
 1 

“Adventures on the River: Exodus” 

July 22, 2018 
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Exodus 14:19-30, 15:20-21 

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. 20 It came between 

the army of Egypt and the army of Israel. And so the cloud was there with the darkness, and it lit 

up the night; one did not come near the other all night. 

21 Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea. The LORD drove the sea back by a strong east 

wind all night, and turned the sea into dry land; and the waters were divided. 22 The Israelites went 

into the sea on dry ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left. 
23 The Egyptians pursued, and went into the sea after them, all of Pharaoh’s horses, chariots, and 

chariot drivers. 24 At the morning watch the LORD in the pillar of fire and cloud looked down upon 

the Egyptian army, and threw the Egyptian army into panic. 25 He clogged[a] their chariot wheels 

so that they turned with difficulty. The Egyptians said, “Let us flee from the Israelites, for 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 water may come 

back upon the Egyptians, upon their chariots and chariot drivers.” 27 So Moses stretched out his 

hand over the sea, and at dawn the sea returned to its normal depth. As the Egyptians fled before 

it, the LORD tossed the Egyptians into the sea. 28 The waters returned and covered the chariots and 

the chariot drivers, the entire army of Pharaoh that had followed them into the sea; not one of 

them remained. 29 But the Israelites walked on dry ground through the sea, the waters forming a 

wall for them on their right and on their left. 

30 Thus the LORD saved Israel that day from the Egyptians; and Israel saw the Egyptians dead on 

the seashore. 31 Israel saw the great work that the LORD did against the Egyptians. So the people 

feared the LORD and believed in the LORD and in his servant Moses. 

20 Then the prophet Miriam, Aaron’s sister, took a tambourine in her hand; and all the women 

went out after her with tambourines and with dancing. 21 And Miriam sang to them: 

“Sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously; 

horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.” 

 

 

Caught between the devil and the deep blue sea.  That’s the title of a song first 

sung in 1931 by Cab Calloway, and later by Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald, and 

George Harrison, among others.  To be caught between the devil and the deep 

blue sea…It’s another way of saying you’re stuck between a rock and a hard place.  

There are two choices before you, and neither one of them looks good.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=exodus+14&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-1915a
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That’s where the Israelites found themselves at the beginning of our scripture 

passage from the Book of Exodus.  Between the devil and the deep blue sea - a 

rock and a hard place.  This summer, we’re diving deeper into some of the 

adventures God’s people have on the water.   

 

Let’s review what happened to the Israelites.  They were enslaved for generations 

in Egypt.  They toiled and suffered under the heavy hand of Pharoah, forced to 

do hard, manual labor.  They were slaves, and yet the Pharoah feared them.  They 

were growing in number, so he ordered the murder of all infant boys in an 

attempt to keep their numbers and power from growing too strong.  The infant 

Moses escaped the genocide due to the quick thinking of the women in his life, 

and he is spared.   

 

Growing up, Moses repeatedly felt stuck between a rock and a hard place.  He 

was an Israelite, but he was raised by Egyptians.  He didn’t seem to fully belong 

anywhere.  He tried to figure out his identity in his community and it didn’t go 

well.  He ended up killing an Egyptian that was harming an Israelite, and he had 

to flee.  Stuck between a rock and a hard place.  He seemed to be stuck between 

a rock and hard place his whole life, where there seemed to be no way forward.  

And yet, a way forward was made.   

 

He eventually discovered, courtesy of a flaming bush, that he would be the one 

that God would use to free the Israelite people. Moses was ready with all of the 

reasons why he should NOT be the one to lead.  “I don’t speak well”.  You can’t 

lead people if you can’t talk to them.  But God said, “Too bad.  It’s you.  Take your 

brother with you and he can be your spokesperson.”  Caught between a rock and 

a hard place.  So, Moses and Aaron go to Pharoah and, as the song goes, he cries 

out, “Let my people GO!”   

 

If you know the words – sing along 

Go down….Moses…..Way down to Egypt land, tell old…Pharoah…..let my people go!    

