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Text 
Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the LORD: "I will sing to the LORD, for he is highly 

exalted. The horse and its rider he has hurled into the sea. 
2 
The LORD is my strength and my song; he has 

become my salvation. He is my God, and I will praise him, my father's God, and I will exalt him. 
3 
The 

LORD is a warrior; the LORD is his name. 
4 
Pharaoh's chariots and his army he has hurled into the sea. 

The best of Pharaoh's officers are drowned in the Red Sea. 
5 
The deep waters have covered them; they sank 

to the depths like a stone. 
6 
"Your right hand, O LORD, was majestic in power. Your right hand, O LORD, 

shattered the enemy. 
7 
In the greatness of your majesty you threw down those who opposed you. You 

unleashed your burning anger; it consumed them like stubble. 
8 
By the blast of your nostrils the waters 

piled up. The surging waters stood firm like a wall; the deep waters congealed in the heart of the sea. 
9 

"The enemy boasted, 'I will pursue, I will overtake them. I will divide the spoils; I will gorge myself on 

them. I will draw my sword and my hand will destroy them.' 
10 

But you blew with your breath, and the sea 

covered them. They sank like lead in the mighty waters. 
11 

"Who among the gods is like you, O LORD? Who 

is like you-- majestic in holiness, awesome in glory, working wonders? 
12 

You stretched out your right hand 

and the earth swallowed them. 
13 

"In your unfailing love you will lead the people you have redeemed. In 

your strength you will guide them to your holy dwelling. 
14 

The nations will hear and tremble; anguish will 

grip the people of Philistia. 
15 

The chiefs of Edom will be terrified, the leaders of Moab will be seized with 

trembling, the people of Canaan will melt away; 
16 

terror and dread will fall upon them. By the power of 

your arm they will be as still as a stone-- until your people pass by, O LORD, until the people you bought 

pass by. 
17 

You will bring them in and plant them on the mountain of your inheritance-- the place, O LORD, 

you made for your dwelling, the sanctuary, O Lord, your hands established. 
18 

The LORD will reign for 

ever and ever." 
19 

When Pharaoh's horses, chariots and horsemen went into the sea, the LORD brought the 

waters of the sea back over them, but the Israelites walked through the sea on dry ground. 
20 

Then Miriam 

the prophetess, Aaron's sister, took a tambourine in her hand, and all the women followed her, with 

tambourines and dancing. 
21 

Miriam sang to them: "Sing to the LORD, for he is highly exalted. The horse 

and its rider he has hurled into the sea." 

 

Introduction 

 When I was in college I heard about Wendell Berry.  I heard that he was a farmer.  

My dad is a farmer.  So I bought some Wendell Berry books and gave them to my dad for 

a Christmas present.  Problem is: he’s not really the kind of farmer who’s into reading 

poetry.  I saw the dusty, untouched books sitting on a shelf near the family dictionary and 

my mom’s twenty volumes of Left Behind recently and asked dad if he would mind if I 

took them back.  He said he didn’t and they’ve provided some pleasurable reading in the 

evening this winter. 
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 Since last week’s sermon was about hell and this week’s sermon is about poetry, 

let me read you a Wendell Berry poem on hell, from his Sabbath Poems – 

 

He thought to keep himself from Hell 

by knowing and by loving well. 

His work and vision, his desire 

Would keep him climbing up the stair. 

 

At limit now of flesh and bone, 

He cannot climb for holding on. 

“I fear the drop, I feel the blaze –  

Lord, grant thy mercy and thy grace.”
1
 

[clap politely] 

 The right words, rightly arranged are able to communicate truth, express emotion, 

provoke self-assessment, and elicit experience with a quasi-magical capacity.  [It took me 

about 10 minutes to craft that last sentence]  Unimaginative jargon abounds these days, as 

I’m sure it has at all times.  But during the period of the Renaissance a man named 

Erasmus wrote a little book titled De Copia (1512).  It was designed to aid students in 

their facility with language, their copiousness.  Have you ever noticed yourself falling 

into a vocabulary and syntax rut?  How was dinner?  It was great!  How was your 

vacation?  It was great!  How was church?  It was great! 

