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First Presbyterian Church September 17, 2017 
Rev. Jesse Garner Exodus 14:19-31; Romans 14:1-12; Matthew 18:21-35 

The Horse and Its Rider 

There are very few passages in the Bible that have had a greater impact upon me than the 15th 
chapter of the book of Exodus, and there is no verse in scripture that I’ve thought about more than 
the first verse in that chapter, and specifically the words, “The horse and its rider.”  Now part of my 
fascination with this passage is simply that it is not only one of the great stories in all of scripture, 
but one of the greatest in all of human literature, the story of the Israelites’ miraculous escape what 
appeared to be certain death.  Another part of my fascination is the fact that portions of this story 
may well be among the oldest, maybe even the oldest passage in all the Bible, pre-dating by 
hundreds upon hundreds of years the first written versions of scripture.  No doubt part of it is 
Handel’s spectacular setting of this passage in his great oratorio, Israel in Egypt, a work even more 
impressive to me than his much more famous oratorio Messiah, and one that deserves to be much 
better known and more often heard. 

But most of all, it’s that phrase, the horse and its rider, that so intrigues me, in no small part 
because in its specific context, it doesn’t seem to make much sense, one of the reasons, no doubt, 
that translations of this phrase differ widely among various versions of the Bible.  My own interest 
in this passage, and this phrase in particular, go back to the earliest of my years in ministry, when I 
was part of a lectionary study group with a couple of other pastors in the small town of Cookeville, 
Tennessee.  The three of us met every Tuesday morning at 7:00 and worked through the passages 
for that week, and then went and had breakfast, and those Tuesday mornings with those two 
guys—John Talbott and Dick Allison--are some of my best memories as a pastor, an experience of 
real collegiality that at the time I just assumed I’d find everywhere I went, but have not, much to 
my regret. 

It was one of those Tuesday mornings, wrestling with this very passage, and in particular with 
these words, “the horse and its rider,” that I finally began to get it, began to understand what’s 
really going on in scripture.  But first, let’s recall the story itself, the escape of the Israelites from 
their oppressors in Egypt.  As you remember, after the Lord had struck down all the first-born of 
Egypt, while “passing over” the houses of the Israelites which were marked with the blood of the 
paschal lamb, the Pharaoh had relented and given the Israelites permission to leave.  And knowing 
full well just how fickle the Pharaoh could be, the Israelites quickly gathered their belongings and 
headed toward freedom.  And sure enough, the Pharaoh—just as he had numerous times before—
changed his mind, and sent his army after the Israelites to keep them from escaping, and as our Old 
Testament lesson opened this morning, the Israelites were trapped, caught between the sea that 
blocked their path to freedom, and the on-rushing army of Egypt, caught between the proverbial 
rock and the hard place, caught seemingly without any hope at all of escaping. 

It was at that moment, when all seemed lost, that the Lord commanded Moses to stretch forth 
his hand over the sea, and just as at creation, with a mighty wind, the Lord drove back the waters of 
the sea, leaving a path over which the Israelites could pass, just exactly like something that 
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happened last weekend in Tampa, for those of you who like me were glued to the Weather Channel 
during Hurricane Irma.  But when the Egyptians attempted to follow, the wheels of their chariots 
got stuck in the mud, and when the waters of the sea rushed back in, their army was utterly 
destroyed, so much so that no one was said to have survived.  According to scripture, by dawn’s 
early light, surveying this scene of destruction that was also a scene of salvation, Miriam the 
prophet, the sister of Moses and Aaron, took a tambourine in her hand, and sang these words, 
“Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously.  The horse and its rider, he has thrown into the 
sea.” 

But why “the horse and its rider” as if there were only one?  Which we know wasn’t the case.  So 
why not “horse and rider,” or “horses and riders,” or even “all the king’s horses and all the king’s 
men;” why “the horse and its rider?”  Now, those of you who followed along this morning in your 
pew Bibles might be ready about now to interject that in fact is what the Bible says, and you’re 
right, it is what our pew Bibles say, and you know why?  Because “the horse and its rider,” which is 
actually what the Hebrew says, didn’t make any sense to them, and certainly given the context, 
they would seem to have a point, for after all, there were lots of horses and riders, not just one. 

