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Text 
Then the LORD said to Moses, "Why are you crying out to me? Tell the Israelites to move on. 

16
 Raise your 

staff and stretch out your hand over the sea to divide the water so that the Israelites can go through the sea 

on dry ground. 
17

 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. 
18

 The Egyptians will 

know that I am the LORD when I gain glory through Pharaoh, his chariots and his horsemen." 
19

 Then the 

angel of God, who had been traveling in front of Israel's army, withdrew and went behind them. The pillar 

of cloud also moved from in front and stood behind them, 
20

 coming between the armies of Egypt and 

Israel. Throughout the night the cloud brought darkness to the one side and light to the other side; so 

neither went near the other all night long. 
21

 Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and all that 

night the LORD drove the sea back with a strong east wind and turned it into dry land. The waters were 

divided, 
22

 and the Israelites went through the sea on dry ground, with a wall of water on their right and on 

their left. 
23

 The Egyptians pursued them, and all Pharaoh's horses and chariots and horsemen followed 

them into the sea. 
24

 During the last watch of the night the LORD looked down from the pillar of fire and 

cloud at the Egyptian army and threw it into confusion. 
25

 He made the wheels of their chariots come off so 

that they had difficulty driving. And the Egyptians said, "Let's get away from the Israelites! The LORD is 

fighting for them against Egypt." 
26

 Then the LORD said to Moses, "Stretch out your hand over the sea so 

that the waters may flow back over the Egyptians and their chariots and horsemen." 
27

 Moses stretched out 

his hand over the sea, and at daybreak the sea went back to its place. The Egyptians were fleeing toward it, 

and the LORD swept them into the sea. 
28

 The water flowed back and covered the chariots and horsemen-- 

the entire army of Pharaoh that had followed the Israelites into the sea. Not one of them survived. 
29

 But the 

Israelites went through the sea on dry ground, with a wall of water on their right and on their left. 
30

 That 

day the LORD saved Israel from the hands of the Egyptians, and Israel saw the Egyptians lying dead on the 

shore. 
31

 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. 

 

Introduction 

 Some of the things I’m going to say today will be very hard to swallow.  Believe 

me: they are for me too.  An analogy that Tim Keller uses came to my mind as I was 

struggling in preparing for this: 

 

If you don’t… let [the Bible] challenge and correct your thinking, 

how could you ever have a personal relationship with God?  In any truly 

personal relationship, the other person has to be able to contradict you.  

For example, if a wife is not allowed to contradict her husband, they won’t 

have an intimate relationship.  Remember the (two!) movies The Stepford 
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Wives?  The husbands of Stepford, Connecticut, decide to have their wives 

turned into robots who never cross the wills of their husbands.  A Stepford 

wife was wonderfully compliant and beautiful, but no one would describe 

such a marriage as intimate or personal. 

 Now, what happens if you eliminate anything from the Bible that 

offends your sensibility and crosses your will?  If you pick and choose 

what you want to believe and reject the rest, how will you ever have a God 

who can contradict you?  You won’t!  You’ll have a Stepford God!  A 

God, essentially, of your own making, and not a God with whom you can 

have a relationship and genuine interaction.  Only if your God can say 

things that outrage you and make you struggle (as in a real friendship or 

marriage!) will you know that you have gotten hold of a real God and not 

a figment of your imagination.
1
 

 

Part of me doesn’t want to believe some of this stuff, much less preach it.  But I 

have to decide if I’m going to stand up and preach to you my own ideas or say what 

itching ears want to hear or give you sophisticated and slick interpretations that 

essentially explain stuff away or make it seem more palatable OR if I’m going to say 

what the Bible says, even if it crosses your will. 

I’m going to try my best to tell you what the Bible says.  I hope you know that 

“wounds from a friend can be trusted, but an enemy multiplies kisses” (Pr. 27:6).  

Ultimately, God is a wonderfully personal God and Christ can be your dearest friend.  I 

hope your relationship with him will grow today and that those here or in our lives who 

aren’t joined to him will come to know him intimately and experience union with him. 

