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Strategic Prayer
A Study of Exodus 17:8-16
Characteristic:  Prayer
Big Idea:  Cover me.
Introduction:

A.
Several weeks ago, we unveiled a new strategy for accomplishing our mission and for realizing our vision at Moon Valley.  It’s called  “Go 4 it!”  It’s simply an encouragement to become involved in  four important aspects of the Christian life:  to worship, to connect, to grow, and to multiply.

B.
I dedicated one Sunday to addressing the kind of  spiritual opposition we can expect to face when we “Go 4 it!”  We learned that  we are in a spiritual war,  the enemy is unseen and powerful, and,  the enemy has schemes.  Satan and his emissaries seek to deceive us, to divide us, to divert us, and to destroy us in our mission to love God in a way that reaches another generation.
C.
We have since resumed our study through the book of Exodus, and we come this morning to a biblical text that presents another critical component of our “Go 4 it!” strategy.  It’s prayer.  Prayer is important for a number of reasons.
1.
First, prayer is an important part of becoming complete in Christ.   The whole “Go 4 it!” strategy is an effort to move us in the direction of becoming more Christ-like.  We’ve identified 31 biblical characteristics of completeness in Christ.   Prayer is one of them.  In fact, prayer is the characteristic of completeness that we’re talking about today.
2.
Moreover, when this church began about two years ago, we listed some 13 values that are critically important to us.  They constitute the biblical way we think the game of life ought to be played.  Value Number 2 says  this:  “We value prayer.  We believe prayer is our fundamental act of dependence on the Lord.”

3.
Finally, prayer is important because it will make or break us personally and corporately.  Prayer is a strategic factor in our spiritual battle.  I fear that Satan has blinded us to this truth about how strategic prayer is.  In our spiritual battle, the presence of prayer is our greatest weapon, and the absence of prayer is our greatest vulnerability.  “Go 4 it!” becomes an impotent religious game without prayer.
D.
This morning, I want to introduce and explain the idea of  strategic prayer.  This will be a little different perspective on prayer for many of you.  In fact, I suspect most Christians today don’t think about prayer strategically, and they simply aren’t engaged in strategic prayer.  Strategic prayer goes way beyond asking God to bless you and fix Aunt Velma’s bunion.

I want to show you what strategic prayer is.  I want to show you how important strategic prayer is in your life and in our church.  And, I want to show you how you can become involved in strategic prayer.
E.
Our text for study this morning is  Exodus 17:8-13.  Let me read it one time through to give you an overview.  Then we’ll study it more closely.  It  says,
NAU Exodus 17:8 Then Amalek came and fought against Israel at Rephidim.  9 So Moses said to Joshua, “Choose men for us and go out, fight against Amalek. Tomorrow I will station myself on the top of the hill with the staff of God in my hand.”  10 Joshua did as Moses told him, and fought against Amalek; and Moses, Aaron, and Hur went up to the top of the hill.  11 So it came about when Moses held his hand up, that Israel prevailed, and when he let his hand down, Amalek prevailed.  12 But Moses’ hands were heavy. Then they took a stone and put it under him, and he sat on it; and Aaron and Hur supported his hands, one on one side and one on the other. Thus his hands were steady until the sun set.  13 So Joshua overwhelmed Amalek and his people with the edge of the sword.
I.
 Now let’s break this passage down verse by verse.   Verse 8 says,
NAU Exodus 17:8 Then Amalek came and fought against Israel at Rephidim.
A.
When is  “then”?  You may recall that the people of Israel have recently been liberated from captivity in Egypt, and God is taking His people on a journey to the Promised Land.  The journey includes a series of tests to refine their character.  The tests involve shortages of water and food.  God is trying to teach them that He is with them and He is enough for any circumstance.  That’s the context.
B.
Where is  Rephidim?  Well,  here’s a map showing the probable route taken by the Israelites out of Egypt.  Rephidim is toward the southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula, almost to Mount Sinai.
C.
Who is  Amalek?

