say, “well, God doesn’t get involved in the petty affairs of human kind.” Don’t be fooled. God absolutely takes sides. God’s side is holiness and glory. God has a purpose and a plan.

· Look at John 8:  Jesus said to (the Jews): “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God and now am here. I have not come on my own; but he sent me. Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear what I say. You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is not truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies. Yet because I tell the truth, you do not believe me!” Jesus is defining what the sides are. Don’t be fooled, God absolutely takes sides. God’s side is holiness and glory. God has a purpose and a plan.

· I received in the mail yesterday a publication from our denomination. It is entitled “Confessional Standards for a Confessing Church” and is written by Douglas F. Ottati, who is a professor at Union Theological Seminary in Richmond Virginia, and is one of our denomination’s affiliated seminaries. He has been on the point of many of the debates in the national circles because he does not believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus. I didn’t even get into his article before I was stopped cold. I read this in the Publisher’s Note, “The term ‘confessing church’ has come to mean something altogether different in the current Presbyterian context, however, as right-wing organization seek to use confessional statements as theological sledgehammers to bludgeon Presbyterians into a rigid orthodoxy that divisively excludes certain persons from ecclesiastical leadership.”

· I’m going to stop here for just a moment because this gets me on a soapbox. This is the letter I have written in response:

Sir:

I just received a pamphlet entitled "Confessional Standards for a Confessing Church" by Douglas F. Ottati. I have not read the article yet.

I am writing to you to seek clarification or an apology for statements made in the Publisher's Note. Specifically, you wrote this:

"The term 'confessing church' has come to mean something altogether different in the current Presbyterian context, however, as right-wing organizations seek to use confessional standards as theological sledgehammers to bludgeon Presbyterians into a rigid orthodoxy that divisively excludes certain persons from ecclesiastical leadership."

Are you, as a representative of a "financially self-sustaining agency of the PC(U.S.A.)", indicating that the official position of the denomination is that all confessing congregations are part of right-wing organizations? Which right-wing organizations? By what standard are you defining what is "right wing"; particularly considering that those to whom you refer are voluntarily members of a denomination that steadfastly AFFIRMS the ordination of women?

Are you saying that all these congregations are engaged in "bludgeoning" others? Can you cite example(s) where someone has been "bludgeoned"?  Can you describe what "rigid orthodoxy" entails?

Sir, your language is divisive. As one who has sought to use the opportunity afforded by the confessing churches movement to equip people to articulate their faith, I am offended by your broad-brush, ill-informed, and hurtful statement.

Your brother in Christ,

· Bob Davis
· The reason I tell this story is because it is a current – ultra-current, as in yesterday – example of the way that the battle over the sovereignty of God is played out.  Don’t be fooled: God takes side. God’s side is holiness and glory. Either his Word is true and he is who he says he is, or he is not. You either stand with the Word or not. 
· Part of the explanation for why the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is losing more than 40,000 members a year can be attributed to its unwillingness to stand with the Word of God. That’s not just me talking, that’s the assessment of one of the denomination’s most noted historians. Bradley Longfield’s book, The Presbyterian Controversy, (he’s a professor at a different PC(USA) seminary, by the way) opens this way (in 1991): “In a quest for inclusiveness and relevance to the increasingly secular American culture, the mainstream churches have adopted a policy of doctrinal pluralism, thereby blurring their theological identities…Without clear theological boundaries distinct from the ideals of the surrounding culture, the churches have become increasingly subject to cultural currents. Moreover, in the absence of a clearly articulated faith, many individuals can see little reason to join or stay in the mainline churches.” (p. 3). 
· Don’t be fooled. God absolutely takes sides. God’s side is holiness and glory, revealed over and over in his Word. God has a purpose and a plan.
c. Finally, this story tells us that God’s strength is different than our strength: here, displayed in power when Moses’ arms are raised; then, in the New Testament displayed in weakness as Christ’s arms are raised on the cross. We don’t understand the mystery of what God is doing in this story, and we don’t always understand the mystery of what God is doing in our lives. Consider the heroes of the faith listed in Hebrews 11:

· “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. This is what the ancients were commended for.” By faith:

1. By faith: Creation

2. By faith: Abel offered better than Cain. “And by faith he still speaks even though he is dead.”

3. By faith: Enoch was taken before death and was commended as one who pleased God.

4. By faith: Noah.

5. By faith: Abraham.

6. By faith: Joseph.

7. By faith Moses’ parents hid him.

8. By faith: “Moses regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt.”

9. By faith: Rahab.

10. “Women received back their dead, raised to life again. Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better resurrection. Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison. They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated – the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.” And here’s the point: They were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised. God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect.”

d.  God has a purpose and a plan. God is our banner. 

IV. Conclusion

This is a strange little story in the Exodus narrative. It makes reference to a lot of things that we can’t know for sure. Even so, it makes clear some things we do know for sure:

God saves.

God provides.

God has a purpose and a plan.

Next Sunday, we will remember the Lord’s triumphant entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. We will remember how the people cried out Hosanna. We will walk through the week with Jesus, Maundy Thursday, and Good Friday. Then, we will rejoice in the victory Christ wins over sin and death and proclaim loudly and boldly, “Christ is risen, he is risen indeed.” That’s a strange story. It makes reference to a lot of things that we can’t know for sure. Even so, it makes clear some things we do know for sure.

God saves.

God provides.

God has a purpose and a plan.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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