
Page 1 of 13                                                                https://zenodo.org/records/17140043  

Faith in the Face of Impossibility: A Theological and Biblical Analysis of 

Exodus 14:15 

 

Janfalan Yusuf Ph. D1, Nanlir Kartim Napbut Ph. D2*, Rose Bulus Boyi3, Philip 

Oyeyemi Ph. D4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT: The story of Israel’s deliverance at the Red Sea 

in Exodus 14:15 stands as one of the most profound biblical 

demonstrations of faith in the face of impossibility. When 

confronted with the Egyptian army behind them and the sea 

before them, the Israelites were paralyzed by fear and 

unbelief. God’s command to Moses, “Tell the Israelites to go 

forward,” reveals a theological paradox: faith often requires 

obedience even when the path ahead appears irrational or 

impossible. This passage underscores the biblical principle 

that divine power is not limited by human circumstances but 

is activated through trust and obedience. From a theological 

perspective, Exodus 14:15 illustrates the dynamics of faith as 

both an act of courage and dependence upon God’s 

sovereignty. The text invites believers to reimagine 

impossibility not as a dead end but as an arena for God’s 

redemptive action. Furthermore, it demonstrates that faith is 

forward-looking, pressing beyond human limitations to 

embrace divine possibilities. The narrative challenges 

Christians today to confront life’s crises not with despair but  
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with confidence that God can make a way where none exists. Thus, Exodus 14:15 

offers a theological lens through which believers can discern God’s power, presence, 

and promise in the midst of seemingly insurmountable challenges. 

Keywords: Deliverance, Faith, Impossibility, Obedience, Sovereignty. 

INTRODUCTION 

Faith in the face of impossibility represents one of the central themes of biblical 

theology. The narrative of Israel’s deliverance at the Red Sea, as recorded in Exodus 

14:15, offers a profound example of how divine intervention transforms hopeless 

situations into testimonies of God’s power. At this critical moment, the Israelites 

stood trapped between Pharaoh’s pursuing army and the impassable waters of the 

sea. In response to their despair, God instructed Moses to command the people to 

move forward, an act that appeared irrational but ultimately revealed the boundless 

possibilities of faith grounded in divine sovereignty. 

This text demonstrates the paradox of faith: it calls for obedience in the absence of 

human solutions and demands courage when circumstances suggest defeat (Childs 

235). For Israel, the command to go forward was not only a physical step but also a 

theological confession that God’s promises transcend human limitations. 

Theologically, the passage affirms that God specializes in transforming impossibility 

into opportunity (Brueggemann 792). Moreover, it situates faith as an active response 

that requires trust in God’s power to open a way where none exists (Fretheim 156). 

In the wider biblical witness, the Red Sea event becomes a paradigm for God’s 

saving acts, repeatedly referenced in Psalms, prophetic literature, and the New 

Testament as a symbol of deliverance and new beginnings (Goldingay 117). For 

contemporary Christians, Exodus 14:15 remains a call to trust God amid crises—

whether personal, communal, or national. Thus, a theological and biblical analysis of 

this passage provides critical insights into the nature of faith, divine sovereignty, and 

the call to obedience in times of impossibility. 

Clarification of Terms 

To establish a sound theological and biblical analysis of Exodus 14:15, it is important 

to clarify some key terms used in this study: 
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Faith: Faith, in biblical theology, is not merely intellectual assent but a radical trust in 

God’s character and promises. The Epistle to the Hebrews defines it as “the 

assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). Faith in 

Exodus 14:15 reflects Israel’s call to act in obedience despite the absence of visible 

solutions. As Barth observes, faith is “the human response to the divine Word which 

calls into existence that which does not exist” (Barth 365). 

Impossibility: The term “impossibility” refers to circumstances that surpass human 

ability to resolve. In the biblical context, impossibility is often the arena where God’s 

miraculous power is revealed. Jesus’ declaration that “with God all things are 

possible” (Matt. 19:26) reinforces the theological truth that what is beyond human 

capacity lies within divine sovereignty (Wright 102). For Israel, the Red Sea crossing 

symbolized the triumph of divine possibility over human impossibility. 

