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Walking with God: Engaging the Battle

Exodus 17: 8-13

Today we continue our series on walking with God. What does it mean to walk with God? For those who are visiting, we are using the story of the Exodus, the story of the first people who walked with God. What did they learn? What were their experiences? What can we come to expect? What are the benefits, what are the struggles of walking with this God? 
One thing we have learned is that if you are going to walk with this God you are going to discover that this God does things differently. This God, in his ways, is very different from us and our ways. There is a way that seems right to us, the way of the Philistines which is quicker and easier, but God so often takes us in a round about way- a way that is slower, harder, but better for us; more beneficial, makes us stronger. 
We have learned that God will take us out in the wilderness, not so that we will die, but so that we may become stronger and more mature in our faith. I want to know whether you feel the same thing I feel - that as a nation and as a people we are in a new wilderness experience. Aren’t we? I think of the events of the last week- three school shootings in a week’s time. No one, I think, could ever imagine anything like that happening to the Amish; the Amish have no enemies that I know of. What happened to them was despicable; it was wrong; it was undeserving. 
We learned also that there are wilderness experiences that God leads us to, and the purpose of his leading us to those wilderness experiences is maturity that builds us up. It makes us better. They are constructive experiences. But we also learn in the Exodus story that there are wilderness experiences of our own choosing. It is those experiences of our own choosing where people die, where no good thing results, where it is only destructive. The type of wilderness experience that God leads us to stretches us. It builds character; it makes the mind and emotions more stable; it brings life. Only the evil one leads into wilderness experiences that destroy.
Jesus tells us in John 10:10, “The thief comes only to steal kill and destroy. I come that they may have life and have it to the full.” There is fullness, richness, meaningfulness, a satisfying event that occurs in the very soul of our person when we know God. When you have a relationship with God it doesn’t leave you empty. It doesn’t leave you angry.  I see it so much in our culture, the sense of emptiness and anger. I want you to listen, listen, hear this very clearly. If you hear nothing else in this message hear this: God is not found in the evil that terrorizes us. God is not found in the evil that terrorizes us. Do you worry about getting on a plane or putting your husband on a plane today? Do you worry about sending your kids to school or seeing your grandchildren go to school. 
God was not in the 9-11 terrorists; God was not in the school shooters. Though I wish to God he were. I wish to God he were because if he were in the terrorists, if he were in the school shooters, it would not have happened. God would have changed their heart and their character, and the people would not be angry and hurt causing them to lash out. God would change the person from the inside out. 

Where is God then? Where is God? God is in the redemption of evil. God is in the redemption of evil. Evil will still exist because there are people who are willing to do its bidding. Where is God in it all? Where is God in the wilderness? He is in the wilderness redeeming it for some redemptive purpose. It’s where we find ourselves as a nation right now. We are in the wilderness. At this moment it is important for us to ask the question, “God, what are you telling us? What message do we need to hear?” 
This morning we join Israel in the desert of “Rephidim.”  I thought of changing the passage as a result of the things that have happened in the recent week. When I read the passage I realized that this is the passage. This was fitting for our day. In this desert, the desert of Rephidim, for no good reason, something hideous, something odious, something unthinkable happened to Israel, and it kept happening day after day. We pick up the story in Exodus 17: 8-13. It is printed in the bulletin if you want to follow along. 
Here is what it says, 
“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.’ 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 Israelite 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.” 
 Let’s pray, Lord, open our minds and our hearts. What are you telling us? What is it that we need to know help us in this wilderness of our own making and bring some good to us and there is only two choices either it will make us better or will simply make us bitter. I choose that it may make us better, may that be all our choice we pray this in Christ name. Amen. 
Well, what do we learn? What do we learn in this story? Well, we learn that Israel for no good reason… I mean, they were simply going through the desert. They weren’t trying to conquer anyone. They have never attacked anyone; they don’t even know the people out there. But for no good reason, unprovoked, without warning, they were attacked. You get a fuller story in Deuteronomy 25 (and I printed it for you). It talks about how the attack occurred. It wasn’t a direct military attack. The Amalekites weren’t going to war against Israel to protect their land. By the way, what land are we talking about? It’s a desert! Who wants the desert? There is nothing out there worth having. So it wasn’t like Israel was trying to take their property or gain something that wasn’t theirs.’ It wasn’t their intent; they were just passing through. 
Deut. 25 says that the Amalekites waited until people became tired and then straggled behind… Have you ever been on a hiking trip with someone, or ever been in a big group, like you have been caroling with the church in the evening times- a big group, 70 some people. I am a fast walker but look behind me there are stragglers way behind. The Amalekites would attack the stragglers. Again think about it, it is just unthinkable. It is unimaginable. They would attack and kill all of them without reason or without provocation. It was abominable! It was awful. And it had been going on for a long time. While Israel was in Egypt making bricks, the Amalekites were out there attacking every group that wandered the desert- over and over and over again. 
Sometimes I wonder whether or not God allowed Israel to come upon the Amalekites so that they would experience the injustice- experience the unthinkable- so that they would get a sense of unbelief and anger within them to do something about it, about the injustice, because it was wrong. Or it may have simply have happened. It’s life. There are people who do these things and they happened upon them. Either way Israel is faced with a choice. Having experienced something which is unthinkable they had a decision to make. What are they going to do about it? 

