The Song of Miriam and Moses

After God provided safe passage the safe passage across the Red Sea and destroyed Pharaoh’s army, the Israelites celebrated with a song to God.  It is the first song recorded in the Bible and seems to be organized into several parts.  The song also provided a model for King David’s psalms.  Charles Spurgeon wrote that David used the phrase “I will sing to the Lord” in at least 3 psalms.  The first 5 verses speak to a personal relationship with God and His protection of His people.  Notice the use of the words I and my which indicate individual rather than collective faith in God.  The song says that God is my strength and my salvation and I will praise and exalt Him.

Verses 6-8 focus on God’s strength, particularly His right hand.  David Guzik wrote that God’s right hand is mentioned more than 50 times in the Bible and is used to describe many attributes of God (see Ps.16:11, 48:10, 17:7 and 20:6 for examples).  In the song, it is His power which is spoken of using vivid imagery to portray how God’s righteous anger was directed at the Pharaoh and his army.

Verses 9&10 talk about the futility of those who oppose God. Pride is often the source of opposition to God and was the downfall of Pharaoh.  Pride was also the downfall of Satan (see Isa. 14:12-14).  Proverbs 16:18 says “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall”.  

Verses 11&12 acknowledge God’s preeminence.  Notice the comparison of God to other gods in verse 11.  While no other gods actually exist, the Israelites had lived among polytheists for over 400 years and had been influenced by their practices.  Additionally, idol worship had been a practice of their ancestors dating back centuries (see Gen. 35:2 & Josh. 24:2).  The first commandment God gave Moses was “You shall have no other gods before me” (Ex. 20:3).  This is not an acknowledgment by God that other gods existed, rather his knowledge that the Israelites would turn to false gods.  During the brief time the Israelites were at Mount Sinai, they agreed to God’s covenant (Ex. 24:3) then a few weeks later worshipped a false god that Aaron had crafted from gold (Ex. 32:4).  After they entered Canaan, multiple generations erected Asherah poles to honor a false Canaanite god.  

Verses 13-17 contrast God’s chosen people with their enemies.  The Israelites were redeemed by God who would lead them to His holy dwelling (v. 13) and plant them on the mountain of His inheritance and the place of His dwelling and sanctuary which He established (v. 17).  This refers not only Canaan but also the New Jerusalem described in chapter 21 of Revelation.  The Philistines, Edomites, Moabites and Canaanites would hear how God had destroyed Pharaoh’s army and would fear to battle God’s chosen people.  This reaction was delayed for 40 years because of the disobedience of the Israelites and God wrought a fresh set of miracles to instill fear in Israel’s enemies (see Deut. 2:25 & Josh. 2:9).

After the celebration, Moses led the Israelites into the Desert of Shur which is thought to be in the northwestern part of modern Saudi Arabia on the eastern side of the Red Sea.  In what would be a recurring theme, they went from the mountaintop of celebrating God’s victory to the valley of complaining about water in 3 short days.  God performed yet another miracle by turning the bitter water of Marah into drinkable water.  He then made a conditional “if/then” statement which I think is the first recorded in the Bible.  He tells the Israelites that if they keep His decrees, he would not bring on them any of the diseases he brought on the Egyptians.  This may refer to some of the physical conditions that the Egyptians suffered during the plagues.  There are many if/then statements that God makes (e.g. Ex. 19:5, 2nd Chron. 7:14, Deut. 28:1, Matt. 6:14-15).  Perhaps God’s most powerful if/then statement is found in Romans 10:9 “That if you confess with your mouth, Jesus is Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved”.  

