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Exodus 14:1-31 
 

Verse 1-4a 
Then YHWH said to Moses, “Tell the Israelites to turn back and 
encamp near Pi Hahiroth, between Migdol and the sea. They are to 
encamp by the sea, directly opposite Baal Zephon. Pharaoh will think, 
‘The Israelites are wandering around the land in confusion, hemmed 
in by the desert.’ And I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and he will pursue 
them.”      
• YHWH tells Moses to turn the march around. They were headed south 

(see last week’s notes). They are to turn around and march north, back 
towards Rameses, the capitol city of Egypt and the place from which 
the march out of Egypt began. This change in direction, observed by 
Pharaoh will convince him that there is “confusion” in the Hebrew 
camp. It will look as if the Hebrews do not know what they are doing. 

• YHWH tells Moses to have the people camp at a very specific place 
near the “sea.” Pi Hahiroth is located near Migdol and Baal Zephon. 
Migdol means “watchtower.” Baal Zephon means Baal, the name of 
one of the gods worshipped in Egypt, of the north. We do not know 
the location of any of these places today.  

• The “sea” is mentioned. The Hebrews are to encamp “by the sea.” 
Scholars argue over which sea. The Hebrew word is “Yom Suph.” 
Translated, the Hebrew words are “Sea of Reed.” Some scholars argue 
that there is a shallow inlet on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea 
called the Reed Sea by Egyptians. They claim that the crossing 
described in these verses happened there. In which case the miracle 
described in this chapter is not much at all because the sea is so 
shallow and the swallowing up of Pharaoh’s army never happened. 
However, it is more likely that the Hebrew words are descriptive of 
the place rather than its name. The Hebrew word “Yom Suph” can be 
translated sea of weeds. Thus, they describe a place where seaweed 
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covers the top of the water as opposed to naming a specific spot. This 
description could be used for any place where there was, at the time, 
an abundance of seaweed. 

• As a result of the apparent confusion among the Hebrews, God will 
“harden Pharaoh’s heart,” again. He will allow Pharaoh to convince 
himself that his decision to obey God was foolish and to take steps to 
correct his error. Pharaoh will decide to go after the Hebrews in order 
to return them to Egypt as slaves.  

 
   Verse 4b 

“But I will gain glory for myself through Pharaoh and all his army, 
and the Egyptians will know that I am YHWH.” So the Israelites did 
this.  
• God assures the people that through Pharaoh’s mind change, God will 

bring glory to himself and prove to the Egyptians once again that he is 
YHWH, EL SHADDAI, God Almighty. This truth will again be 
shown to both Egypt and Israel. 

• Once again, the stage is set for a show down between YHWH and the 
most powerful man on the face of the earth, Pharaoh, the King of 
Egypt.  

 
Verse 5 
When the king of Egypt was told that the people had fled, Pharaoh and his 
officials changed their minds about them and said, “What have we done? 
We have let the Israelites go and have lost their services!”  

• The tense of the verbs in this passage indicates that Pharaoh and his 
officials had these thoughts from the moment that Israel left Rameses. 
They realized that they had lost the resources of 600,000 men who 
provided free labor to Egypt as slaves. The economic impact of that 
fact caused them to revisit their decision immediately. Thus we 
understand that when the text says that “God hardened Pharaoh’s 
heart,” it means that God allowed Pharaoh to become determined to 
act in, what appeared to be, his own best interests. God did not force 
Pharaoh to the conclusion he reached. He simply allowed Pharaoh to 
become determined to act on what he thought. 

 
Verse 6-9 
So he had his chariot made ready and took his army with him. He took 
six hundred of the best chariots, along with all the other chariots of 
Egypt, with officers over all of them. YHWH hardened the heart of 
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Pharaoh king of Egypt, so that he pursued the Israelites, who were 
marching out boldly. The Egyptians -- all Pharaoh’s horses and 
chariots, horsemen and troops -- pursued the Israelites and overtook 
them as they camped by the sea near Pi Hahiroth, opposite Baal 
Zephon. 
• Pharaoh assembled a formidable force to pursue the Hebrews. He 

assumed personal charge over this armed force. This force found the 
Hebrews encamped near Yom Suph. 

 
Verse 10-12 
As Pharaoh approached, the Israelites looked up, and there were the 
Egyptians, marching after them. They were terrified and cried out to 
YHWH. They said to Moses, “Was it because there were no graves in 
Egypt that you brought us to the desert to die? What have you done to 
us by bringing us out of Egypt? Didn’t we say to you in Egypt, ‘Leave 
us alone; let us serve the Egyptians’? It would have been better for us 
to serve the Egyptians than to die in the desert!” 
• The people of Israel can see the approaching Egyptian army. At first 

they are afraid and cry out to God for help. But they soon turn on 
Moses, accusing him of having brought them out into the desert to die. 

• The people who “marched out boldly” (see verse 8) quickly lost all 
their bravado as they faced Pharaoh’s army.   

 
Verse 13-14 
Moses answered the people, “Do not be afraid. Stand firm and you will 
see the deliverance YHWH will bring you today. The Egyptians you see 
today you will never see again. YHWH will fight for you; you need only 
to be still.” 
• Moses told Israel that all they needed to do was stand firm in their 

faith and God would defend them against the huge army that was 
before them. They need do nothing except stand still, not run away, 
and they will see God defend them. 

