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Wind Beneath the Wings      July 25, 2021 

Romans 15:1-6; Psalm 91:1-6, 14-16; Exodus 17:8-13 
 
We who are strong ought to put up with the failings of the weak, and not to 
please ourselves. 2 Each of us must please our neighbor for the good 
purpose of building up the neighbor. 3 For Christ did not please himself; 
but, as it is written, “The insults of those who insult you have fallen on 
me.” 4 For whatever was written in former days was written for our 
instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the encouragement of the 
scriptures we might have hope. 5 May the God of steadfastness and 
encouragement grant you to live in harmony with one another, in 
accordance with Christ Jesus, 6 so that together you may with one voice 
glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Romans 15:1-6, NRSV 
 

 
It feels a little surreal to be preaching my last message to you as your 
pastor.  What a remarkable journey we’ve been on together the past ten 
years.  Of course, when I decided a few months back that today would be 
my final Sunday with you, the question that loomed large was, “What 
should I preach about for my last sermon?” 
 
Because many pastors use their last sermon as a way of expressing 
gratitude to the congregation, I thought about preaching from a part of the 
Bible like 1 Thessalonians 1:2-3, where the Apostle Paul wrote this to the 
church, “2 We always thank God for all of you and continually mention you 
in our prayers. 3 We remember before our God and Father your work 
produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance 
inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.”  But then I thought, I think you 
know I’m thankful for you.  Right?  I probably don’t need a whole sermon 
for that but instead just a chance to say again, “I thank God for you – for 
the ways you’ve been faithful and hard-working and fruitful and hopeful 
and loving as we’ve shared this season of life together in Christ.”   
 
The experience of being blessed by you last Sunday was by itself an amazing 
reminder of the privilege it has been to be surrounded by such loving, 
talented, dedicated Christ-followers.  Even our friend, Pastor Brian, told me 
very openly last week that part of the reason he’d come to the picnic was 
because he just loves being around you all.  You fill his cup and his soul 
with your love and encouragement.  And, you’ve done the same for me.  So, 
I will always thank God for you.       So.... what to preach?  



 2 

I thought, maybe for today’s sermon, I should focus on an example of 
famous last words offered by Jesus or by the Apostle Paul, something like 
the Great Commission or a benediction or a charge.  Paul’s last charge to 
Timothy in 2 Timothy 4 could have worked as a way for me to encourage 
you going forward to “2 Preach the word; be prepared in season and out of 
season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful 
instruction... keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work 
of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry.”  2 Timothy 4:2, 5 
 
But again, I thought, I can just share those verses and suggest you just keep 
on doing those things.  In fact, I know you’re already in the process of doing 
those things, especially as Kevin and others are stepping up faithfully to 
preach the word until your Interim Pastor arrives.  And, many of you 
continue to discharge the duties of your ministry with particular endurance 
as you enter into this season of transition.  So, Kevin, Gwen, Lisa, Chris, 
and Worship Team, thank you.  Session Elders, Deacons, Stephen 
Ministers, thank you!  And, for those of you who will end up serving on the 
search and selection committees for both the Interim and Installed Pastors, 
thank you in advance for what you’ll be doing.   
 
All of my confidence in you still hadn’t resolved my question of what to 
preach about.  But, I know one thing.  I knew I didn’t want to do the thing 
that those weird pastors do by dressing up in some costume and preaching 
as some other character.  Be skeptical of those pastors.  Too weird.  Amen? 
 
So finally, I came back to a story in Exodus Chapter 17 that I’ve come to 
really appreciate over the past decade or so.  In 2011, when I was invited by 
the Pastor Nominating Committee to visit Vancouver for a candidating 
weekend, they asked me to put together a Bible study that I could lead them 
through as a sample of the kind of discipleship I’d offer to the congregation.  
I invested hours studying this story from Exodus 17, planning discussion 
questions, and creating a study booklet that we could go through together.  
And, as Dale can attest, we ended up spending so much time talking about 
other things that we never even got to look at the Bible study.   
 
