
 1

Psalm 114  “When Mountains Skip”   October 28, 2018 
Psalm 113 
1 Corinthians 10 
 
I’ve preached on Psalm 113 before, so I’m not going to preach on Psalm 113 in this series. 

But since it’s short, I’ll go ahead and read both Psalms 113 and 114, 
  so that we see how they fit together into book 5 of the Psalms. 
 
Read Psalms 113-114 
 
Psalms 113-118 are sometimes called “the Egyptian Hallel” 
 because these six Psalms were sung together at Passover, 
  remembering God’s mighty deeds in salvation. 
 
But if you think about what we have seen so far in Book 5 of the Psalter, 
 it makes perfect sense that the Jews would do this –  
  because Psalms 111 and 112 told them to! 
 
Psalm 111 opens “Praise LORD! I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart, 
 in the company of the upright, in the congregation.” 
So how do you praise the LORD in the midst of the congregation? 
 Well, you could do worse than sing Psalms of praise!! 
 
Psalms 111-113 all begin with the line “Praise the LORD.” 
 Psalms 115-117 all end with the line “Praise the LORD.” 
 
And in the middle is Psalm 114 –  

the one song in this section that explicitly talks about the Exodus. 
 
In Hebrew the phrase “Praise the LORD” is “Hallelu-Yah” 
 
We saw a few weeks ago that the name Yahweh has usually been translated into something else 
 (like in the NT, where all the quotations from the OT use the Greek word “kurios” – 
  which means “Lord”) – 
 but the phrase “hallelujah” is found in its Hebraic form in almost every language on earth!  
 
How do you say “hallelujah” in German? 
 Halleluja. 
Latin? 
 Alleluia (they don’t like “h”) 
Chinese? 
 Haliluya 
How about Swahili? 
 Halleluya. 
 
As Palmer Robertson puts it, 
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“Even the ease with which the expression can be articulated deserves notice. 
 In a remarkable way, the word Hallelu-YAH is particularly suitable 
  for opening wide the mouth, dropping the jaw, and loudly shouting God’s praise.  
   Try it!” (p202-203) 
 
Psalm 113 praises the LORD for his glorious and blessed name – 
 and for how he who is seated on high – whose glory is above the heavens – 
  yet he looks with pity upon the lowly  
   and raises the poor from the dust – the needy from the ash heap – 
  and exalts them to sit with the princes of his people. 
 He gives the barren woman a home, making her the joyous mother of children. 
 
In other words, our God is the God of Job – 
 the one whom he raised from the ash heap; 
 He is the God of Sarah and Ruth and Elizabeth – 
  barren women whom he gave a home – and children. 
 
And when the virgin conceived and bore a son,  
 and called his name Immanuel – God with us –  
  he brought all these songs to their glorious fruition – 
 because now, in Christ, 
  we have all been raised up from the ash heap 
   and seated with Christ in the heavenly places; 
  we all have become children of the one who was barren – 
 so that we might become fruitful as the church becomes the mother of all the faithful. 
 
While child-bearing remains a good and blessed thing, 
 if you are unable to bear children, 
  in Christ, there is no stigma attached to that – 
 because you are able to be fruitful in Christ’s kingdom. 
 
When I was in seminary, there was a professor and his wife who were unable to have children. 
 They thought about adoption,  
  but then realized that God had given them a ministry to students. 
 They could be parents to dozens of students who needed a family away from home. 
 
In Christ, the barren can become fruitful. 
 
Sing Psalm 113 
Read 1 Corinthians 10 
 
In 1 Corinthians Paul is writing to a congregation that is mixed – both Jew and Gentile – 
 and yet he says “our fathers…were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea.” 
Because for Paul, both Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians are Abraham’s seed by faith. 
 And that means that the Exodus is part of our story – 
  our family history. 
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 And that means that Psalm 114 was written for us. 
 
 Because the ultimate goal of Psalm 114 is to get the people of God  
  “to take the God of the exodus seriously.” (Goldingay, 321) 
 
Why should we think about the Exodus? 
 Paul makes it clear in 1 Corinthians 10 that the Exodus has a lot to teach us – 
  so let’s listen to Psalm 114. 
 

1. “A Place of Our Own”: Remembering the Exodus and Conquest (v1-2) 
When Israel went out from Egypt, 
    the house of Jacob from a people of strange language, 
2 Judah became his sanctuary, 
    Israel his dominion. 
 
When Israel went out from Egypt, 
 the house of Jacob from a people of strange language… 
 
Psalm 114 opens with a line that seems straightforward enough – 
 Remember when Israel went out from Egypt? 
 Remember when the house of Jacob went out from a people of strange language? 
 
Psalm 114 is speaking to people who live centuries after the Exodus – 
 but their experience is not so different! 
After all, Psalm 114 comes to us in the context of the return from Exile. 
 Psalm 114 is connecting the experience of the returned Exiles  
  with that of their ancestors who had come out of Egypt. 
 
