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Out of Egypt: The Exodus Narrative 
Scripture and Song Lesson 3 

 
Lesson Overview 

• In this lesson, students will think about how setting biblical narratives to music 
encourages meditation and personal application. They will hear two very different uses of 
narrative: first, a few movements from Handel’s oratorio Israel in Egypt, and then Louis 
Armstrong’s “Go Down, Moses.” They will discuss how Handel causes them to reflect 
on their own life, and learn how “Go Down, Moses” used the Exodus narrative to speak 
hope in the context of American slavery. 

 
Materials Needed 

• Israel in Egypt by George Frederick Handel 
o “And the Children of Israel Sighed”: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ZLb8pqPHU8 
o “He Rebuked the Red Sea”: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHFM0HUrp-Y 
o “But the Waters Overwhelmed Their Enemies”: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NJVy_aQqBzI 
• Louis Armstrong, “Go Down, Moses”: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8JNCS27rtQ8 
 
Teacher Preparation 

• Review the Exodus story. 
• Listen to the songs ahead of time and think about how they interpret the Exodus story. 
• Review the section on “Go Down, Moses” and adapt the script and/or discussion for the 

needs of your group. 
• To learn more about Black liberation theology, read James Cone, A Black Theology of 

Liberation. 
 
 
Open (5 minutes) 

• Ask: What is one of your favorite stories in the Bible? 
• Explain: For the last two weeks, we’ve listened to psalms. Today we’re going to listen to 

a different genre – narrative or story. We’ll listen to how different people have put the 
Exodus story to music. 

• Review the Exodus narrative with your students, from the Israelites’ oppression, to the 
plagues, to the crossing of the Red Sea. Explain that the word “exodus” means a going 
out, a mass departure. This is why the story of the Israelites leaving Egypt is called the 
Exodus. 

 
HANDEL (15-25 minutes) 

 
Introduce Handel (3 minutes) 
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• Explain: A few hundred years ago, a common genre of sacred classical music was an 
oratorio. It would often narrate a whole story of Scripture over the course of a couple of 
hours, and each movement would take just a verse or two. It has the effect of inviting the 
listener to really focus and meditate on the Scripture narrative. Often just by repeating a 
phrase over and over, the music makes you reflect on how the Scripture speaks into your 
own life. 

• Ask: Who has heard the Hallelujah Chorus? That song comes from a sacred oratorio 
called Messiah, written by George Frederick Handel. 

• Explain: Handel wrote another oratorio called Israel in Egypt, about the Exodus 
narrative. The whole oratorio is a couple of hours long, but today we’ll listen to just a 
couple of short movements. In a couple of weeks, we’ll listen to another movement from 
this work. 

 
Listen (12-20 minutes) 

• Introduce “And the Children of Israel Sighed”: This first movement is at the very 
beginning of the oratorio, when Israel is in slavery in Egypt. We’ll just listen to the first 
minute or so of this movement to get a feel for it. 

• Listen to the first 1:00 or 1:30 of “And the Children of Israel Sighed.” 
• Introduce the next two movements: So we’re skipping over the movements that explain 

all the plagues (although you should listen to them later!), to the part where Israel is at the 
Red Sea and Egypt is pursuing them – and then God parts the waters for Israel to walk 
through the sea.  

• Listen to “He Rebuked the Red Sea” and “But the Waters Overwhelmed Their Enemies” 
(3 minutes). 

• Ask: What was it like listening to the narrative straight from Scripture? 
• Ask: What phrase did Handel choose to repeat a lot?  

o Feel free to repeat the lyrics and be silly in the emphasis: “But the waters 
overwhelmed their enemies; there was not one of them left, not one, there was not 
one, not one, not one of them left. NOT ONE, not one of them left!” 

• Ask: Why do you think he would repeat that phrase? Why was it important to Handel, or 
why did he think it might have been important to the story? What does it say about God? 
About enemies or forces of opposition?  

• Ask: If you could pick one word to describe the sound of “He Rebuked the Red Sea,” 
how would you describe it? Or how did it make you feel? 

• Ask: If you could pick one word to describe the sound of “The Waters Overwhelmed 
Their Enemies,” how would you describe it? Or how did it make you feel? 

