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Does the Bible 
describe God in 
ways that are 
disturbing to 
you? The 
reason I ask 
this question is because I find there are many passages in the Bible where God is 
portrayed as acting violently or ordering acts of violence, like here in Exodus 15:3 
where the Lord is described as a warrior. 

The Lord is a warrior; 
   the Lord is his name. (Exodus 15:3) 

 
Before we take a closer look at this metaphor of warrior, here’s a bit of 
background.  The book of Exodus is at the heart of the Hebrew Bible, the OT.  It 
was foundational for the people of Israel.  The descendants of Jacob/Israel were 
slaves in Egypt, but God delivered them from bondage, saving them to become a 
people with a special commission, established by a covenant relationship with 
God at Mount Sinai.  Exodus 15 recounts this story of deliverance in the form of a 
song—the Song of the Sea—as many scholars describe it.  No one knows what the 
music was like to this song.  All we have are the poetic words that record Israel's 
response of thanksgiving and praise for God’s act of salvation. In part one (Exodus 
15:1-12) of the song, Moses and the Israelites sing about what God has done for 
Israel, while in part two (Exodus 15:13-18) they sing about what is yet to come.  In 
part one the people sing about God’s victory over Pharaoh, while in part two, 
God’s is praised as Israel’s leader and king. 
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As part of this song of deliverance, God is described as a warrior.  And my 
question to you is this: Is God really a God of war, wrath, and violence?  If so, then 
how do we square this violent description of God with the Prince of Peace found 
in the NT? 
 
I’m not the first one to notice this tension between the wrathful angry God of the 
OT and the loving God of the NT.  This issue was raised impressively by the radical 
attempt of the ancient church teacher, Marcion, who lived in the second century 
CE.  He read the Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, and portions of the NT, and 
noticed how, in the Hebrew Bible, God was often described as angry and violent 
whereas in the NT, God was described as loving and forgiving.  Marcion preferred 
the God of the NT, so he created what he thought should be the Christian Bible, 
by throwing away the OT and choosing the gospel of Luke and 10 of Paul’s letters 
for his Bible.  The Church declared him a heretic and, partly in response to him, 
affirmed a biblical canon that retained the Old Testament as a positive 
component, and that eventually became the Christian Bible as we have it.  
 
What we have today is this wonderful, but incredibly complicated book, the Bible, 
full of amazing descriptions of God as Shepherd, knitter, and loving father 
alongside difficult—and dare I say—disturbing metaphors of God as a Warrior.   
 
Peter Gomes, in The Good Book, writes: 

Some of the hard texts are hard because they are difficult to understand, 
others are hard because they represent points of view at odds with our 
conventional wisdom or with other parts of scriptures, and still others are 
hard because they demand too much of us.  

 
I think this quote describes well my difficulty with this Exodus 15 passage, The 
Lord is a Warrior.  Exodus 15:3 is in my Bible, so I have to deal with it even though 
it’s difficult to understand and presents an image of God that I find deeply 
troubling. 
 
A second, equally troubling issue for me regarding this metaphor of God as a 
warrior, can be found in how some Christians interpret this metaphor.  Some 
Christians see a passage such as Exodus 15 as providing a biblical call to follow, to 
emulate this God in their own crusade against whatever enemies are perceived 
to deserve annihilation. 
 



3 
 

Following a violent crusading God is summed up in that old triumphal and 
militaristic hymn, with its goose-stepping rhythm: 

Onward, Christian soldiers! 
Marching as to war, 
With the cross of Jesus 
Going on before. 
Christ, the royal Master, 
Leads against the foe; 
Forward into battle, 
See his banners go! 

 
Can I say how thankful I am that this hymn is NOT in our blue hymnal! 
 
Understanding these violent metaphors of God as our biblical call to emulate has 

resulted in some of 
the darkest days in 
Christian history 
when Christians, 
wearing helmets, 
garments and 
carrying shields 
emblazoned with the 
cross of Christ, went 
forth to make Holy 
War against Muslims 
during the Crusades 
in the Middle Ages. 
  
