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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Last week we took a look at three things.  First off, we saw the 

providence of God.  When God led Israel out of Egypt, he did so while 

taking into account their weaknesses and the challenges they would face.  He 

did not take them by the northern route--the quickest way--because he knew 

that the military opposition they would face might cause them to change 

their minds and return to Egypt, their land of slavery.  The second thing we 

saw was the promise of God.  That promise was most prominent in the 

casket that held the bones of Joseph.  Joseph had believed that God would 

make true his promise to bring the Israelites out of the land of bondage.  He 

made his family swear to carry his bones back to Canaan when God acted to 

fulfill the promise.  And so as the Israelites went on God's way to the desert, 

they had a visible reminder that the God they followed was a God who kept 

his promises.  And third, we saw the presence of God.  God went ahead of 

his people in a pillar of cloud and fire and his presence provided Israel with 

direction, protection and encouragement. 

 Well, as we come to our lesson tonight, the Israelites have reached the 

edge of the wilderness.  They are about to enter it and make their final 

escape from the land of death into the land of promise.  The people are full 
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of joy and confidence.  But then God calls for a change of direction and it 

seems that everything is about to fall apart.  Let's turn to the lesson. 

 Then the Lord said to Moses, "Tell the Israelites to turn back 
and encamp near Pi Hahiroth, between Migdol and the sea.  They are 
to encamp by the sea, directly opposite Baal Zephon.   

 Although Israel is on the brink of escape into the wilderness God 

orders a change of course.  They were ordered to "turn back."  And then to 

make matters worse, God commands them to set camp with their backs to 

the sea.  Now nobody knows for sure where this new Israelite encampment 

was.  While scholars have made three different major proposals, it is one of 

those things that we simply don't have enough evidence for.  I don't think we 

ever will.  But we do know this.  In giving this order, God has placed his 

people in an extremely vulnerable position.  On the one side were Egyptian 

border cities and garrisons; on the other was the sea.  They have been cut off 

from their escape route.  They have made themselves sitting ducks.  

Anybody with a rudimentary understanding of military history or tactics 

would know that this was not a smart place to be. 

 But, it turns out, that was precisely God's point.  God continues his 

conversation with Moses, letting his prophet in on the plan: 
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 "Pharaoh will think, 'The Israelites are wandering around the 
land in confusion, hemmed in by the desert.'  And 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."  So the Israelites did this. 

The position of the Hebrews is so poor strategically, that when Pharaoh is 

told where they are camping, he will think he has an opportunity to take his 

revenge.  After all, there can be no explanation for what the Hebrews have 

done other than sheer confusion.  We don't get the sense of it in English, but 

the construction of Pharaoh's thought can be rendered, "Indeed, the Israelites 

are wandering around the land…"  The "indeed" indicates Pharaoh's 

excitement over the prospect he now thinks he has of crushing the people 

who had so humiliated him. 

 To add fuel to the fire, God next tells Moses that he will harden 

Pharaoh's heart.  "And I will harden Pharaoh's heart, and he will pursue 

them."  Why would God do such a thing?  "But I will gain glory for myself 

through Pharaoh and all his army and the Egyptians will know that I am the 

Lord."  Back at the start of the Exodus story, Pharaoh had said 

contemptuously, "The Lord?  I've never even heard of the Lord.  I don't 

know his name.  Who is he?"  Now God is saying, in effect, "Pharaoh, you 

are going to know who I AM.  The world is going to know who I AM.  

Down through the ages generations will speak of what is about to happen 
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and my power and my righteousness and my mercy and my holiness will be 

shown for all to see."   

 Now before going on I want you to see this.  In the first 4 verses we 

have just taken up, the liberation of Israel isn't even mentioned.  You see, at 

its deepest level, the Exodus isn't about Israel.  It's about God and his glory.  