In short, what this passage of the Bible tells us is just this: God’s horrific 

judgment heightens his heart-gripping glory. 

 

Let’s pray… 

 

Restful Action 
 The last time we were in Exodus was a bit of a cliffhanger.  We paused right in 

the middle of the story in order to give the words of Moses extra weight, to let them sit 

with us.  I didn’t want to allow us to barge right on through those word of firm rebuke, 

because we’re so wired for action that unless forced we will rush right on past and miss 

the point.  But it’s so important to see that God calls for being at ease even when things 

aren’t easy, to not be in such a frenzy.  “The Lord will fight for you; you need only to be 

still” (v. 14). 

 We said last week that we’re now in the segment of the Exodus narrative that 

corresponds to the life of a Christian.  The passing over where God spared the lives of the 

Israelites through the blood of a substitute and freed them to serve him was the definitive 

act of redemption.  Now they’re learning to trust the one who saved them as he leads 

them on their pilgrimage to the Promised Land.  For a Christian, she has been saved 

through the blood of Christ and freed from the guilt and power of sin, the fear of death, 

and the tyranny of the devil.  Now she’s on a journey to the Celestial City (to borrow 

from Bunyan’s allegory), the eternal Sabbath rest (as Hebrews 4 puts it).  So this segment 
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is indicative of much of the sanctification process that comes in between justification and 

consummation for God’s people. 

 The most basic and fundamental lesson to learn in the Christian life is how to 

adopt a posture of relaxing in the gospel.  The more we learn who we are in Christ, the 

security we have there, the love, the identity… the less rattled we will be when we’re 

threatened.  The thing is: we only truly learn these lessons by being put in hard situations.  

So pressures are mounting, things are falling apart, opposition keeps coming?  Be still! 

 Yet, in the next verse we see the Lord say, “But don’t just sit there.”  “Why are 

you crying out to me?  Tell the Israelites to move on” (v. 15).  We must learn to rest, but 

not be passive.  As I used to say a lot – “settled down and on the move.”  Starting in v. 15 

stillness gives way to faithful action.  Charles Spurgeon applies this text to prayer: 

 

Far be it from me ever to say a word in disparagement of the holy, happy, 

heavenly exercise of prayer.  But, beloved, there are times when prayer is 

not enough – when prayer itself is out of season….  When we have prayed 

over a matter to a certain degree, it then becomes sinful to tarry any 

longer; our plain duty is to carry our desires into action, and having asked 

God’s guidance, and having received divine power from on high, to go at 

once to our duty without any longer deliberation or delay.”
2
 

 

In other words, in prayer we learn the right perspective and so often God speaks to us and 

calls us to be the answer (or part of the answer) to our prayers.  You can go crazy trying 

to hold people together around you, but ultimately you can’t do anything in people’s lives 

– it’s the Spirit’s work, so you pray.  But in prayer for people that you are concerned 

about you may be nudged to give that person a call.  Continuing to just cry out may 

become a lack of obedience. 

The Christian life isn’t frenetic, but it isn’t catatonic either; it’s not passive.  Faith 

works.  The fearless calm that God gives us is meant to help us ‘move on’.  Fear 

paralyzes, stillness of soul mobilizes.  Here God is commanding his people to step out in 

faith and walk through a sea!  Confidence in the gospel makes way for risk-taking action.  

There’s a little life lesson for you. 

Probably the main thing to see here, though, is what commentators for centuries 

have been puzzled by.  Moses is remarkably calm under pressure.  His faith is 

unshakeable.  He’s the only righteous one.  The Israelites are the ones who freaked out.  

They’re faithless.  They’re the ones who sinned.  But in v. 15 Moses gets God’s rebuke.  

“Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Why are you crying out to me?’”  Did Moses do 

something wrong here?  No.  Well then what’s going on?  Moses is their representative.  

He’s acting as a mediator.  The people’s sin is being imputed to Moses and their rebuke is 

falling on him.  Tuck that away for a moment. 