So, this morning, we’re going to come full circle in my ministry to East 
Woods, ending with the passage I’d hoped to start with and looking at the 
story of a battle between the Israelites and the Amalekites in Exodus 17:8-
13.  So, I invite you to turn in your Bibles to the second book of the Hebrew 
Scriptures where we’ll see this story.  Hear now the word of the Lord. 
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8 Then Amalek came and fought with Israel at Rephidim. 9 Moses said 
to Joshua, “Choose some men for us and go out, fight with Amalek. 
Tomorrow I will stand on the top of the hill with the staff of God in my 
hand.” 10 So Joshua did as Moses told him, and fought with Amalek, while 
Moses, Aaron, and Hur went up to the top of the hill.  
11 Whenever Moses held up his hand, Israel prevailed; and whenever he 
lowered his hand, Amalek prevailed. 12 But Moses’ hands grew weary; so 
they took a stone and put it under him, and he sat on it. Aaron and Hur 
held up his hands, one on one side, and the other on the other side; so his 
hands were steady until the sun set. 13 And Joshua defeated Amalek and 
his people with the sword. 
 
My brothers and sisters, this is the word of the Lord for us this morning.  
Thanks be to God. 
 
This is a story about a community of God’s people supporting each other in 
the midst of a transition so that they could win a great battle together 
through the power of God.  I think there is wisdom to be found in this story 
that may be really valuable for this wonderful congregation as you work 
through this upcoming season of transition in partnership with the Lord.  
Are you ready for this?  
 
First, know that God knows your circumstances.   
 
What’s the first word of verse 8?  “THEN!”  That’s a big word in this story, 
because the timing and circumstances of the battle provide a critical 
backdrop to the reaction of God’s people and the outcome of the battle.   
 
See, in the chapters of the book of Exodus leading up to this story, the 
Israelites had been delivered by God from slavery in Egypt. They had come 
across the Red Sea.  But then almost immediately, they found themselves in 
a wilderness of uncertainty.  They didn’t have their usual food sources or 
water sources.  The rhythm of life had changed.  Their leadership had 
changed.  They were questioning choices they’d made, wondering if they 
were going to survive, and starting to complain.  And, right as they were in 
the midst of that place of fear and fatigue and vulnerability, THEN Amalek 
and his army attacked them.  THEN. 
 
Have you had a moment like that in your life?  You might have found 
yourself saying something like, “After everything else, then this happened!”  
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Maybe you found yourself asking, “Why this NOW?  This is the worst 
possible time.  Why this time, with these circumstances, after everything 
else that’s already happened?”   I have found that our spiritual enemy loves 
to attack us in those moments when we’re most worn down, most spread 
thin, or most vulnerable.   
 
In this life of this congregation, I wouldn’t fault you if you’ve been telling 
that story to friends or family members about this transition.  “Our pastor 
deployed, and then COVID hit.  And, just as it seemed things might be 
getting back toward normal, THEN we got the announcement that our 
pastor is leaving.”  Why now!?  Why do these THEN circumstances have to 
happen?  
 
I don’t know all of the answers to those questions.  But, here’s what I can 
tell you with great faith.  I know that God knows.  God knows your 
circumstances.  God knows mine.  God knew the circumstances for the 
Israelites during their exodus attack.  And, God knows the circumstances 
for this beloved congregation as you transition through your upcoming 
wilderness. 
 
And, when I read about how the Israelites were breaking apart before this 
battle, I see how God used their battle circumstances to bring them together 
for the fight, to strengthen them as a community, to help each member of 
that congregation understand their value among God’s people, and to help 
them strengthen their loyalty to the God who provides victory to His 
people. 
 
With trust and faith in the God of yesterday, today and forever, I believe 
God is already using your circumstances NOW to be working all things 
together for your good in the outcome of this battle the Lord will reveal 
THEN.   In the meantime, know that God knows your circumstances.   
 
Second, know that God is your strength.  God is your strength. 
 