The Exodus, for all its blessing of Israel, is about God manifesting himself--

revealing himself--to Israel, to Egypt and to us.  A couple of months ago I 

saw a cartoon in a magazine.  Two people were sitting at a table having 

supper.  One said to the other, "But the universe can’t revolve around both of 

us."  Beloved, it is not about you.  It's not about me.  It's about God.  That's 

one of our lessons tonight, a lesson that should humble us and exalt the 

Lord. 

 Let's turn back to the lesson. 

 When the king of Egypt was told that the people had fled, 
Pharaoh and his officials changed the minds about them and said, 
"What have we done?  We have let the Israelites go and have lost their 
services!"   

The setting of the story now changes.  We find ourselves back in the court of 

Pharaoh.  When it dawns on him that the Hebrews are trapped by the sea and 

it sinks into him that with them gone he has lost a major source of labour, 

Pharaoh's heart, which had been softened enough to let the Israelites go, now 
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returns to its hardened state.  Acting boldly, he had his chariot readied, he 

mobilized his entire army and with a vanguard of 600 of his best chariots--

the heavy armoured units of the day--he went in pursuit of the Israelites.   

 Now at a time like this we might be tempted to say, "How stupid 

could Pharaoh be?  Didn't he just go through a series of ten plagues, each 

one more terrible than the one before?  Hadn't the people of Egypt, from the 

least to the greatest, just finished burying their firstborn--each and every one 

of them?  Why hadn't he learned his lesson?  Is it possible for anyone to be 

so stupid and to act so contrary to his best interest?"  Beloved, what we are 

seeing at work here is not stupidity.  Pharaoh was not unintelligent.  He was 

wicked.  It was his wickedness--his pride and his lust--that brought about his 

ruin.  He didn't have a problem with his brain; he had a problem with his 

heart.  He didn't draw the proper lessons from the plagues that struck him 

and his country and his people because he didn't have the heart to.  Instead, 

he was determined to be his own little god.  He was determined to do what 

he wanted to do and never to submit himself to the true Lord.  No, it wasn't 

stupidity; it was what the Bible calls "foolishness."  Pharaoh was a man who 

said in his heart, "There is no God," and he tried to live that way. 
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 The world is still filled with fools, even though their foolish ways 

have brought them nothing but distress, heartache and disaster.  We were all 

born fools.  We were born with heart problems.  Our hearts were turned in 

on themselves rather than turned out to God.  And the fact that our hearts 

have been healed by Christ is no credit to us at all, for it is by his mercy and 

grace alone the human heart is changed.  There was nothing in us that 

brought about this miracle of rebirth.  God simply, for his own purposes and 

to his own glory freely and unconditionally chose us to be objects of his 

mercy.  When we look at Pharaoh, then, we ought not to say, "How stupid 

can you be!" but "There but for the grace of God go I.  I was once that blind.  

I was once that foolish.  My heart was just as hard.  Yet God reached down 

in mercy when I was powerless and while I was still a sinner Christ died for 

me." 

Died he for me, who caused his pain? 
For me, who him to death pursued? 

Amazing love, how can it be 
That thou, my God, shouldst die for me? 

 It didn't take them long to catch up to the Israelites.  "The Egyptians--

all Pharaoh's horses and chariots, horsemen and troops--pursued the 

Israelites and overtook them as they camped by the sea near Pi Hahiroth, 

opposite Baal Zephon."  Pi Hahiroth means "Place of Liberty."  It was here 
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that Israel would finally be delivered and set free to worship God in the 

desert.  Baal Zephon means "Lord of the North."  In Scripture the north is 

often associated with judgement (Joshua 8:11, 13; Isa. 14:31; Jer. 1:14, 4:6, 

6:1; Eze. 1:4).  It was in this place that God would make himself known as 

Lord of Judgement to the Egyptians.  Here we see again that redemption and 

destruction always appear side by side.  For Israel to be free, Pharaoh had to 

be destroyed.  For you to be free in Christ, your old man--your old nature--

has to die.  It has to be crucified daily.  Let me put it another way.  For you 

to embrace Christ, you must let something drop from your hands.  For you to 

repent you not only have to turn to Christ, you have to turn away from your 

sin.   

