
Deliverance at Work

Exodus 14:19-31; Psalm 114; Romans 14:1-12; Matthew 18:21-35

It has been my experience, when contemporary people say they don’t believe in God, they are

not so much saying that they don’t believe in some “higher power” or some vague, omnipotent force

somewhere out there. In my experience, most people are able to believe in that possibility. When

people claim to be atheist, they are not really saying that they disbelieve in the idea of a divinity.

No, when people say they don’t believe in God what they really mean is that they doubt that

there is any divine force, any higher power, any God who is there for them.

Isn’t that what we really want to know about God? When someone cries out in anguish, “Where

is God?” They are not inquiring into God’s address, wondering where God lives: they are asking, “Why

doesn’t God show up? Why does God seem absent in my time of need?”

Of course, it would be nice to know the answer to questions like: Is there a God? If there is a

God, is God good? But what I’m saying is that the basic question, beneath all of our questions about

God, are questions of God’s agency, of God’s activity: Is God’s goodness in action? It’s not enough

simply to believe that there is a God, that God exists. We also want to know if God acts.

Let’s be even more honest about our beliefs and our doubts. Our basic concern when it comes

to faith in God, or believing in God is not the question, Does God exist? Our basic question is, Is God

there for me?

Our Scripture from the Exodus is concerned with these questions about doubt and faith. For 400

years, scholars estimate, the Hebrews languished in Egyptian slavery. This little tribe of rag-tag,

nomadic wanderers—without an army, with no political power, no leadership, totally under the heel of

the mightiest empire in the world—served as slaves to the mighty Pharaoh and the Egyptians. Without

power, they were without hope. Egypt and its armies have complete power and total control and
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privilege; Israel, the slaves, have total powerlessness and hopelessness.

Then this man Moses shows up, a murderer, fugitive from Egyptian justice, and says to the

Hebrews that God has appointed him to lead them from slavery to freedom. You may recall, back in

Exodus 3, when Moses was called by God, Moses’ great concern was, “Who am I that I should go to

the Pharaoh and say, ‘Let my people go’? Pharaoh is going to listen to me?”

But Moses might have also have had his doubts too: “Who am I to go before my own people,

and say to them, ‘God has appointed me so that we can go head-to-head against the Pharaoh and you

can be delivered from your slavery?’”

That there should be a God, that this God should care, and that the way this God showed care

was by appointing a not-too-talented-at-public-speaking Moses to be the Great Deliverer must have

seemed to many among the Hebrews to be a ridiculous idea. Impossible to believe.

Surely, they doubted not only Moses as a leader, but they doubted the sort of God, who would

think it was a good idea to send someone like Moses to be a leader. No focus group approved Moses!

Remember back in Exodus 3, when God called Moses, Moses did not know who God was. God had to

say to Moses, in the burning bush, “I am the God of your forebearers. I’ve heard the cry of my people. I

have come down to deliver them.”

Moses’ response? “Who are you?”

It had been so long since the Hebrews had heard from God—so long since they had worshipped

the true and living God who had made a covenant with Israel—that they had forgotten how. God had to

tell Moses God’s name.

So you can imagine that when Moses shows up and says to the Hebrew slaves, “The God,

whom you don’t know has appointed me (whom you don’t know either) to be your leader to deliver you

from slavery to the most mighty empire in the world,” many must have scratched their heads and
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doubted.

“Say what?”

Then comes this Sunday’s Scripture.

There had been protracted negotiations with the mighty Pharaoh. Pharaoh refuses to let the

slaves go to freedom. There are a series of escalating plagues.

On that final fateful night of the Passover, Moses tells all of the Hebrew slaves to gather up their

few belongings quickly and head out toward the sea and then the desert. Slavery was terrible, but it

was the only existence any of the Hebrews had ever known. Now, just on the basis of Moses’ words

about a command from an unknown God, the slaves must venture forth in faith into a totally

unimaginable world of freedom. Many must have doubted God.

But then the Pharaoh changes his mind and sends his mighty army and their chariots to bring

the Hebrews back to Egyptian bondage.

When the Hebrews looked over their shoulders and saw the Egyptian chariots approaching,

surely their doubt must have reached a fever pitch. “We disobeyed Pharaoh and came out here to the

sea on the basis of the words of Moses and this God named ‘I Am’? Were we crazy to believe such a

thing?”

Then the wild, dramatic events follow. (I hope that most of you have seen The Ten

Commandments with its cinematic splitting of the sea into two great walls, and the Hebrews racing

through the land, then the sea comes crashing back over the Egyptian armies. I’m not nearly eloquent

enough to describe the scene. Only Cecil B. DeMille could do it justice!)

Standing there on the other side of the sea as the most mighty army of the greatest empire of

the world is engulfed in the waves, the once powerless Hebrews watched the once all-powerful

Egyptians subdued by the power of “I Am” without any of the Hebrews ever having to lift a finger to
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defeat the Egyptian Empire. It’s then that the Hebrews said, “Wow. Now we believe in Moses and the

God who sent Moses. There must really be a God after all, and, most amazing of all, that God must

care about us, and not only care about us, but is willing to act to deliver us.”

