
Sunday Readings, October 20, 2013:  Ex 17: 8-13, Ps 121: 1-8, 2 Tim 3-14—4.2; Lk 18: 1-8 

  

Background: Every Christian understands that the New Testament Pentecost commemorates the 
descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apostles. It is known as the “Birthday of the Church.”  It is 
celebrated each year on the 7th Sunday following Easter (about 50 days).  In the Old Testament, 
Pentecost commemorates God giving the Ten Commandments to Moses at Mt. Sinai, which occurs on 
the fiftieth day after the Exodus.  In Greek, “Pentecost” means “the fiftieth” [day].  The Battle With 
Amalek occurs shortly before the fiftieth day after the Exodus at a place called Rephidim, in the Valley 
of Zin, near the Sinai peninsula.  Due to the large numbers of people and animals the Israelites must 
travel through a narrow, rocky passage in stages.  Along the journey near Rephidim, the Amalekites 
ambush the Israelites in an dastardly, unprovoked guerilla attack.  It becomes the Israelite’s battle cry:  
“Bear in mind what Amalek did to you on the journey after you left Egypt, how he surprised you along 
the way, weak and weary as you were, and struck down at the rear all those who lagged behind; he did 
not fear God.  Therefore, when the Lord gives you rest from all your enemies round about in the land 
which the Lord, your God, is giving you to possess as a heritage, you shall blot out of the memory of 
Amalek from under the heavens.  Do not forget!” (Dt 25:18). 

  

Exodus 17: 8 - 13 

8 Then came Am'alek and fought with Israel at Reph'idim. 

9 And Moses said to Hosea, "Choose for us men, and go out, 
fight with Am’alek; tomorrow I will stand on the top of the 
hill with the rod of God in my hand." 

10 So Hosea did as Moses told him, and fought with Am'alek; 
and 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, Am'alek prevailed. 

12 But Moses' hands grew weary; so they took a rock and put it 
under him, and he sat upon it, and 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 going down of the sun. 

13 And Joshua mowed down Am'alek and his people with the 
edge of the sword. 

  

1.      Am’alek  .   The Am’alekites are early inhabitants of southern Palestine and the Sinai peninsula 
prior to the Israelites.  They are descendants of Esau.  To understand this story we have to go back in 
time to Jacob (now called Israel).  Jacob has a twin brother, Esau, who is a lifelong rival because his 
birthright was taken away by God and given to Jacob.  Esau seeks to kill Jacob.  Midrash tradition says 



that when Esau is getting old, he calls his grandson Am’alek and says, “I tried to kill Jacob but was 
unable.  Now I am entrusting you and your descendants with the important mission of annihilating 
Jacob’s descendants – the Jewish people.  Carry out this deed for me.  Be relentless and show no 
mercy.”   The name “Am’alek” means “doubt.”  In other words, Am’alek stands for everyone who 
doubts in God’s providential role in our lives; those who do not recognize God as the source of their 
blessing. 

  

Interestingly, the name “A’malek” is also a contraction of Hebrew words that mean, the “first angel.”  
“A” is the first letter in the Hebrew alphabet.  It’s pronunciation is silent.  It means “first.”  “Malek” in 
Hebrew means “angel.”  Before Satan was cast out of Heaven, he was known as the “first among the 
angels.” Thus, Am’alek refers to “Satan” and the “Am’alekites” are “demons.”  Elsewhere in the OT 
we find other references, “First among the nations is Am’alek, but their end is to perish forever” (Nm 
24:20).  There is a deliberate contrast here between the words “first” and “end.”  With a little 
substitution it could be reads, “First among the angels is Satan, but in the end evil in all its forms will 
be defeated.  The Hebrew word “Satan” means to be hostile towards, to attack and to act as an 
adversary.  Satan is called Lucifer by the early Church Fathers (lit., “light-bearer”).  The Jews are 
described by Isaiah as “the light of nations.”  Thus, the story of the lost birthright parallels the light 
taken from Satan and given to the Church.  This is why the battle with Am’alek is with every age (Ex 
17:16). 

  

2.      Rephidim  .  “Rephidim” means “support” or “rest.”  On one level Rephidim is a rest area, or a 
campsite.  During the battle with Am’alek, Aaron and Hur support Moses’ outstretched arms (“held up 
his hands”).  “Outstretched arms” symbolizes prayer.  Moses’ arms grew weary, but with support, he 
persisted in prayer.  On a deeper level, “Refidim” in Hebrew is also a contraction of words meaning, 
”they loosen their grip on the Torah.”  In a rabbinical sense, it means that when the Israelites grip the 
Torah, Am’alek has no dominion over them.  Conversely, Am’alek’s power is inversely proportional 
when they loosen their grip. 

  

3.      Hosea.  “Hosea” means “saved.”  Later, Moses would change his name to Joshua (“God saves”).  
A name change signifies both a change in status and a change in mission.  Joshua would succeed Moses
as leader of the Israelites.  

  

4.       Rod of God  .  Encamped at Rephidim, the people are about to stone Moses because there is no 
drinking water; so, holding in his hand the “rod of God,” (the staff with which he turned the Nile to 
blood and parted the Red Sea), Moses strikes the rock and water pours out.  The rock is Christ.  The 
“rod of God” symbolizes the Cross.  The rock would be struck again on Calvary and the living water 
(“water, blood and spirit”) would be poured out, which symbolizes the Church.  

  

5.      Moses, Aaron and Hur.    Moses, Aaron and Hur symbolize the Church  -- the water, the blood 
and the spirit.  Moses = water.  Moses in Hebrew means, “brought forth from the water.”  Aaron = 
blood.  Aaron in Hebrew means “strength.”  The “life” or “strength” is in the blood.  Aaron is High 
Priest of the bloody sacrificial offerings.  Hur personifies the spirit of salvation.  Hur in Hebrew means 
“liberty.”  Aaron and Hur are the pillars of Israel.  When the Israelites are fighting the Am’alekites, 
Aaron and Hur are Moses’ support.  Later, when Moses ascends Mt. Sinai he leaves Aaron and Hur in 



charge.  Interestingly, that scene is the last time we hear about Hur.  Wonder why?  The Midrash says 
that Hur chastised the people who want to make the golden calf; so, they stone him.  Hur was the first 
martyr for the faith.  On another level, they prefigure Peter, James and John.  Moses/Peter = Leaders, 
Aaron/John = bloody sacrifice and the Eucharist, and Hur/James = martyrs.  Both set of three 
symbolize the inner circle.  Incidentally, Hur was married to Moses’ sister, Miriam.   Moses singled out 
Bezalel, grandson of Hur, of the tribe of Judah to craft the Tabernacle.  The rabbis teach that there is a 
connection between Hur’s martyrdom and God’s selection of Bezalel. 

  

6.       Sword.  There are many words in Hebrew that mean sword.  It typically symbolizes “God’s 
justice.”  The Hebrew translation for “sword” in this passage means “the mouth of the sword devours 
without mercy, or clemency.”  It means total destruction -- men, women children.  Be relentless; show 
no mercy.    

  

The Gospel message:  Unlike Am’alek who does not fear God, who attacks the weak and the 
vulnerable, we must pray and support the Church, uphold her teachings and protect those who lag 
behind; especially, the poor, the alienated and the marginalized who cannot defend themselves.   Like 
the powerless widow and the corrupt judge, the story tells us that justice is achievable even against 
great odds if we persevere in prayer and trust in God.   

  

  