The meanings of the Hebrew names in this story are really significant.  It’s 
one of the things that too often gets lost in translation when we just skim 
over these stories in the Bible.  The enemy in this story is the tribe of 
Amalek.  The name Amalek is a compound in Hebrew of ‘am’, which means 
‘people’ or ‘nation’ and ‘malak’ which means ‘to nip or wring off.’   
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This was a people who had not only been wrung away from the covenant of 
God but who sought to wring God’s people off of their place in God’s 
covenant promises.  The Amalekites didn’t see God as their strength and 
they didn’t want anyone else to see God as a source of strength, either.  So 
they fought against God’s people to nip them away from God’s presence and 
blessings. 
 
But, Moses and the Israelites knew better.  They had seen that their 
strength and future were in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  In fact, 
the name ‘Israel’ means striving with or contending with God.  Now, we 
know there were times when the Israelites wrestled against God.  But, more 
often, and clearly here in this story, they were fighting with God, in 
partnership with Yahweh and with Elohim ready to fight on their behalf.  
That’s always a better way to fight.  Isn’t it?  We should do everything with 
God instead of against God.  
 
And so, as soon as the Amalekites came to fight against the Israelites, 
Moses determined two priorities.  Number one – He knew Joshua needed 
to lead the people in the practical fight against their enemy.  So, right away 
in verse 9, he said to Joshua, “Choose some fighters and go fight.”   
 
And, number two – He knew he needed to lead the people in lifting up the 
symbol of their spiritual fight.  So, also in verse 9, he told Joshua that he 
was going to stand at the top of the hill so that he could lift up the staff of 
God in the sight of all the people.   
 
Just like Jesus said the Great Commandment had two parts – love God, 
love people – this Great Response had two parts.  And, both were 
indispensable for the battle and the victory.  But, as we see in the story, 
ultimately the effort given to the spiritual battle determined the success 
experienced in the practical battle.   
 
We see it in verse 11 of the story. Whenever Moses held the staff of God up, 
who was winning?  The Israelites.  Whenever Moses let the staff of God fall, 
who was winning?  The Amalekites.  God could have given the Israelites 
victory either way.  But, God chose to give great significance to the spiritual 
battle in its impact over the practical battle. 
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This morning, I want to encourage you to continue giving priority to the 
spiritual battle in your personal discipleship and in your life together as a 
congregation.  When leadership transitions and uncertain circumstances 
arise, it can be really tempting to give all of our attention to practical 
concerns and, in doing so, neglect our spiritual health and worship.   
 
In these times, we may especially need to lean into Jesus’ wisdom from 
Matthew 6 to seek first the kingdom of God, knowing that when we do the 
practical things will be added to us as well.   
 
When our connection to God is weak, the practical things can be especially 
hard to accomplish and we can get worn out and vulnerable to additional 
attacks.  But, when our connection with God is strong, when we’re striving 
WITH God, the words of Psalm 91 will resonate with us, which says: 
You who sit down in the High God’s presence, spend the night in Shaddai’s 
shadow, Say this: “God, you’re my refuge. I trust in you and I’m safe!” 
That’s right—he rescues you from hidden traps, shields you from deadly 
hazards. His huge outstretched arms protect you— under them you’re 
perfectly safe; his arms fend off all harm. 
 
Fear nothing—not wild wolves in the night, not flying arrows in the day, 
not disease that prowls through the darkness, not disaster that erupts at 
high noon. “If you’ll hold on to me for dear life,” says God, “I’ll get you out 
of any trouble. I’ll give you the best of care if you’ll only get to know and 
trust me. Call me and I’ll answer, be at your side in bad times; I’ll rescue 
you, then throw you a party.  I’ll give you a long life, give you a long drink of 
salvation!”  Psalm 91:1-6, 14-16, The Message 
 
At our Session meeting this past Thursday, I asked the Session what it will 
look like to follow Moses example of holding up the staff of God during your 
upcoming battles.  What are those symbols of God’s presence and our 
connection to God’s power that need to be visible to this church as an 
encouragement to keep fighting the good fight?  Of course, your Elders are 
super-smart and they love God, so they had good answers.  They know East 
Woods needs to lift high the cross of the resurrected Christ as our primary 
symbol of faith.  They know they need to take the lead in demonstrating 
trust in God’s power to deliver exactly what and whom this congregation 
needs to be victorious.  And, they know they need to represent you on the 
hill of leadership – so to speak – so that you can be inspired and protected 
as you all fight the fight of ministry in the trenches, like Joshua’s army did. 
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That brings us to the last idea I want to offer you from this passage this 
morning.  Know that God will work through all of you.  God will 
work through some of you?  Nope.  God will work through ALL of you.  
 

