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What is the defining characteristic of The Church? What makes it so special? Whether we’re talking 

about the Universal Church—all those people who are part of God’s family—or we’re talking about 

a local church like Lincoln Berean Church, what is the defining characteristic? What makes it so 

special that I would give most of my resources to that, as opposed to other groups and organizations 

that I might be a part of?  Why would I give so much time and energy?  What is the defining 

characteristic? What makes this so special?  Is it a building? Is it the nice, friendly people? Is it the 

programs that a church has—the outreach, the missions? While all of those things are important, I 

think, ultimately, there’s one defining characteristic of God’s people and the psalm that we’re going 

to look at this morning will help us answer that question. 

 

If you have a Bible, take that and turn with me to Psalm 114.  If you borrowed a Bible from one of 

the information booths, you’ll find it on page 444. 

 

Psalm 114: 

 

When Israel came out of Egypt, 

The house of Jacob from a people of foreign tongue, 

Judah became his sanctuary, 

Israel, His dominion. 

The sea looked and fled; 

The Jordan turned back. 

The mountains leaped like rams, 

The hills like lambs. 

Why was it, sea, that you fled? 

Why, Jordan, did you turn back? 

Why, mountains, did you leap like rams? 

You hills, like lambs? 

Tremble, earth, at the presence of the Lord, 

At the presence of the God of Jacob, 

Who turned the rock into a pool, 

The hard rock into springs of water. (*TNIV, Psalm 114) 

 

Psalm 114 is an exuberant, celebratory, victorious psalm! Some even describe it as being playful 

and it’s clear—at least I think—that this psalm is influenced greatly by Moses’ psalm in Exodus 15, 

that James recited for us earlier. And hopefully we’ll see some of that influence as we work our way 

through this psalm. But it’s an unusual psalm, at least compared to some that maybe we’re more 

familiar with. Most psalms that we encounter are perhaps prayers of supplication asking God for 

something, you know, to defeat the enemy or to comfort or some such thing. Other psalms that we 

know and love are calls for worship of God’s attributes. There’s a litany of attributes and we’re told 

to dance and sing and so forth. This psalm just very briefly states the fact that God brought the 

nation of Israel out of Egypt and established His presence among them and then some of the cosmic 
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effects of that.  Very brief—and we might tend to pass by this psalm rather quickly—but I think if 

we do, we miss something very important and hopefully our time here this morning will help us 

gain some principles that will help us see why it is that God’s people are so special. What is that 

defining characteristic of God’s people? 

 

Now in order to understand this psalm, I think we have to do a little bit of background work. That’s 

something that students in the Christian Leadership College hear me say quite often—that to 

understand a text, you have to understand it in its historical and cultural context. And without that, 

well, we might end up just being able to guess what this means. So, a little bit of background here. 

 

Now we’re not sure who wrote Psalm 114—most likely a Judean poet who lived in Jerusalem or 

was from Jerusalem. I think that this psalm was likely written, as was the psalm that we studied last 

week—113—in the period of time after The Exile. If you remember your Bible history, in 722 B.C. 

the Assyrians came and captured the northern tribes in Israel—northern ten tribes—and took them 

off to exile. Sometime later—586 B.C.—the Babylonians came into the southern regions of 

Palestine and took captive the southern tribes and ransacked Jerusalem, destroyed the temple and 

took those people off to captivity—exile—in Babylon.  Then a short time later the Persians came 

and conquered the Babylonian Empire and, in so doing, they eventually let some of the Jews back 

into Palestine. Those events are recorded in Ezra and Nehemiah and there they rebuilt the temple; 

they rebuilt the city walls and so forth.  And I think it was during this time, after some of the Jews 

had returned to Palestine, that this psalm was written. We’ll see why that’s important in a little bit. 