 

Moses cried out to Pharoah nine times…let my people go!  And, nine times, 

Pharoah said “no”.  God sent down a plague after each refusal (frogs, lice, boils, 
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locusts).  Every horrible thing you can imagine, happened.  Still, Pharaoh would 

not back down.  After each time, you can imagine Moses felt caught between a 

rock and a hard place.  God told him to do something, it seemed to fail, and yet 

he wasn’t allowed to quit.  Finally, on the tenth time, as the song goes: 

 

Thus spoke the Lord, bold Moses said: 

Let My People Go! 

'If not I'll smite, your firstborn's dead' 

Let My People Go! 

 

'Go down, Moses 

Way down in Egypt land 

Tell old Pharaoh: 

Let My People Go!' 

 

Only after the firstborn in each family died, did Pharaoh finally agree to let God’s 

people go.  The Israelites?  Well, they were used to suffering and angst. 

But, now it was their time.  They packed up their most important belongings, and 

they hightailed it out of Egypt, with Moses and a great cloud from heaven as their 

guide.   

 

Now, if the pattern we see from Moses’ life is one of continually being caught 

between a rock and a hard place, the Israelites’ pattern is one of misfortune and 

complaint, followed by faith in God, followed by redemption and rejoicing…which 

then cycled right back to misfortune.  Over and over.   

 

They were all on their way to the promised land together when,- surprise! - 

Pharaoh changed his mind.  He said, “What have we done, letting Israel go free 

from their slavery to us?  Go get them!”  Pharaoh ordered all of his countries’ 

military might to chase after the Israelites.  The Israelites were walking to 

freedom.  The Egyptians were chasing them with their war horses and chariots.  

It’s no surprise they caught up with the people on foot.   

 

This set the stage for the pattern to begin again.  The Israelites saw Pharaoh’s 

army off in the distance, coming after them, And they went from celebrating their 
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freedom to blaming Moses.  “Weren’t there enough graves in Egypt that you 

took us away to die in the desert? What have you done to us by bringing us out 

of Egypt like this? 12 Didn’t we tell you the same thing in Egypt? ‘Leave us alone! 

Let us work for the Egyptians!’ It would have been better for us to work for the 

Egyptians than to die in the desert.” 

 

Moses was not only caught between a rock and hard place, but he and all of the 

Israelites were now also stuck between the devil and the deep blue sea.  There 

was no place for them to go without dying.  Death by sword, or death by 

drowning.   

 

Moses told them not to worry and to do what he says.  And then, because this is 

what the Israelites consistently did when they were on the brink of despair, they 

trusted in God and followed.   

 

That’s what leads up to our scripture for today.  In faith, they trusted God, they 

trusted Moses, and they found a way forward.  The waters divided, making a path 

forward where there seemed to be no way forward - similar to the separating of 

the waters that we first see in the creation story.  Like the baptismal waters that 

signify being born into a new life, the people walked through the water of the 

deep blue sea into new life.  A new life free of oppression.  A new life free of 

enslavement.   

 

The Israelites turned back to see the decimation of Pharaoh’s power and they 

immediately rejoiced, for God brought them through.  Miriam, the prophet, led 

them in singing and dancing and praising God.  She made sure to bring her 

tambourines for the journey out of Egypt because praising God was essential for 

the people.   

 

But, the Israelites, after all of that rejoicing and celebrating with Miriam and 

acting in faith, their pattern continued.  Can you guess what happened next?  

Immediately after they sang and danced and worshipped, they experienced 

misfortune.   Complaining came next.  Why?  Because of water.  Water – the thing 

that had just saved them – now looked like it would lead to their demise.  Why?  

Because they didn’t have any or, rather, they didn’t have any water they could 
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actually drink.   So, they complained about the position Moses had put them in 

until, once again, God intervened and they respond, once again, with faith.   

 

Pharaoh thought he was God.  He acted like he was God.  But, he wasn’t God.  

Yet, he had a whole lot of power because people did what he told them to do.  

Why did they follow?  A whole bunch of Egyptians lost their lives because they 

did what Pharaoh ordered them to do, without question.  Pharaoh wasn’t 

concerned about their lives,  They were just a means to an end.  But, they still 

went along…perhaps because they benefited from it, too.  If the Israelite slaves 

were forced to do work, that was hard labor the Egyptians didn’t have to do 

themselves.  Better to have someone else on the bottom rung of work.  Maybe 

they feared for their own lives if they didn’t go along with Pharaoh’s decrees.  