 Both had experienced coming out of “a people of strange language.” 
 
 And indeed, for the rest of Israel’s history,  
  they would always be surrounded by “a people of strange language.” 
 They were ruled by the Persians – by the Egyptians – by the Seleucids – by the Romans. 
 
 The problem of “a strange language” would continue. 
 
Have you ever spent time in a place where you didn’t speak the language? 
 It’s exhausting. 
 You might think that not knowing the language would make it easy – 
  you just tune it out! 
 But you can’t tune it out! 
  There are people all around you who are communicating – 
   who are speaking, hearing, laughing, crying – 
   but you are isolated and alone – 
    shut out from the world around you. 
  It can be a very oppressive experience. 
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  Everyone else has a place. 
  Everyone else can communicate. 
   But if I cannot communicate with anyone else – 
    then I am utterly alone 
    (no matter how many people are in the vicinity!). 
 
And, of course, that doesn’t only happen with different languages. 
 It can also happen at the level of shared experience. 
 If you feel like no one else can understand or appreciate what you have been through, 
  that can also be a very isolating experience. 
 “No one speaks my language!” 
   
Think about what Psalm 114 is saying: 
 When Israel went out of Egypt, the house of Jacob from a people of strange language, 
  Judah became his sanctuary, Israel his dominion. 
 
 Whose sanctuary? 
 Whose dominion? 
 
 Possibly the referent is God. 
 I say possibly because the only nouns that fit the context are Israel or the house of Jacob. 
  So it is also possible that the Psalmist is saying that 
   Judah is the sanctuary for the house of Jacob, 
   and Israel is the dominion – the realm – for the house of Jacob. 
 
  In other words, in the context of the alienation that we experience 
   at being foreigners – strangers in a strange land – 
   God gave his people a home – 
    a sanctuary – a holy place – where they could meet with God; 
    and a realm – a dominion – the Promised Land – 
     where they could dwell secure from their enemies. 
 
  A place where they could talk freely – and understand each other! 
 
Now, it could be that the Psalmist expects you to read “his” as “God’s” sanctuary 
 and God’s dominion or realm. 
But even if so, the central point stays the same – 
 because the point is that God provided a home for his alienated, oppressed people. 
 
This is important for understanding what the church is all about! 
 Because sometimes people can feel as though church is a condemning place. 
 “They won’t understand me” –  

“they’ll just condemn me” –  
“they don’t speak my language.” 
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 But God has established the church as a sanctuary for his people – 
  as the place where his kingdom – his dominion – is established and is growing. 
 
 So it’s important to say that if you are hostile to God – 

and if your goal is to live contrary to God’s word, 
   then you may find the church a difficult place to be. 
 Because there is a common language in the church 
  (oh, it may vary somewhat from congregation to congregation!  
   A black Baptist church will have different ways of speaking 
    than a white Presbyterian church – 
   and those of you who come this afternoon to Greater Mt. Calvary 
    will get a chance to see that!) 
  But as I’ve traveled around the world over the years,  
   I’ve found the same common language everywhere I go – 

whether I was in Eritrea, East Africa, 
or whether I was in Xining International Fellowship in China. 

   Our common language is grounded in the Word who became flesh. 
   It is found in the gospel that the apostles preached to us. 
    
  Because that good news is what brings us all together. 
 
The good news that God has done what we could not do for ourselves! 
 At MCPC, all we have are dysfunctional families and troubled marriages. 
  Ginger and I have made a point of not trying to hide our difficulties.  
  Many of you have had front row seats to our fights. 
  No, we don’t try to fight in front of you! 
   But we don’t want to pretend that we have it all figured out. 
 
  We, too, are refugees from troubled pasts – 
   with all the same baggage as everyone else! 
  We need the same gospel that you need! 
  We need the same sanctuary – the same place to worship God – 
   that you need! 
 
Because when verse 2 says that Judah became his sanctuary,  
 think about what that means: 
  what is the sanctuary??! 
 
 The sanctuary is the place where God meets with his people. 
  Israel had been in Egypt for 400 years. 
   And for 400 years, God had been silent. 
  Israel was in exile in Babylon for 70 years. 
   And for 70 years, the temple lay in ruins –  
    there were no sacrifices – no fellowship with God! 
  And after the exile, 
   when the Jews rebuilt the temple, 
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    the glory of the LORD did not fill the new temple! 
  In Exodus 24, when Israel gathered at Sinai, 
   the Glory of the LORD appeared on the Mountain. 
  In Exodus 40, when Israel first built the tabernacle, 
   the Glory of the LORD came from Mt Sinai and filled the Holy of Holies. 
  In 1 Kings 8, when Solomon built the temple, 
   the Glory of the LORD filled the Holy of Holies again! 
 
