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Israel comes out of Egypt ready to go the land of milk and honey. Instead of heading 

north, the Lord takes them south into the wilderness. Not only is this the wrong way, it 

leaves Israel a sitting duck for the Egyptian chariots to come destroy them. God 

brings Israel to the brink of death in order to save them to the uttermost.    

 

The Wrong Way 

The Via Maris or Way of the Sea runs from Egypt north along the Mediterranean 

coast to Canaan. Although it’s an easy route, God knows the prospect of war with the 

Philistines, who are cousins of the Egyptians (Gen. 10:13), would turn Israel back to 

Egypt (v17). Israel marches out, rank and file (v8). The choice is literally to go right 

instead of left, a seemingly small but massively inconvenient decision. It’s easy to 

look like you are following the Lord but refuse to do so when it matters, especially 

when no one is looking. What seem like random occurrences or inconsequential 

decisions test our faith. What are the chances my child would get cancer? There’s a 

way to make disobedience and distrust sound reasonable. Moses spells out the fact 

that we do not know what God knows, and if we did, we wouldn’t understand: “Great, 

no war with Philistia, but the Egyptian chariots are coming for us anyway!” This is why 

we walk by faith, trusting the Lord who cares for us in exhaustive detail (Lk. 12:7). 

Israel goes the “wrong way”, but they go (at first!) in the right way, carrying Joseph’s 

bones (v19): “By faith Joseph, when he was dying, made mention of the departure of 

the children of Israel, and gave instructions concerning his bones” (Heb. 11:22; Gen. 

50:25). Joseph believed God’s promise 400 years earlier about the land and wanted 

to be buried and resurrected with his people. Israel carried the witness of God’s past 

faithfulness into His promised future.  

 

Cloud & Fire 

Israel is headed for the brink, but not alone. They camp in the wilderness, lead by the 

Lord in a pillar of cloud by day and fire by night (vv20-21). This is one pillar called the 

Shekinah or glory cloud, a manifestation of God’s presence that leads as they travel 

and protects at night. Ezekiel sees this cloud coming as a whirlwind out of the north, 

and Isaiah prophecies about the renewal of Israel when “the Lord will create above 

every dwelling place of Mount Zion, and above her assemblies, a cloud and smoke by 

day and the shining of a flaming fire by night. For over all the glory there will be a 

covering (Is. 4:5; cf. Ezek. 1:4;). God’s presence, protection, and glory are visible to 

eye of faith because the Lord does not take it away (v22). This cloud will cover the 

tabernacle and fill it with the glory of the Lord (40:34). Many Christians want a pillar of 

cloud to lead and fire to warm and protect, but we have much more. When the 

disciples are troubled about Jesus’ departure, He promises to send the Spirit who 

“dwells with you and will be in you. I will not leave you orphans; I will come to you” 

(Jn. 14:17-18). God’s love resides in us through the Spirit: “Now hope does not 

disappoint, because the love of God has been poured out in our hearts by the Holy 

Spirit who was given to us” (Rom. 5:5).  
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Summum Bonum 

Yahweh sends them to camp between Migdol and the sea, an Egyptian fortress and a 

dead end. They are on their way out of Egypt when God tells them to pull over and 

put their backs against the sea (v2). This appears so stupid that Pharaoh will think 

they’re confused and seek to destroy them (v3). He regrets letting them leave Egypt, 

martials 600 choice chariots and every other one, and sends all the captains and 

horses of Egypt to confront Israel (vv5-9). These are not ponies and buggies, but 

lethal war machines that cut down foot soldiers like grass. Israel’s first reaction is to 

cry out the Lord, but then they turn on Moses (vv10-12). They’re completely wrong; 

it’s not better to serve in Egypt than die in the wilderness, nor is it better, as Satan 

says in Milton’s Paradise Lost, to reign in hell than serve in heaven. If it comes to it, 

it’s better to go down swinging, defying the enemies of the living God, than to live 

under their thumb. Dying for truth is better than living in sin. Israel’s accusations and 

false reinterpretations of the past are driven by fear, so they are told to fear not, stand 

still, and see the salvation of the Lord (v13). He will fight for them, and they’ll shut up 

(v14). Salvation is a monergistic work of God—He alone does it. Like Eustace being 

un-dragoned by Aslan in The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, we witness God’s 

sovereign and solitary work of salvation. Then we work out what God works in 

because He is at work in us to will and to do for His good pleasure (Phil. 2:12-13). 

After all the back and forth with Pharaoh, plague after plague culminating in the death 

of the firstborn, we might wonder if this is really necessary. That Pharaoh and his 

army would again come against the living God, and that Israel would again doubt Him 

and attack His prophet, should shock and teach us. This is why it’s necessary: “So I 

will gain honor over Pharaoh and over all his army, his chariots, and his horsemen. 

Then the Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord, when I have gained honor for 

Myself over Pharaoh, his chariots, and his horsemen” (3:17-18). God’s glory is His 

greatest concern. He is glorified in the death of death, and in the salvation and 

sanctification of His people. His glory Is our life. We find it on the brink of death.  

 

  

 


