
“THE LORD IS MY BANNER”

I. Introduction

A. This section of Exodus gives us the account of what happened to 
the people of Israel as they made their way from the Red Sea to 
Mount Sinai, the place where the Lord organized Israel into a 
theocracy, a nation that was a symbol of the perfected kingdom of 
God. [see Vos, Biblical Theology, 126]

B. The things that the Israelites experienced on their way to Sinai are 
symbolic of our experiences as pilgrims on our way to a better 
country.

C. It should not surprise us, then, that the Israelites faced a number of 
crises as they traveled to Sinai.

D. We saw last week that they were confronted with a lack of water or 
food on three separate occasions.  

E. And in the passage that we have just read, they had to deal with an 
unprovoked attack by the Amalekites.

F. As we study this text this morning, we will see that God’s response 
to this crisis can teach us a great deal about he cares for us in times 
of trouble.

II. Under Attack (8-10)

A. The Amalekites were a nomadic people who were descended from 
Isaac’s son Esau.

1. It could be that part of the reason why they attacked the 
Israelites on this occasion was because they were afraid that 
the land could not support both of them.

2. We also learn from the book of Judges that they earned their 
living by attacking other groups and plundering them (see 
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Jdg. 3:13).

3. One of the things that made the Amalekites so successful at 
this was their use of domesticated camels in surprise raids.

4. As one commentator explains, “Over short distances camels 
can run forty-five miles per hour, considerably faster than a 
horse, and they were well-suited for transporting Amalekite 
raiding parties across desert/wilderness expanses to the 
outskirts of settlements, from which attacks on the 
settlements could be quickly accomplished.” [Stuart, 393]

5. This pattern is confirmed by what the Lord says to his 
people in Deuteronomy 25:  “Remember what Amalek did to 
you on the way as you came out of Egypt, how he attacked 
you on the way when you were faint and weary, and cut off 
your tail, those who were lagging behind you, and he did 
not fear God.” (Deut. 25:17–18)

6. In other words, Amalek attacked Israel from the rear.

7. They preyed upon those who were weak.

8. This helps us understand the severity of the judgment that 
God pronounces upon them at the end of the passage.

B. This attack is symbolic of the attacks that we face as Christians.

1. We are often caught off guard by such assaults, even though 
the Scriptures make it clear that we are involved in serious 
warfare.

2. Jesus said that the world hates his disciples and persecutes 
them because they are not of the world. (Jn. 15:19)

3. Paul wrote that “the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, 
and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these 
are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things 
you want to do.” (Gal. 5:17)
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4. And Peter urged Christians to be watchful because “your 
adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, 
seeking someone to devour.” (1 Pet. 5:8)

5. The Christian can expect to face ongoing assaults from three 
powerful enemies:  the world, the flesh, and the devil. 

6. But we need not despair over this, because we know that 
Jesus has already conquered our enemies for us.

7. He has secured our inheritance in God’s kingdom.

8. As one of the elders in Revelation 5 says to the apostle John:  
“Weep no more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the 
Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll 
and its seven seals.” (Rev. 5:5)

C. The people of Israel were taken by surprise when the Amalekites 
attacked, but God was not surprised.

1. He was with his people.

2. He was leading them by the pillar of cloud and fire.

3. He brought them to Rephidim.

4. There will be times when you are taken by surprise by the 
troubles that come your way.

5. But you can trust that your God is never surprised by 
anything that happens to you.

6. He is with you.

7. He is ruling over everything that transpires in your life, and 
he is causing it to work for your ultimate good.

D. Moses responded to the Amalekite attack by instructing Joshua to 
choose men to go out and fight against Amalek.
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1. Notice that, unlike at the Red Sea, Israel takes an active role 
in this deliverance.

2. They are not just spectators.

3. Some of them are participants in the battle.

4. This reminds us that there is an active component to the 
Christian life.

5. While it is absolutely true that salvation is God’s work from 
beginning to end, it is also true that there are certain things 
that we are called to do as Christians.

6. The Christian life is not accurately summed up by the 
bumper sticker that says, ‘Let Go and Let God.’ 

7. While we are saved by faith in Christ alone, we are also 
called to work out our salvation with fear and trembling.

8. This doesn’t mean that we are the ones who accomplish our 
salvation.

9. It simply means that God typically carries out his saving 
work through ordinary means, and we need to be diligent in 
making use of those means.