Why?  Well, maybe, because in a certain sense, there was only one, because the triumph that 
day, the victory that Miriam celebrated with her song, was not simply over all the horses and riders 
of Egypt, as great as was that deliverance, but over something much more powerful, something 
much more fearsome, something of which the armies of Egypt were just one example and far from 
the most powerful one.  Something we call by many names, but perhaps most often, by simply the 
word “evil.”  You see, what dawned on me early that Tuesday morning years ago in Cookeville, 
was that “the horse and its rider” was a symbol, a very profound symbol, what Carl Jung called an 
“archetype.”  A symbol of something much greater and much more insidious even than the forces 
of Egypt, the evil that lies behind all human pain and suffering, the evil that hold us in its sway 
through our fear of death, the evil that thus destroys not only our lives, but chokes out the life out 
of life itself. 

Now you may have a hard time seeing that, for several reasons.  One, it’s a little hard for us to 
see a horse as such an insidious symbol, because for us horses conjure up images of rolling green 
hills and white clapboard fences, not images of death and destruction.  But that wasn’t so in Biblical 
times, certainly not for the Israelites, who lived in a place where horses were good for only one 
thing.  You see, it was just too hot and dry in that part of the world for horses to be used for 
anything practical.  All they were good for, the only thing they were good for, was war, which is 
why for the Israelites, the horse was strictly an instrument of death, which is why the horse and its 
rider was for them the perfect symbol of all that threatens to destroy us. 

But the bigger problem for us, why we may have a hard time seeing the horse and its rider as a 
symbol of evil, is that we simply no longer take seriously the whole idea of evil, the idea that there 
is a force at work in this world which leads only to death and destruction.  To us that’s the stuff of 
old time religion, not a way to talk about the modern world.  That is certainly one of the reasons 
why so few people in the church today take seriously anymore the whole idea of Satan, who has 
become for us little more than a cartoon character, a funny little man in a weird crimson suit with a 
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big H on the front, who goes around playing practical jokes on everyone.  Evil?  No; from our 
position of comfort and security, the whole idea of evil is just not one to be taken seriously. 

Which, I think, is why, we seem not to have noticed that several billions of God’s children still 
live in conditions in this world where evil does seem to be very much a reality, to be a very real and 
very present threat, and where, as a direct result, fear reigns supreme.  The daily fear of death from 
hunger, from disease, and from the mindless violence that plagues so much of our world even 
today, a violence that feeds upon those very fears in a vicious cycle of death.  It is all too easy for us 
here, to forget just how precarious life still is, in so many parts of the world, how fine the line that 
divides security in such places from utter and total disaster. 

But consider that diseases that are for us only a distant memory still claim the lives of hundreds 
of thousands of people every single year in Africa, in each and every case wiping out years of slow 
progress for some family toward a more secure and stable life.  We experience hurricanes like 
Harvey and Irma and talk about our losses in terms of dollars, but in places like Bangladesh, the 
losses are measured in the lives of people, not property.  Changes in the weather that here may 
prevent us from watering our lawns and washing our cars as much as we’d like, elsewhere may 
well lead to widespread starvation. 

In places like that, in places where life is still so precarious, and where death is literally a daily 
threat, where the existence of evil is no joke, the most precious thing of all is hope.  The simple hope 
that those forces which seem so powerful, and so utterly bent on human destruction can in fact be 
subdued, and that people can live decent, orderly and most of all, secure lives in peace—that hope 
is the most powerful force on earth, the hope that makes all the difference in the world.  We who 
know that hope, we who have experienced in our own lives the triumph of hope over despair, 
even–dare we say–the triumph of good over evil, we can share that hope with those who know 
only despair.  Like Miriam the prophet, we can sing aloud that death and destruction are not the 
last word in life, can sing of the triumph of life over death, can sing to the whole world that the 
horse and its rider have been thrown into the sea. 

And if we don’t?  If we’re too busy?  If we’re just too concerned with our own affairs, with 
securing even more comfort than we already enjoy?  If, to put it bluntly, we just don’t care whether 
others experience the same hope that we do?  How, then, are we any better than the unforgiving 
servant in Jesus’ parable, who having been the recipient of his master’s incredible generosity, 
turned around and refused to share even a fraction of that mercy with his fellow servant?  And who 
then, in his lack of generosity, lost all that he had.  For let us never forget, that it was not Moses and 
the Israelites who gained the victory over the forces of Egypt, any more than it was the strength of 
our arm and our own hard work, which has provided all that we now enjoy. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, forever and ever.  Amen. 


