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February 21, 2016 

Romans 6:6-11 

Exodus 14:10-14   Delivered From Slavery 

 

The Israelites were making a break for it. All of them, every man, 

woman, and child. They were fleeing Egyptian slavery with whatever 

they could carry. They were making a break for it. Finally, finally, they 

would be free. Free of the hard labor and the oppression. Free from the 

cruelty and brutality. Free because God had made it so. God had 

convinced Pharaoh with supernatural signs. Plagues of locusts and frogs 

and hail and rivers turned to blood. Plagues of gnats and boils and 

diseased livestock and darkness. “Let my people go,” God said to 

Pharaoh. “Let my people go,” said God’s prophet, Moses. With each 

powerful plague, Pharaoh promised he would. And then, he would 

change his mind. Until God sent one final calamity. The angel of the 

Lord passed over the land and killed all the first-born males of Egypt. It 

passed over, bringing death to every home, except for the homes of the 

Israelites whose doors had been marked with lamb’s blood. That night, 

the Israelites ate the meal of the Passover with their clothes on and their 
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bags packed and their shoes on their feet. They were ready for the 

moment when Pharaoh would give in. And finally they would be free. 

So the Israelites were making a break for it. Getting out as fast as they 

could. Leaving Egypt behind. Where, for over 400 years, they had been 

slaves. For over 400 years, they had been the designated cheap labor 

pool, the migrant workers of their day. Used for backbreaking work in 

the orchards and fields. They were the underpaid construction workers 

of their day, making bricks and mortar, for Pharaoh’s endless building 

projects. Built in the name of prosperity, in the name of ambition and 

success. The Egyptians made the lives of the Israelites bitter, it says in 

Exodus. They were ruthless toward them. 

For 400 years, the Egyptians used the Israelites as their slaves. And they 

were ruthless. The word ‘ruthless’ in Hebrew is bephareck. It means 

doing something rigorously or with severity. The root meaning of the 

word is to break apart or fracture. The Egyptians were ruthless toward 

the Israelites. They fractured their lives; broke apart their dignity. 

Crushing their humanity and their hope that they could be anything but 

slaves; convincing them they were just there to serve those in charge. 
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The Egyptians broke apart—they shattered the Israelites. They were 

ruthless. And then they started killing their children. To control the 

population, they said. They commanded all baby boys be thrown into the 

Nile. 

Can you imagine what it would be like to be treated so ruthlessly? To be 

forced to labor long and hard to build someone else’s empire. And to 

have your life and your family shattered in the process. It’s hard to 

imagine how one human being could be so ruthless to another. And yet, 

it’s not so hard to imagine. In the 19th century cotton plantations of the 

United States. In the modern day sweat shops of East Asia. In the forced 

labor conditions of today’s empires, that care so little about those who 

work for them. That push people harder and harder to produce more and 

more for less and less. The Bible seems pretty clear in this story from 

Exodus. Ruthless empires and Pharaohs that are ruthless, that shatter 

people and fractured their humanity, are not on God’s side. “Let my 

people go, says God. Let my people go, says Moses. This is not how my 

people, or any people, are meant to live.” 
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So here the Israelites are, today, hustling across the desert, making a 

break for it. They are breathless, wide-eyed, running on adrenaline. They 

are free. Finally free. Out from under the thumb of their terrible 

taskmasters. But wait, what’s this? Is that a dust cloud on the horizon? Is 

that the sound of chariot wheels? It couldn’t possibly be, but it is. 

Pharaoh and his army are in hot pursuit. Because Pharaoh has changed 

his mind again. He won’t let his cheap labor force get away so easily. He 

needs them as his slaves. And now, the Israelites are stuck. They have 

nowhere to go. The Red Sea is in front of them. Pharaoh is coming up 

behind. “Why have you brought us out here, Moses?, they yell. “Why 

did you bring us out here to die in the desert? Didn’t we tell you we’d 

rather be slaves? Freedom was a mistake! Let’s go back!”  

Here Israel stands at the edge of the Red Sea. They are about to pass 

through its waters to freedom on the other side. Freedom from 

oppression and life-fracturing Pharaohs. Freedom to be God’s beloved 

people once again. There is freedom through the waters of the Red Sea. 

Just as there is freedom through the waters of baptism. We pass through 

these waters at our font, and we pass from slavery to freedom. From a 
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life in captivity to our productivity and our market value. To a life of 

value as a child of God. Through these Red Sea waters, God sets us free. 

But as we see today, that freedom isn’t easy. It is dangerous and 

difficult. At the Red Sea, we learn three important things about our 

baptism. First, it takes God to intervene and set us free. Second, even 

after we are free, being free is not easy. And third, it takes time to be 

free, maybe even 40 years in the wilderness. 

First, freedom takes God’s intervention. It takes God interrupting 

business as usual with signs and strong words. It takes God disrupting 

things in Egypt with plagues and his prophet Moses. It takes God 

pushing back the waters of the Red Sea to make a way for God’s people. 

