
Sermon for 6.25.17 “Pillars of Fire” Faith Lutheran Church 

Texts: Nehemiah 9:9-19   Matthew 5:14-16    

 So, God—through Moses—crushed the Pharaoh’s will and Pharaoh finally allowed the 

Hebrew slaves to wander off with Moses into the wilderness.  But Pharaoh had second 

thoughts and sent his army after them, and—of course—Moses parts the Red Sea and the 

Hebrew people pass through it, but when Pharaoh’s army tries to follow the seas rush in and 

they’re swallowed by it and the Israelites are saved.  And on the far shore they rejoice, but 

soon the reality of their situation sinks in.  They’re a homeless people, a tiny nation of 

refugees; they’re nomads with no clear plan on where to go or what to do when they get 

there. 

 And they have no real trust in Moses or this God he claims has released them from 

their captivity.  They have their animals, their families, their tents and a few clothes, and they 

are surrounded by dangerous lands and dangerous people in every direction.  They don’t 

know where their next meal is coming from, they don’t know who will attack them next, 

they don’t know if they’ve actually been rescued or if they have just been led out into the 

wilderness to die. 

 And it’s in this context that we hear: “The LORD went in front of them in a pillar of 

cloud by day, to lead them along the way, and in a pillar of fire by night, to give them light, 

so that they might travel by day and by night. Neither the pillar of cloud by day nor the pillar 

of fire by night left its place in front of the people.” 
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 I don’t know how you imagine the pillar of cloud and the pillar of fire—I picture it as 

this mighty swirling column of dust like a barely tame funnel cloud that rises hundreds of 

feet into the air; and at night the crackling and glowing of lightning lights up its interior.  

Let’s be clear—I wasn’t there; I didn’t see it—but that’s how I picture it. When it moves the 

people pull up stakes and follow it by day or night.  And when it stops the people pitch their 

camp there and they rest. 

 I can only imagine what it must have meant to these people who were swept up in 

Moses’ revolt—and swept away in the emotion of the moment—only to find themselves 

lost in that wilderness with a man they barely knew and they only periodically trusted.  In 

Egypt they’d been slaves but they knew where they’d be sleeping at night; they knew where 

their next meal was coming from.  Out here: they were lost and vulnerable, with nothing 

between them and every danger known to humankind but this wild-eyed prophet telling 

them where to go and what to do.  Oh yeah, and that 300 foot tall pillar of fire.  There was 

that too. 

 Imagine the awe of seeing that pillar of fire.  Imagine looking out at night and having 

that pillar as your night light.  Imagine growing to trust that this was the presence of God 

among you.  Imagine growing to trust this God as your compass, this God as your guide.   

This pillar of fire was God saying, “I know how small you feel out here in the wilderness.  I 

know you have your doubts about Moses and his brother Aaron and his sister Miriam.  I 

know you’re unsure whether you made the best choice in fleeing from Egypt, you’re unsure 

of who you can trust... well, trust me!  Trust the God who cares about you, the God who 
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provides for you, the God who directs you, and stays with you, and leads you on this 

incredible journey.” 

 I have to admit: I’d love a little glimpse of that pillar of fire now and then.  Often our 

lives don’t really seem all that different from the Hebrews out in that wilderness... we’ve got a 

wilderness of our own.  We’re not always sure if we can trust our compasses, we’re not always 

sure we can trust our leaders, we’re not always sure we’re heading in a safe direction.  We’re 

not always sure there will be food and water and safety ahead.  “Come on God, bring that 

pillar of fire back out.  Camp among us.  Be here with us.  Lead us step by step into the future 

because we’re unsure, timid, afraid... but a pillar of fire might do the trick to remind us of 

your presence and your power and compassion.” 

 Sound real?  When you’re heading off to college to live on our own for the first time, 

when you’ve got a new job, a new relationship; when you’re in a new city, when you’ve lost a 

loved one; whenever the path ahead is frightening... we need you God to come and rest 

before us like a pillar of fire that we can see with our own eyes and be assured. 

 I wonder when the pillar of fire finally left the people of Israel.  Was it when—after 

forty years—they finally crossed into the Promised Land?  Was it when they finally defeated 

all their enemies and took possession of that land?  I wonder. You know a weird thing is that 

if we have a miracle among us on too regular a basis we stop seeing it as a miracle at all.  I 

wonder how long it took the people to stop seeing the pillar of fire as the presence of God 

and start seeing it as that darned light that keeps flashing in our window all night keeping us 
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awake; that crazy bright cloud that Moses makes us hop up and follow around as though it 

were the Pied Piper of the Wilderness. 

 I wonder if it slowly faded away, or if the people just woke up one day and it was gone 

forever.  I wonder if the people even noticed that it wasn’t there anymore. Maybe by that 

time they’d realized that God was with them, able to guide them and protect them, whether 

God was in the form of a pillar of fire, or not.  Maybe we don’t so much need a pillar of fire 

today as we need to recall that our God is still with us no matter the dangers we face—no 

matter what wilderness we might find ourselves in—whether we can see that pillar of fire or 

not. 

 In a very real way, Christ Jesus came as that pillar of fire to guide and lead us, to 

comfort and assure us.  And Christ has commissioned us to be pillars of fire for our 

communities.  I think that’s implied in the teachings about being a candle, a lamp not hidden 

under a basket, but a witness to God placed out where all can see. 

 Unfortunately, far too often when we think of ourselves as pillars of fire for the 

people we think in terms of pounding our morals into the brains of those who don’t share 

our faith.  But that’s not what the pillar of fire was about.  It was about God’s presence, it was 

about God’s grace, it was about a God who stuck with this stiff-necked people—these 

doubters, these deniers, these mutterers, these idolaters, these complainers— through thick 

and thin.   

 The pillar of fire was about grace not law.  Why are we so quick to fall back into 

legalism?  That’s what Paul’s letter to the Galatians is all about.   Over and over again he hits 



5 
 

it: the law had its place—the law still has its place—but that place falls far behind the absolute 

grace of God.  Why then do we push the letter of the law on others, why then do we place 

such a high regard for the law as our standard and our compass and our direction and our 

guide.  What the people need today—what we need today—is to remember the presence of 

the gracious God who remains with us and guides us and calls us to follow... step by step.  

And as pillars of fire in our communities what we need to do is stand as examples and 

reminders of the ever present grace of God—rather than as these stern, demanding, judges 

and guardians of the law. 

 And that’s when the people will come to know God’s presence—the law can’t do that. 

When we stand beside the sick and the suffering and the marginalized and the outcasts and 

the refugees in whatever wilderness they find themselves in and when we show them the 

constant compassion and grace that we’ve known from the God that we’ve seen revealed in 

Christ Jesus—our pillar of fire—that’s when we’re being pillars of fire for them... and that’s 

when they’ll come to have a joyful and hope-filled faith of their own. 

 May this be our goal, may this be our delight: to be pillars of fire reflecting God’s 

loving presence in our world today.  And may we do it only through the power of the spirit 

and to the glory of our ever present Father who leads us through our every wilderness, now 

and forever. Amen. 