1.
According to Genesis 36:12, Amalek is Esau’s grandson.

2.
The Bible also says that Amalek has no respect for God.  Looking back on this historical event,  Deuteronomy 25:18 says of Amalek,
NAU Deuteronomy 25:18 “. . . he did not fear God.”
D.
How does Amalek  fight against Israel?  Amalek and his men attack Israel by surprise, from behind.  They strike Israel’s most vulnerable point, fighting the faint and weary Israelites who are falling behind the migrant pack.   Deuteronomy 25:17-18 says,

NAU Deuteronomy 25:17 “Remember what Amalek did to you along the way when you came out from Egypt, 18 how he met you along the way and attacked among you all the stragglers at your rear when you were faint and weary . . .”
E.
How  does all this relate to us?  Let me point out the parallels.
1.
We are similar to the Israelites.  We who believe in Jesus Christ are the people of God.

2.
Just as God liberated the Israelites from bondage in Egypt through the sacrifice of a Passover lamb, God has liberated us from our bondage to sin through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, our Passover Lamb.
3.
Just as God was taking the Israelites on a journey through the wilderness to the Promised Land, God is taking us on a journey through this life to the next life, in paradise.

4.
Just as the journey through the wilderness was difficult and full of trials to test the Israelites, so too, our journey through this life is difficult and full of trials to test us.

5.
Just as Amalek and his men came against the Israelites to thwart their progress in following God, so Satan and his emissaries come against us to thwart our progress in following God.  Amalek’s attack has all the earmarks of a spiritual attack of the enemy against God’s people.
a.
It is led by person who has no respect for God.

b.
It is a blindside attack.
c.
It targets the faint and weary stragglers among us.  Amalek attacks like a lion.  He hides crouched in the tall grass, motionless, watching and waiting for someone to devour.  The opportunity comes when he sees some faint and weary stragglers begin to become disconnected from the safety of the pack.  And he strikes.
That’s what Satan does in the church.  That’s why  1 Peter 5:8 says,

NAU 1 Peter 5:8 Be of sober spirit, be on the alert. Your adversary, the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.

II.
 How are we to defend ourselves?  We can take a lesson from the strategy of Moses.  The strategy is explained in  Verse 9.  It says,
NAU Exodus 17:9 So Moses said to Joshua, “Choose men for us and go out, fight against Amalek. Tomorrow I will station myself on the top of the hill with the staff of God in my hand.”

A.
This is the first time that  Joshua appears in the Bible.  He is evidently a leader that Moses trusts because Moses delegates to Joshua the task of assembling an army and fighting against Amalek.

 Moses says that he’s going up on a hill with his staff, and he’s going to pray.  He doesn’t use the word, “pray,” but most scholars, both Jewish and Christian, believe that’s what Moses plans to do.  He’s going to pray.

B.
I want you to put yourself in Joshua’s sandals for a moment.  The Israelites are not trained soldiers.  They’ve been Egyptian slaves for generations.  They don’t know how to fight.  Now, Moses comes to you and says, “I’m putting you in charge.  Get out there and fight.  I’m going up on a hill to pray.  See ya.”  What are you thinking?
I don’t know about you, but I’d be tempted to think, “You coward!  Sure, send my bacon out there, while you go have your little quiet time.  Enjoy the view, buddy.  Take some of that mannana bread with you.  Then again, my guts on the ground may spoil your appetite!”

I would be tempted to think that, but that would be awfulizing.  Remember that’s the word I made up last week.  To awfulize is to believe that you’re in a God-forsaken, awful place and to grumble about it.
C.
But God has been preparing them for this battle.  Through God’s testing, God has been teaching the Israelites to stop awfulizing and start realizing that He is with them and He is enough for any circumstance.  God’s powerful presence and His sufficiency for any battle is represented in Verse 9.  Let’s look.
1.
Moses says he’s going to take with him  the staff of God.  Why does he say that?  Why is it significant?  Well, the staff represents the power of God—the power to deliver His people from any circumstance.

a.
Remember back in Exodus 4, the staff was turned into a serpent to demonstrate God’s power.
b.
Remember back in Exodus 7, Moses struck the Nile with the staff, and it turned to blood as a demonstration of God’s power.
c.
Remember back in Exodus 8, Moses stretched out the staff and frogs covered the land as a demonstration of God’s power.
d.
Remember back in Exodus 8, Moses stretched out the staff and gnats covered the land as a demonstration of God’s power.

e.
Remember back in Exodus 9, Moses stretched the staff toward the sky, and it rained giant hail as a demonstration of God’s power.

f.
Remember back in Exodus 10, Moses stretched the staff over the land of Egypt, and the land was covered with locusts as a demonstration of God’s power.

g.
Remember back in Exodus 14, Moses stretched out the staff over the Red Sea, and it was parted as a demonstration of God’s power.

h.
Remember back in Exodus 17, Moses used the staff to strike the rock from which water poured as a demonstration of God’s power.