The story of the battle in Exodus 17 is a story of a community working 
together where every single person was valuable and where every person’s 
contributions were necessary in supporting the battle effort.  The very name 
of the place of the battle, Rephidim, means in Hebrew ‘place of support.’   
 

Moses needed to be the leader and figurehead.  He delegated tasks and 
represented God’s presence to support and inspire the people.  Maybe that’s 
how God will work through you in the battles ahead.  Aaron and Hur 
needed to be the strength undergirding Moses’ leadership.  They stood 
beside him and supported him so that he could continue to represent God 
to the people.  
 

They were living examples of what the Apostle Paul wrote in our New 
Testament reading, “We who are strong ought to put up with the failings 
of the weak, and not to please ourselves. 2 Each of us must please our 
neighbor for the good purpose of building up the neighbor.”  Maybe that’s 
how God will work through you in the battles ahead.   
 

Joshua needed to humbly, faithfully receive orders and then courageously 
lead other warriors into the fight in the valley below.  The Israelites needed 
to wield the armor of God and to fight the good fight in the trenches.  
Everything they did at the bottom of the hill provided support and 
protection for Moses to keep the staff of God high at the top of the hill.  
And, if any of the Israelites were directly fighting, they were supporting the 
fighters and praying that God would fight with them and for them.  Maybe 
that’s how God will work through you.  I don’t know exactly what your role 
will be.  But, I can say with utmost confidence that God can work through 
every one of you as you dedicate your time and talents and treasure to the 
fight.   
 

I don’t want to be too heavy-handed about this point, but if you are a 
regular part of this congregation, you are not only valuable to this 
congregation – your participation is necessary to its victory.  Especially if 
you’ve taken membership vows to this congregation, unless you’re 
absolutely needing to rest after a season of service, it cannot be an option 
for you to sit on the sidelines in the years ahead.  Your staff needs financial 
and volunteer support.  Your Elders and Deacons need commission and 
committee members to support the work of mission and ministries.   
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Your Stephen Ministers need referrals to ensure that care givers are being 
effectively partnered with care receivers for the health of the body of Christ.  
Your neighbors and coworkers and fellow students may not know it yet, but 
they need you to love them and demonstrate the good news of God’s 
kingdom for them, to point them toward Christ who is the Savior of the 
world. 
 
As we follow in the footsteps of Jesus our Lord, we remember again what 
Paul wrote in our New Testament passage from Romans 15:  
3 For Christ did not please himself; but, as it is written, “The insults of those 
who insult you have fallen on me.” 4 For whatever was written in former 
days was written for our instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the 
encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.   
 
So my friends, have hope in Christ.  Please don’t underestimate the value of 
who God has made you to be and what your participation can mean in 
shaping the vitality of this congregation going forward.  If God can work 
through a wooden stick to lead people toward victory, God certainly can 
and certainly will work through ALL of you.   
 
To the extent that I have been a sort of Moses among you over the past 10 
years, I can certainly sing from the top of the hill – under the power of God 
– that God has worked through you in my life and in the life of our family.  
If you love your future pastors with even half of the love you have shown to 
me, there isn’t a Moses out there who wouldn’t be abundantly blessed to 
serve and to fight with you, to serve and to fight for you.  Thank you.  
 
Here at the table, we’re reminded of the fight God has fought – fighting 
against our sin in the death of Jesus and fighting on our behalf to gather us 
around His table from now through eternity.   
 
 
 
 
Charge and Benediction from Romans 19: 5 May the God of 
steadfastness and encouragement grant you to live in harmony with one 
another, in accordance with Christ Jesus, 6 so that together you may with 
one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.   
 