10. Chief among these means are attending weekly worship, 
reading the Bible, and praying.

11. God worked through ordinary means in Israel’s battle 
against Amalek.

12. God was the one who brought about the victory, but it was 
through Israel’s fighting that he did so.

III. The Lord Is a Man of War (11-13)

A. As we turn now to consider how this battle was won, we should 
note the significance of the role played by people other than Moses 
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in this passage.

1. First of all, it is Joshua, not Moses, who leads the men into 
battle.

2. Joshua will eventually be Moses’ successor.

3. He will be the one who leads Israel in the conquest of 
Canaan.

4. Then there is the important role played by Aaron and Hur.

5. Had it not been for them, Moses would not have been able to 
keep his arms up and the Amalekites would have prevailed.

6. The role played by these men, along with what transpires in 
the next chapter, indicates that the way is being paved for 
Moses’ leadership to be passed on to others.

B. Joshua was down on the battlefield with his men, but the real battle 
was being fought up on the hill.

1. As our text tells us, “Whenever Moses held up his hand, 
Israel prevailed, and whenever he lowered his hand, Amalek 
prevailed.”

2. Some interpreters have seen Moses’ raised hands as an 
indication that he was praying for victory.

3. This leads them to say that the point of this passage is to 
teach us the importance of persistence in prayer.

4. Moses may very well have done some praying while he was 
up on that hill, but I do not think that the symbolism of his 
raised hands is adequately explained by saying that he was 
praying.

5. While it is true that raised hands is a common posture for 
prayer in the Bible, Moses was also seated, and sitting is 
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almost never a posture for prayer in the Old Testament.

C. If the point of Moses’ raised hands is not to symbolize persistence 
in prayer, then what is the point?

1. I think that the answer is fairly clear when we remember 
that Moses told Joshua that he would have the staff of God 
in his hand when he went up the hill.

2. He was not just lifting up his hands

3. He was using his hands to lift up the staff of God.  

4. All throughout Exodus, this staff has been a symbol of God’s 
power, especially his power to bring judgment upon Israel’s 
enemies.

5. Moses’ raised staff was a symbol of God’s powerful presence 
with his people as they waged war with the Amalekites.

D. Even though some of the Israelites were engaged in this combat, it 
was the Lord who did the real fighting on behalf of his people.

1. The victory was not won because of Joshua’s skill as a 
military leader.

2. The victory was not won because of the brave and heroic 
fighting of Israel’s troops.

3. I do not say this in order to cast aspersions on how Joshua 
and his men conducted themselves in this battle.

4. Perhaps they fought with brilliant strategy and great valor.

5. But this passage makes it abundantly clear that none of that 
would have mattered if the Lord had not been on their side.

6. As the Proverb says, “The horse is made ready for the day of 
battle, but the victory belongs to the LORD.” (Prov. 21:31)
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E. This is a point that is absolutely crucial for us to understand when 
it comes to the Christian life.

1. Your trust always needs to remain fixed upon the Lord.

2. Do not trust in your own ability, your own understanding, 
your own resources, or your own accomplishments. 

3. Do not let your trust ultimately depend upon the people 
around you.

4. If you enter the battle of the Christian life relying upon 
human strength, you will be hopelessly outmanned.

5. The fact that Joshua’s troops only prevailed when Moses’ 
hands were raised probably indicates that Amalek’s forces 
were vastly superior to those of Israel.

6. But when the staff of God was lifted up in Moses’ hands, 
there was no withstanding the Israelite army.

7. The same is true for you as a Christian.

8. Because the Lord is with you, no enemy can stand against 
you.

9. Regardless of how bleak the situation appears, you cannot 
be overcome.

10. You can join King David when he praises God, saying, “by 
you I can run against a troop, and by my God I can leap over 
a wall.” (Ps. 18:29) 

IV. Remembering God’s Deliverances (14-16)

A. After the battle was over, the Lord commanded Moses to write 
down a memorial about this battle and to recite it in the ears of 
Joshua, the man who would eventually succeed him as Israel’s 
leader.
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1. This summer during our trip to D.C., we took the time to 
visit our nation’s memorials for World War II, the Korean 
War, and the Vietnam War.

2. Those memorials were erected in order to make sure that 
future generations remember what took place in those wars.

3. Moses recorded this memorial for the same reason.

4. He did it so that God’s people would remember how he had 
delivered them from Amalek.

5. And it was especially important for Joshua to remember this, 
since he would be the one leading Israel in the conquest of 
Canaan.

B. Moses also erected an altar to memorialize this victory.

1. This reminds us of something that often takes place in the 
book of Genesis.

2. The patriarchs built altars at the places where the Lord 
visibly manifested his presence to them.

3. Those altars pointed forward to the temple, the ultimate 
symbol of God’s presence in Israel’s midst and the place 
where they worshipped God.