There’s nothing magical about the staff.  It’s just a visual aid, a tool, a reminder of God’s presence and His power to deliver.  That’s why Moses makes it a point to say, “I’m taking the staff; I’ll keep it in my hand.”
2.
The presence and sufficiency of God is also demonstrated in the appearance of  Joshua in our text.  It’s no coincidence that he will lead the battle.  You see, his name, Joshua, literally means, “Yahweh is deliverance.”
D.
So,  given the presence and power of God, and given the weakness of the Israelites by themselves, the strategy of Moses makes perfect sense.  Moses wants to tap into the power of God—the power of God that will cover the Israelites as they advance in battle.  In that moment, some need to advance, and others need to cover those who are advancing.  Moses is saying, “You advance.  I’ll cover you with prayer.  Because if you’re not covered, we’ll all get creamed.”
That’s the essence of  strategic prayer.  Strategic prayer is  covering fellow soldiers who are advancing in battle.  That’s all it is.  Some are advancing, while others are covering.  It’s a strategy.
Imagine two soldiers crouched behind a rock that stands between them and the enemy.  The enemy has them pinned down.  Bullets whistle over them.  How will they advance?  There are basically two options.  The first option is that they could both advance.  They could both charge forward.  But that wouldn’t be too smart.  That would afford the enemy a clean, unhindered shot at both of them.  The other option is for one to advance and the other to cover.  That’s the best strategy to advance.
I ask you.  Which is more important to the success of the strategy, the covering or the advancing?  Both are needed.  That’s why Moses doesn’t say, “Let’s all just pray.” Nor does he say, “Let’s all just fight.”  No, he says, “You advance; I’ll cover you.”  Strategic prayer is linked to the advancement of God’s people.
E.
Why does Moses go up on  the hill?  Why not crouch behind a bush?  Why not hide in a cave?  Going up on a hill is part of his strategy.  The hill is a part of strategic prayer.
1.
Moses doesn’t just say, “I’m going up on the hill.”  He uses different language.  He says, “I will  station myself . . .”  The term, “station” suggests the fulfillment of a duty (TWOT).  As the spiritual leader, it is his duty, it is his assignment, it is his job, it is his responsibility to go up on the hill the cover his people.

2.
Why the hill?  I think Moses goes up on a hill so that he can see what’s going on in the battle.  And, he needs to see what’s going on so that he can pray strategically.

How does that work?  Well, it’s not hard to imagine.  Moses is on the hill.  Prayer is the walkie-talkie he uses to communicate with Divine Central Command.  He sees the left flank beginning to weaken, so Moses calls in a supernatural air strike to support his fellow soldiers.  He sees those who are wounded, so he calls in the supernatural Medic to provide healing.  He sees a point of vulnerability on the right flank, so he calls for supernatural reinforcements.  And so it goes.  Moses is in contact with the spiritual air power and artillery needed to win this battle.
3.
You see, the hill is important to strategic prayer.  Moses needs to know what’s going on so that he can pray strategically.

F.
How does this relate to us?  How do we pray strategically?
1.
Recently, I’ve been encouraging you to “Go 4 it!”  That’s our rallying cry for becoming involved in four things that advance the kingdom of God:  worshiping, connecting, growing, and multiplying.  Many of you are going for it.
2.
Where’s our hill?  Where do we see what’s happening on the spiritual battlefield?  Our hill is in your hand.  The hill is in your hand.  The bulletin you received when you came in is our hill.  You see the bulletin is not just a bunch of information.  It’s a map showing the strategic movement of our troops in battle.  Let me show you.
a.
In your bulletin,  there is an insert that lists all of our programs at Moon Valley Bible Church.  Every program is a strategic advance.  Every program is a strategic initiative ultimately directed toward loving God in a way that reaches another generation.  And every worthy advance is being opposed by the enemy.