Or when European 

explorers, like Christopher Columbus and others, came to the New World wearing 
and carrying the cross of Christ, enslaved, killed, and raped indigenous peoples in 
the name of Jesus. 
 
So, there are some Christians who see a profound tension between a violent God 
in the OT and a loving God in the NT.  Other Christians understand the imagery of 
God is a warrior as providing a biblical call to follow, to emulate this God in their 
own crusade against whatever enemies are perceived to deserve annihilation.  I 
suggest to you that both of these responses are based on superficial and 
inadequate readings of Exodus 15. 
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How might we read and understand this passage less superficially and more 
deeply, and thus gain a fuller understanding of the metaphor, God is a warrior?  I 
suggest we look at the main purpose of the book, which answers the double 
question: Who is God, and to which master does Israel—and ultimately, all 
creation—properly belong, Yahweh or Pharaoh? 
 
To answer this question, I find it instructive to look more deeply at the battle that 
took place between God and Pharaoh in order to better understand the metaphor 
of warrior.  And to do that, we need to briefly review Pharaoh’s role in the book 
of Exodus.   
 
Now, I trust your memory of the book of Exodus goes deeper than your memory 
of watching that old movie, the Ten Commandments, featuring Charleston 
Heston!  We know from reading the story of the Exodus that Moses was called by 
God to go to Pharaoh, the ruler of Egypt, with the instruction—let my people go!  
As we know from the story, Pharaoh refused again and again.  Each time he 
refused God sent a plague upon Egypt.  After each plague Pharaoh allowed Israel 
to leave, but then hardened his heart and refused to let Israel go.  After the final 
plague, Pharaoh relented and Israel departed Egypt on this odd circular route.  
Pharaoh saw this and decided to send out with his army to recapture Israel.  The 
decisive battle took place at the sea where Pharaoh and his army were soundly 
defeated.  
 
Israel understood the Exodus from Egypt as a story of salvation.  The goal of all 
God’s acts in Exodus was not simply liberation of Israel toward freedom, in the 
sense of liberation from an oppressive authority.  The liberation in Exodus is from 
an illegitimate imposed service represented by Pharaoh to liberation towards the 
service of Israel’s (and humanity’s) only legitimate master, God.  In other words, 
instead of being enslaved by Pharaoh, true freedom for Israel was being enslaved 
by God. 
 
Although a historical defeat of a particular Pharaoh is undoubtedly the basis of 
Exodus 15, many specifics—including Pharaoh’s name—have deliberately been 
erased or transformed into poetic and symbolic images.  God alone acts to defeat 
Pharaoh and deliver Israel out of bondage.  Here in Exodus 15, there is no 
reference to Israel, and not even to Moses’ outstretched staff and hand are worth 
mentioning. 
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In this way, the Song of the Sea is not an actual retelling of a story like a witness 
to a car accident retelling what she saw at a particular moment in history.  Rather 
the Song of the Sea is a poetic statement of faith.  It is a song of praise of God’s 
cosmic victory over evil. 
 
This is also the picture of God in the New Testament.  In the NT, we don’t have 
God battling Pharaoh, but we do have God in Christ battling Satan.  And in that 
cosmic battle, God is revealed in the person of Jesus, lives like us, and then dies 
on a cross, beside two thieves.  We are told that on Friday God died.  Sin and 
death were victorious.  The power of evil triumphed.  Yet, we know that wasn’t 
the end of the story.  During the time between the cross and that first Easter 
morning, God made war on evil and chaos, and defeated them, once and for all.  
Easter morning, the day of the resurrection, is a day when we celebrate this 
victory of God over the evil powers of sin and death. 
 
Part of my struggle with this phrase, God is a warrior, has been my failure to fully 
appreciate it as a metaphor for God.  Like I said in previous sermons, God is 
transcendent and Wholly Other.  We can only speak of God's presence and action 
within this world by using metaphors, terms or images borrowed from human 
experience to express something lying outside of direct human experience.   
 