Obedience: Obedience, in the Old Testament, entails listening to God’s command 

and responding with action (Hahn 44). Moses’ role in relaying God’s instruction to 

Israel demonstrates that obedience is a vital aspect of faith. It is through obedience 

that faith becomes visible, moving from belief to practice. 

Deliverance: Deliverance is central to Israel’s identity as a covenant people. In 

Exodus, it refers to God’s redemptive intervention against oppressive powers. Childs 

highlights that deliverance at the Red Sea is not simply a political liberation but a 

theological act affirming God’s covenantal faithfulness (Childs 245). 

Sovereignty: The sovereignty of God refers to His supreme authority and ability to 

act according to His divine will. In the Exodus narrative, sovereignty is displayed as 

God demonstrates His power over nature, nations, and history. Brueggemann stresses 

that divine sovereignty in Exodus is not arbitrary but directed toward establishing a 

community of faith and justice (Brueggemann 799). 

Theoretical Framework 

A study of Exodus 14:15—“Tell the Israelites to go forward”—requires a theoretical 

framework that integrates biblical theology, hermeneutics, and faith studies. The 
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framework provides lenses through which the narrative of Israel’s deliverance at the 

Red Sea can be interpreted theologically and applied to contemporary contexts. 

Biblical Theology Framework: Biblical theology emphasizes the unity of God’s 

saving acts throughout Scripture. Within this perspective, Exodus 14:15 is not an 

isolated miracle but part of the overarching narrative of God’s covenantal 

faithfulness. Childs argues that biblical theology provides the bridge between the Old 

Testament text and the church’s ongoing theological reflection (Childs 12). Thus, the 

Red Sea event is interpreted as a paradigm of divine salvation repeated in later texts 

such as Isaiah 43:16 and 1 Corinthians 10:1–4. 

Hermeneutical Framework: The narrative is best understood through a hermeneutic 

of faith, which seeks to discern how God’s Word speaks to human crises. Gadamer 

stresses that interpretation is a dialogical process in which the text addresses new 

contexts without losing its historical grounding (Gadamer 305). Applying this, 

Exodus 14:15 is re-read as a call to contemporary believers to trust God amid 

impossible situations, transcending its ancient setting while retaining its theological 

depth. 

Faith and Crisis Theory: The story also resonates with theological perspectives on 

faith under pressure. Kierkegaard’s existentialist reading of faith describes it as “a 

leap into the absurd,” where trust in God defies rational calculation (Kierkegaard 47). 

This illuminates Israel’s forward march into the sea as an act of radical faith, setting 

a pattern for how believers are called to confront impossibility with obedience. 

Liberation Theology Lens: Finally, liberation theology frames Exodus 14:15 as a 

symbol of divine intervention against oppression. Gutierrez highlights that biblical 

deliverance narratives affirm God’s preferential option for the oppressed, offering 

hope and transformation (Gutierrez 153). The Red Sea crossing thus becomes not 

only a spiritual metaphor but also a socio-theological model for confronting systemic 

injustice. 

By combining these frameworks—biblical theology, hermeneutics, faith theory, and 

liberation theology—this study situates Exodus 14:15 as both an ancient testimony of 
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divine power and a contemporary call to courageous faith in the face of 

impossibilities. 

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative and interpretive methodology, focusing on a 

theological and biblical analysis of Exodus 14:15. The chosen methods include 

exegetical analysis, theological reflection, and contextual application, which together 

provide a holistic approach to understanding the text. 

Exegetical Analysis: The primary method involves a close reading of the biblical text 

in its literary, historical, and canonical contexts. Exegesis seeks to uncover the 

meaning of the command, “Tell the Israelites to go forward,” within the broader 

narrative of Israel’s deliverance. This approach follows the framework of biblical 

interpretation outlined by Fee and Stuart, who emphasize careful attention to genre, 

context, and canonical placement (Fee and Stuart 19). 