 One of the exercises in Erasmus’ text was: give “no fewer than one hundred fifty 

ways of saying ‘Your letter has delighted me very much.’”  The goal was to force 

students to use “all [their] verbal muscles in order to avoid any hint of flabbiness.”
2
  This 

was a standard text in the English universities in those days and immeasurably influential.  

For example, one person has said, “Without Erasmus, no Shakespeare.”
3
 

 Language is uniquely human.  We are verbivores.  We are the only species that 

writes poems… and novels… and essays; the only species that makes Christmas cards, 

drafts screenplays, and crafts eulogies.  Words are powerful.  Some use them better than 

others, but words are essential to human life. 

My hope is that those who are associated with Immanuel have an appreciation of 

language and a growing desire and delight to wield it well, because language is all the 

more important in the Christian life.  Christians don’t always reflect this, but we actually 

have the greatest reason and motivation for wordsmithery.  We understand that we’ve 

been made in the image of a creative and communicative God.  Our God speaks!  And he 

cordially invites us into a conversation with him.  He’s also given us a message – simple 

yet profound – to publish to the world; the gospel is a word, a beautiful word.  And in the 

gospel (propositions encased in story) we have the most inspiring subject matter to reflect 

on and write about ever imagined.  And the Holy Spirit is the greatest muse. 

In short, what we’re going to see today is just this: God’s glory calls for 

aesthetic articulation. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Theological Content 
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 In chapter 14 last week we looked at the account of the Israelites crossing the Red 

Sea, their baptism of sorts.  That experience was a vivid sign and seal to them that they 

had been spared God’s horrific judgment.  In it they and we got to see God’s heart-

gripping glory illuminated. 

 Now in chapter 15 we get that same event re-told essentially, but this time in 

poetic form.  This is the people’s joyful response to who God had revealed himself to be 

to them.  Now let me just say that today’s text may seem to you like something you 

would hear from Al-Qeada after an American tragedy.  But it’s most definitely not.  

You’ve got to see that this is not some sadistic, self-righteous delight in watching one’s 

enemies suffer.  It’s astonishment that the holiness and justice of God is revealed and his 

justice didn’t fall on them!  Verse 19 – the main point: “but the Israelites walked through 

the sea on dry ground.”  That’s why they’re singing! 

There’s not a whole lot of new content in ch. 15.  It’s got Pharaoh, horses, 

chariots, parting of and pursuit into the sea, the destruction of the Egyptians, Yahweh’s 

uniqueness…  In fact, the poetic account actually leaves some details out.  The only new 

element that’s really introduced here is the confidence God’s character gives them for the 

future as they eventually arrive to dwell in Canaan, expressed in vv. 13-18.  That is an 

important element to note – the sure hope that God’s great acts give us.  But the main 

observation to make here is not regarding the content, but the form. 

 

Lyrical Content 

 So let’s look at it that way.  It’s pretty obvious, is it not, that ch. 14 is prose and 

ch. 15 is poetry?  What makes it poetry?  Well first there’s imagery.  Words aren’t just 

relaying facts, they’re painting pictures.  In ch. 14 the sea was driven back with a strong 

east wind (14:21).  In ch. 15 we read – “By the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up” 

(v. 8).  That’s poetic language, and effective at that.  The return of the waters is depicted 

as God blowing with his breath (v. 10).  It’s not just matter-of-fact.  It employs 

anthropomorphic language to describe God’s actions.  The imagery grabs your attention.  

“Your right hand, O Lord, shattered the enemy” (v. 6).  God threw them down (v. 7).  He 

unleashed his burning anger and it consumed them like stubble (v. 7).  Now that’s a 

terrifying image of rapid removal.  Have you ever seen dry plant stubble ignited and go 

up in flames in a matter of seconds?  Saying it with this kind of imagery is different than 

just saying colorlessly, “He eliminated them.” 

