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As Pharaoh drew near, the Israeli tes looked back, and there were the Egyptians advancing on them. 
In great fear the Israeli tes cried out to the LORD. 
11 They said to Moses, "Was it because there were no graves in Egypt that you have taken us 
away to die in the wilderness?  What have you done to us, bringing us out of Egypt? 
12 Is this not the very thing we told you in Egypt, 'Let us alone and let us serve the Egyptians'? For it would
have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the wilderness." 
13 But Moses said to the people, "Do not be afraid, stand firm, and see the deliverance that the LORD will
accomplish for you today; for the Egyptians whom you see today you shall  never see again. 
14 The LORD wil l fight for you, and you have only to keep still ."

Looking around you, good folks, on this first day of 2006 I wish to extend to you heartfelt
congratulations to us all. We made it! We survived 2005. Not only am I glad you are here, but I am glad to be
here as we face another day, another year. Like all our years in the past we have no idea what awaits us.

For the next six weeks we are going to look at six different passages in the Bible that relate to
wilderness as we prepare to face 2006. Why wilderness? Because oftentimes in the Bible God uses the
wilderness to get the attention of God=s people and to teach them not only how to survive, but thrive. The
wilderness themes in the Bible remind us that life is a jungle out there, filled with dangers and anxiety.
Everywhere one turns there are real threats to our very survival. Now I don=t want to sound trite, but the Bible is
a survival guide for us as we seek to trek through the uncertainties and variables of life and hike our way
through the questions of purpose and meaning, faith and doubt.

First, a quick word about how wilderness is used in the Bible: When the Bible speaks of wilderness it is
not a place o pastoral beauty or rural security and success. A Biblical wilderness context is a desert image. In
the Bible wilderness implies waste, dryness, loneliness, devastation, desolation, emptiness and formlessness.
Old Testament scholar Talmon sums up Awilderness@ in the Biblical literature as a Aplace of utter desolation: a
vast void of parched earth, with no streams or rivers to provide sustenance for plants and wildlifeYIt is a place
not fit for human habitation.”  Such wilderness imagery Adoes not express beauty, success or security. Iti

crystallizes abject fear, destruction, and desolation.”  And yet when God has something to say, He often says itii

in the wilderness.

Please keep your Bibles open along with your minds and let’s listen intently to the story before us. The
text this morning takes us to a familiar place: the flight of the children of Israel from Egypt - the oppressor in
hot pursuit of the oppressed; the hunter and the hunted. It is a familiar image. Yet this is not simply a story of
Israel=s liberation; it is of Yahweh=s glory. 

Israel finds itself in the wilderness, between enslavement and freedom. When they looked back and saw
the pursuit of the Egyptians they wailed to Moses and said, “We told you so. We told you that we would rather
have slavery in a foreign land than to die in this wilderness. We told you so, Moses, but neither you nor God
seemed to listen.@

People like security. It is easier than faith: even faith in God.



There are three panicky questions of Israel:
1. Was it because (v. 11a)
2. What have you done (v. 11b)
3. Is this not the very thing? (v. 12a)

We know panic as well, when fear has seized us by our throats. We name our fears:
September 11; terrorism; cancer; crime; debt. In this morning=s paper the top twelve monthly
headlines of 2005 were listed based on the number of inquiries from readers. Every headline related
to tragedy. The year 2006 will be another Red Sea for all of us in one way or another. We will face
impossible circumstances and will find ourselves more than once out there in the wilderness. What
will we do, what will we say and where will we go?

In other words, what happens when we run up against the Red Seas? I suggest to you that as
we face the wilderness and Red Seas of 2006 God has five declaratives for our survival:

The first statement we find in verse 13:
Do not be afraid: (v13). We hear this often in theophanies - revelations of God. God is

saying to His people that your worst fears will not be realized. God is not working on our enemy=s
behalf or even on our behalf. God is working for the sake of who God is. Confronted with chaos,
God is creator. 

Haven=t we all said or thought, AIf God would just do one of those miracles today, I would be
strong, more faithful; I would believe.@

Friends, the Power is not in the Parting. The power is in the presence. This was dramatized
in v. 19: The angel of God who was going before the Israelite army moved and went behind them;
and the pillar of cloud moved from in front of them and took its place behind them.

The interesting thing is the people of God could hardly buy into the presence of God. They
wavered after the plagues, the Red Sea, the gift of manna, and the gushing spring of fresh water out
of a rock.

In fact, when the going got tough, Israel would turn not to God, but to Egypt. 
In vv 11-12 Five times in this small passage the Israelites mention Egypt. Their oppressor is the only
name they know B no mention of the LORD. Yahweh is not named. Yahweh is not known, at least
not like Egypt.

I suggest we are not so different than the ancient Israelites B we see our enemies and fail to
reckon with God=s presence.

Maybe that is why Israel needed a second statement, and the second one can also be found in
verse 13: 
Stand Firm (v 13).  This present chaos need not be met with flight or fight. They are to stand by and
see the salvation of God. Their perspective should change. Instead of being shaped by Egypt and
react (as most all of us do today); their perspective will be shaped by God. Slavery or bondage does
not have to define them.