4. Altars and the temple to which they pointed were places of 
remembrance and reassurance.

5. The same is true of our worship today.

6. Worship is a time to remember what God has done for us 
and to be assured of his presence with us.

C. Moses named the altar that he built, “The LORD is my banner.”

1. This is military terminology.
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2. A banner is something around which an army rallies. 

3. This reminds me of something that happens near the end of 
Tolkien’s story The Hobbit.

4. In the battle of the five armies, when all hope seems lost, 
Thorin leads his men out from his mountain fortress and 
cries out, ‘To me!  To me!  Elves and Men!  To me!  O my 
kinsfolk!‘ 

5. Thorin made himself a rallying point for the troops.

6. This is the idea that Moses is conveying when he says, “The 
LORD is my banner.”

7. He is saying that the Lord is the banner around which we 
must rally in the midst of life’s battles.

D. It is interesting that this term “banner” is used in reference to the 
Messiah in Isaiah 11, though it is translated as “signal” by the ESV.

1. Listen to what it says there:  ”In that day the root of Jesse, 
who shall stand as a signal (banner) for the peoples—of him 
shall the nations inquire, and his resting place shall be 
glorious… He will raise a signal (banner) for the nations and 
will assemble the banished of Israel, and gather the 
dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth.” (Isa. 
11:10–12)

2. Isaiah is telling us that Christ is the banner around which the 
elect from all over the globe will assemble.

3. This prophecy is being fulfilled even as I speak.

4. All over the globe, people are being gathered to Jesus Christ 
through the proclamation of the gospel.

E. At the end of our passage, God declares holy war on Amalek, 
saying, “I will utterly blot out the memory of Amalek from under 
heaven… The LORD will have war with Amalek from generation to 
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generation.”

1. In Old Testament holy war, the goal is the total elimination 
of an evil culture.

2. Israel’s holy wars were symbolic of the cosmic holy war 
between God and Satan.

3. God declared holy war on the Amalekites because they 
raised their hands against his visible kingdom and because 
they attacked the weak and helpless when they did so.

4. This shows us how God views terrorist attacks.

5. He hates such tactics.

6. They are utterly inexcusable.

7. God pours out his wrath upon those who go after those who 
are unable to defend themselves.

F. The wrath of God is not a popular topic.

1. While this is somewhat understandable, we do need to 
reckon with the solemn reality of God’s wrath.  

2. Listen to these thoughts from J.I. Packer on this:  “No doubt 
it is true that the subject of divine wrath has… been handled 
speculatively, irreverently, even malevolently.  No doubt 
there have been some who have preached of wrath and 
damnation with tearless eyes and no pain in their hearts.  No 
doubt the sight of small sects cheerfully consigning the 
whole world, apart from themselves, to hell has disgusted 
many.  Yet if we would know God, it is vital that we face the 
truth concerning his wrath, however unfashionable it may 
be, and however strong our initial prejudices against it.  
Otherwise we shall not understand the gospel of salvation 
from wrath, nor the propitiatory achievement of the cross, 
nor the wonder of the redeeming love of God.  Nor shall we 
understand the hand of God in history and God’s present 
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dealings with our own people; nor shall we be able to make 
head or tail of the book of Revelation; nor will our 
evangelism have the urgency enjoined by Jude -- ‘save some, 
by snatching them out of the fire’ (Jude 23). Neither our 
knowledge of God nor our service to him will be in accord 
with his Word.” [Knowing God, 156]

3. We need to remember that the wrath that God decrees upon 
Amalek in this passage will one day fall upon every single 
person who is outside of Jesus Christ.

V. Conclusion

A. This passage assures us that Christ is powerful enough to deliver 
us from every enemy we face.

B. As Paul says in Romans 8, “Who shall separate us from the love of 
Christ?  Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 
nakedness, or danger, or sword?… No, in all these things we are 
more than conquerors through him who loved us.“ (Rom. 8:35, 37)

C. You cannot overcome the troubles of this life in your own strength, 
but in Christ you are more than a conqueror.

D. God used the Amalekite crisis to teach the Israelites to look to him 
as their rock, their fortress, and their help.

E. In the same way, God is using the crises that he ordains in your life 
to impress this great truth upon you.

F. This is why John Newton once described what a mature Christian 
looks like by saying this:  “having found again and again the vanity 
of all other helps, he is now taught to go to the Lord at once for 
‘grace to help in every time of need.‘  Thus he is strong, not in 
himself, but in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.” [John Newton, 
Letters, 24]