So, this bulletin is our hill—our hill from which we can oversee the battle.  Every program represents a spiritual battleground.  And every program involves fellow soldiers in battle.  They need some fellow soldiers to cover them in prayer.  The more the better.  Will you cover them?
Let me give you a very specific example.  If you look at the “Our Programs” page under “children, ”  you’ll see “Small Groups/AWANA.”  This Wednesday at 6:15 p.m. over 100 elementary-age children will descend on our campus to participate in that program.

Where’s the battle?  I know that over 100 elementary-age children in one location is automatically a kind of battleground.  But, that’s not exactly what I have in mind.  Let me give you a hypothetical example of what I’m talking about.
You see, there will be a little girl.  She’s in second grade.  She’s in Sparks.  She will come.  She is very quiet.  Things are not good at home for the little girl.  Mommy and daddy are getting a divorce.  Daddy says he doesn’t love mommy anymore.  And the little girl wonders, “Maybe it’s me.  Maybe it’s my fault.  Maybe I shouldn’t have been so bad.”
School has seemed to confirm to the little girl that she is not lovable.  She doesn’t seem to fit in.  No one seems to care about her.  Mommy brings her to AWANA because she thinks it would be good for her to make some friends, particularly since things are so bad at home.  Besides, mommy says she needs a break.

The little girl will walk on campus wondering, “Will anyone love me here?  Will anyone be glad to see me?  Will anyone care that I’m here?”  The unseen enemy will be there.  He will whisper, “No.  You’re unlovable.”
An AWANA leader will arrive a little early that night.  She’s a little nervous with so many girls in Sparks.  The leader is not sure if she’s really making a difference in the lives of the children.  She feels a little inadequate.  The unseen enemy will be there, whispering to the leader:  “This is dumb.  You’re a glorified babysitter.  You can’t help these children.  You’re not good enough.”

The leader will feel the opposition.  The battle lines are drawn.  The very soul of the little girl hangs in the balance.  The enemy is there to obscure and distort and deny the love of Jesus Christ.  The leader is there to demonstrate the extravagant, tender, unconditional, gracious love of Jesus Christ.

The leader will go for it.  She will reach out to the little girl.  And, she’s reaching out through the bulletin, calling out to you and to me:  “Cover me.  Will you cover me?  I’m going for it.  I’m in a spiritual battle here.  Cover me.”
b.
In fact, that’s  the big idea of this entire message.  It’s expressed in the words of a fellow soldier, seeking your help:  “Cover me!”
c.
The hill is in your hand.  And the programs aren’t the only battleground.  Check out  the prayer section of the bulletin.  There you’ll find a number of fellow soldiers who have been wounded.  They need some strength.  They need some healing.  They need some encouragement.  And, they’re calling out to you and to me:  “Cover me.  Will you cover me?  I’m in a spiritual battle here.  Cover me.”
d.
The hill is in your hand.  Check out  the volunteering section.  It’s a listing of all the help that is needed by your fellow soldiers.  You could provide cover by praying that help would come.

And, under the “general” category, you’ll find a listing titled,  “prayer team.”  What is the prayer team?  It’s made up of people who are willing to pray through this bulletin every week.  That’s it.  Just use the bulletin to station yourself on the hill and pray each week.  It can be ten times a week or once a week.  We don’t care.  You can use the entire bulletin, or just part of it.  We don’t care.  We just need fellow soldiers who are willing to station themselves on the hill and provide prayer cover.
You can use the program or calendar listing to pray for all the programs that are going on for a particular day.  You can use the prayer section to pray for those requests.  You can use the volunteering section to pray that those needs would be filled.  It’s up to you.  Whatever fits.  Just pray.
All of the stuff in these sections represent people calling out to you and to me:  “Cover me.  Will you cover me?  I’m in a spiritual battle here.  Cover me.”