God must intervene. And that’s what God does in Jesus Christ. God in 

Jesus Christ intervenes with signs and strong words. Jesus disrupts the 

tyranny of possessions and politics. He disrupts the systems that break 

apart and shatter people’s lives. Jesus intervenes. He says, “Enough. 

You don’t have to worry about what you have or don’t have. You don’t 

have to worry about what the important people say should be important. 

This is an intervention. I’m setting you free from oppression and sin and 
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disease and fear.” And he pushes back the darkness to make a way to 

freedom. 

Maybe you know what it’s like when God intervenes. When there is a 

sign or there are strong words. And suddenly you aren’t enslaved any 

more. What had power over you no longer has power over you. Maybe 

it’s the kindness of a stranger. Or an act of forgiveness. Maybe it’s a job 

loss or a sudden illness. Maybe it’s the words you heard from a Sunday 

School teacher or a co-worker or a program on the radio. God intervenes 

to free you from what enslaved you to the endless, soulless laboring for 

life. God pulls back the Red Sea waters so you can be free. 

God steps in to deliver us. God intervenes. But then comes the hard part. 

We discover that it’s not so easy to be free. It’s not easy to leave behind 

the life in Egypt, the life of slavery to work and consumption, because 

that slavery is all that we know. I remember a few years ago the 

television writers had a strike. And there were no new TV shows. At the 

same time there was that transition to digital TV and at our house we 

lost one of our channels. And I thought, good, good, there isn’t much on 

TV anyway. This means I can give up TV. I won’t watch any. I’ll read 
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all the books I’ve been meaning to read. I’ll call my family. I’ll do the 

photo albums I’ve been meaning to do. But none of those things 

happened. Even though there was nothing on, I still turned on the TV. I 

watched reruns. I found old movies I hadn’t seen. I watched 

documentaries. I watched infomercials. Freedom from TV sounded nice, 

but not really that nice. 

Freedom means leaving slavery behind. It means not going back to 

Egypt. And that’s not easy. Just ask the people of Israel standing on the 

shore of the Red Sea, shouting at Moses, telling him they’d prefer 

slavery to freedom. They would prefer slavery to the new, possibly 

dangerous, definitely difficult way through the wilderness to freedom. 

They prefer slavery in Egypt even if it is ruthless and soul-crushing; at 

least it is familiar.  

Chances are, that familiar slavery tempts us too.  It tempts us to come 

back to what we know and what we’ve always done. Don’t venture out. 

Don’t rock the boat. You might get hurt. You might fail. You might die. 

Don’t go with God out into the desert toward some promised land. So 

we go hold on to the way we’ve always done things. We hold on to that 
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job. Or that difficult relationship that’s too hard to change. That 

addiction. That fear, that secret shame, that social pressure, that railroads 

us to fit in. We may not be free, but at least we are somewhere familiar. 

Freedom from slavery is not easy. It’s not safe. It isn’t the predictable 

labor of Pharaoh who keeps us working so hard that we can’t think. We 

can’t think. We don’t want to think. And this new life, it makes us think. 

It makes us different. God’s Kingdom is different than the kingdoms of 

this world. And it takes a while for us to get there to the ‘promised land’. 

And that’s the third point, that it takes time to be free. We pass through 

the waters of the Red Sea, the waters of our baptism. And it might seem 

like our deliverance is done after a Sunday morning trip to the font, 

followed by some nuts and mints. But we know better. We know how in 

the story it took 40 years for Israel to get out of the wilderness. Forty 

years of wandering and complaining and wishing they could go back to 

Egypt. Forty years of living and testing and learning and a whole new 

generation later, they were ready for the promised land. 

Freedom takes time. It takes traveling down that long, long road. It takes 

journeying and practicing and complaining. It takes being in the 



9 
 

company of others who help us stay on track. Who help us remember 

our freedom. That we are free of the economies of more and more. And 

the powers that push us to work harder and harder. And the Pharaohs 

that break apart life for their own gain. We remember God has set us 

free and that others should be free too. Free to live with joy and wonder. 

Free to be children of God. We announce that freedom when we mentor 

a child at school. Or sit with a new neighbor over coffee. Or work in the 

Community Garden together. Or appreciate art or nature. Or share a 

meal with someone we don’t know. When we live in the freedom of 

God’s kingdom, instead of the Kingdoms of the world that fracture and 

break lives apart. What would that life look like for us? And how could 

we faithfully practice that freedom together? 

Let us remember in our baptism, we have been delivered from slavery. 

We have been brought through the waters of the Red Sea. God has 

intervened because God means for us to be free. But that life of freedom 

won’t be easy. And it will take a long time to get there. But with hope 

and faith, we go forward. Toward the promised land, toward our 

freedom in Christ from fear and sin and death. Thanks be to God. 