 

It’s unclear, exactly, why the author wrote this, whether he wrote it for a Jewish festival—maybe he 

wrote it for Passover. We don’t know but eventually this psalm, along with some others surrounding 

it, came to be used in the Passover festival and Passover celebration and were called the Egyptian 

Hallel Psalms. Now Bryan introduced last week to us the Egyptian Hallel Psalms; Psalms 113-118 

make up this category of psalms. And again, to refresh our memories, the Hallel Psalms or the 

Hallelujah Psalms, are those that either begin or end or maybe both with the phrase, as we have in 

our English translations, “Praise the Lord” or “Praise Yahweh.  Hallelujah!” Hallel is the praise 

part; the jah is the shortened form of Yahweh.  So, “Praise Yahweh; Praise the Lord. Hallelujah.” 

And these psalms are characterized by that. Now you’ll notice something, once again, about Psalm 

114.  Although it’s included in this category of Hallel Psalms, there’s not a “Praise the Lord”. 

There’s not a “Hallelujah” in the psalm itself. Well, many tend to think that Psalm 114 was 

sufficiently connected to Psalm 113 that the Hallelujah that ends Psalm 113 covered Psalm 114; 

thus it’s included in the Hallel Psalms. But these are Egyptian Hallel Psalms and the reason they’re 

categorized as Egyptian Hallel Psalms is that these psalms were used to look back and recall and 

remember and celebrate God bringing the nation of Israel out of Egypt—hence Egyptian Hallel. 

Once again you’ll note a uniqueness about Psalm 114. Of the Egyptian Hallel Psalms, it’s the only 

one that specifically mentions Egypt by name. 

 

These psalms, then, became part of the Passover celebration and, as Bryan mentioned last week, it’s 

very likely that when the Gospels record that Jesus and his disciples—after that last Passover 

supper—went out, prior to that they sang a hymn, it was likely these psalms, including the psalm 

we’re going to study this morning, that they would have sung. 

 

What’s the theme or the point here that the author was trying to get across?  I want to state it out 

front so that we can look for this as we work our way through the psalm. One, quite obvious, is that 

it’s a celebration of what God has done in the past with the nation of Israel, bringing them out of 

slavery and out of Egypt and establishing His presence among them. But another thing that I want 
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us to think about as we work through this psalm is another, I think, intent of the author due to the 

historical situation in which this was written.  That is that this psalm, I believe, was to provide hope 

that God might show up and do the same thing that He had done at the Red Sea and the Jordan. 

 

Now remember, the Jews—many of them—had returned to the Land of Promise, returned to 

Palestine, but they were still under the rule of a foreign nation. They were still under the rule of a 

people of strange tongue, still being oppressed. They did not govern themselves. They also might 

have wondered, “Is God’s presence really obvious among us?” because after all, if God was really 

present, why are they controlled by a foreign power? Furthermore, there are indications that even 

though the temple was rebuilt, it’s likely, in my considered judgment, quite likely that God’s 

presence actually didn’t inhabit that second temple. That’s a discussion for another day; you can 

talk to me about that later if you’re interested. But I find it interesting in Ezra 3 that those who had 

been in Judah and then had been taken into captivity and now returned, when they saw the 

foundation of this new temple and, recalling what the old one was like—the first temple—they 

actually wept.  I don’t think it was that they wept for joy. Something wasn’t quite right. Was God’s 

presence really among them? You know the Exodus seems so far away—coming into the Promised 

Land, crossing the Jordan—that seems such a long time ago. Was God still the God of the Exodus?  

Would that God show up again? And I think that this psalm, besides celebrating God delivering 

them from Egypt, is also something that would provide the grounds for belief and hope that this 

God would show up again and deliver them from their oppressors and establish His presence with 

them in a very obvious way.  So, with that in mind, let’s look at the details of this very short psalm. 

 

The first two verses here really describe a major change in status for the Jewish people. 

 

When Israel came out of Egypt, 

The house of Jacob from a people of foreign tongue, 

Judah became His sanctuary, 

Israel His dominion.  

 

Notice how the Jewish people really were once defined. What was their distinguishing 

characteristic? They were slaves. They weren’t just slaves, but they were slaves, really, to an evil 

power. That phrase in the second part of verse 1...a people of foreign tongue...is a pejorative 

phrase. It’s not complimentary at all and it would have indicated an evil, foreign force or power. 