Whatever the reasons for not questioning Pharaoh, they participated in the 

suffering of others and it caused their own suffering.   

 

Now, it’s tempting for us to read ourselves into this story of old and presume that 

we are like the Israelites.  But, what if we’re more like the Egyptians?  Both groups 

are faithfully following - one after God and the other after Pharoah.   What if 

we’re following after the wrong thing?  And how do we tell the difference 

between the path of God and the path of Pharoah?  It can be hard for us to tell, 

sometimes.  Based on this foundational faith story, we can ask ourselves – Does 

our action or inaction oppress others?  Does it cause others to suffer?  Does our 

action or inaction foster freedom?  Does it create pathways that lead to new life?  

May God guide us in asking hard questions and guide us towards faithfully 

following God and not Pharaoh.   
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Sermon 

 

Caught between the devil and the deep blue sea.   

That’s the title of a song first sung in 1931 by Cab Calloway,  

and later by Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald, and George Harrison, among others.  

To be caught between the devil and the deep blue sea… 

It’s another way of saying you’re stuck between a rock and a hard place.   

There are two choices before you,  

and neither one of them looks good.   

 

That’s where the Israelites found themselves at the beginning of our scripture 

passage from the Book of Exodus.   

Between the devil and the deep blue sea - a rock and a hard place.   

This summer, we’re diving deeper into some of the adventures  

God’s people have on the water.   

 

Let’s review what happened to the Israelites.   

They were enslaved for generations in Egypt.   

They toiled and suffered under the heavy hand of Pharoah,  

forced to do hard, manual labor.   

They were slaves, and yet the Pharoah feared them.   

They were growing in number,  

so he ordered the murder of all infant boys in an attempt to keep their numbers  

and power from growing too strong.   

The infant Moses escaped the genocide  

due to the quick thinking of the women in his life, and he is spared.   
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Growing up, Moses repeatedly felt stuck between a rock and a hard place.   

He was an Israelite, but he was raised by Egyptians.   

He didn’t seem to fully belong anywhere.   

He tried to figure out his identity in his community and it didn’t go well.   

He ended up killing an Egyptian that was harming an Israelite,  

and he had to flee the country.   

Stuck between a rock and a hard place.   

He seemed to be stuck between a rock and hard place his whole life,  

where there seemed to be no way forward.   

And yet, a way forward was made.   

 

He eventually discovered, courtesy of a flaming bush,  

that he would be the one that God would use to free the Israelite people.  

Moses was ready with all of the reasons why he should NOT be the one to lead.   

“I don’t speak well”.   

You can’t lead people if you can’t talk to them.   

But God said, “Too bad.  It’s you.   

Take your brother with you and he can be your spokesperson.”   

Caught between a rock and a hard place.   

So, Moses and Aaron go to Pharoah and,  

as the song goes, he cries out, “Let my people GO!”   

 

If you know the words – sing along 

Go down….Moses….. 

Way down to Egypt land, 

 tell old…Pharoah….. 

let my people go!    
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Moses cried out to Pharoah nine times…let my people go!  

 And, nine times, Pharoah said “no”.   

God sent down a plague after each refusal (frogs, lice, boils, locusts).   

Every horrible thing you can imagine, happened.   

Still, Pharaoh would not back down.   

After each time, you can imagine Moses felt caught between a rock and a hard 

place.  God told him to do something, it seemed to fail,  

and yet he wasn’t allowed to quit.   

Finally, on the tenth time, as the song goes: 

 

Thus spoke the Lord, bold Moses said: 

Let My People Go! 

'If not I'll smite, your firstborn's dead' 

Let My People Go! 

 

Join me:   

'Go down, Moses 

Way down in Egypt land 

Tell old Pharaoh: 

Let My People Go!' 

 

Only after the firstborn in each family died,  

did Pharaoh finally agree to let God’s people go.   

The Israelites?   

Well, they were used to suffering and angst. 

But, now it was their time.   
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They packed up their most important belongings,  

and they hightailed it out of Egypt,  

with Moses and a great cloud from heaven as their guide.   

