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     It will always be remembered as one of the most surprising events of history.   In May 1940, in the 

first year of World War II, Nazi German forces had raced across Western Europe and conquered virtually 

all of the countries, including France.  As the Nazi army moved forward, the 400,000 soldiers of the 

Allied Army were constantly forced to retreat.  Finally they ran out of space, and were trapped on a 

beach against the sea at Dunkirk, France, across the English Channel from Britain.  The German Air 

Force, in addition to dropping bombs on them, was also dropping leaflets on the mostly British soldiers, 

telling them to surrender as there was no hope of escape.  And if they had all surrendered, Britain would 

have been left defenceless against the coming Nazi invasion. 

     Everyone in Britain knew of the plight of their army and were awaiting news of the almost certain 

capture or death of all of their men.   They all knew that it would take a miracle for anything different to 

happen.  Then, for a variety of reasons, the German forces halted for a few days outside of Dunkirk, 

probably to resupply.  They counted on their air force to finish off the British, but some brave pilots from 

Britain came to protect the troops.  While this was going on, the British Navy did not have enough ships 

available to try and rescue all these soldiers, so they sent the word out all over Britain for people to 

bring their boats to Dunkirk and to take back home as many soldiers as they could.  And people from all 

over Britain answered this call, risking their lives, showing up with merchant marine boats, pleasure 

cruisers, and even with small fishing boats.  To this day, historians debate in slightly baffled tones about 

how the evacuation of all these soldiers by the Royal Navy with the help of this armada of amateur 

sailors on “little ships” could have possibly succeeded.  It truly was a miracle that they managed to 

evacuate virtually all of the soldiers trapped at Dunkirk and bring them back home. 

     This powerful story is told by the movie Dunkirk, as we continue our Sunday Morning at the movies 

sermon series today.  Dunkirk was released in July of this year, and has become the highest grossing war 

movie of all time, surpassing Private Ryan, and is already one of the leaders for Oscar consideration this 

year.  The director, Christopher Nolan, wanted to tell the story of Dunkirk from three perspectives, the 

troops physically on the ground, pilots who were trying to protect them from the air, and those who 

sought to rescue them from the sea.  The movie has little dialogue, as Nolan’s main objective was to rely 

on the incredible drama of the story itself. 

     Another story of a miraculous rescue full of drama is the Exodus account found in Scripture that we 

just heard read this morning.  Just like the Allied army at Dunkirk was pinned against the English Channel 

by the Nazi forces, the Israelites were pinned back against the Red Sea by the forces of Egypt in what is 

the central event of the entire Hebrew Scriptures.  There are so many references to the Exodus of the 

people of Israel from Egypt in the rest of the Bible, many of them in the Psalms as the Psalmists 

remembered for the Jewish people the miracle that God had done for them.   

     Now the Bible tells us that the Israelites had been slaves in the nation of Egypt for hundreds of years, 

until God heard their cries for freedom and sent Moses, who himself was a former Prince of Egypt, to 

lead them out of captivity.  As you might imagine, the Egyptians were not too interested in allowing 

their slaves to leave, so God had to send plague after plague on the Egyptians before the Pharoah, ruler 



of all Egypt, finally broke down and was willing to let the people go.  But right after the Israelites had all 

left Egypt, Pharoah changed his mind-he said that we are going to either bring them back, or kill them 

all.  And he led his army in pursuit of the fleeing Israelites. 

     But when the Israelites saw the Egyptian army coming after them, they were not afraid because they 

had seen all that God had done for them already, so this new threat did not concern them one bit.  They 

assured Moses of their continuing support for his leadership.  Not!  No, that is not exactly what 

happened-they were actually terrified and after seeing the Egyptian army coming towards them they 

turned and screamed at Moses, “Why have you brought us out here?  Didn’t we say to you in Egypt, 

‘Leave us alone’?  Didn’t we say that it would have been better to serve the Egyptians?”  You see, even 

though the Israelites had physically left Egypt, they were still in bondage.  Though they were physically 

free of their slavery, they were still slaves in their hearts and minds.   They feared the Egyptians more 

than they trusted God. 