That’s how they were defined. That was their identity as slaves in Egypt. But notice, because of 

what God has done, in verse 2 we get a radical change of status. Judah became His sanctuary, 

Israel His dominion. They’ve gone from being slaves to now God’s sanctuary. They’re the place 

where God dwells. They’re the place of God’s presence. They’re the place where God rules and 

reigns—His dominion. That’s a radical shift again: from slaves to a sanctuary, from prison now to 

the palace of the king. Remarkable! And, in fact, it’s interesting, I think, when we consider these 

verses, that it’s not just a matter that God rescued them out of this dire situation. It wasn’t merely 

that God, with compassion, looked down at these people who were being treated unjustly, who were 

being bullied by this bigger nation and said, “I’m going to rescue them and be nice.” Of course all 

of that is true, but the very reason God rescued them was to establish His presence among them. 

That’s remarkable! They were saved so that God would dwell with them—that they would be His 

people and He would be their God. 

 

In verses 3 and 4, this poet goes on to describe the cosmic implications of God’s presence showing 

up among these people. 
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The sea looked and fled; 

The Jordan turned back. 

The mountains leaped like rams, 

The hills like lambs. 

 
The whole cosmos reverberated at God’s presence. God showed up on behalf of these people, such 

that we have these natural events taking place.  But something I’m convinced of here is that there’s 

a dual reference. It’s not just that the Red Sea fled, but the Red Sea also stood for the people 

associated with it. The Egyptians were defeated!  And when the Jordan is turned back, it’s not just 

that this body of water reacted to the presence of God, but those in Palestine—the Canaanites, the 

Amorites—they all fled at the presence of this God.  In fact, if you recall, in Exodus 15 again, 

which James recited earlier, that’s exactly what Moses said occurred. 

 

Beginning in verse 14: 

 

The nations will hear and tremble; 

Anguish will grip the people of Philistia. 

The chiefs of Edom will be terrified; 

The leaders of Moab will be seized with trembling,  

The people of Canaan will melt away; 

Terror and dread will fall on them. (*TNIV, Exodus 15:14-16a) 
 

So it wasn’t just the natural world that reacted to the presence of God, but the human world as well. 

One other interesting thing there in verse 3 that I want us to note is the author says...the sea looked 

and fled...and we obviously know what sea he’s referring to.  It’s the Red Sea. But why doesn’t he 

say the Red Sea? After all he mentions the Jordan by name—the Jordan River that God had parted 

to allow the children of Israel to enter into the Promised Land. Why doesn’t he say the Red Sea? 

Well, perhaps it’s this: In the Hebrew worldview the sea represented the power and the place of 

evil. I think this is why Jesus’ calming the storm on the Sea of Galilee was so significant. And this 

is why, in Revelation 21:1, on the new earth, it says, “There will be no sea”. And again, I don’t 

think that what that is saying is that there will be no oceanic bodies of water. I think that there’ll be 

oceans and seas on the new earth. I think that this is symbolic for the fact that there won’t be any 

place for evil on the new earth. There won’t be any power of evil there and that is what I think is 

going on here. Not only did the Red Sea itself part at the presence of God, the Egyptians were 

defeated, but the very powers of evil themselves fled at the presence of this God. 

 

Verse 4: 

  

The mountains leaped like rams, 

The hills like lambs. 

 

I think the reference here again is two-fold. One to the hills and the mountains in Palestine, but also 

to the people associated with those natural features. And don’t mistake the leaping here. The 

leaping is not the joyful skipping of a school child out on the playground. This is a fear and 

trembling. This is a jumping for fear. God’s presence has major cosmic implications, both for the 

natural world and the human world, as well. 

 

Verses 5 and 6—there’s an interesting switch in tone. It’s more of a taunt now—a mocking, if you 

will—with these rhetorical questions. 
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Why was it, sea, that you fled? 

Why, Jordan, did you turn back? 

Why, mountains, did you leap like rams? 

