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Exodus 17:8-16 
 

Verse 8 
The Amalekites came and attacked the Israelites at Rephidim. 
• The Amalekites were the tribal people who “owned/controlled” the 

territory around Rephidim through which Israel was passing. 
• In Deuteronomy 25:17-18 the nature of the Amalekite attack on Israel 

is explained. It was not a frontal attack. The Amalekites attacked 
those at the edge of the camp taking out those who were most 
defenseless. Part of the dilemma in the story is that this tactic is 
considered unfair since the Amalekites are preying on the whole 
company of Israel including women and children. 

• Remember that Rephidim is not part of the Promised Land and Israel 
has laid no territorial claim to it. They are simply passing through this 
country. 

• Remember that Israel has made no act of aggression against Amalek.  
 

   Verse 9 
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.”  
• Joshua is a young man, about 45 years old at the time, from the tribe 

of Ephraim. He is picked by Moses to lead the Israelites in a frontal 
attack against the Amalekites to stop the Amalekite attacks.  

• The name “Joshua” means “YHWH saves.” It is the Hebrew form of 
the Greek name “Jesus.”  

• Moses declares that he will view the battle against the Amalekites 
from a nearby hill. He will hold the staff which has played such an 
important role in the story as a symbol of the authority of God over all 
things during the battle. The plan is that the sight of Moses holding 
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the staff will encourage the Israelite soldiers. This is the first time that 
they have been required to go into battle. At Yom Suph, God did all 
that was required to defeat the enemy. Now Israel is required to join 
him in the struggle. Perhaps this is to teach them that grumbling and 
complaining does not work. 

 
Verse 10 
So Joshua fought the Amalekites as Moses had ordered, and Moses, 
Aaron, and Hur went to the top of the hill.   

• The battle is engaged. All of the characters are in their proper place. 
 

Verse 11 
As long as Moses held up his hands, the Israelites were winning, but 
whenever he lowered his hands, the Amalekites were winning.  

• Moses’ raised hands were a visible appeal to YHWH for help. As long 
as that appeal was being made Israel prevailed against the Amalekites. 
But when that visible sign of appeal to God was removed, the battle 
shifted in favor of the Amalekites. The lesson from God was that even 
though Israel fought the battle themselves, their help was in the Lord. 
They were dependent upon God for success.   

 
Verse 12 
When Moses’ hands grew tried, 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. 

• Moses was unable to retain the position of appeal throughout the long 
battle. So his helpers seated him on a stone and held his hands up for 
him.  

 
Verse 13 
So Joshua overcame the Amalekite army with the sword. 

• Israel was able to defeat the Amalekites militarily without the direct 
intervention of YHWH as long as their focus was on him. 

 
Verse 14-16 
Then YHWH 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 memory of Amalek from under heaven.” Moses built an altar 
and called it YHWH is my Banner. He said, “For hands were lifted up to 
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the throne of YHWH. YHWH will be at war against the Amalekites from 
generation to generation.”  

• The defeat of the Amalekites is to be memorialized in writing so that 
the event will not be forgotten. Joshua is to be shown the memorial 
writing.  

• God declares that the Amalekites will be his enemies forever since 
they opposed Israel and attacked them unfairly and without cause. 

• God is given a new name, YHWH NISSI, God is my banner.  The 
word, “nissi,” comes the Hebrew word which means to lift up and 
refers to Moses’ uplifted hands. The word also means to glisten or to 
shine upon. It reminds us that God’s favor shines upon us and we 
glisten with his glory when we focus our attention on him. 

 
(These exegetical notes are the foundational study for the sermon entitled Holy Hands.  They have been 
prepared by the Reverend Doctor Charles H. Jensen, Senior Pastor at Cornerstone Fellowship, Coatesville 
Pennsylvania. All rights are reserved by Dr. Jensen and Cornerstone Fellowship.) 

 