And, friends, I have known many slaves through the years - slaves to drugs or alcohol, slaves
to materialism and the appetite for more, slaves to the self and narcissism and what others think. We
confront our slave masters at the Red Sea and only when we stand firm can we hope to find true
freedom. Maybe that is why we need New Year=s resolutions so much.



Last year about this time of year my great-aunt passed away. She was 100 so her passing was
met with as much a celebration of life as it was grief. On the day of her funeral we did what many
people do: we came together in a family member=s home and had lunch before the service.
Following the meal most of the men gathered in the backyard to tell stories and kick at the dirt and
fidget in our suits. We stood between the tool shed and their old cinder block dairy barn. I looked at
their faces, scarlet and weather-worn, and heard again the stories of good times and tough
timesYthese men had seen war, poverty, personal tragedies.  I cannot help but wonder how many
Red Seas had been confronted in the culmination of all those years represented on the packed red
clay of that yard.

God said to those who meet up against the Red Sea to stand firm. 

The third declaration is in verse 14:keep still (v 14). This is not so much about passivity, for
soon Israel will have to march across. This is about observing what God is doing for God=s sake.

I am both amazed and amused at how we assume our words and actions can manipulate God.
Books are sold that lull us into believing that if we just say this prayer or if we follow these seven
steps God will do our bidding. Hogwash - that is what I think. 

This story is but a cadence of many other similar references in scripture: keep stil l. Our
frantic energy will not change circumstances, our panicky piety will not part the water; and all the
God-talk in church will not feed us in the wilderness. There comes a time in all of our lives, and it
will no doubt be so in 2006, where the best thing we can do when in the wilderness and facing the
Red Sea is to keep still. Indeed, Psalm 46:10 states it well:  ABe still and know that I am God.@

The fourth statement is also in verse 14: the Lord will fight for you (v. 14) 

Now it is true, angels are not going to swoop down and carry them across the Red Sea. They
still have to walk on their own feet. But they are to silence themselves and witness that their
salvation comes from God and God alone. It will not be because of their words or their schemes or
their formulas or their anxieties. 

The purpose of this story is not so much to offer a comfort to Israel: Adon=t worry; everything
is going to be all rightYGod will take care of youY@ Rather it=s more to remind all dominions and
would-be dominions who it is that really holds the power, who is the One who deserves allegiance. 

The impact is no less needed today as we struggle beneath the voices competing for our
allegiance, the powers that seduce us into thinking that if we are going to be strong, if we are going
to live in security, if we want it all, we must listen to them. ANot so,@ God interrupts. The power is
not in the chariot or the sword or in the leadership skills of Pharaoh, Moses or Aaron. It is God. AThe
Lord will fight for you, and you have only to keep still.@

Our final statement is in verse 15:

 Go forward (v. 15).
There is the witness to power; now comes the summons of faith for Israel. Who will you

follow? In what or whom will you bind your trust? Because there will be other Red Seas. There is
more wilderness to cross. Life, to be sure, is a jungle. When you and I meet the sea of impossibility,
will we go forward?

It is interesting to observe that in this well known story that no one in Israel was invited to
cross first. There was no preferential treatment for Moses. Their leader evidently had to stay behind.



i Shemaryahu Talmon, AThe >Desert Motif= in the Bible and in Qumran Literature,@  p. 42.

ii Ibid., p. 45.

iii J.R. Tolkein, Lord of the Rings.

Neither do we read of Miriam or Aaron going ahead. Instead they crossed together. They were in
this together.

It is a beautiful picture of the church. The church is not about a collection of the stars, the
rich and powerful, the influential and important, the elders and the established families. Nope. We
are in this together. And when you are not here you really are missed.

To be sure God does amaze us with great demonstrations that awe and inspire and boggle the
imaginations. This God, however, who parts Red Seas and changes water into wine and makes
empty the cross is also working in less dramatic ways, giving us the courage to go on.

The real drama, just like in movies, is not in the special effects. The drama is in the larger
story, the epic story that God is moving in his creation. God will lead us on and will not forsake us
when the only thing standing between freedom and Pharaoh=s army is a vast sea. 

Maybe this is why we love the spectacular movies like Lord of the Rings, Star Wars, or
Saving Private Ryan -  because they are telling us something about the epic journey in all of our
lives. The parting of the Red Sea is only just a beginning of the epic saga. The rest of the story
comes when you and I decide whether or not we will cross.

Since I have referenced epic movies let me close with a quote from Tolkein, author of the
book Lord of the Rings:

The Road goes ever on and on
Down from the door where it began.
Now far ahead the Road has gone,
And I must follow if I can,
Pursuing it with eager feet,
Until it joins some larger way.iii

The summons of faith has been made. How will we respond?

The Scripture quotations contained herein are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright, 1989, by the Division of
Chri stian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Chri st in the U.S.A.  Used by permission.  All rights reserved.
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