You hills, like lambs? 

 

Perhaps much like Elijah in 1 Kings 18 who taunted the prophets of Baal when they had their 

contest to see who was the one true God. Remember that story? They constructed an altar, put a 

sacrifice on it, and they were going to call down their respective gods to send fire to consume the 

sacrifice. And the prophets of Baal were going on and on and on and nothing’s happening. You 

remember Elijah, making fun of them, taunting and mocking them, “Oh, is it the case that maybe 

your God’s on vacation? Maybe he’s taking a nap. Maybe he’s relieving himself,” and so forth and 

so on. This is the same thing because the answer to these rhetorical questions is obvious. God’s 

presence is what caused this, but there’s a confidence and a boldness here because God showed up 

on behalf of these people. And of course the sea and the people associated with the Red Sea and the 

Jordan and the mountains—none of those have a chance when God shows up. 

 

The last two verses in this psalm, then, really describe what the proper response is to the presence of 

God. We see that in the first word in verse 7, 

 

Tremble, earth, at the presence of the Lord, 

At the presence of the God of Jacob, 

Who turned the rock into a pool, 

The hard rock into springs of water.  (Vs. 7-8) 

 

Literally, Tremble, earth, at the face of God.  That word presence could be translated face. That’s 

the proper response when God’s presence shows up, especially God’s enemies. And this God’s 

power is so great that the psalmist concludes with a bit of, I think, hyperbole here: Who turned the 

rock into a pool, the hard rock into springs of water...which would recall the two events in the 

Old Testament when the children of Israel were wandering through the desert and at Rephidim in 

Exodus 17, God brought water out of rock for them. Then later in Numbers 20, at Kadesh, he did 

the same thing but there we’re told that God brought water from the rock.  Notice though what the 

psalmist says. He doesn’t say, “...who brought water from the rock” but “...who turned the rock 

into a pool” and even more that last line, the hard rock (or the flint) into springs of water—into a 

fountain of water. This is a God whose presence has a great impact in the world and those who are 

enemies of God are terrified in His presence. But for His children, His presence is a means of 

salvation, of life sustenance—hence the water from the rock. So much here to celebrate! 

 

But before we consider, “Well, how does this impact me today?”   “What does this mean for us here 

in this new millennium?” we must first understand how this would have impacted those first readers 

or hearers. Here’s another thing to keep in mind when you’re studying the Scriptures. Whatever 

passage you’re studying, before you even come close to asking the question, “What does this mean 

for me?” you must always ask the question, “What did  this mean to the original hearers and 

readers?”  Just remember Psalm 114 was written to them, not to us. Now it was written for our 

benefit—God intended that—but it wasn’t written to us. The psalmist had no idea who you and I 

were. The psalmist had no clue who Lincoln Berean Church is. So we want to take the time—just a 

moment or two—and think about, “How would this have struck those original readers?” And then 

after that, “What significance does this have for me today?” 
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I think two major things would have struck the original readers—and they’re the two things that we 

said are the basic themes, really, of this psalm.  The first is that God’s presence in His deliverance— 

The Exodus itself—was cause for celebration. Now the very fact that God brought them out of 

Egypt was cause for celebration enough. But God went way over the top. He didn’t just save them 

from a tough circumstance but, as we saw, He saved them so that He could establish His presence 

among them. That’s remarkable—the God of the universe! This little insignificant nation He saved  

so that He can dwell among them. That’s why this became part of these psalms that were used at 

Passover—to look back and celebrate that!  But this was so significant to the Jewish people and 

their Passover celebration, that in the rabbinic literature that was penned even after the time of 

Jesus, the Jewish people were exhorted to make sure that when they participated in Passover, that 

they acted as if they were experiencing that event themselves. The Exodus wasn’t just history for 

them. It was living history which they were to experience afresh every time they celebrated 

Passover. That’s how significant this was and it was God’s presence. As they looked back at that 

event, it wasn’t just being saved out of Egypt, but it was His presence that was so significant! That 

was what defined them as a nation, as a people. In fact listen to the exchange that Moses has with 

God in Exodus 33 and we’ll see how significant God’s presence was. Beginning in verse 12: 

 

Moses said to Yahweh, “You have been telling me, ‘Lead these people,’ but you have 

not let me know whom you will send with me. You have said, ‘I know you by name and 

you have found favor with me.’ If you are pleased with me, teach me your ways so I 

may know you and continue to find favor with you. Remember that this nation is your 

people." Yahweh replied, "My Presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.” 