Now, when  you read the story it doesn’t say God told them to do a particular thing. It doesn’t say God told them to attack the Amalekites but it is implied in that. We have been reading the story of Israel’s journey with God. One thing you learn reading the story is how God teaches them to obey Him. He’s made the point over and over and Israel is learning that lesson. They aren’t doing anything unless God tells them to do it.

They learned to move when the cloud by day or pillar of fire by night moved. If it didn’t move—They didn’t move! They didn’t do anything without God telling them to do it. If they did, they failed. They learned over time that unless God tells them what to do, they shouldn’t do anything. They don’t move without God. I am sure they were asking the question, “God, I can’t believe what has happened to us! What do you want us to do?”

Now, they had options, didn’t they? What could they have done? 
· They could have just taken it like everyone else and allowed the Amalekites to remain the bullies of the desert. 
· They could have avoided the problem and said, “We don‘t like conflict. We want everyone to like us.” 
· They could have left it unresolved.
· Of course they could have become angry and pounded their fists and complained, “God, where are you and what are you doing?” But resolve that they were just too busy to do anything about it. It’s hard enough to make a living in the desert. I mean it is hard out here. We have enough to do. We just don’t want to get involved.
· Or they could have felt sad and sorry and felt badly about what happens to people in the desert but reminded themselves that they are going to the Promised Land. “We’ve got ours. This is the kind of world we want to get away from anyway. This is something that we are tired of; we just want to separate ourselves from it. We’ve got ours.  The heck with the world we are going to the Promise Land.”
· Or they could have negotiated with their enemies.
But what did God lead them to do? Was it Moses’ idea? No. Moses only acted in response to God’s leading. What did God tell them to do? He told them to engage this battle, that this battle was their battle, that God was tired of the injustice. He was tired of these people bullying people for no good reason and no one had stood up to them. So he leads the Israelites to engage this battle for the sake of the world, for the sake of all of the other groups that had come through and been brutalized and harmed and maimed, and for those who will come through. 
They were not looking for revenge. God was looking for a reckoning. A reckoning with these people - their day had come they had picked on the wrong people. Everyone else was defenseless, but now they picked on a people who was not defenseless. God said, “I want you to engage this battle. This battle is yours.” The attack was an awakening, a wakeup call, to the injustices and suffering in the world; and God called them to do something about it. They didn’t ask for this battle. They didn’t go looking for a battle. They didn’t look for the witch-hunt it came to them, and they had to do something about it. 
We, as a people and as a church, as a nation, as individuals, face Amalekites in our own day, don’t we? There are challenges every day that we have to face. What are we going to do about it?  9-11 was a wake up call to our nation as to the plight of individuals and millions of people suffering under oppressive regimes. Hundred of thousands have died and we have turned a jaundice eye. We have neglected them. We have allowed people to suffer all around the world. I think not just of Islamic countries. I think of China and Korea and Darfur.  God confronts us with this and asks us now to be woken up to the plight of the world. What are you going to do about it? 
As a denomination we are being challenged today as to who will lead our churches. What will be the nature and the character and the standards of the lifestyle of our pastors? What do we expect of them? We are being challenged as to what we believe about God. The debate over the Trinity is captured well in all kinds of newspaper articles. I am not sure if you have seen this one cartoon. I think it was by Doug Malley but it is a cartoon of the Presbyterian Church, saying “What do you call God?”  Next bubble: “Father, Son, Holy Spirit.” Next bubble: “Rainbow, ark and dove,” and the last bubble is “Rock, paper, scissors.” 