 

God’s Glory and Judgment 

 Let’s ‘move on’.  “Raise your staff and stretch out your hand over the sea to 

divide the water so that the Israelites can go through the sea on dry ground.  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 
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will know that I am the Lord when I gain glory through Pharaoh, his chariots and his 

horsemen” (vv. 16-18). 

 Now the first objection that arises in people’s minds when they read this is – 

“How can that happen?  How do seas part like that?”  And lots of attention has been paid 

to debunking or defending the historicity of this seemingly mythical/legendary event.  

Again, it’s depicted as history and as a mixture of the natural and the supernatural and for 

those who believe in a God who is sovereign over the world he created this doesn’t pose 

much of a problem.  It’s just a matter of presuppositions. 

 I think the more difficult problem here is something else.  It’s not whether God 

could do something like this.  It’s what this says about God’s character.  It’s easy to focus 

on the miraculous deliverance of the Israelites from their perspective (and we’ll go there 

in a bit), but first you can’t ignore the fact that this presents a gruesome picture of 

vengeance and judgment on the Egyptians.  The Red Sea event is an example of God’s 

horrific judgment.  Forget the question of a God who can part the waters.  What about a 

God who drowns people under water and creates a horrific scene where bodies are 

washing up on the shore?  The Red Sea, red with blood – a sudden flow of blood and 

water. 

 God’s fiery presence moved from in front of the Israelites to behind them to buy 

them some time, blocking the Egyptians from overtaking the Israelites.  “Moses stretched 

out his hand over the sea, and all that night the Lord drove the sea back with a strong east 

wind and turned it into dry land.  The waters were divided, and the Israelites went 

through the sea on dry ground, with a wall of water on their right and on their left” (vv. 

21-22).  Then God let the Egyptians go in after them.  But he threw them into confusion.  

All their chariot wheels jammed up.  The horses went crazy.  Imagine the psychological 

terror that overtook them.  The Egyptians were overwhelmed with horror as they realized 

the Lord was the Lord and was fighting against them.  They were lunging for escape, but 

it was not to be had. 

Once the Israelites had reached the other side, as dawn was beginning to break 

through, God commanded Moses to wave his hand again over the sea so that the canyon 

of water would collapse upon the fleeing Egyptians, going back to normal and sweeping 

the Egyptians away.  And that’s what happened.  “The waters covered their adversaries; 

not one of them survived” (Ps. 106:11).  It’s a horrific scene.  It’s God’s wrath and 

judgment unleashed. 

We’ve already seen in Genesis how water can serve as a symbol of judgment.  

The deluge of the Flood (Gen. 6-9), destroying every living creature outside the ark, was 

a demonstration of God’s torrential wrath at man’s wickedness.  The sea is oftentimes a 

symbol of judgment in the Bible (cf. Rev. 18:21).  That’s the way water is being used 

here too – these are the waters of judgment.  Drowning has to be one of the worst ways to 

die.  God’s judgment is horrific. 

And the Bible uses other images of God’s judgment.  It speaks of a final 

judgment, a place of eternal punishment we call hell and it uses images like fire – a “lake 

of fire” (Rev. 20:14-15); and darkness – “blackest darkness” (2Pet. 2:17; Jude 13).  How 

can God’s judgment be water and fire and darkness?  That can’t be literally true!  True!  

It’s clearly metaphorical language, but that’s just because hell’s petrifying nature can’t 

even be approximated with prose.  It’s infinitely worse than any literal description could 

ever convey.  The point is: YOU DON’T WANT TO GO THERE! 
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But here’s the other point: YOU DON’T WANT IT TO NOT BE THERE!  As 

nice as an empty hell sounds and as appealing as universalism and a God without wrath is 

on the surface, we actually want there to be final justice.  Miroslav Volf, a Croatian 

theologian now at Yale who experienced the evils of war and ethnic cleansing in the 