Then Moses said to him, “If your Presence does not go with us, do not send us up from 

here. How will anyone know that you are pleased with me and with your people unless 

you go with us? What else will distinguish me and your people from all the other 

people on the face of the earth?” And Yahweh said to Moses, "I will do the very thing 

you have asked, because I am pleased with you and I know you by name.”  
                                                                                                            (*TNIV, Exodus 33:12-17) 

 

Because God’s presence defined them, this was not just history, but a history that they were to enter 

into. So great a cause for celebration—this event in their even distant past! 

 

A second thing that they would have been impacted by from this psalm, as they sang it at those 

Passover celebrations, was that the Exodus and God’s presence among them was cause for hope. 

Again, remember these people have come back from exile but, as we’ve recounted their situation, 

it’s still not obvious that God’s presence is among them. They’re still under the control of a foreign 

power. But this psalm provides the basis for hope that God will one day show up again like He did 

at the Red Sea, like He did at the Jordan River. And as they’re celebrating this Passover and 

celebrating what has happened in the past, it would also be a cause to look forward and anticipate 

what God is going to be up to next. And for those people in that period after the exile, that would 

have been significant to them. This was a God still of the Exodus and the psalm provides hope that 

He will show up again. 

 

Well, as I think about us today, I’m not so uncertain that those same truths don’t apply to us as well. 

We mentioned a couple of weeks ago in communion that the Exodus was to the Jewish people what 

the Cross is to the Church, to the Christians. And really the Cross is our Exodus. That was the event 

by which God brought us out of slavery to sin and death and evil. And looking back on that event 

should be cause for celebration. But here’s the interesting part I think. It’s, “Yes” —cause enough 

for celebration that God rescued us from sin and from death and so forth, but like He did with the 
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Jewish people, God went way over the top.  He did more than that. God saved us in order to 

establish His presence among us. He didn’t just look down at a bunch of people who were in sin and 

suffering pain and death and say, “Oh I’ll be nice and save them,” but He saved us for a purpose: so 

that He could dwell among us, so that the Church would be His temple—the place where He 

resides, the place where He rules and reigns, and that’s cause for celebration! And you know, that’s 

not just our history, but it’s a living history and, just as the Jewish people at Passover were to 

observe that celebration and consider themselves as if they were experiencing those events, Jesus 

also instituted something for us to do similarly—and that’s communion. And at communion we 

should be doing the same thing: Act as if we are experiencing those events themselves. That helps 

us, again, be deeply appreciative, not just that we’re saved from sin, but that God, because of that, 

has now established His presence among us. 

 

But I think as we look back to our Exodus—the Cross—and consider God establishing His presence 

among us, just like the Jewish people who would have read and sung Psalm 114, it’s cause and 

grounds for hope for the future. You know we live in a world where sometimes we wonder if evil’s 

going to win. Things don’t always seem to be going our way or the way we’d like them, and it 

seems like evil, suffering and so forth win the day. Sometimes we wonder if God’s immediate 

presence is really all that obvious among us. “Is God really here? Is God’s presence really 

something that we can experience and count on?” Well, not only this psalm here and Israel’s past, 

but our past—as the Church—we look back at the Cross. It provides hope for the future that God is 

still the God of the Exodus; He’s still the God of the Cross and there’s hope that one day He will 

show up and do so in a way where the cosmos reverberates and once and for all we will be rescued 

from a sin-tainted world and once and for all God will establish His immediate presence among us. 