 But in Ezekiel 10, the prophet saw the Glory of the LORD leave the temple – 
  and when, in Ezra 6, the second temple was dedicated, 
   the Glory of the LORD did not appear 
  (and the prophet Haggai even recounts that there was weeping amidst the joy – 
   because the Glory of the LORD had not returned!). 
 
So Psalm 114 speaks into the bittersweet experience of being restored – but not fully – 
 and reminds them (and reminds us – because we have been restored, but not fully!)  
  that when God does his mighty deeds – 
   when God establishes his holy place – 
  it is his presence that matters above everything else! 
 
You children know how I teach about God’s promise to Abraham! 
 What are the three parts of God’s promise to Abraham? 
  The Land and the Seed and the Blessing to the Nations! 
 Someone once asked me, “Why do you not include God’s presence?” 
  After all, God promised to be with Abraham! 
 
 My answer is simple: God’s presence is not simply ‘one’ of his promises. 
  God’s presence is at the heart of all of his promises! 
 God does not say, I will give you the land, the seed, the blessing to the nations – 
  and my presence – 
  rather, it is because God himself is Abraham’s very great reward – 
   it is because God is present with us –  
  that all these promises come to pass! 
 
Psalm 114 gets at this  
 with a most beautiful and delightful image! 
 
Look at verses 3-4 

2. When Do Mountains Skip Like Rams? From the Red Sea to the Jordan River (v3-6) 
3 The sea looked and fled; 
    Jordan turned back. 
4 The mountains skipped like rams, 
    the hills like lambs. 
 
Over the last few weeks we’ve been hearing the Psalms recount various parts of this story. 
 The Exodus from Egypt. 
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 The Conquest of the Promised Land. 
 God’s promises to David. 
 The Return from Exile. 
 
Psalm 114 zeroes in on a couple of images from those stories. 
 The sea looked – and fled. 
 
 Israel had stood at the shore of the Red Sea – 
  looking out over the vast expanse of water before them – 
  and then they turned around and saw the vast expanse of the Egyptian army. 
 When Israel looked at the situation that they faced, 
  they were caught between the chariots of Egypt and the waters of the Red Sea 
   (in Hebrew, that’s the “Yam Suph” – 
    which could be translated “the Sea at the End” – 
   Certainly, they thought that it would be their end!) 
 
 But when the sea looked – it fled! 
 
 The Sea took one look at what was coming – and it skedaddled! – 
  leaving an open path for the house of Jacob to cross over on dry land! 
 
Likewise, the Jordan turned back. 
 This happened 40 years later – when Joshua led Israel into the Promised Land. 
  The Jordan River is nowhere near as intimidating as the Red Sea! 
  But when Joshua and all Israel drew near to the Jordan River, 
   they looked across and saw the Promised Land – 
   and they saw the mighty city of Jericho with its high walls, 
    and all the mighty warriors of Canaan. 
 
 But when the Jordan River looked at what was coming, 
  the Jordan River turned around went back upstream – 
   leaving a dry path for Israel to cross once more. 
 
Likewise, in verse 4: 
 
4 The mountains skipped like rams, 
    the hills like lambs. 
 
Sinai had trembled and jumped in Exodus 20. 
 And when the walls of Jericho came crashing to the ground, 
  the earth shook (maybe God used an earthquake to do it – 
   maybe not – but either way city walls crashing down 
    will cause quite a rumble!!). 
 
But why? 
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5 What ails you, O sea, that you flee? 
    O Jordan, that you turn back? 
6 O mountains, that you skip like rams? 
    O hills, like lambs? 
 
I like the ESV translation – “what ails you?” 
 It’s good English poetry! 
 But you could also translate it “what is with you, O sea, that you flee?” 
 
What’s with you? 
What’s wrong? 
What ails you? 
Why did the sea run away? 
Why did the Jordan River turn back? 
Why did the mountains skip like rams? 
Why the hills skip like lambs? 
 
What’s with you? 
 What gives? 
 
Verse 7 explains: 
  

3. Tremble at the Presence of the Lord! (v7-8) 
7 Tremble, O earth, at the presence of the Lord, 
    at the presence of the God of Jacob, 
8 who turns the rock into a pool of water, 
    the flint into a spring of water. 
 
Think back: 
 why did the Red Sea flee?  
 What was it that caused the Red Sea to run away?  
  It wasn’t the fact that Israel was there. 
  It wasn’t even Moses holding the staff. 
   It was the presence of God himself – 
    and the promise of God that he would do it. 
 Likewise, the Jordan River ran away 
  because the ark of the covenant drew near – 
   but the ark of the covenant had crossed many streams before – 
   and never before (so far as we know) 
    had a River turned back when the ark of the covenant drew near. 
  It was not the ark of the covenant – 
   but the presence of the LORD and his promise  
   that caused the Jordan to run away! 
 
