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The Exodus Swan Song  
Simon Wolf 

 

One of the most difficult aspects in analyzing the song Az Yashir is determining whether there are any stanzas 
to the song.  Is there any meter to the song? Are there subdivisions to the song or is it one large song?  It 
would be a good idea to take a moment now to look at the song and see if one can determine any pattern 
within the song.  Most people at first glance conclude that Az Yashir is a single continuous song.  The reason 
for this mistaken conclusion is because while there are subsections to Az Yashir, people are deceived by the 
fact that the song does not comply with our conception of stanzas.  The reader is expecting to find a recurring 
metrical pattern, but the subdivisions in Az Yashir are somewhat obscured by the fact that they are not 
distributed evenly. 
 

In this week’s shiur, we are going to investigate the breakdown of Az Yashir into sections and then attempt to 
determine the meaning and message conveyed by this subdivision.  Before we can do that, we need to take a 
step back and understand the phenomenon of songs in Tanach.  While there are many explanations for the 
occurrences of songs in Tanach, our thesis is that the songs in Tanach are a sign of a conclusion of an era or 
of a transition of significance.  Based on that, we would suggest that Az Yashir should be a summary of and a 
conclusion to the process and the purpose of the redemption from Egypt.  With that in mind, let us return to 
identifying the sections of Az Yashir. 
 

The key to deciphering the breakdown of Az Yashir is to identify the pesukim in which both the name of God 
 appears and there is duplicative language (repeated phrase).  There are four instances of this in Shirat (יקוק)
Hayam (Chapter 15): 
Verse 3 – ְׁשמוֹ  ְיֹקָוקְלָחָמה ִאיׁש ִמ  ְיֹקָוק   
Verse 6 –  ִּתְרַעץ אֹוֵיבְיִמיְנ ְיֹקָוק  ֶנְאָּדִרי ַּבֹּכחַ ְיִמיְנ ְיֹקָוק  
Verse 11 – ת ֹעֵׂשה ֶפֶלא ִמי ָּכֹמָכה ְיֹקָוקָּבֵאִלם  ִמי ָכֹמָכה ֶנְאָּדר ַּבֹּקֶדׁש נֹוָרא ְתִה  
Verse 16 – ַעם זּו ָקִניתָ ֲעֹבר ַעד יַ  ְיֹקָוקַעְּמ  ַעד ַיֲעֹבר  
The truth is that Chazal were well aware of this pattern and actually created a fifth instance of this type of 
division when in the morning prayers they added to our recitation of Az Yashir another duplication in verse 18 – 

ָוק ִיְמ ְלֹעָלם ָוֶעדְיקֹ  ְיֹקָוק ִיְמ ְלֹעָלם ָוֶעד .  As we noted above, the “stanzas” are not evenly distributed and each 
frame is increasingly bigger than its predecessor. 
 

In order to facilitate a better understanding of the structure of Az Yashir, we will forgo proper etiquette, style 
and presentation of slowly building tension towards a climatic conclusion.  Instead, we will disclose upfront the 
overall theme of Shirat Hayam and then utilize the subsequent paragraphs to discuss the motif of each 
subsection of the Song and how it fits into the overall theme of Az Yashir.  Over the last number of parshiyot, 
God has declared numerous different goals that He hopes to accomplish through the redemption.   As we 
already suggested, Shirat Hayam as a “culmination” song should be and is a highlights summary of the 
purpose and process of the redemption from Egypt.  In fact, Az Yashir encapsulate God’s stated goals by 
chronicling them thematically in reverse order.  As we will develop in the upcoming paragraphs, each “stanza” 
echoes a message that God wanted to convey through the miraculous exodus from Egypt.1 
 