Of course that’s what’s recorded for us in Revelation 20 and 21—when Jesus returns. Once and for 

all sin and pain and suffering will be gone and we’re out from under any of that bondage and God 

will establish His immediate presence among us for eternity. And the Cross provides hope for that. 

 

There’s one other lesson, as I think about this psalm, that we can take from this. Due to our 

understanding of not only God rescuing us from slavery to sin, but doing so to establish His 

presence among us, I think that we need to make sure our understanding of this psalm helps us have 

a proper appreciation, a proper understanding and a proper communication of the Gospel. The 

Gospel’s the good news and sometimes I think in Christianity, and even in evangelicalism, we water 

down the Gospel. We often portray it as just, “I’ve been rescued,” and that’s it. Alright, so we think 

the Gospel is merely, “Well, I’m a sinner; Jesus died; I say a few appropriate words; some future 

date I get to go to heaven when I die; that’s it.” But if that’s all the Gospel is, then in many ways 

that’s not too different from many other of the world religions. I think of Islam, for example. Their 

idea of salvation is, “Well someday in the future I get to go to some paradise if I handle all the stuff 

that I need to here, you know, according to their religion. I get to go to heaven when I die and that’s 

it.” But where’s God presence?  See, in Islam their idea of God is that He doesn’t want a 

relationship with you.  I find it rather strange when you look at Islamic thought, when someone gets 

to paradise, God’s no longer there. God has no place; God’s not even interested.  “You’ve made 

your place in paradise; now you kind of enjoy it and all your good things. But the Gospel of Jesus is 

so much better than that. Yes, we are saved from sin and from death and evil, and, yes, we’ll get to 

spend eternity in a new earth. But what makes that so special is because God’s presence is there. 

The whole point of heaven, or eternity, isn’t the place; it’s the presence. That’s what salvation is 

about and sometimes that’s what we miss. It’s not just about us getting rescued from sin, but it’s 

getting rescued from sin so that we might live in the intimate presence of the God of the universe. 

That’s way over the top but that’s what God has done. So, as we understand and as we live out and 

we proclaim this good news, let’s make it the good news! It’s not just about me getting saved and 
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someday going to Heaven, but it’s about me getting saved so that right now I can enjoy the presence 

of God and that someday I can do so in all of its fullness later. That’s the point. That’s the point! 

That’s good news for our culture; that’s good news for us. 

 

Well, what’s so distinctive about the Church? What’s so special about the Church? Let’s make it a 

little more personal here. What is so characteristic—so special—about Lincoln Berean Church? 

Why is it that I would take my resources, my time and my energy, be involved in this over any other 

group or organization or club or whatever? What distinguishes this from anything else? Is it the nice 

building? Is it the programs that we have—and we’ve got great programs for the children, the 

youth, the advanced generation—you heard about earlier? Is it our outreach, the missions, and what 

we do in the community? Is it the nice people, the loving people here? Oh, it must be the Christian 

Leadership College—that’s what makes us distinctive. Well it’s none of those things. All those 

things are important and all those things are special, but they’re only important, they’re only special 

because of what is the ultimate distinguishing feature of a church and that’s God’s presence. And do 

people see, do they understand that fact about us?  That God is present—that’s what makes the 

church so special! That’s why we devote our lives to being part of a body like this and serving the 

King, because we serve Him in His presence. So, as we think of Psalm 114, we think about the 

children of Israel being rescued, us being rescued, but yes, let’s also think about God doing that to 

establish His presence among us. That’s what makes us special. Let’s pray. 

 

 

Holy Father, thank You for rescuing us, redeeming us from sin. But it’s so much better than 

that. You’ve done so, so that you, the God of the universe, could establish Your presence 

among us and that just boggles my mind.  I don’t get it, but it’s wonderful. Lord, I pray that 

we would celebrate that fact and we would live as if that’s true, all the while anticipating 

that time when Jesus returns, when all of that will be obvious to us in all of its fullness, that 

we will dwell in Your intimate presence forever. We look forward to that day and we thank 

You for it. Amen. 

 
 

*Scripture taken from TODAY’S NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION 

Copyright 2001 
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