 God changed the direction his people were traveling in.  Pharaoh 

changed his heart and hardened it once more.  And on the Israelite side, they 

had a change as well.  They had marched out of Egypt boldly, but when they 

looked up and saw the Egyptian army coming after them, their hearts failed. 

 As Pharaoh approached, the Israelites looked up, and there were 
the Egyptians, marching after them.  They were terrified and cried out 
to the Lord.  They said to Moses, "Was it because there were no 
graves in Egypt that you brought us to the desert to die?  What have 
you done to us by bringing us out of Egypt?  Didn't we say to you in 
Egypt, 'Leave us alone; let us serve the Egyptians?'  It would have 
been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the desert." 
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The Israelites, with their backs to the sea and no means of escape, saw the 

approaching armies of Egypt.  They were terrified and they did the right 

thing.  They cried out to the Lord.  They pleaded for Jehovah, the God of 

their salvation, to draw near and intervene.  But their pleas all too soon gave 

way to grumbling against Moses.  In this trial of faith, their faith failed them. 

 It reminds me very much of the apostle Peter.  Do you remember the 

time he and the other disciples were in the boat and Jesus came out to them 

walking on the water?  When Jesus approached, Peter jumped out of the boat 

and went out to meet him.  He stepped out in faith and walked on the water.  

But a wind rose up and with it came the waves.  Peter looked away from 

Jesus and focused on the waves and when he did he began to sink like a 

stone.  So it is here.  Their first reaction to danger was the proper one; they 

called out to God.  But they did not sustain their cry; instead, they focused 

upon the approaching danger rather than the present Lord and, in what we 

will see is a recurring problem throughout the desert wandering, they began 

to grumble and complain.  They were sarcastic, too.  When they say, "Was it 

because there were no graves in Egypt that you brought us to the desert to 

die?" we have to remember that Egypt was a land dedicated to graves.  The 

whole society was preoccupied with their myths and legends about the 

afterlife.  The pyramids were tombs.  They were filled with the riches they 
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thought their leaders would need in the life that lay beyond the grave.  Egypt 

was the land of graves.   

 Now in one way all of this is understandable.  These folks have been 

slaves in Egypt for four hundred years.  They only thing they have known 

was Pharaoh's intentions and Pharaoh's plans.  They are consumed by the 

questions, "What will Pharaoh do next?  What will he require of us?  What 

in the world is he going to do to us now?"  But that being said, it is 

nevertheless true that their reasoning was absurd.  If death at the hands of the 

Egyptians was to be their fate, why had God led them out of Egypt in the 

first place?  The very fact that he had delivered them was evidence enough 

that he was not going to let them fall before their enemies.  And even more, 

the Lord had promised that they would worship him in Mount Horeb; how, 

then, would he allow them to perish on the border of the wilderness?  

Beloved, their fear had caused them to forget their faith and so the promises 

of God that had been often repeated and clearly seen brought them no 

comfort and strength.   

 Now why did God do things this way?  Well, we know that God did 

this principally for his own glory.  Through it he will be praised and 

honoured.  But that is not to say that he didn't do it for the sake of the 
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Israelites as well.  It was also for their blessing.  You see, there are important 

lessons for us to learn through God's testing of our faith.  The most 

important one is this: tests of faith help us to learn the sufficiency of Christ.  

They enable us to prove from experience that God is in fact able to supply 

our every need, make a way of escape from every temptation and do for us 

exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think.   

 It seemed for those not exercising the faith, in the best case, that God 

had made a mistake by leading Israel to the edge of the sea.  Humanly 

speaking, their encampment was a disaster waiting to happen.  It seemed for 

those not exercising faith, in the worst case, that God had abandoned his 

people so that they must be slaughtered in their thousands by a king full of 

rage and bent on revenge.  It seemed that there could be no earthly reason to 

hope.   