As Exodus says it, “God rescued Israel from the Egyptians that day. Israel saw the Egyptians

dead on the seashore. Israel saw the amazing power of God against the Egyptians. The people were in

awe of God, and they believed in Yahweh and in his servant Moses” (v. 30-31).

They believed in God and in his servant Moses. Of course, they believed. What dufus could

possibly doubt, standing there safe, delivered, and free on the shore after watching this divine drama

enacted before them?

Maybe at this point you are thinking to yourself, “I’ve had doubts about God and God’s activity.

Who hasn’t? I wish God would do something this dramatic in front of me. Then I wouldn’t have any

doubts. Belief would be easy.”

But perhaps we should not give too much credence to our doubting. There is the possibility that

God is dramatically intervening in human history today. Maybe not the same way God intervened on

behalf of the slaves in the Exodus, but still working wonders, actively engaging on behalf of those in

bondage. Maybe the problem in our not seeing these divine interventions is not that they don’t happen,

but that we are blind to their occurrence.

If you began looking at the world by saying, “I’m not sure there is a God, and if there is a God,

I’m sure that that God does not actively care about the course of human history,” then it is unsurprising

that you would look at human history and say, “I don’t see any God doing any work of deliverance.”

If you are conditioned to think through years of schooling as well as by living in this secular,

officially atheistic culture, that there is a non-God explanation for everything that happens in the world,

then that’s the sort of world you see.
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What I’m saying here is that maybe we ought to doubt our “faith” in an inactive, detached, and

unconcerned God. Contemporary empires, like the Empire of Egypt and the Pharaoh, have a stake in

getting you to believe that they are all-powerful, that they have a monopoly on what can be done and

what can never be done. Contemporary atheism tends not simply to believe that there is no God but

rather they believe that the God of the Empire is the only God worth worshipping, worth trusting.

Pharaohs of any age are threatened by the notion that there are competing gods, and that one

of those gods—the God of Israel who heard and that responded to the cries of the Hebrew

slaves—might well go head-to-head with the Pharaoh’s presumption to be God!

When the Hebrews stood on the shore of the sea and realized that through the mighty acts of

God, they were free, they said not only, “Now we believe in Moses and Moses’ God,” they also implied,

“We were wrong in what we formerly believed about God’s lack of concern and God’s inactivity. Now

we know the truth about God.”

Perhaps, amid any of our natural doubts, Exodus tells this dramatic account of deliverance in

order to enable us to doubt our doubts. God has acted dramatically to deliver the Hebrew slaves in the

past and, in spite of any of your doubts, God might do so again. If you doubt that there is a God, and

that this God is actively intervening on the side of the oppressed to punish the oppressor and to deliver

the oppressed, keep looking over your shoulder. God acted dramatically in the Exodus—and might well

do so again.

The story of the movement of the Hebrews from doubt to belief, from despair to faith, from

slavery to freedom, also challenges our doubts today, by saying, in effect, “Admittedly, the dramatic

events of the Exodus—with the destruction of the Egyptian Army, the dividing of the sea, followed by

the joining of the sea and the defeat of the Empire—don’t happen every day, but they did happen. And

who knows? They may happen in your day. They may happen, in one form or another, even to you.”

5Deliverance at Work.ser.wpd



There may even be people here this morning who, in one way or another, could testify, “While I

didn’t stand on the shore with the Hebrew slaves and see the sea divide and swallow the Egyptians, I

did witness, in my own life, something similar.”

You were told by a competent oncologist that your cancer was untreatable and incurable. But

wonder of wonders, you got better. Today, your dreaded disease, the one that you thought you were

powerless to overcome, appears to have been overcome. You were delivered, not by anything that you

did. You have therefore come to believe that your remission was an act of God.

After so many failures to overcome drug addiction, you figured that your son’s addiction was a

lifetime sentence, a death sentence, and his enslavement to drugs was something that you simply had

to accept as one of those situations that you are powerless to change. But then your son had this

strange, unexpected and inexplicable spiritual experience. He said, “God has come to me. I’m different.

Everything is changed.”

You doubted him because you had heard it all before. And yet, this time, he was really changed.

He was dramatically different. He was born again. You had to say to yourself, and maybe even to God,

“I was wrong in doubting the possibility of deliverance. Now I truly believe that God is able.”

If you know a story about the slaves in Egypt—trapped, bound in slavery for four hundred years,

no way out, nothing they could do to change their situation—sent an unlikely leader like Moses, packing

up in the middle of the night and heading out toward the sea with little more than the shirts on their

backs, watching in wonder as God did for them what they could never do for themselves, well, who

knows?

Maybe there is more of a God out there, in here than we dared believe. It’s enough to make you

doubt your doubts. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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