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 Franklin Roosevelt once famously said, we have nothing to fear but fear 

itself, and while that sounds inspirational as a presidential address, each of us has 

justified – mixed in with irrational or baseless – reasons – to sometimes be afraid.  

 Here, the Israelites are stuck between a rock and a hard place; or, in their 

case, with a sea before them and the fast-approaching Egyptian army behind. They 

were trapped, with no escape in sight. Thus, the people turn to Moses and say, 

“what have you done to us, bringing us out of Egypt? It would have been better for 

us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the wilderness.” 

 This is a pattern that will emerge frequently during the long saga of the 

Exodus: when they are pursued by enemies, when they lack food or water, or when 

they feel abandoned by their leader. 1) The people feel uncertainty and fear, 2) the 

people complain to Moses, 3) God through Moses provides, and thus, 4) the threat 

is averted.1 

 Stuck between the Red Sea and the Egyptian army, confronted with the 

fearful cries of the people, Moses responds, “do not be afraid, stand firm,” and 

watch for God to act for their deliverance. With, literally, nowhere to go – besides 

back to where they came from – Moses says, “the Lord will fight for you, and you 

have only to stand still.” 

 Both Jews and Christians remember this story more than all others of the 

Hebrew Bible. For Jews, it is the central claim of their faith: for on the west bank 

of the sea, the Israelites were slaves of Pharaoh; while on the east bank – on the 

other side of the sea – they are the people of God. This unforgettable tale is the 

Jewish resurrection story. For, out of slavery and certain death came freedom and a 

future with God. 

                                                           
1 Geoff McIlroy from Desert Scribblings 



 For Christians, this story has a different impact. It is one of scripture’s 

testimonies to the power of God over the forces of nature – beginning with creation 

itself and continuing through the story of Noah and to flood; finally culminating 

with Jesus’ calming the wind and waves of the Sea of Galilee and walking on the 

water; a sign of his unique power as God’s Son.2 

 There are, in fact, two battles at play here. The first is Pharaoh’s ongoing 

conflict with the Israelites. Following the last of ten horrific plagues, he had agreed 

to let Moses lead the people out of Egypt. But almost immediately, the Egyptian 

king changed his mind; he gathered his horses and chariots and led the army out 

into the desert, to reclaim their former slaves. 

 The second battle is the people’s struggle to believe Moses’ seemingly 

absurd promise that “the Lord will fight for you.” Stuck without any means for 

escape – like a helpless boat on a stormy sea – with Israel on the verge of military 

defeat, Moses has only words to wield as weapons. 

 This is a conflict between two entities claiming to be God. Pharaoh reverses 

his decision to let the Israelite people go likely because it will mean too much 

disruption to their economy of forced labor and exploitation. The benefit of having 

them enslaved outweighed the pain of the loss of their first-born children. 

Throughout this story, Egyptian hubris causes them to blindly pursue ambition; as 

we see, it leads them to drive their chariots into the seabed, where they get stuck. 

These weapons of war become the means of their own destruction.3 

 The Lord – the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob – acts not only to deliver 

the people of Israel, but also to create a story that would be remembered and 

celebrated for many generations to come. God instructs Moses to stretch out his 

hand to part the waters of the sea in two, so that they Israelite people could safely 

pass through to the other side on dry land. Then, the waters of the sea crash back 

down on the Egyptian army, which boldly believed the waves would stand still for 

them, as well. As we have been reminded this week, rising and falling seas are not 

to be trifled with. 

 There are troubling aspects to this story, just as there are in the Noah story, 

the plague narratives earlier in the Exodus story, and in the many “holy war” 

stories about conquering the Promised Land that follow. But in this particular 

story, there comes a point where evil must be defined for what it is and dealt with. 

                                                           
2 John Holbert, “Victory at Sea” from Patheos.com 
3 Amy Robertson and Robert Williamson, Bible Worm Podcast 



Time and again, Pharaoh was given the chance to end the conflict without it 

coming to this point, and instead pursued the Israelites; blind to God’s warnings 

and blinded by his own pride. 

 Thus, whether God actually “tossed the Egyptians into the sea” or not, the 

Israelites could celebrate this victory over Egypt without mourning the loss of their 

enslaver’s lives. Pharaoh was never going to give up his pursuit to enslave and 

oppress the Israelites. The people of God were as good as dead; the only salvation 

they could imagine was to return to a life in bondage. Moses told them, instead, to 

not be afraid, to stand firm, and to watch for what God would do on their behalf. 

God would fight for them and bring them safely to salvation on the other side. 

 Thus, our passage ends not with the destruction of the Egyptian army – the 

victims of Pharaoh’s tyrannical hubris – but with what happens to the Israelites. 

They are able to walk through on dry land through the sea, with walls of water on 

their left and their right. Where there was no way, God made a way; where all hope 

had been lost, the Lord showed them what divine action looks like; when they were 

as good as dead, God offered resurrection to new life. 

 The crossing of the sea is a story that transitions a people from fear to awe, 

from doubt to faith, from cries of despair to shouts of joy. Because God heard them 

and delivered them, they can now sing and dance with joy; they have been 

liberated for a new life and purpose. Thus, they have seen and will remember that 

it is the Lord who turns fear into joy, who delivers from enslavement and exile, and 

who carries through the darkness into a new dawn. 

 When the Israelites were stuck between the army and the sea, they could 

imagine no good outcome. When we are squeezed, we try to control the outcome 

and can imagine nothing more than what we already know. If the outcomes are all 

up to us, then we have no space to dream. 

 We need moments and spaces in our lives not just to think practically, but 

also to dream of something better. For the people of Israel – who will forever 

remember that God heard their cries and delivered them from slavery to freedom, 

from fear and despair to dancing and joy – this time and place will become their 

Sabbath. Sabbath is their opportunity to turn attention to God and to give thanks 

for all that God has given them – beyond what they have produced or deserve – 

including the relationships they create and enjoy with one another; they ways they 

work, serve, rest, and play in community. 



 While God offers deliverance, Pharaoh promises oppression for selfish gain. 

Sabbath can break this pattern of endless pursuit of power and profit by placing 

trust in God rather than in our own ability to control outcomes. Sabbath fearlessly 

provides the space necessary to imagine something different; instead of hubris, 

faith; not just doing, but living; in place of despair, joy. 

 As we come to the Lord’s Table this morning, on this World Communion 

Sunday, let us remember that God hears the cries of the oppressed, the God has the 

power even to control the forces of nature, and that God can deliver us through the 

waters on dry land. Let us, therefore, stand firm and not fear, for the Lord is 

working – even now – to deliver those who are stuck and unable to imagine 

anything more. Thanks be to God. Amen. 