 

Now, if the pattern we see from Moses’ life  

is one of continually being caught between a rock and a hard place,  

the Israelites’ pattern is one of misfortune and complaint,  

followed by faith in God,  

followed by redemption and rejoicing… 

which then cycled right back to misfortune.   

Over and over.   

 

They were all on their way to the promised land together when,- surprise! –  

Pharaoh changed his mind.   

He said, “What have we done, letting Israel go free from their slavery to us?   

Go get them!”   

Pharaoh ordered all of his countries’ military might to chase down the Israelites.   

The Israelites were walking to freedom.   

The Egyptians were chasing them with their war horses and chariots.   

It’s no surprise they caught up with the people on foot.   

 

This set the stage for the pattern to begin again.   

The Israelites saw Pharaoh’s army off in the distance, coming after them,  

And they went from celebrating their freedom to blaming Moses.  

“Weren’t there enough graves in Egypt that you took us away to die in the 

desert? What have you done to us by bringing us out of Egypt like this?   

Didn’t we tell you the same thing in Egypt? ‘Leave us alone!  
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Let us work for the Egyptians!’  

It would have been better for us to work for the Egyptians than to die in the 

desert.” 

 

Moses was not only caught between a rock and hard place,  

but he and all of the Israelites were now also  

stuck between the devil and the deep blue sea.   

There was no place for them to go without dying.   

Death by sword, or death by drowning.   

 

Moses tells them not to worry and to do what he says.   

And then, because this is what the Israelites consistently did  

when they were on the brink of despair,  

they trusted in God and followed.   

 

That’s what leads up to our scripture for today.   

In faith, they trusted God, they trusted Moses, and they found a way forward.   

The waters divided,  

making a path forward where there seemed to be no way forward –  

similar to the separating of the waters that we first see in the creation story.   

Like the baptismal waters that signify being born into a new life,  

the people walked through the water of the deep blue sea into new life.   

A new life free of oppression.   

A new life free of enslavement.   

 

The Israelites turned back to see the decimation of Pharaoh’s power  

and they immediately rejoiced, for God brought them through.   
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Miriam, the prophet, led them in singing and dancing and praising God.   

She made sure to bring her tambourines for the journey out of Egypt because 

praising God was essential for the people.   

 

But, the Israelites, after all of that rejoicing and celebrating with Miriam  

and acting in faith, their pattern continued.   

Can you guess what happened next?   

Immediately after they sang and danced and worshipped,  

they experienced misfortune.    

Complaining came next.   

Why?  Because of water.   

Water – the thing that had just saved them –  

now looked like it would lead to their demise.   

Why?   

Because they didn’t have any or, rather,  

they didn’t have any water they could actually drink.    

So, they complained about the position Moses had put them in until, once again,  

God intervened and they respond, once again, with faith.  And rejoicing.   

And the pattern begins again. 

 

Pharaoh thought he was God.   

He acted like he was God.   

But, he wasn’t God.   

Yet, he had a whole lot of power because people did what he told them to do.   

Why did they follow?   

A whole bunch of Egyptians lost their lives  

because they did what Pharaoh ordered them to do, without question.   
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Pharaoh wasn’t concerned about their lives,   

They were just a means to an end.   

But, they still went along…perhaps because they benefited from it, too.   

If the Israelite slaves were forced to do work,  

that was hard labor the Egyptians didn’t have to do themselves.   

Better to have someone else on the bottom rung of work.   

Maybe they feared for their own lives if they didn’t go along with Pharaoh’s 

decrees.  Whatever the reasons for not questioning Pharaoh,  

they participated in the suffering of others and it caused their own suffering.   

 

We see Moses pattern, and the Israelites pattern, but what’s ours?   

It’s tempting for us to read ourselves into this story of old  

and presume that we are like the Israelites.   

But, what if we’re more like the Egyptians?   

Both groups are faithfully following –  

one after God and the other after Pharoah.    

How do we know if we’re following after the right or wrong thing?   

How do we tell the difference between the path of God and the path of Pharoah?   

It can be hard for us to tell, sometimes.   

Based on this foundational faith story, we can ask ourselves –  

Does our action or inaction oppress others?   

Does it cause others to suffer?   

Does our action or inaction foster freedom?   

Does it create pathways that lead to new life?   

May God guide us in asking hard questions  

and guide us towards faithfully following God. 
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