The opening stanza of Az Yashir (15,1-3) describes God as a warrior taking up battle against Paraoh and the 
Egyptians on behalf of Bnei Yisrael.  It is capped off the with the refrain (15,3), “God (יהוה) is a man of war, 
God (יהוה) is his name ( ְֹיֹקָוק ִאיׁש ִמְלָחָמה ְיֹקָוק ְׁשמו). This description is very similar to God’s response to Bnei 
Yisrael’s crying in fear when they are trapped between the Egyptian’s and the sea.  Moshe placates the nation 
before they move forward into the sea by telling them (14,13-14) not to be fearful because the climactic stage 
of God’s battle against Paraoh and the Mitzrim, establishing Him as the uncontested Master of Bnei Yisrael 
(and the world), is about to unfold in front of their eyes in a miraculous manner.  Moshe then conveys God’s 
final charge to the people, “stand still and see the salvation of God…for as you have seen Mitzrayim today, you 
will not see them again…God (יהוה) will wage battle on your behalf while you stand by silently.” ( ְיֹקָוק ִיָּלֵחם
 .In both instances, the message is clear, God will wage battle on behalf of His people  .(ָלֶכם ְוַאֶּתם ַּתֲחִריׁשּון
 

The next stanza (15,4-6) focuses on God’s destruction of the Egyptian army in the sea and concludes with a 
focus on God’s capability to crush the enemy.  The image of this tremendous might is projected through God’s 
“right hand” with the description in the pasuk (15,6), “Your right hand God is glorious in power, God’s right 
hand crushes the enemy.”  This section of the song is reminiscent of the great and mighty hand that not only 
destroyed the Egyptians in the sea, but also the first born in Mitzrayim.  Makat Bechorot is the culmination of 
God’s “destruction” of the Egyptians.  It is the proverbial straw that breaks the camel’s back and it is the Yad 
Hachazaka (יד החזקה) that God predicted (Shmot 3,20 and 7,4-5) would finally send Bnei Yisrael out of 
Mitzrayim.  The association between God’s hand and Makat Bechorot is reinforced by the two sequential 
parshiyot (Shmot 13,1-16) found in the Torah in the immediate aftermath of Makat Bechorot and the exodus 

                                                 
1 For ease of understanding, please see the attached source sheet which lays out visually the parallels we are about to discuss 
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from Egypt.  There God commands us as to the sanctity of the first born and the mitzvah of Tefillin.  Those 
parshiyot are replete with references to hands, both the hand of God and the hand of Tefillin, in the context of 
the sanctity of the first born which was precipitated by Makat Bechorot. This connection is strengthened by the 
description in Tehillim where it says (136,10-12), “that God struck the Egyptian first born…took Yisrael out 
from amongst them…with a mighty hand and outstretched arm”.  The Psalm also buttresses the parallel 
between this stanza’s describing the churning of the Egyptians in the sea (Shmot 15,4-5) and Makat Bechorot 
by continuing (136,13-15), “He churned Paraoh and his army in the Yam Suf…” 
 

As a preface to the next two stanzas, it is important to understand that God has two declared purposes for the 
Makkot in Mitzrayim.  One of which is that the Mitzrim (and the rest of the world) will come to acknowledge God 
 and the second of which is that Bnei Yisrael should recognize God and pass down from generation to (יקוק)
generation what God did for the Jews in Mitzrayim. 
 

The third stanza (15,7-11) describes God’s greatness in the splitting of the sea for His nation to pass through 
and then his returning of the sea to its former state upon the Mitzrim.  In this context, the crescendo of this 
stanza is the declaration by Bnei Yisrael of (15,11), “Who is like you God amongst the gods, who is like You, 
glorious in holiness.”  We quote this pasuk twice a day, in the morning and evening prayers, in our introduction 
to Shemoneh Esreh where we pronounce our unwavering faith in God’s dominion over the world and in his 
continuously providing us salvation from our forefathers until ourselves.  This theme of Az Yashir is also noted 
in Yehoshua (24,7) where in a brief review of history Yehoshua mentions Kriyat Yam Suf and then concludes, 
“…and your eyes witnessed that which I did in Mitzrayim.”  In the beginning of Parshat Bo (10,1-2), God 
tells Moshe that the purpose of the upcoming plagues are, “…in order that you will tell your children and 
grandchildren how I toyed with Mitzrayim and all the signs I placed on them, so that you should know that I 
am God (יקוק).” The common denominator, captured by the theme of this stanza, is that both the latter Makkot 
and Kriyat Yam Suf precipitate a recognition by Bnei Yisrael of God and that which He does on their behalf. 
 