When Exodus 15:6 describes how the Lord shatters the enemy with the right 
hand, I’ll admit, that my first reaction is to feel just a bit slighted as I’m left-
handed.  It’s hard being left-handed in a right-handed world.  Once I get over this 
feeling, I can easily see how singing about God’s right hand doing this and that is 
clearly metaphorical language.  I don’t jump to the conclusion that God has limbs 
like you and I do.  Nor do I assume God favours right-hands over left ones.  I think 
God is ambidextrous! 
 
In the same way, when Exodus 15:8 says, that the waters of the sea was piled up 
from the blast of the Lord’s nostrils, I don’t think for a moment that God has 
nostrils like humans do.  Rather, I understand it as metaphorical language.  After 
all, God is beyond human experience and beyond human language.  God is 
greater than any manifestation of life on earth.  God is greater than either 
maleness or femaleness, is more profound that any body part.  God is a 
mysterious energy and life-giving Spirit. 
 
When I say God is a woman searching for a lost coin or is a gracious father 
welcoming home his lost son, I don’t think of God as either a man or a woman.  I 
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know God is neither, but anthropomorphic language is the only way for us to talk 
about God, to describe God in any meaningful way. 
 
But when I read, God is a warrior, I’m immediately ready to pile all sorts of 
characteristics of human warfare on to this metaphor, characteristics like 
hostility, aggressiveness, hate, torture, and violence just to name a few.  And it’s 
these associations drawn from human warfare that I find troubling and 
scandalous.  And it’s these kinds of mistaken associations Christians have 
repeatedly made throughout church history when thinking about this metaphor. 
 
Instead of taking our cues from human warfare, I wonder whether the metaphor 
God is a warrior, when applied to God, doesn’t signify violence but signifies God’s 
power and authority.  God was able to deliver his people from slavery, lead them 
through the wilderness, bring them to the promised land, raise Jesus from the 
dead, promise to restore all creation to how God intended it from the beginning, 
because God had and has the power to do so. 
 
Unlike other deities, the God of the Bible has all the power over nature and 
history. God can roll back the waters of the sea or punish disobedient people with 
drought. God can thwart the empires of Egypt and Syria, or use Cyrus of Persia as 
a servant. God can call the universe into being and bring it all to a close. And 
because God can do these things Israel made the following confession:   
 

Thus says the Lord, the King of Israel 
   and his Redeemer, the Lord of hosts: 
I am the first and I am the last; 
   besides me there is no god. (Isaiah 44:6) 

 
The Bible has so many different metaphors for God.  Some of them are rooted 
deep in our hearts and souls, while others don’t make a great deal of sense.  
Some of the metaphors we like while others we dislike.  The Bible uses many 
metaphors for God, because the only way for us to meaningfully think about God 
and talk about God is through metaphors.  Even though I continue to struggle 
with this metaphor, God is a Warrior, I still believe that the more metaphors we 
use, the better.  
   
If the metaphor of God the warrior points to power and authority, what then does 
it say about human warfare?  To put it another way, is this metaphor of God as a 
warrior a call for us to emulate and follow?   
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On the one hand, when you read this Song of the Sea over several times, you get 
the impression that Israel left Egypt as a great and mighty army.  Yet, on the other 
hand, this vast victorious army of people played absolutely no part in the battle.  
I’ll say that again.  Israel had NO part to play in the battle.  Zero.  Nada. Zilch.  
Why?  Verse 2 gives the answer: 

The Lord is my strength and my might, 
   and he has become my salvation   

 
The lesson of the Song of the Sea for human participation in war is a profoundly 
negative one.  God methods for achieving goals belong to God alone, not to Israel, 
and certainly not to either you and me.  
 
Perhaps, a proper stance for us in light of metaphor of God is a warrior, can be 
found in Isaiah: 

For thus said the Lord God, the Holy One of Israel: 
In returning and rest you shall be saved; 
   in quietness and in trust shall be your strength. (Isaiah 30:15) 

 
Since God fights on behalf of God’s creation, we do not have to. Amen 