Balkans, has made the point that knowing there is a perfect, divine retribution is really 

the best way to restrain violence.  If God’s not going to punish evil, then by all means 

why don’t we take matters into our own hands?  It’s a fascinating thesis.  He says “it 

takes the quiet of a suburban home for the birth of the thesis that human non-violence 

[results from the belief in] God’s refusal to judge.”  He says, “That God would not be 

worthy of worship.”
3
 

Nehemiah 9 recounts the Red Sea episode: “You saw the suffering of our 

forefathers in Egypt; you heard their cry at the Red Sea.  You sent miraculous signs and 

wonders against Pharaoh, against all his officials and all the people of his land, for you 

knew how arrogantly the Egyptians treated them.  You made a name for yourself, which 

remains to this day.  You divided the sea before them, so that they passed through it on 

dry ground, but you hurled their pursuers into the depths, like a stone into mighty waters” 

(Neh. 9:9-11).  He makes a name for himself by being the God who punishes sinners.  

Nehemiah centuries later accentuates the point that’s made in our passage and that is that 

God’s glory is heightened by his judgment.  He gains glory for himself through Pharaoh 

and his army’s destruction. 

Part of God’s glory, what makes him altogether good and impeccable and 

trustworthy and righteous and beautiful, is his justice.  A God who let sin slide, would not 

be a good God.  You don’t want there to not be justice.  You really do want to live in a 

universe where wrongs will one day be righted.  We can trust that the judge of all the 

earth will do right.  We may not completely understand hell now because though we have 

a sense of justice it is skewed by sin, but we can trust that in God’s perfect justice the 

punishment will always fit the crime.  He tells us that many will spend eternity in eternal, 

conscious torment.  It’s real; it’s serious; it’s horrific.  But it’s not a dirty little secret 

about God about God… it won’t detract from the bliss of heaven in the least.  This is part 

of God’s glory. 

 

Baptism 

 But it’s not his greatest glory.  “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” (v. 31).  Remember: these guys were just griping to God.  

What was it that caused them to give glory to the Lord?  Was it just that his justice was 

evidenced in his destruction of the wicked Egyptians?  No.  It’s that his justice didn’t fall 

on them!  It’s that they passed through the waters of judgment unscathed. 

 Follow me here.  The Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 10:1-2 says that this event 

was like their baptism.  Here’s what he says – “For I do not want you to be ignorant of 

the fact, brothers, that our forefathers were all under the cloud and that they all passed 

through the sea.  They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea.”  Their 

redemption was accomplished earlier in the passing over, right?  Isaiah 51:10 – “Was it 

not you who dried up the sea, the waters of the great deep, who made a road in the depths 

of the sea so that the redeemed might cross over?”  The Israelites were redeemed already.  

And now subsequent to their redemption they undergo this symbolic event involving 
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water.  It’s how Christian baptism works: you put your faith in Christ’s blood and you are 

covered.  You’re free and rich and embarking on a journey of faith, an early step of 

which is plunging into the waters of baptism. 

 But what does baptism signify?  The Israelites, Paul says, were baptized into 

Moses.  The end of v. 31 signifies that they put their trust in the Lord and in Moses, his 

servant.  He was their representative and mediator.  Remember how he in a sense took the 

fall for the Israelites’ sins?  Later in Exodus 32 he’s going to ask to be blotted out of 

God’s book on their behalf, for the forgiveness of their sins.  Well, it’s all a faint picture 

pointing to something greater, the one greater than Moses (cf. Heb. 3:3), the one who 

actually was blotted out on behalf of his people.  Paul says that Christian baptism is being 

baptized into Christ.  Galatians 3:27 – “for all of you who were baptized into Christ have 

clothed yourselves with Christ.” 

 What does that mean?  Romans 6:3 unpacks this even further.  It says – “Don’t 

you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  

We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ 

was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life” 

(Rom. 6:3-4).  Baptism is a symbolic reminder that we have “crossed over from death to 

life” (Jn. 5:24), but look a little closer: it signifies that “we died with Christ” (Rom. 6:8).  