Theological Reflection: Beyond exegesis, the study engages in theological reflection 

to explore the nature of faith, impossibility, and divine sovereignty. Theology 

provides interpretive categories that move the discussion from ancient Israel’s 

experience to broader questions about God’s power and human obedience. Grenz 

argues that theology serves as a bridge between the biblical witness and 

contemporary faith practice (Grenz 68). 

Hermeneutical Method: The research also employs a hermeneutical lens that 

considers how the text speaks across time. This aligns with Gadamer’s view that 

interpretation involves a fusion of horizons, where the historical meaning of the text 

encounters the lived realities of present communities (Gadamer 302). By doing so, 

the text is not confined to its ancient setting but speaks prophetically to modern 

challenges. 

Contextual Application: Finally, the methodology integrates contextual theology, 

applying the message of Exodus 14:15 to contemporary crises of faith. Bevans notes 

that contextual theology ensures that Scripture remains relevant by engaging specific 

cultural, social, and existential realities (Bevans 5). This allows the study to connect 
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the Red Sea event with present-day situations of personal, communal, and national 

struggle. 

Through these combined methods—exegesis, theological reflection, hermeneutics, 

and contextual application—this study seeks to provide a comprehensive and 

relevant analysis of faith in the face of impossibility. 

Literature Review 

Scholarly engagement with Exodus 14:15 has produced a wide range of 

interpretations, focusing on themes of faith, divine sovereignty, and deliverance. The 

Red Sea narrative has been described as both a historical memory of Israel’s 

liberation and a theological paradigm for God’s saving power. 

Brevard Childs, in his Commentary on Exodus, emphasizes the theological function 

of the Red Sea story as the climax of Israel’s deliverance, noting that the command to 

move forward reveals God’s demand for active faith even in the face of hopelessness 

(Childs 243). Terence Fretheim similarly underscores that divine command and 

human response are inseparable; faith requires action that trusts in God’s ability to 

create possibilities where none exist (Fretheim 156). 

Walter Brueggemann situates the passage within the broader Old Testament witness, 

highlighting how Israel’s faith tradition repeatedly recalls the Red Sea event as a 

defining act of God’s sovereignty (Brueggemann 794). He argues that the narrative 

functions not only as history but also as a liturgical memory, shaping Israel’s identity 

and worship. 

From a theological standpoint, Karl Barth interprets faith in impossible 

circumstances as a radical response to God’s Word, which transcends human 

rationality (Barth 367). His insights resonate with Søren Kierkegaard’s existentialist 

view of faith as a “leap into the absurd,” illuminating how Israel’s forward march 

symbolizes total reliance on divine power (Kierkegaard 48). 

In the field of liberation theology, Gustavo Gutiérrez interprets the Exodus as a 

foundational text for understanding God’s preferential option for the oppressed. The 

command to move forward is read as a call to trust God’s liberating presence in the 
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struggle against systemic injustice (Gutiérrez 153). Similarly, African biblical 

scholars such as John Mbiti stress that the Exodus motif continues to inspire 

communities facing political oppression and existential crises, affirming God’s 

intervention in history (Mbiti 108). 

Overall, the literature establishes Exodus 14:15 as a theological and hermeneutical 

key for understanding faith in crisis. While some scholars emphasize historical-

critical issues, the majority interpret the passage as a testimony of God’s sovereign 

power, calling believers to obedient faith in impossible situations. 

Biblical Exegesis of Exodus 14:15 

Text and Context 

Exodus 14:15 records God’s instruction to Moses: “Why do you cry to me? Tell the 

Israelites to go forward.” This verse occurs within the climax of Israel’s deliverance 

narrative. Having been liberated from Egypt, the Israelites find themselves trapped 

between Pharaoh’s army and the Red Sea. Their fear leads to complaint, but God’s 

response shifts the focus from human anxiety to divine action. The verse is pivotal, 

as it transitions the story from despair to miraculous intervention. 

Historical Background 

Historically, the Red Sea event functions as Israel’s foundational memory of 

deliverance. Childs observes that the text is not merely a report of historical events 

but a theological rendering meant to shape Israel’s identity as God’s covenant people 

(Childs 245). The command to “go forward” illustrates Israel’s participation in God’s 

redemptive plan; while deliverance is God’s work, Israel’s obedience is essential. 