• Ask: What connections do you see in culture or in your own life? What Red Seas has 
God dried up? What enemies has God vanquished? Thinking about that, how do you hear 
the phrase “not one of them left”? Is it true for you, or a prayer, or a promise? Is there 
another phrase that makes more sense of your experience that you might choose to 
emphasize instead? 
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LOUIS ARMSTRONG (20-30 minutes) 
 

Introduce Go Down, Moses (5-10 minutes) 
• Note: This introduction to “Go Down, Moses” was originally written for a 

predominantly white youth group who would be unfamiliar with this information, 
and is intended to be a very basic introduction to the concept of Black liberation 
theology. This is an important section to adjust for the needs of your group. 

• Handel mostly intended his oratorio for entertainment. But the Exodus story has been set 
to music other ways and for other reasons.  

• The Exodus was the defining story for Israel’s identity. It’s referenced in the 10 
Commandments and the Psalms. The prophet Isaiah talks about God bringing the 
Israelites out of exile as a new Exodus. 

• It also became a defining story for Black Christians in the era of slavery. After all, the 
Exodus story is that the people of Israel were slaves in Egypt, God heard their cry, and 
God brought them out of Egypt and into freedom. Imagine hearing that story as a person 
who has been kidnapped and enslaved, and the meaning it would have and the hope it 
would give. White enslavers taught Christianity to the people they enslaved as a way to 
enforce obedience. But even when people use the Bible to try to oppress others, the Bible 
speaks with its own voice: God is always on the side of the oppressed and will bring 
about liberation. So the Exodus story was very important in the era of slavery, and it was 
also important in the Civil Rights movement. Dr. King talked about the Exodus in his last 
speech “I Have Been to the Mountaintop.” (If you have extra time, consider listening to 
excerpts of this speech and discussing further.) Even today, Christians connect the 
Exodus story to the Black Lives Matter movement as a way to say that God is on the side 
of the oppressed, and there is hope that God will bring an end to oppression, just like God 
did for the Israelites so long ago. 

• Ask: If God is on the side of the oppressed and working to bring about liberation, what is 
our responsibility as Christians? How do we partner with God in this work? 

• The theme of the Exodus became a classic spiritual called “Go Down, Moses.” The 
earliest record we have of this song is from 1862 – during the Civil War – but it likely 
originated years before that. “Go down, Moses,” was also one of the code songs that 
Harriet Tubman used for freedom seekers fleeing Maryland. Today, we’ll listen to Louis 
Armstrong’s jazz version of this song. 

 
Listen (15-25 minutes) 

• Listen to “Go Down, Moses.” 
• Ask: What emotions do you hear in this song? 
• Ask: How does the music interpret the story? 
• Ask: At the end, a trumpet comes in. Where in the Bible do we read about trumpets? In 

light of that, what are some things the trumpet might represent in this song? 
o Trumpets often announce something. 
o The Israelites blew their trumpets at the Wall of Jericho – which could represent 

victory. 
o The “last trumpet” – God making everything right, and new beginnings. 
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o The trumpets at the end of this song can remind us of all of these stories. Playing 
at the end of the song, maybe it signals something new and exciting – freedom! 

• Ask: What parts of the Exodus story does this song emphasize? Why? 
• Ask: How do you hear the Exodus story differently in light of this context and this song? 

 
Discuss (10-20 minutes) 

• Ask: If you are the people of Israel, what does the Exodus story communicate to you? If 
you are Pharaoh, what does it communicate to you? (For a more interactive approach, if 
you have more time, have students role play, or “interview” as representatives of Israel 
and Pharaoh.) 

• Note: If students bring up the death of the firstborn and are uncomfortable with it – 
particularly if they are white and thus identify with Pharaoh in this story – be prepared to 
discuss it honestly as a difficult part of the story. 

• Summarize the discussion at the end: The Exodus is good news for Israel, and it’s bad 
news for Egypt. God is always on the side of the oppressed. We tend to the think of the 
Gospel as good news for everyone, but it’s not always, because the powerful must give 
up their power.  

• Ask: How does this change the way you understand the Gospel? 
 
Close (2-5 minutes) 

• There are different ways to set biblical narratives to music – you can just narrate the 
story, you can focus on one word or phrase to emphasize it, or you can do a little more 
work of interpretation. But however you do it, meditating on the stories in Scripture is a 
powerful way to identify with God’s people who have come before us and think about 
our lives in light of theirs. 

• Pray: “Dear God, thank you for bringing your people out of Egypt so long ago. We thank 
you for the Red Seas you have parted in our lives, and we thank you for being a God who 
cares for the poor and the oppressed. We pray that we too will see and hear the needs of 
the oppressed in our world, and where we are complicit in racism, sexism, or ableism we 
pray that you will open our eyes and soften our hearts. Amen.” 