 Have you ever thought about how important metaphor and simile are to our lives 

and our understanding of the world?  I’ve been thinking about this lately as I watch my 3 

year old, Lucy, grow up.  There’s still so much that she’s oblivious too because she’s not 

able to comprehend metaphor.  Recently at Prayer Meeting Andrea and I were taking 

turns watching the kids and Andrea came in to relieve me of childcare duty and she was 

singing a song to herself that had just been sung – “I am hungry, I am hungry, Jesus I am 

hungry for more of you” – and Lucy said, “Mommy, Jesus isn’t food.”  She doesn’t get 

that metaphor. 

We were also at the Art Institute recently as a family and Lucy saw a bronze 

sculpture in the Modern Wing and asked, “What is that?”  I read the plaque beside it and 

said, “It’s a horse,” to which she replied, “Daddy, I do not see the horse.”  There’s a 

developmental inhibitor to abstract expressions.  What would life be like if none of us 

could ever get that? 
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 Well this passage is peppered with metaphors.  The Lord is a warrior (v. 3).  He 

will plant the Israelites in the Land (v. 17).  “The people of Canaan will melt away” in 

fear of the approaching Israelites (v. 15). 

It utilizes similes like a sailor uses profanity.  The drowning Egyptians “sank to 

the depths like a stone” (v. 5) or “sank like lead” (v. 10).  “The surging waters stood firm 

like a wall” (v. 8).  “They will be as still as a stone” (v. 16). 

 Moses jolts us with verbs like “congealed” (v. 8), or “gorge” (v. 9). 

There are evocative adjectives like “mighty” (v. 10) or “unfailing” (v. 13) or 

“holy” (v. 13). 

The English translations tame a lot of the Hebrew poetry, but Moses avails 

himself of onomatopoeia in v. 5.  The word he uses for “depths” there is not a common 

word.  It only occurs here in all of the Hebrew Bible and the word actually “sounds like 

the gurgle of water as it spins into a whirlpool and is sucked inward.”
4
 

The phrase “highly exalted” (v. 1) in Hebrew is a duplication (gao gaa), 

something like, “lifted up up.”  It’s a Hebrew flourish. 

 There’s a cadence to the words too.  Verse 9 contains 6 rapid fire verbs in the 

mouths of the Egyptians.  “In dramatic form the stacccato phrases… almost simulate the 

heavy, breathless heaving of the Egyptians.”
5
  Then in v. 10 we see God’s simply exhales 

and all their proud efforts are brought to naught.  That picture gives me goosebumps.  It’s 

also used in 2 Thess. 2:8 to describe the return of Jesus and how he will “slay the [the 

lawless one] with the breath of His mouth.” 

 Hebrew poetry is known for its parallelism.  For example, look at v. 6 – “Your 

right hand, O Lord, was majestic in power.  Your right hand, O Lord, shattered the 

enemy.”  Verse 11 – “Who is like you?  Who is like you?”  Verse 16 – “pass by… pass 

by.” 

 There are subtle allusions to cultural mythologies like the linking of the sea with 

primordial chaos. 

There are several different proposals for the overall structure of the poem – seeing 

inclusios and strophes. 

And it’s all in a very personal tone – “The Lord is my strength and my song; he 

has become my salvation” (v. 2).  This is a deeply meaningful response to God.  It’s not 

just a simple, “Thank you,” a repetitive, “You’re awesome, you’re awesome, you’re 

awesome…,” or a bland, detached objective report – “You destroyed our enemies and 

saved us and now we’re free.  Thanks.”  It’s structured… and it’s stirring.  Many people 

think that structure and submission to literary conventions and laboring over, arranging, 

and rearranging words will serve to in the end stifle emotion when actually the opposite 

is true.  “There is no necessary contradiction between form and fire.”
6
  In fact, one person 

has used this image: 

 

Emotions are like a river flowing out of one’s heart.  Form is like the 

riverbanks.  Without them the river runs shallow and dissipates on the 

plain.  But banks make the river run deep.  Why else have humans for 

centuries reached for poetry when we have deep affections to express?
7
 

 

Precedent 
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 So what do we have here?  We have a heart-gripping display of God’s glory that 

leads Moses to write a poem.  It’s possible that what we read here was written in one 

night – stranger things have happened when people get inspired.  Handel’s Messiah was 

completed in just 24 days.  “Hey Jude” was written in one car ride.  It’s also possible that 

the original lyrics were simpler at first (maybe just what’s recorded in v. 21) and later 

expanded upon.  But the point is: there’s a poetic response to God’s glory. 