Literary Analysis 

The verse employs imperative language, stressing urgency and divine authority. The 

rebuke, “Why do you cry to me?” implies that prayer, while necessary, is insufficient 

without corresponding obedience. Fretheim highlights this dynamic, noting that faith 

in Exodus is not passive but enacted through concrete steps of trust (Fretheim 158). 
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The juxtaposition of Israel’s paralysis with God’s command underlines the paradox 

of faith—obedience in the face of impossibility. 

Theological Implications 

Theologically, Exodus 14:15 affirms divine sovereignty and human responsibility. 

Brueggemann argues that the Red Sea story demonstrates God’s power to create new 

futures for His people, even when none seem possible (Brueggemann 795). This 

aligns with Barth’s view of faith as human response to God’s command, which calls 

believers beyond rational security into radical trust (Barth 368). Furthermore, the 

verse anticipates New Testament themes of salvation by faith, where forward 

movement symbolizes trust in God’s redemptive act through Christ (1 Cor. 10:1–4). 

Canonical Significance 

Elsewhere in Scripture, the Red Sea crossing is repeatedly recalled as a paradigm of 

deliverance. Isaiah 43:16–19 evokes the event to assure Israel of new possibilities, 

while Psalm 77 reinterprets it as a testimony of God’s mighty acts in history. 

Canonical resonance underscores its enduring relevance as a model of faith in 

impossible situations. 

In summary, the exegesis of Exodus 14:15 reveals a text that is both historical and 

theological, calling Israel—and by extension the church—to courageous obedience 

in the face of human impossibility, trusting God’s sovereignty to open a way where 

none exists. 

Theological Analysis and Discussion 

Exodus 14:15 presents a rich theological framework for understanding the dynamics 

of faith, impossibility, obedience, deliverance, and divine sovereignty. The command 

to “go forward” is more than a historical instruction; it is a theological summons that 

continues to speak to communities of faith. 

Faith and Obedience 

Faith in this passage is inseparable from obedience. God’s command demands that 

Israel act before the sea is divided, illustrating that trust in God is not 
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 passive but requires concrete steps. As Kierkegaard argues, authentic faith often 

entails a “leap” that transcends rational security (Kierkegaard 

 49). In theological terms, obedience validates faith, transforming it from belief into 

lived reality. Moses’ role highlights that leadership rooted in faith helps guide 

communities through impossible situations (Fretheim 160). 

Impossibility and Divine Possibility 

The Red Sea represents human impossibility—a dead end. Yet the divine command 

reframes impossibility as the stage for God’s saving power. Brueggemann contends 

that biblical faith consistently insists on God’s capacity to create “new futures out of 

no futures” (Brueggemann 796). Jesus’ affirmation in Matthew 19:26, “with God all 

things are possible,” echoes this theological truth. Thus, impossibility is not the final 

word; God’s sovereignty transforms crisis into opportunity. 

Deliverance as Theological Paradigm 

The Red Sea crossing is more than political liberation; it is a theological paradigm of 

deliverance. Childs notes that this event shapes Israel’s identity as a people redeemed 

by divine power (Childs 246). Theologically, deliverance demonstrates God’s 

covenant faithfulness and foreshadows the ultimate deliverance in Christ’s 

redemptive work (1 Cor. 10:1–4). It also resonates with liberation theology, where 

the Exodus story is a symbol of God’s preferential option for the oppressed 

(Gutiérrez 154). 

Divine Sovereignty and Human Crisis 

The rebuke, “Why do you cry to me?” underscores God’s sovereignty. While human 

fear paralyzes, divine authority commands action. Barth asserts that God’s Word 

does not merely inform but transforms reality, calling people into radical trust (Barth 

370). Sovereignty here is not abstract but relational—God exercises power to 

redeem, liberate, and establish covenantal community. 

Contemporary Implications 

Theologically, Exodus 14:15 challenges believers today to exercise faith in contexts 

of uncertainty, oppression, or crisis. Mbiti affirms that the Exodus motif remains a 
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source of hope for African Christianity, embodying God’s presence in struggles for 

justice and survival (Mbiti 109). Faith, then, is not only personal but also communal 

and contextual, calling the church to trust God’s power in confronting systemic 

impossibilities such as poverty, conflict, and injustice. 