     And that is the way all of us can be in our relationship with God, can’t we?  We can fear the obstacles 

and enemies we face in life far more than we trust God.  And yet the Bible assures us of God’s grace in 

our lives, despite all of our weaknesses.  The Bible says over and over again that we become right with 

God not through our works, or how many good things we have done, but through faith.  The truth of the 

matter is that like the Israelites, all of us are imperfect and have fallen short of the glory of God.  This is 

our bondage, our slavery, and deep down inside, we all know it.  But the Bible also says that you and I 

can be made forgiven and made right with God through faith in Jesus, and that is what the Bible calls the 

miracle of grace.  The Bible says to us that “If you believe in Jesus Christ, all your sins are forgiven; 

there’s no condemnation for you, and you are accepted.”  You know sometimes people say, “Yes, I get it 

that you are saved by faith instead of by your works, but you’ve got to really have a powerful faith, don’t 

you?  You’ve really got to believe with all of your heart.  Isn’t that right?  Because I’m just not there.”  

But as we can see by the example of the people of Israel, many times the people of God do not have 

great faith.  We do often fear the obstacles and enemies we face in life far more than we trust God.  Yet 

the key for us to remember this morning is that we are not asked to have great faith in God, but faith in 

a great God.  That is when we can experience the miracle of grace in our lives. 

     And this is especially a good point for us to remember when we join new people to the church like we 

are doing this morning.  The reason that United Church of Christ churches like other Protestants do not 

have a Pope or Cardinal making final decisions for our church is because our forebears were very aware 

of the power of sin and that power corrupts people, especially one person who is in charge of 

everything, and so they did not want one person making the decisions for the church all by themselves.  

Rather, they trusted that all God would be more likely to speak through a group of people, all the 

members of a church.  Now does that mean that all the members of a church are perfect?  Of course 

not!  Except for our new members, of course!  And yet, even in our imperfection together, we are all 

forgiven of our sins through faith by God’s grace, and it is in this reality that we can have faith together 

in a great God. 

     This is what Moses reminded the Israelites of as they watched the Egyptian army come towards 

them-he says to the people, “Be still.  The Lord will fight for you, and the Lord will deliver you.“ He is 

saying to them that you are now under God’s protection.  You don’t have to do anything-the Lord will do 

it for you.  And so now the people of Israel watch as an angel of God come between them and the army 

of Egypt, and Moses then stretches out his hand over the sea, and the waters divide as a pathway of dry 



land opens up in front of them, leading to the other side.   The Israelites now do into the sea on the dry 

ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left.   And I am sure that some of 

the Israelites walking through that pathway were thinking to themselves, “Look at this!  God is on our 

side.  Eat your heart out, Egyptians!  Our God is a great God!”  But I have a feeling others were thinking 

to themselves as they looked up at the walls of water, “I’m going to die.  I’m going to die.  I’m going to 

die. I’m going to die.”  You see, they all walked through that water with completely different qualities of 

faith, yet they all had the courage to do it, and they were all equally saved from the water.  Not because 

of how great their faith was, but because of how great the God they had faith in is: their Lord and their 

Savior.   

     In the climatic scene at the end of the movie Dunkirk, Tommy, a British soldier and the central 

character of the movie, has now been rescued and is back in Britain with the others.  Many of the 

soldiers expected to receive public scorn for returning after being defeated, but instead, they all 

received a hero’s welcome, as the British people were so thrilled over their return.  Tommy is reading a 

newspaper, and speaks out loud to himself British Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s address to the 

nation, in which he called Dunkirk “a miracle of deliverance.”   He went on to say that “We shall go on to 

the end.  WE shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and the oceans, we shall fight with growing 

confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be.  We 

shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the 

streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.”  May you and I have that kind of attitude 

before God today.  Whatever it is that you may face this morning, whoever your enemy may be, you are 

a daughter or son of God by the miracle of God’s grace. There can be miracles, if you believe.  Though 

hope is frail, it’s hard to kill.  Praise be to the living God, Amen. 


