“Do the Math” Exodus 14:19-31

When the e-coli virus was found in the public water of Walkerton, Ontario in
May 2000, Elizabeth Conroy was a pastor and chairperson of the local
ministerial association in that community. As a result of e-coli, seven people
died, many more were hospitalized. Over half of the town’s population was ill.
As the chair of the ministerial association, Reverend Conroy was interviewed
by journalists, radio and television. A favorite question from all the media
had to do with forgiveness. Conroy says, “I talked about forgiving as Christ
has forgiven us. I also talked about Jesus’ teaching Peter that we are to forgive
not once, or twice, or even seven times, but 70 times 7. Do the math if you
want, but Jesus is saying that we should never quit forgiving.”

Public reaction to her interviews about forgiveness was varied. Several
people wrote letters to newspapers, some supporting the pastor’s view of
forgiveness, and some saying surely no one could be so naive in this day and
age to actually believe that forgiveness should be a way of life. Reverend
Conroy shared that “One person who I had never met parked in front of the
church and followed me home. He began his conversation saying that when he
stood at heaven’s gates and looked at the Public Utilities Commission workers
who were responsible for the water, he would take great pleasure in hearing
their cries for forgiveness ignored and seeing them sent straight to hell.”

Unlike the Passover story, Exodus 14 is a real made-for-Hollywood
story of God’s central act of deliverance in the Old Testament. It parallels
the act of Christ dying on the cross in the New Testament. In fact, when
Jesus talks about his crucifixion in terms of his “departure” in Luke 9, the
Greek word he uses is the word for “exodus.” In both cases, God is redeeming
his people from slavery—the Israelites from slavery in Egypt; you and me from
slavery to sin and death. In both cases it’s a story of deliverance.

After Pharaoh let Israel go, Pharaoh’s heart was hardened once again and
he ordered his troops to pursue the fleeing Israelites to the edge of the Red Sea,
trapping the Hebrews between the sea and the pursuing chariots. The Hebrew
slaves were sure that they were as good as dead, so they cried out to Moses.
But “Moses answered the people, “Do not be afraid. Stand firm and you will
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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”” (14:13). Of course, the Lord still fights for us. In other words, the
Exodus was the redemptive act of God alone, and Israel was merely the passive
recipient of God’s mercy. Israel did nothing to deserve her redemption any
more than we have done anything to deserve our redemption through Christ’s
death on the cross. The Exodus and the Cross are both undeserved gifts of
God’s immeasurable grace and love!

The Exodus story is recalled in almost all of the books of the Old
Testament and is celebrated yearly during Passover. But we don’t know exactly
when this event happened. Scripture is made up of four different accounts and
some details within it are confusing. For example, verse 21 says that the Lord
drove back the sea by a strong east wind, while verses 22 and 29 depict walls
of water piled up on each side. In verse 27, the terrified Egyptians rush into the
sea and drown, but in verse 28, the Egyptians are in the midst of the sea when
the waters return to engulf them. As in all multiple accounts of any historical
event, some of the details differ. But what we should not doubt is that the Lord
delivered his people from slavery, and from the time of the Exodus on, the
Lord God of Israel was identified by this mighty act. Listen to Exodus 20
verse 1: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt,
out of the house of bondage.” That was God’s calling card, his central saving
act. Only the God who did this could be the One true God. As only the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus who raised Christ from the dead can be truly God.

To understand the Exodus event as fully as possible, we need to note
how the Old Testament itself interprets it. We can say that its interpretation
of the event is threefold. 1) First, the exodus is understood as an act of
God’s love. God sees the Hebrews’ afflictions and sufferings, and he comes
down to deliver them in their need. Thus, Deuteronomy 7 can say that God
delivered Israel, not because they were a great people, but because he loved
them. 2) Second, God also delivered them because he wanted to lead them
to the land that he promised them. Deuteronomy 7 also reaffirms this. The
Old Testament understands that God’s redemption of his people gave them a
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new home and a new status. The prophets of the Old Testament, like Hosea,

consider that in the Exodus story God adopted Israel as his “son.” Just as our
redemption by Jesus gives us the totally new status of “children of God” and
heirs of his promises, so did Israel’s redemption make them members of God’s
family and his adopted children. From the time of the Exodus on, Israel’s love
for God was to be like that of a faithful son for his father (Jeremiah 3).

3) Third, it was the Exodus event that first made Israel a people. They
were a rag-tag band of Semites and foreigners, from varying backgrounds and
clans and regions. And what finally bound them all together was the fact
that they were all redeemed together. Their deliverance became their
bonding experience. As long as they remembered this mighty act of God, they
would be a united people.

