PARTING THE WATERS

February 20, 2005

Exodus 13:17-14:31

Today, we look at the deliverance of God’s people through the Red Sea. Now, I’m am not going to going to focus on the details of where and how this happened; I’m going to leave that up to others. Though these are the most popular topics of historical criticism and cocktail party conversation, I find that it misses the point. 

We’re reading this narrative because it culminates the defining event of God’s people – God calling this people to be his own. We read this narrative because it was important to them and it is important to us. Throughout the Old Testament, you can find passages that talk about “God brought us up when we were slaves in Egypt.” One other thing: it’s not simply that God is getting the people away from Egypt; he is, in fact, drawing them to himself. Not just away from something, but he is moving them towards something: that is, himself.

The point of the Bible’s recording this event is to tell us about God. It tells us about the God who makes promises. It tells us about the God who keeps promises. It tells us about the God who reveals that he is more powerful than all the other powers on earth combined. It tells us about the God who is creator of the universe; it tells us about the God who enters into history to care for the creation he has made.

Exodus 13:17-14:31. (the text)

I. God delivers on the promises he makes.

Here’s the question raised by the text: Do you trust God’s promises?

a. Trace the promises through Exodus, they demonstrate God’s faithfulness:

· In Exodus 3:7, “The Lord said, “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers and I am concerned about their suffering. So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey…” After some protest and discussion, Moses goes.

· In Exodus 5:19, the Israelites complain because their life is significantly harder. In 5:22, Moses comes back to complain to God. And God says, “Now you will see what I will do to Pharaoh: Because of my mighty hand, he will drive them out of his country.” Also, 6:6-8.

· Then, we get the plagues. As we have discussed, the various plagues show how God is more powerful than the gods of the Egyptians. At the end, in chapter 12, Pharaoh summons Moses and Aaron and tells them to go. The Egyptians urge the Israelites to go; and in this interesting little note, 12:35, “The Israelites did as Moses instructed and asked the Egyptians for articles of silver and gold and for clothing. The LORD had made the Egyptians favorably disposed toward the people, and they gave them what they asked for; so they plundered the Egyptians.”

· Then, we come to this morning. Having been driven out of Egypt, Pharaoh has a change of heart and realizes that most of his cheap labor has just disappeared. In 14:4, God says, “I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and he will pursue them. But I will gain glory for myself through Pharaoh and all his army, and the Egyptians will know that I am the LORD.” Pharaoh catches up and the people cry out complaining to Moses. Moses turns to God. And God says, “Why are you crying out to me? Tell the Israelites to move on….” Then, “I will harden the hearts of the Egyptians so that they will go in after them. And I will gain glory through Pharaoh and all his army, through his chariots and his horsemen. The Egyptians will know that I am the LORD when I gain glory through Pharaoh, his chariots and horsemen.”

· The waters part, the Israelites go through, the Egyptians follow. In a great climactic part, the LORD throws the Egyptian army into confusion and the Egyptians say, “Let’s get away from the Israelites! The LORD is fighting for them against Egypt.” 

· The narrative concludes: “The Israelites went through the sea on dry ground, with a wall of water on their right and on their left. That day the LORD saved Israel from the hands of the Egyptians, and Israel saw the Egyptians lying dead on the shore. And when the Israelites saw the great power the LORD displayed against the Egyptians, the people feared the LORD and put their trust in him and in Moses his servant.

God delivers on the promise. It didn’t look anything like what the Israelites thought, but looking back God was completely consistent.

b. God is God, and Israel is little to no help or encouragement

This is a humbling part of the story. Throughout the entire Exodus narrative – and it won’t stop here – the Israelites are complaining. Fascinating, isn’t it? Why didn’t they get it?  A pillar during the day and fire at night? That’s pretty impressive, why didn’t that suffice? How about the demonstration of power through the plagues; why didn’t that suffice? 

Why didn’t they get it? How about: Why don’t we? 

How often is this true? How often do we say, “If God does this, then I’ll trust him.” Or, “if that happens, then God is real.” 

Friends, God does not wait for high approval ratings. God does not wait for a consensus from the people. God does not stop because the people say “stop”, nor does God go because people say, “go.” 

Ironically, the Israelites are much like we are: they trust God when it’s all over. Note how Scripture reports it: 14:30-31. The upshot?  God is God whether we like it or not.  

II. God’s power is greater than man’s greatest powers combined.

A. The point of the story is that God’s power is greater than all the Egyptian power combined.

Think about the ways God demonstrates his power in this Exodus narrative. 

· He has power over nature: the burning bush is not consumed, the Red Sea parts so that the Israelites walk through on dry land.

· He has power over all the other gods: the plagues are, one after the other, sequential defeats for the gods of Egypt.

· He has power over the greatest military man can devise: Egypt’s army was thrown into confusion and defeated.

· He has power over the greatest politicians man can raise up: Pharaoh is a powerful political figure who was easily defeated.