The fourth stanza (15,12-16) describes the reaction of the other nations to God’s display of power at Kriyat 
Yam Suf.  They are gripped by paralyzing fear that allows God’s nation to pass through the waters of the sea 
and into to Eretz Yisrael (and maybe even through history).  The miracle Kriyat Yam Suf leaves it indisputable 
as to who is the true God and as to who are His chosen people.  This indelible impression is reiterated by 
Rachav (Yehoshua 2,9-11) when she confesses to the two Jewish spies as to why she is aiding and abetting 
them to hide from the authorities.  She tells them, “…I know God (יקוק) has you given you The Land…because 
we heard how God (יקוק) dried up the waters of Yam Suf before you upon your exodus from Mitzrayim…and 
when we heard this our hearts melted…because Hashem (יקוק) your God is the God of the heavens 
above and the earth below.”  This impression is also God’s stated goal for the Makkot.  In both Shmot 7,5 
and Shmot 9,14-16, God tells Moshe that Paraoh will not accede to your request to release Bnei Yisrael so 
that, “Mitzrayim will know that I am God (יקוק), “So that you should know that there is no one like Me in the 
land” and “For this I am keeping you (Paraoh) around…in order that my name will be proclaimed throughout 
the land.”  This section captures the global impact that the Makkot in Mitzrayim and Kriyat Yam Suf had on 
those outside of Bnei Yisrael. 
 

The final two pesukim of the Shirat Hayam (17-18) speak about a future where Bnei Yisrael establish 
themselves in the land of their inheritance, the dwelling place of God, and a time when God’s (יקוק) dominion 
is manifest forever.   This “fifth” stanza harkens back to the original revelation of God to Moshe.  When God 
appears to Moshe by the burning bush (Shmot 3, 8 & 17), He tells him the reason for saving the Jews from the 
Egyptian enslavement is to bring them to the great land of flowing milk and honey to the place of the nations of 
Canaan2.  In addition, God tells Moshe to relay to Bnei Yisrael that the God (יקוק) of your forefathers has sent 
me to you and “this is my name forever, and this is my memorial to all generations”3 which is very similar to 
the closing refrain of the song, “God (יקוק) should reign for ever and ever” (ְיֹקָוק ִיְמ ְלֹעָלם ָוֶעד). 
 

While by no means necessary, it is interesting to note that the narrative after the Shirat Hayam (15, 20-21) 
which describes the women’s song with instruments (which are not mentioned by the men’s song) led by 
Miriam seems to continue the parallel we have established.  As Rashi (Ibid) quoting Chazal notes, the women 
of the generation were certain that God would perform miracles and therefore they took musical instruments 
with them on their exodus from Egypt.  This is eerily similar to the opening stories of the Book of Shmot where 
we are told of the Jewish midwives Shifra and Puah, who Chazal identify for us as Yocheved and Miriam, and 
the daughter of Paraoh all defy the king’s decree to facilitate the redemption.  This is reinforced by the Gemara 
in Sotah (11b) which attributes the redemption of the Jews from Egypt to the merit of the righteous women of 
that generation. 
 

Shabbat Shalom 

                                                 
תֹו ִמן ָהָאֶרץ ַהִהוא ֶאל ֶאֶרץ טֹוָבה ּוְרָחָבה ֶאל ֶאֶרץ ָזַבת ָחָלב ּוְדבָ ׁש ֶאל ְמקֹום ַהְּכַנֲעִני ְוַהִחִּתי ְוָהֱאֹמִרי ְוַהְּפִרִּזי ְוַהִחִּוי ְוַהְיבּוִסי 2  ָוֵאֵרד ְלַהִּצילֹו ִמַּיד ִמְצַרִים ּוְלַהֲע
ֵהי ַיֲעֹקב ְׁשָלַחִני ֲאֵליֶכם ֶזה ְּׁשִמי ְלֹעָלם ְוֶזה ִזְכִרי ְלֹדר ֹּדר 3 ֵהי ִיְצָחק ֵוא ֵהי ַאְבָרָהם ֱא ֵהי ֲאֹבֵתיֶכם ֱא ִהים ֶאל ֹמֶׁשה ֹּכה ֹתאַמר ֶאל ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְיֹקָוק ֱא  ַוֹּיאֶמר עֹוד ֱא