 And this poem, as are many, was set to music.  Unfortunately, the Bible is just 

words and contains no sheet music.  We may not have the notes, but it says that “Moses 

and the Israelites sang this” (v. 1).  Verses 19-21 tell of how Moses’ sister, Miriam (we 

find out her name for the first time here), accompanied this song with a tambourine.  And 

she choreographed it and led the women in dancing (perhaps it involved a bit of men-

women antiphony).  Writing.  Singing.  Dancing.  God’s glory calls for aesthetic 

articulation. 

 And this is not an isolated incident.  Moses bursts out into song again in Deut. 32.  

Something very similar happens in Judges 5 at the death of Sisera in “The Song of 

Deborah.”  David gets lyrical in 2 Sam. 22:1-51 “when the Lord delivered him from the 

hand of all his enemies and from the hand of Saul.”  He gets jiggy with it when the ark of 

the covenant comes into Jerusalem (1Chron. 15).  And what are the Psalms?  The song 

book of Israel; collected poems, many to be accompanied with tambourines and lyres. 

 What are we to make of all this?  At the very least, it is an affirmation for 

Christians in the arts.  It’s sad that “when Time magazine compiled a list of the one 

hundred most significant people in twentieth-century art and entertainment there were 

only five who had shown any public signs of Christian faith.”
8
  Christians of all people 

should be writing good songs right along with the rest of the world, songs that celebrate 

God’s glory in creation, aesthetic articulations of general revelation.  That’s what all 

‘secular’ art is.  Or it’s an accurate expression of something dark and ugly that only 

makes sense as a contrast to the beauty we all long for and know deep down is real and 

finds its basis in God.  Universal human graces and struggles because of sin… Christians 

know them just as well and should be writing about them just as well. 

 

Intent 

 But more than just a precedent for poetry and music and movement in general, 

this text in Exodus is about worship.  This is specifically a response to the special 

revelation of God’s glory in redemption, not just creation.  And this is truly amazing and 

song inspiring.  Notice that “Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the Lord” (v. 1).  

The personal, saving name of God (Yahweh, the Lord) comes up 10x in the song.  This is 

a finely constructed, God-centered worship song, an appropriate channeling of the gush 

of emotions that spring forth upon encountering God’s greatest glory, his redemptive 

glory. 

Therefore, as one person has put it, “The exalted language of poetry conveys 

better than mere prose the joyful exuberance of the Israelites as they express their thanks 

to the Lord.”
9
  Or another, “Singing is what God’s people do in response to what he has 

done for them.”
10

  This is why we gather together on Sundays to hear words about what 

God has done and then respond with words set to music declaring our wonder at his grace 

and reignited trust in his character.  I love that last week Jeff wrote a song for us to sing 

in response to the sermon! 
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Think of it this way: without poetry and music we’re just analyzing and “we end 

up treating God like a philosophical proposition rather than a friend.”
11

  When we work at 

expanding our vocabulary and mastery of the English language our relationship with God 

can actually burgeon.  The wonder of God’s forgiveness won’t be quite as sharp if you 

don’t know with precision what you’ve been forgiven of.  A pre-requisite to praise is 

repentance and repentance involves naming your sins.  Not just making a blanket 

statement – “I’m a sinner.”  Use images like this one I heard recently – “I need to crawl 

into the cesspool of my heart and claw my way through the ‘blankety blank’ to the 

bottom believing there’s blood down there, not hell.”
12

  That’s a helpful picture.  Get 

more articulate about naming your sins and your delight in God will increase. 

Have you ever felt like your prayer life was in a rut?  When I was a boy I said the 

same prayer every night when my mom tucked me in.  I got pretty fast at it.  One time I 

picked up the phone and instead of saying, “Hello, Carter residence,” the switches got 

crossed in my mind and I went down the other well-worn track of saying my bed-time 

prayer. 