 Perhaps you are going through such a situation.  You find yourself in a 

desperate situation.  There is something wrong at home or at work.  Perhaps 

it was of your own making.  Perhaps you were the victim of the wicked 

actions of men.  Perhaps it was just one of those things that seems to happen 

from time to time.  But you feel trapped.  You can see no answer.  You are 

weary and worn and you can't see it getting any better.  If that is the case, 

listen to the words of Moses: 
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 Moses answered the people, "Do not be afraid.  Stand firm and 
you will see the deliverance the Lord will bring you today.  The 
Egyptians you see today you will never see again.  The Lord will fight 
for you; you need only to be still.   

 The first word Moses gives is "Fear not."  That is one of the great 

words that appears over and over again in the Bible. "Fear not" was what 

God said to Abraham.  "Fear not, neither be thou dismayed," was God's 

message to Joshua.  "Fear not," was his command to Gideon.  "Fear not," 

was David's counsel to Solomon.  Isaiah says to Israel, "Be strong, fear not, 

behold, you God will come."  "Fear not," was the angel's counsel to Daniel.  

And in Luke our Lord himself says to us, "Fear not little flock."  That is 

God's command to us.  But how do we fulfill it?  Isaiah tells us in the 26th 

chapter.  You will keep in perfect peace him whose mind is steadfast because 

he trusts in you."  If you want to put aside fear, keep your mind steadfastly 

upon the Lord.  Actively ponder his character and his deeds.  The more you 

fix your eyes upon the Lord, the faster all fear will disappear. 

 Second, Moses says, "Stand firm," or "Stand still."  Think of it this 

way.  Difficulties arise.  We get scared.  To try to relieve the situation, we 

begin to work feverishly to set things right.  Perhaps if we do this or that or 

the other thing we can remove the difficulty.  No.  At times like this rather 
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than take things into our own hands we have to stand still and wait for the 

Lord to do his work.  At times like this we simply have to cast ourselves 

upon the Lord, rest in him and wait for him to accomplish his purposes.  If 

we come with this attitude, we will see his deliverance.   

 Note this.  We are called simply to "see" the deliverance of God.  We 

have nothing to contribute to it.  God does not ask us to lend him a hand.  On 

the contrary, we are merely spectators.  It is God who is working salvation.  

Another way to say it is this: Salvation is by sheer grace alone.  It is God's 

doing, and not ours.  All we do is receive it.   

 Finally, Moses says, "The Lord will fight for you; you need only to be 

still."  This is the heart of the good news.  Can we think that the God who 

stands ready to divide the Red Sea is powerless to intervene in our lives or is 

unable to care for us in our need and distress?  This is how Paul puts it in 

Romans 8: 

 If God is for us, who can be against us?  He who did not spare 
his own Son, but gave him up for us all--how will he not also, along 
with him, graciously give us all things?... 
 … in all things we are more than conquerors through him who 
loved us. 

One day a father in distress brought his son to Jesus.  His son was possessed 

by a spirit.  He could not speak.  He suffered convulsion of the most violent 
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sort.  He would roll on the ground and foam at the mouth.  The father said to 

Jesus, "But if you can do anything, take pity on us and help us."  Jesus said 

to the man, "If you can?"  He was chiding the man for a lack of faith.  The 

boy's father immediately exclaimed, "I do believe; help me overcome my 

unbelief!" (Mark 9:24).  When we stand with our backs to the sea and it 

looks like our enemies are gaining on us, let us quiet ourselves in the Lord, 

rest upon him in confidence and pray that our faith would be strengthened 

and sustained to meet the day.  May God enable us to trust him, even when 

things don't make sense, and to stand still and seek the salvation of the Lord.  

In Christ's name.  AMEN.  
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