It got a great chuckle, but there is a huge issue here. And the issue is: Who names God? Scripture says that God names himself. No one has a right to tell God who he is other than God himself. It is wrong. You can say it is almost blasphemous to say that we named God. Now we don’t like to use that word because you are a kook if you use the word blasphemy. But that is what it is. It is wrong. Who names God? It is a battle we must engage. Where is that battle held? It is held in the Presbytery and I think God is looking for people in this congregation who say enough is enough. We have to fight for the soul of our denomination and will that be you? What are you going to do about it? 
I think of the school shootings- they are a wake up call to us. First they are a wake up call to men, and men I want to talk to you. Is there a secret battle you are engaging in your heart that nobody knows about? If you continue to engage it by yourself you will lose. Don’t do it. Think. As a nation we are faced with the battle of pornography. Two out of the three shootings had to do with pornography. We have to get serious with this. We have to, as a nation, say enough is enough. If we don’t stand up and clean things in our own homes and in our own lives, in our own television sets, our own computers; the seeds that are being planted will continue to come to bear. I think it is a wake up call to fathers and mothers to be involved in their schools and in their kids’ lives. It is a wakeup call to kids on the issue of kid-on -kid cruelty and brutality. I think it is a call for all Christian youth to look for kids who are being picked on, who are unpopular, who are alone; and befriend them. I think it is a call upon all of us to get to know our neighbors, some of whom are suffering without God, without hope, without meaning in their lives. 
Someone sent me an e-mail that I think really represents the truth. I know it is a made up story, but it still illustrates the truth. “A father wanted to read a magazine and he was being bothered by his little girl Shelby. She wanted to know what the United States looked like. Finally he tore a sheet out of the new magazine on which was printed the map of the country. Cutting out all the states he gave it to Shelby and said, ‘Go into the other room and see if you can put this together. This will show you our whole country today.’ After a few minutes Shelby returned and handed him the map correctly fit together. The father was surprised and asked how she had finished so quickly. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘on the other side of the paper is a picture of Jesus. When I got all of Jesus back together where he belonged, then our country just came together.”

 Isn’t that the truth? Isn’t that what we need as a nation? If our nation would simply come back to God all the pieces would begin to fall back together. 
I think of the Westbrook Baptist Church. Now you’ve got to know something. It is not a church and it is not Baptist. It is just two families that put in for the name and got the name. It is not a Baptist church; it is just two families. But this church has gotten so much media attention -25 people. We are a bigger church than that. How come we don’t get the attention? You know you ask that question. I think it is a wake up call to us. One is to read the whole bible and let it speak for itself. Evidently they have not. Secondly when you see bad teaching you need to confront it, and someone has to with them. Thirdly, I think it reminds us how important it is for us to demonstrate to the world authentic Christianity because there are a lot of counterfeits out there. People will believe the counterfeit rather than the truth. We’ve got to be a demonstration of the love and the grace that God has for people. 
What is your Amalekite? What is battling for your soul, your heart, your mind? What tempts you to be afraid? What are you going to do about it? What makes you doubt you are ever going to make it to the Promised Land? What are you going to do about it?
 What causes you concern today? What is the one thing, I want you to think about it and write it down right now, what is the one thing that concerns you most? Is it children starving? You see the pictures on TV. Are you tired of seeing children starving? Is it AIDS? Is it junk on TV? Is it people without hope? Are you tired of the number of announcements in the bulletin? Well just volunteer for something and we will eliminate that announcement; it will become very short. If you are concerned about the church’s debt, what are you going to do about it? What are you tired of seeing on the TV set? What are you going to do about it? 
Who is telling you or what is telling you, you are not beautiful enough, you are not smart enough, you haven’t achieved enough, you are not good enough, you are not talented enough? What are you going to do about it? 
Maybe the person who is your Amalekite is your boss. Your boss, who you are convinced is the anti-Christ. Well what are you going to do about it? 
Who is your Amalekite? 
I was proud of Allyson this past week. She plays volleyball, and every time they lose, as a team, the coach makes them run laps. Three-quarters of the practices have been laps because we have been losing. She confronted the coach and said, “Coach, volleyball is not a conditioning sport. We are not going to get better by doing laps. We are going to get better by working on our skills.” She is right. She saw an injustice and she confronted it in a polite way. 
You might say, “Well, maybe they should just pray the Amalekites away. Couldn’t they just pray the situation away?” Well as I read the story and if you read the rest of the Old Testament, you discover that this is not a problem that goes away very easily. They deal with the Amalekites all the way through Hezekiah’s reign. They deal with them for over 500 years. 
It reminds me of something - a mistake we make in our prayer life- in that so often we pray for things that are a given, or that won’t change, or won’t change very quickly.  We pray for situations - for instance “Lord, wipe out my debt.” Well, he will do it when you stop overspending. You know, it is not just wiping itself out automatically.  Or “Lord get rid of my boss.” That may not happen. We pray  “Lord, help me to stop hurting. I am grieving over my loved one.” Well it is not going to happen. Emotions are part of your humanity. You can’t pray your humanity away. 
What you can pray for is a response to the situation. Lord, help me to get my spending under control. Lord, help me to love my boss the way you love my boss. Prayer is powerful though. Isn’t that what we see in the story? Prayer is powerful. The reason why God allows the story to exist is to show us the power of prayer. And as you read the story you discover that the victory has more to do with the prayer life of Moses than the ability of Joshua to engage the battle. Am I right? When Moses’ hand start to go down (which is the symbol of the prayer life) they begin to lose. As his hands are lifted in prayer they begin to win. It is an illustration to all of us that the victory is not our responsibility. It is up to God. 
Prayer is powerful, prayer is important, but the story also reminds us that we also need Joshua in the battlefield. You need Moses on the hill praying; you need Joshua in the battlefield. Had it just been Moses praying on the hill, what would have happened? Nothing, nothing would have changed. They would have lost the battle. They would have continued to be picked on and picked on and killed. And the injustice would continue. You need both. 