Well, do you find yourself slipping into the same hackneyed phrases when you 

pray?  “Dear Lord, thank you for this day that you have given us.  Thank you for the 

many blessings that you have bestowed upon us.  Bless this food to our bodies and our 

bodies to thy service…  Bless James.  Bless Audrey… blah, blah, blah…”  There’s no 

intimacy there.  Don’t get me wrong.  There are times when you’re speechless and “the 

Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express” (Rom. 8:27).  

There’s a place in prayer for “O God, O God, O God.”  I imagine that’s what Jeremiah 

prayed when he saw the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BC.  But then he also took his 

emotions and put them to words, some of the most powerful words in all the Bible in the 

book of Lamentations which also just happens to be perhaps the most intricately 

structured book in all the Bible – a series of finely crafted acrostics. 

I think we need to cultivate our imagination to think in more polychrome images.  

There’s God who loves me and there’s God who loves me like a Father crouching down 

with strong arms open wide to catch his son running to him.  Maybe for you the word 

‘glory’ has become cliché.  It used to mean so much, but now it’s worn out.  You need 

new words.  You need to stretch yourself to go deeper into God.  “Sing to him a new 

song” (Ps. 33:3). 

How does this happen?  Well, I’m sorry to break it to you, but it takes reading.  

First the Bible, we need to have a thoroughly Biblical paradigm and vocabulary.  

Wherever you’re at in personal Bible intake, try something more or new.  But then other 

theological works that are filled with juicy divinity.  And also widely in other genres, just 

to stimulate the word part of your brain.  Written prayers like those found in The Valley 

of Vision: A Collection of Puritan Prayers & Devotions
13

 or the Anglican Book of 

Common Prayer have helped me.  Also, there’s the discipline of writing (not texting) but 

writing: poems, devotions, encouraging letters to others, journaling.  This will hone your 

ability to express emotions and praise God and grow in adoration of him. 

 And music.  There is something electric to sound truth to the sound of music!  

“Song can enter portals of our being that prose and logic cannot.”
14

  What’s a sermon 

without a Martin Luther quote, right?  I give you two: 
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Next to the word of God, the noble art of music is the greatest treasure in 

the world.  It controls our hearts, minds and spirits.  A person who does 

not regard music as a marvelous creation of God does not deserve to be 

called a human being; he should be permitted to hear nothing but the 

braying of asses and the grunting of hogs!
15

 

 

In 1530 Luther wrote: 

 

I am not ashamed to confess publicly that next to theology there is no art 

which is the equal of music, for she alone, after theology, can do what 

otherwise only theology can accomplish, namely, quiet and cheer up the 

soul of man, which is clear evidence that the devil, the originator of 

depressing worries and troubled thoughts, flees from the voice of music 

just as he flees from the words of theology.  For this very reason the 

prophets cultivated no art so much as music in that they attached their 

theology not to geometry, nor to arithmetic, nor to astronomy, but to 

music, speaking the truth through psalms and hymns.
16

 

 

Do you put on music, not just as droning white noise, but to affect your mood and aid 

your worship, to bring your affections in line with the truth of who God is, to express 

your heart to God? 

 Colossians 3:16 tells us to “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you 

teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and 

spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.”  Poetry set to music is a crucial part 

of the Christian life. 

As we read through the Bible we see that it’s a grand drama of redemption, but 

we actually notice that the drama of redemption is a musical!  When we get to the end in 

the image of Revelation 15 we the redeemed standing beside a sea.  “They held harps 

given them by God and sang the song of Moses the servant of God and the song of the 

Lamb: ‘Great and marvelous are your deeds, Lord God Almighty.  Just and true are your 

ways, King of the ages’” (Rev. 15:2-3). 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 What inspires you?  What’s sets your feet to dancing?  There is no one like the 

Lord; no one!  Majestic in holiness, yet gracious.  These realities: Hell, Jesus taking Hell, 

the sure confidence of Heaven…  what could possibly be more thrilling?!? 

 Let’s rehearse again what he has done… and sing about it 

 
 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 14, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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