In other words, Christians are so united with Christ that in his death, we died.  We 

deserve to have God’s righteous judgment poured out on us for our sin, and it was… in 

Christ on the cross! 

 It’s so important in all of our discussions and questions and debates about God’s 

judgment and hell and justice to realize that in God’s love and mercy and grace he 

himself experienced hell.  Jesus took hell – in all of its unfathomable horror – for us!  He 

came to earth knowing that he had “a baptism to undergo” (Lk. 12:50; cf. Mk. 10:38) and 

it was incalculably horrific.  He is the one greater than Moses and he is the one greater 

than Jonah who was thrown into the sea so that others might be saved.  In the crucifixion, 

Christ was hurled into the deep, into the very heart of the seas of God’s judgment, and the 

currents swirled about him; all the Father’s waves and breakers swept over him.  He cried 

out, “I have been banished from your sight” (Jon. 2:3-4; cf. Mt. 12:39-41).  In his death 

there was “a sudden flow of blood and water” (Jn. 19:34). 

O the profundity of the sufferings of Christ!  The second person of the Trinity, 

delighted in by the Father from eternity past…  The images of tsunamis that we’ve seen 

lately… 

 This is what our baptism portrays for us – we pass through the waters of God’s 

judgment completely unharmed… because we are in Christ and in him the deluge of 

God’s judgment towards us has been exhaustively poured out.  How can eternal 

judgment for multitudes of people be fully exhausted by one man in three hours on the 

cross?  I don’t know… he’s GOD!?!  But that is what was going on.  And this is the 

greatest display of God’s glory ever.  As the Christian hip-hop artist Shai Linne raps – 

“So forever will I tell: in three hours Christ suffered more than any sinner ever will in 

hell.”
4
  There he demonstrated his justice and his mercy “so as to be just and the one who 

justifies” (Rom. 3:26).  This is amazing. 

This is truly a greater God than the one Richard Niebuhr described when he 

described the god of theological Liberalism – A god without wrath who brings men 

without sin into a kingdom without judgment through a Christ without a cross.  Yes, 
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God’s judgment is real and it’s awful, but God’s horrific judgment heightens his heart-

gripping glory… when you realize he took that for you! 

 

Conclusion 

 The only way to avoid the horrors of God’s judgment is to be in Christ.  This is 

what baptism pictures for us – our union with Christ in his death and his resurrection (we 

focused mostly on his death today; we’ll look more at his resurrection in a couple weeks 

at Easter).  I invite you to put your faith in Christ (and if there’s anyone here who has not 

been baptized as a symbol of that faith, let me know). 

I read recently of a great epitaph for a tombstone.  It was written by Lemuel 

Haynes.  He wrote it for himself.  Haynes was a Revolutionary-era African-American 

pastor nicknamed the ‘Black Puritan’.  How’s this one for you? 

 

Here lies the dust of a poor hell-deserving sinner, who ventured into eternity trusting 

wholly on the merits of Christ for salvation.  In full belief of the great doctrines he 

preached while on earth, he invites his children and all who read this, to trust their 

eternal interest on the same foundation. 

 

Do you see things this way? 

Let me just close by asking a couple questions: What would life look like if by 

faith in Christ you really knew that the proverbial ‘sword of Damocles’ had been fully 

and finally removed from above your head and plunged through Christ? 

And what would it look like if you knew it still hung over the heads of many of 

your friends, family, neighbors, and large percentages of the rest of the world?  I just 

leave you with that thought… 

 

The Lord’s Table 
The ultimate Servant of the Lord (Jesus) “was pierced for our transgressions, he 

was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and 

by his wounds we are healed.  We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned 

to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all… it was the Lord’s 

will to crush him and cause him to suffer” (Is. 53:5, 6, 10)… so that you would never 

have to! 

 

Benediction 
Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, 

for God’s wrath remains on him (Jn. 3:36).  May you put all your trust in the crucified 

Son of God. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 7, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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