· He has power over the economic concerns of the world: not only did the Egyptians lose their cheap labor, they sent them away with their gold, silver, and clothing!

· He has power over the heart of the individual: Pharaoh’s heart was hardened; the Egyptians hearts were hardened.

Over the big and the small, over the natural and supernatural, over men and machine – God is powerful over all creation.

B. Choose carefully the power you trust.

Each day we are faced with the choice of “whom do we trust?” It’s not always phrased that way. It doesn’t always come up in direct terms. It can be something subtle, something that we take for granted and to which we pay no attention.


Marguerite Shuster, preaching professor at Fuller, related this story, “A fellow is slaving away over his desk iin his sixth-floor office, struggling to see what he was doing after the seven-foot fluorescent light above his desk stopped working. Calling maintenance produced no help, so he decided to scramble up on the desk and take a look himself. Sure enough, the bulb was burned out. He unscrewed it, measured it carefully, and went off to the hardware store for a replacement. Success! He screwed in the bulb and the office was flooded with light. When five p.m. came and he was ready to leave, he saw the burned-out tube standing forlornly in the corner. Leaving it there didn’t seem like a very good idea, since he wasn’t a part of the maintenance people’s union. He decided he’d better take it with him; he though he remembered a construction site on the way home where he could dump it. So, he carried it down the street, into the subway station, onto the train; but how do you sit down with a seven-foot tube in hour hand? You know the way those seat backs slant. So he stood up. The train stopped at the next station, five people got on, and four of them grabbed hold of the tube. Now what? Pretty soon it occurred to him that all he needed to do was get off at his station and leave the pole. Picture, then, the last person left holding that wobbly pole…”

Professor Shuster concluded, “When a number of people have all grabbed hold of something, it looks as if it really can hold us up. But don’t count on it. In the end, there is only One who can keep you from stumbling. Let the rest go, no matter how many people may be clinging to it.

Choose the power you trust carefully.

III. God’s power is revealed greatest through weakness: the cross.

When we consider the way that God brought his people out of Israel, it is clear that it happened through their weakness. God’s power oftentimes is expressed in this kind of situation.

The people were slaves. They were not particularly organized. They were not well equipped. They were not inclined to revolt; in fact, they rejected Moses when he actually fought on their behalf.

So, an exile returns to call them out of slavery. The people are not impressed and complain that Moses is making their life more difficult. Nonetheless, God’s power and plan is revealed in their weakness.

Jesus is born to an – essentially – unwed mother who is temporarily homeless and staying in a stable. He is an itinerant minister, going from place to place. His followers have either abandoned their jobs or didn’t have good ones to begin with. He breaks bread with those who are outcasts and does not recognize the goodness of those who labor to live pure lives. 

His disciples were poor. They were not particularly organized. They were not well equipped. Some wanted Jesus to lead the revolution, but they did not understand the revolution he was leading. Nonetheless, God’s power and plan is revealed in Jesus’ weakness. 

The road to the cross was considered a terrible defeat. It was a campaign marked by suffering, humiliation, abandonment and death. In human terms, it was a failure and Jesus was weak.

For God, however, it was the opportunity to display his sovereign power. Jesus’ resurrection reads a lot like the Exodus: no political power could stop him; no military power could hold him; no economic power could buy him off; no demon could control him; no grave could defeat him. How many of us are like Israel and Thomas, believing and trusting only when we see with our own eyes? Jesus says, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet still believe.”

Choose the power you trust carefully.

IV. A revelation of God’s power is not the end of the story.

This is only going to be brief because we will be addressing it in more detail in future sermons. If you hold up your Bible with your finger in the Exodus passage we read this morning, you’ll note that the vast majority of the Bible follows. In fact, if you were to find the end of Exodus, the passage we read this morning does not even get us half way through the book. 

Likewise, if you were to find the end of the gospel of John, it is not the end of the Bible. Jesus’ resurrection is not the end of the story. 

Oftentimes, we wonder why God doesn’t treat us like the end of a movie: the main action is over, the music starts coming up and the credits roll, and you can almost hear the subtext line from the stories we tell children, “…and they lived happily ever after.” 

God’s power is displayed in time, it does not stop time. It transforms the situation, it does not end it. 


After crossing the Red Sea, the people still needed to eat. They still needed water. They still experienced love, hate, triumph, defeat, joy and disappointment. 

What was different was that they now could remember how God delivered them. They could remember how God called them to be His people.. In good times and bad, in times of plenty and times of want, in times of great adventure and in times of terrific boredom, we can remember how God brought us up out of slavery to sin. We can remember the love of God that is in Christ Jesus and sing praises to his name.

This Lenten season is a time to remember the Exodus from slavery to sin and death. We watch as Jesus does this for us; how we are helpless to help ourselves. We remember – like the Israelites – that we can trust God to be faithful to his promises.

Today, as you go forward from this place, carefully choose the power in which you place your trust. Remember who God is, and whose you are.
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