Application and Practical Implications 

The theological insights of Exodus 14:15 extend beyond Israel’s wilderness journey 

to contemporary Christian life and ministry. The passage speaks powerfully to 

contexts of personal crisis, communal struggle, and societal challenges. 

Personal Faith and Spiritual Growth 

On an individual level, the command to “go forward” challenges believers to 

exercise faith when confronted with personal impossibilities such as illness, financial 

hardship, or uncertainty about the future. As Wright observes, Christian faith is not 

merely intellectual but an embodied trust that moves forward in response to God’s 

promises (Wright 104). This text encourages Christians to translate prayer into 

obedient action, trusting that God will provide a way. 

Community and Leadership 

For Christian communities, the passage highlights the role of faith-filled leadership. 

Moses models spiritual guidance by relaying God’s command to the people. 

Contemporary church leaders are called to inspire communities to act in faith even 

amid fear and uncertainty. Fretheim notes that genuine leadership involves helping 

communities discern God’s direction in crisis (Fretheim 161). 

Socio-Political Application 

The Exodus story also resonates with communal struggles for justice and liberation. 

Gutiérrez interprets the narrative as God’s ongoing involvement in the struggles of 

the oppressed (Gutiérrez 156). In the African context, Mbiti affirms that the Exodus 

motif inspires hope against systemic challenges such as poverty, corruption, and 

conflict (Mbiti 112). Thus, Exodus 14:15 provides theological grounding for 

Christian engagement in nation-building and advocacy for justice. 
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Faith in Global Crises 

In broader application, the Red Sea event speaks to global crises—pandemics, wars, 

climate change, and displacement. Brueggemann stresses that biblical faith insists on 

God’s capacity to bring about “new possibilities in a world of closed options” 

(Brueggemann 798). The church, therefore, x summoned to witness to God’s 

sovereignty by embodying hope and resilience in the face of global impossibility. 

Practical Implications for Discipleship 

Practically, this text calls believers to cultivate faith through prayer, obedience, and 

courageous action. It emphasizes moving beyond fear into trust, beyond despair into 

hope, and beyond passivity into mission. As Childs points out, Israel’s forward 

movement into the sea became the defining moment of its identity (Childs 248); 

likewise, Christians are formed spiritually by trusting God amid their Red Sea 

moments. 

Conclusion 

Exodus 14:15 stands as a timeless testimony to the nature of faith in the face of 

impossibility. God’s command to Israel, “Go forward,” reorients human perception 

from despair to divine possibility. The passage demonstrates that faith is not passive 

waiting but active obedience grounded in trust. It reveals that impossibility is the 

stage upon which God manifests His sovereignty and deliverance, calling His people 

to courage in the face of overwhelming odds. 

Theologically, the text affirms that faith and obedience are inseparable: Israel could 

not experience God’s deliverance without stepping forward in trust. Brueggemann 

rightly observes that biblical faith is marked by God’s power to create new futures 

where none seem possible (798). This insight carries contemporary relevance for 

believers who encounter crises—personal, communal, or global. Faith today, as in 

the Exodus, must move beyond fear into courageous action rooted in God’s 

promises. 

Moreover, the Red Sea narrative is not only historical but paradigmatic. It has been 

remembered liturgically, theologically, and socially as a defining moment of God’s 
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covenantal faithfulness (Childs 248). Its echoes in later Scripture and in Christian 

theology affirm that deliverance is central to God’s identity and mission. For 

contemporary Christians, this means engaging crises with the conviction that God is 

both present and powerful, capable of transforming impossibility into opportunity. 

In conclusion, Exodus 14:15 challenges the faithful to live out a theology of trust and 

obedience. It calls the church to embody hope in the midst of despair, to lead 

communities with courage, and to confront injustice with confidence in God’s 

liberating power. Ultimately, the text assures us that the God who parted the sea 

remains the God who makes a way where there is no way. 
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