 
Verse 15-16 
Then YHWH said to Moses, “Why are you crying out to me? Tell the 
Israelites to move on. Raise your staff and stretch out your hand over 
the sea to divide the water so that the Israelites can go through the sea 
on dry ground.” 
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• Though the people did not run in fear, apparently there was no place 
to go as they were trapped before the army of Pharaoh and Yom Suph, 
they continue to cry out to God for help. As God had already 
promised to help, he asked Moses why the people continued to cry out 
for his aid. 

• God moved to provide Israel’s escape. He told Moses to stretch out 
his staff over the waters of Yom Suph. The sea would part allowing 
the Hebrews to cross through the sea on dry ground. God would 
provide the escape for his people. 

• The command to “move on” stands in direct contradiction to the 
command to stand still (see verses 13-14). There is a time to “wait on 
the Lord” and a time to “move at his command.” 

 
Verse 17-18 
“I will harden the hearts of the Egyptians so that they will go in after 
them. And I will gain glory through Pharaoh and all his army, through his 
chariots and his horsemen. The Egyptians will know that I am YHWH 
when I gain glory through Pharaoh, his chariots and his horsemen.” 

• God tells Moses that the Egyptians will arrogantly follow the 
Israelites into the parted sea and that through this arrogant decision on 
their part he will gain “glory,” victory, over Pharaoh. It will be a 
resounding victory by which the Egyptians will know him to be 
YHWH, EL SHADDAI, God Almighty. 

 
Verse 19-20 
Then the angel of God, who had been traveling in front of Israel’s army, 
withdrew and went behind them. The pillar of cloud also moved from in 
front and stood behind them, coming between the armies of Egypt and 
Israel. Throughout the night the cloud brought darkness to the one side 
and light to the other side; so neither went near the other all night long. 

• Apparently, an unseen angel accompanied Israel on their journey. 
This angel was not their guide (see 13:20-21). They were led by the 
pillars of cloud and fire. This angel was their guardian/protector. Most 
likely, it was Michael himself. This angel moved from the front to the 
rear to stand between Israel and the approaching army of Pharaoh. 

• The guiding pillars apparently merged (see verse 24) and moved into 
position between the two opposing nations. During the night Egypt 
experienced abject darkness preventing them from doing anything to 
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harass Israel while Israel experienced helpful light. The Israelites were 
given light so that they could march into the parted sea. 

 
Verse 21-22 
Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and all that night 
YHWH drove the sea back with a strong east wind and turned it into 
dry land. The waters divided, and the Israelites went through the sea on 
dry ground, with a wall of water on their right and on their left. 
• During the night via the light provided from the cloud with the angel 

standing between them and Egypt while the Egyptians fought total 
darkness, Moses lifted his hands, as per God’s instructions, and Yom 
Suph parted. A strong wind made the sea bottom dry and Israel passed 
through the sea on dry ground just as God had promised. With walls 
of water on each side of them, Israel passed through the sea. 

 
 Verse 23-25 
The Egyptians pursued them, and all Pharaoh’s horses and chariots      
and horsemen followed them into the sea. During the last watch of the 
night YHWH looked down from the pillar of fire and cloud at the Egyptian 
army and threw it into confusion. He made the wheels of their chariots 
come off so that they had difficulty driving. And the Egyptians said, “Let’s 
get away from the Israelites! YHWH is fighting for them against Egypt.” 

• The last watch of the night, sometime between 3 and 6 in the morning, 
the time for surprise military attack, the Egyptians found themselves 
on the sea bottom with walls of water on either side of them. 
Apparently, they had moved into this place by following the cloud 
which moved with Israel without seeing the danger. With the coming 
of dawn, they saw where they were and fell into panic.  

• Suddenly their chariots began to break down and they realized that 
YHWH was acting, as he had before, on behalf of the Hebrews. In 
their panic, they lost confidence and decided to retreat to safety. 

 
Verse 26-28 
Then YHWH said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the sea so that 
the waters may flow back over the Egyptians and their chariots and 
horsemen.” Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and at daybreak the 
sea went back to its place. The Egyptians were fleeing toward it, and 
YHWH swept them into the sea. The water flowed back and covered the 
chariots and horsemen -- the entire army of Pharaoh that had followed the 
Israelites into the sea. Not one of them survived. 
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• The Egyptian army that pursued Israel into Yom Suph was destroyed 
when the water rushed in upon them. None of Israel’s Egyptian 
pursuers survived the judgment of God.  

 
Verse 29-31 
But the Israelites went through the sea on dry ground, with a wall of water 
on their right and on their left. That day YHWH saved Israel from the 
hands of the Egyptians, and Israel saw the Egyptians lying dead on the 
shore. And when the Israelites saw the great power YHWH displayed 
against the Egyptians, the people feared YHWH and put their trust in him 
and in Moses his servant. 

• There were two outcomes of YHWH’s judgment on Egypt. 1. The 
Hebrews, seeing his great power, resolved to respect him and trust 
him. 2. The Hebrews resolved to respect and honor Moses as God’s 
servant.  

 
(These exegetical notes are the foundational study for the sermon entitled Their Backs Against the Sea.  
They have been prepared by the Reverend Doctor Charles H. Jensen, Senior Pastor at Cornerstone 
Fellowship, Coatesville Pennsylvania. All rights are reserved by Dr. Jensen and Cornerstone Fellowship.) 

  