 I think that is the lesson to the Amish. The Amish lifestyle itself believes that in order to keep yourself from being corrupted by the world you have to separate yourself from it. The culture itself is corrupt. You separate yourself and you protect yourself from it by not being part of it. The problem with that is if you separate yourself from your culture and you refuse to be salt and light to it, the surrounding culture becomes corrupt; and ultimately, that corruption comes and touches your life.

The only way for evil to prosper is for good people to do nothing. The way for it to be defeated is to engage the battle, to take action. So we need both. We need people who are Moses, who are praying, and we need people who are Joshua, who are engaging the battle. Also, notice in the story that Moses grows tired in prayer sooner than Joshua grows tired in battle. That tells me that prayer is an exhausting work and you need more than one person; you need an Aaron, you need a Hur. It also reminds me that the battle will outlast the prayer life. The battle will outlast the prayer life. 
Now, they won the battle that day but the war was not over; the war continued. The war will outlast an individual’s prayer life. This battle went on for over 500 years, yet it is a winnable battle; they did win it. Just like as a nation there are some battles we did win, but it took a long time. Is polygamy very popular today? Yet everyone did it one time in this world.  Is slavery popular? How about prejudice against white Italian Catholics? No, these were all battles that were engaged. It took a long time but we won them. We won them because we prayed intently and we engaged the battle.
 Let me give you a great quote. It is by Frank Barns. I have been reading a lot of his books lately on prayer. “Prayer is the means by which you hold your battle in the faith. In your prayers, heaven and earth meet, and then you discover that you are not called to victory in the battles of life, as the narrative says victory is God’s business. Your only calling is not to be afraid of having enemies. But you can’t fulfill your calling without prayer. When you climb the mountain with Moses and hold your hands to God, seeing heaven above you in your prayers, you learn that there is nothing to fear from the earth beneath you.” 
There is nothing to fear from the earth beneath you. It is not our business to win; it is our business to pray and to take up the fight. Will you? Have you had enough yet? It is when we decide as a nation, as a people, as individuals, that we have had enough that we will rise to this battle. The question is have you had enough yet? If you have, what are you going to do about it? I want you to write down one Amalekite this week and I want you to resolve one thing to do. What are you going to do about it?
 Let’s pray.

Heavenly Father, we are faced with all kinds of challenges today as a church and as a people. We have just thought it is not our problem. I got mine, I am not worried about the world. And we thought that it would just simply not touch our lives. We have just become complacent as a people. We have allowed things to happen. We have been afraid of the battle, afraid to say something in a fear of being a religious nut or considered dumb or whatever the fear we have. Lord, help us to stop being afraid and help us to discover where we need to engage the battle and have the faith to do it. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen. 