 Likewise, it was the presence of the LORD that caused Sinai to tremble – 
  that caused the hills to skip like lambs! 
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Because when God acts to bring salvation to his people, 
 then he turns the rock into a pool of water, 
  the flint into a spring of water. 
 
 In the wilderness God had given Israel water from the rock. 
 Here the psalmist reminds us of another event from the Exodus – 
  when Moses struck the rock, and water flowed out for all Israel. 
 
 Back in Exodus 17, God had said to Moses, 
  “take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile 
   [bringing judgment on all Egypt] 
    and go. 
  Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb 
   [notice where God is standing! On the rock], 
   and you shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, 
    and the people will drink.” (17:5-6) 
 
 Remember the context? 
  Israel is grumbling – “they quarreled with Moses” (17:2) – 
  they grumbled against the LORD – 
   and the LORD says: 
 
 Take the staff with which you struck the Nile – 
  take the staff of judgment! – 
   and what shall you do? 
  Strike those grumbling people? 
 
 No. 
  I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb. 
  And you shall strike me. 
 
 Striking, isn’t it?! 
 
 When God calls a people to himself, 
  he does not sit back and wait for them to become good – 
  he himself takes the judgment that they deserved. 
 
 Israel deserved the staff of judgment to be brought down upon them! 
  But instead, the LORD tells Moses, “strike me.” 
  I will stand on the rock. 
   Strike me with the rod of judgment 
    that I may bear the punishment of my people – 
    so that I may also bring a fountain of life 
     to quench their thirst. 
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Are you thirsty? 
 Our Lord Jesus spoke to the Samaritan woman at the well, 
  and asked her for a drink (John 4:1-30). 
 She marveled that a Jew would ask her, a Samaritan for a drink! 
 
 He replied that he could give her living water to drink – 
  “whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. 
  They water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water  

welling up to eternal life.” 
 
 Notice that it is not that a person drinks this water once – 
  and then never thirsts again. 
 Rather, the reason why he is never thirsty again 
  is because he has a never-ending supply of living water – 
  a fountain – a spring of water welling up to eternal life. 
 
 And the Samaritan woman rightly recognized that his words had to do with worship. 
  Should we worship like the Samaritans – on this mountain? 
  Or like the Jews – in Jerusalem? 
 And Jesus’ answer is that the Jews had been largely correct – 
  but in him, the world is changing: 
   “But the hour is coming, and is now here,  

when the true worshipers will worship the Father  
in Spirit and truth.” (4:23) 

 
 So in John 4, Jesus says that Psalm 114 will be fulfilled in him. 
 
Later, in John 7, Jesus goes to Jerusalem for the feast of tabernacles. 
 This was the feast where the Jews would celebrate  

God’s provision for them in the wilderness. 
 And on the last day of the feast – the 8th day of the feast – 
  they would have a memorial of how Moses provided water from the rock. 
 The priests had developed a special water ceremony  

to remember how they had been thirsty in the wilderness –  
but the LORD provided water for his people. 

 
 And so Jesus goes to the feast of tabernacles on the final day – the great day – of the feast, 
  and he stood up and cried out, 
   “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me.” 
 
 Remember your fathers in the wilderness? 
  They thirsted – and they grumbled –  

and the LORD had mercy and he stood on the rock, 
 and Moses struck the rock – 
and living water poured forth to satisfy their thirsty souls! 
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 Are you thirsty? 
 If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink – 
  whoever believes in me – as the Scripture has said, 
  “out of his heart will flow rivers of living water” (John 7:37-38). 
 
The eternal Son of God – the Only-Begotten of his Father – 
 says “strike me” – for I am the Rock – 
 and a river of living water will flow from my heart – 
  because I am the Rock – I am the temple –  
   I am the Place where earth and heaven meet. 
   I am the Sanctuary – the place of worship 
    and the place of refuge. 
 You worship the Father in Spirit and in truth  
  when you come in faith to Jesus. 
 Because in Jesus the Rock becomes a fountain of living water! 
 
And I cannot help but point out that after Jesus died on the cross 
 the soldiers came and found that he was dead – 
  and so one pierced his side with his spear, 
 and when he did, 
  “at once there came out blood and water.” 
 
Jesus had promised that from his heart would flow a river of living water! 
 On the cross, that river began to flow! 
 
And since that day,  

the river of living water has flowed from the heart of Jesus to his people! 
 
And that river keeps getting deeper and fuller – 
 until the day comes when it will flow from the throne of God and of the Lamb  
 through the middle of the heavenly city – 
  and the tree of life will bear fruit each month – 
  and the leaves of the tree will be for the healing of the nations. 
 
Come quickly, Lord Jesus! 
  
Psalm 114 after the sermon 