If you’re answer is, “I will” we’d like you to enlist.  
To enlist simply contact Pastor Jeff Merry indicating your interest in being a part of the Prayer Team.  The contact information is printed on your bulletin.  There are no committees.  No meetings.  No red tape.  No guilt trips.  No boot camp.  Just prayer.  We just want to know who is going to be stationed on the hill so that we can encourage you, and provide information that will help you to pray strategically.

III.
Let’s continue in our text.   Verse 10 says,

NAU Exodus 17:10 Joshua did as Moses told him, and fought against Amalek; and Moses, Aaron, and Hur went up to the top of the hill.
A.
It is interesting that Moses took a couple of guys with him to the hill.  Aaron and Hur went along.  This is a common pattern in the Bible—people praying together in a group.  The night before Jesus was crucified, He went to pray.  He took Peter, James, and John with Him.
B.
We want to follow that pattern of praying together as a group.  So, the first Wednesday of every month we have  a prayer service at 6:30 p.m.  It’s called Power Source.  It’s right here in the auditorium.  Will you join us on that hill?
Some of you may be thinking, “That’s kind of a bad time because so many people are serving in AWANA and Junior High and High School programs on that night.”

Actually, that makes Wednesday a particularly strategic time.  That’s precisely the time when so many of our fellow soldiers are saying, “Cover me!”  If you’re serving on Wednesday night, keep advancing.  If you’re not, join us at Power Source, and we’ll provide cover.
IV.
Does all this strategic prayer coverage really make a difference?  Is strategic prayer really all that important?  Won’t God just do whatever He’s going to do whether we pray or not?  Look at Verse 11.  It provides a very clear answer to these questions.  It  says,

NAU Exodus 17:11 So it came about when Moses held his hand up, that Israel prevailed, and when he let his hand down, Amalek prevailed.
See the connection?  It’s hard to miss.  When Moses prays, Israel prevails.  When he doesn’t, the enemy prevails.  It’s that simple.  It’s that direct.  Prayer is decisive.
And it’s not just personal.  If I fail to pray, I’m not the only one who can get injured.  My fellow soldiers can get hurt because I’m not covering them.  When I’m AWOL, it weakens other people.
In the example of the two soldiers, what if one soldier calls to the other, “I’m going for it.  Cover me!” and the other soldier says, “I’m afraid I can’t, I’ve got to polish my boots”?
What if Moses had not prayed for the Israelites?  Who knows?  Instead of having the Ten Commandments of Moses, maybe today we’d have the Ten Suggestions of Amalek.

V.
You may be thinking, “But, it’s just so hard for me to pray.  It’s not as easy for me as it is for some people.  I’m just so busy.  And it’s more like work for me than the delight it seems to be for other people.”

Join the club.  Prayer is work.  It’s hard work.  It can be draining.   Verse 12 says,

NAU Exodus 17:12 But Moses’ hands were heavy. Then they took a stone and put it under him, and he sat on it; and Aaron and Hur supported his hands, one on one side and one on the other. Thus his hands were steady until the sun set.
Moses struggled under the burden of prayer.  It was hard work then.  It’s hard work now.

A.
Mary Slessor was a missionary to West Africa in the nineteenth century.  She worked tirelessly with orphans, and seemed to accomplish the work of ten people in her lifetime.  She says, “. . . prayer is the greatest power God has put in our hands for service.  Prayer is harder work than doing (quoted by Patterson in Deepening Your Conversation With God, 26).”

B.
Author and professor, Eugene Peterson, give us another shot of truth.  He says that a person who claims to be too busy to pray is really a lazy person.  That person is procrastinating, avoiding the real work of prayer (Patterson, 27).

VI.
When can we let up?  When do we destroy the enemy?  Not in this life.   Verse 13 says,

NAU Exodus 17:13 So Joshua overwhelmed Amalek and his people with the edge of the sword.
The word translated  “overwhelmed” does not mean destroyed.  Literally, it means weakened.
Similarly, we may defeat our enemy in a particular battle.  But Satan still lives to attack another day.  We must remain vigilant until the day Jesus returns and destroys the enemy in the end.  Until then, if we expect to win, we must pray strategically.
 Will you join us on the hill?  Your fellow soldiers are calling:  “Cover me.  Will you cover me?  I’m in a spiritual battle here.  Cover me!”
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