The “battle accounts” of the Old Testament can be difficult because of the
range of responses they evoke among readers today. For some people war is so
objectionable that they reject any moral or ethical system that would condone it
or even countenance its brutality. Yet for others not only is war between
nations justifiable, but the struggles of the religious life are best conceived as
“a battle between good and evil.” On this Sunday, only 9 days after the
anniversary of the September 11 terrorist attacks on the United States, a story
that describes God setting a trap for a nation’s destruction might be difficult to
process.

While it might be satisfying for us to imagine our enemies being
swallowed up in the rush of mighty waters, the Lord Jesus himself taught a
quite different ethic towards our enemies. Because we begin the story today in
verse 19 it is framed as a story of divine deliverance, omitting the reference to
God “hardening Pharaoh’s heart” that I mentioned earlier from verse 13 so
that Pharaoh takes action that ultimately leads to the death of his own people.
Yet the descriptions of the entire Egyptian army drowning in the sea in vss. 26-
28 and of Israel looking back on “the Egyptians lying dead on the shore” in v.
30 are horrific enough. We gain nothing by sugarcoating the story, but neither
should we assume a kind of moral superiority either. What we can apply is a
wise balance. Acknowledging the universal human need for forgiveness is
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what makes the biggest difference. By shifting to that New Testament

perspective, we can find a more balanced point of view.

Notice that God’s actions against the Egyptians are clearly cast in the
tradition of Scripture as a form of “divine judgment.” It is because they
oppressed and enslaved the Israelites that God draws the Egyptians out to
defeat them in the wilderness. And the same wilderness that is death to the
Egyptians providentially becomes life to the Israelites. They are given new
birth as they pass through the waters of the sea.

Where might we see ourselves in this story? Naturally enough, our
inclination is to put ourselves in the place of the Israelites. We all believe
that a just God will judge evil and will act on behalf of those who have been
victims of evil acts. We see ourselves as God’s people, so we have a vested
interest in God’s judgment of those who have done us harm. It’s natural and
appropriate that we want to celebrate God’s authority and justice to deliver us
and to judge evil. But we must be careful to avoid self-righteousness that is
sometimes attached to those who see themselves as the beneficiaries of God’s
deliverance and redemption.

The act of simply receiving God’s grace does not assure that we
recipients of God’s grace will act graciously towards others. Before we
celebrate our victory over those who have hurt or oppressed us, we need to ask
ourselves whether there are others who would celebrate judgment brought
against us for our cruelty toward them. In the broad scheme of the whole world,
those of us in American churches are at least as likely to play the role of the
Egyptians in this story as we are to fulfill the role of the Hebrew slaves. I’'m
reminded of this every year when we come to the month of September and
9/11, when the twin towers came down in NYC and the citizens of over 100
nations perished, some of them Middle Eastern nations. Yes, American lives
were lost, but the murdered victims of 9/11 belong to the whole world, just as
the age-old need for forgiveness is without exception a universal human need.

This is a story of divine justice. But divine justice also requires that
we live a lifestyle of forgiveness. And as we all know, forgiveness isn’t easy.
Forgiveness is not saying, “Aw shucks, think nothing of it.” Genuine
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forgiveness is not denying or glossing over the wrong that’s been done. It is

refusing to allow past offenses to control the future. And there are all kinds of
ways that we can be trapped in the past if we do not open ourselves to
crossing the sea of God’s deliverance and forgiveness.

Situations like the Middle East are multi-faceted and complex, but it
cannot be denied that a lack of forgiveness for more recent as well as ancient
offenses aggravates the situation. The Jews of Europe suffered an unspeakable
injustice during the Holocaust, and no one should fault them for seeing the
deliverance of a remnant of Jewish families and the founding of the Jewish
state in 1948 as an act of divine deliverance for them at least on a par with the
Exodus story we heard today. But failing to forgive, living lives defined by the
injustice that they suffered, may blind them to injustices the Israeli Defense
Forces may have inflicted on others. By the same token, Palestinians cannot
build a future on the illusion that the last 78 years of history are going to be
reversed. Both Israelis and Palestinians must learn to forgive the ancient and
modern wrongs they have suffered if they are to build a future that won’t be
stuck in cycles of violence and revenge.

But even that is not the most important reason we must learn to
forgive. Jesus links the forgiveness we receive from God to our ability to
forgive others, when he teaches the disciples how to pray: “Forgive us our
sins, as we have forgiven those who sin against us”’ as the New Living
Translation correctly renders the verb tense in Jesus’ prayer. It’s not that we
could earn God’s forgiveness by forgiving others! The link is even more
intimate and personal than that.

If we cannot bring ourselves to forgive others, and perhaps even
ourselves, how are we ever going to genuinely accept that we have been
forgiven by God? For the sake of the future, for the sake of breaking cycles of
revenge, for the sake of our own forgiveness, “Do the Math!” Only Do Jesus’
Math! Jesus told Peter in Matthew 18:22 to keep on forgiving others “seventy
times seven.” And please remember that God’s forgiveness defies all
mathematical calculations. Because it never ends. Amen.



