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In 1773, William Cowper (1731-1800) wrote the poem “Light Shining out of Darkness.” Throughout his life, Cowper suffered from depression and even attempted suicide by drowning.

In 1774, Cowper’s friend and pastor, John Newton (1725-1807), published Cowper’s poem as a hymn, in Newton’s Twenty-six Letters on Religious Subjects; to which are added Hymns. Newton was a former slave-ship captain who converted in 1848 during a storm at sea. He then became an Anglican priest (of evangelical orientation, like Cowper) and was pastor in Olney, a market town of 2000 people 60 miles northwest of London.

The hymn was given a new title based on its first line, “God Moves in a Mysterious Way.” (That line has become a proverb: “God moves in mysterious ways.”) It was the last hymn Cowper wrote. In 1779, Cowper and Newton co-wrote Olney Hymns; of its 348 hymns, Cowper wrote 68. Olney Hymns included “God Moves,” but also includes Newton’s more famous hymn, “Amazing Grace.”

Recently, parts of the hymn’s lyrics were used in a song (by Fridolin Nordsø and Kristian Leth) that is the theme music for the Danish television series, “Ride upon the Storm” (“Herrens veje [The Lord’s Ways],” 2017-2018). (I recommend the song: <youtube.com/watch?v=TKZhk DAD1Qs>.)



“God Moves in a Mysterious Way” has six verses.

God moves in a mysterious way,
    His wonders to perform;
He plants his footsteps in the sea,
    And rides upon the storm.

Deep in unfathomable mines
    Of never failing skill;
He treasures up his bright designs,
    And works His sovereign will.

Ye fearful saints fresh courage take,
    The clouds ye so much dread
Are big with mercy, and shall break
    In blessings on your head.

Judge not the Lord by feeble sense,
    But trust him for his grace;
Behind a frowning providence,
    He hides a smiling face.

His purposes will ripen fast,
    Unfolding ev’ry hour;
The bud may have a bitter taste,
    But sweet will be the flow’r.

Blind unbelief is sure to err,
    And scan his work in vain;
God is his own interpreter,
    And he will make it plain.

The theme of the lyrics is providence. More specifically, it is about trusting in God’s providence, despite our ignorance of how God accomplishes his ends.

The poem has a Calvinist cast. (Calvinism influenced Anglican evangelicalism.) Calvinism’s emphasis on God’s irresistible will can be seen in the last line of the second stanza, “And works His sovereign will . . .” Also, Calvinism’s belief that God predestines some to hell probably added a pall: “Ye fearful saints”; “The clouds ye so much dread”; “Behind a frowning providence”; “The bud may have a bitter taste . . .”



Three biblical allusions in the hymn are especially worth noting.

The second stanza begins with the lines, “Deep in unfathomable mines / Of never failing skill; / He treasures up his bright designs . . .” The allusion is to Job’s speech in Job 28, which begins, “Surely there is a mine for silver and a place for gold to be refined. 2 Iron is taken out of the earth, and copper is smelted from ore.” Job emphasizes that what is mined is precious (28:6, the mine is “the place of sapphires, and its dust contains gold”) and hidden (28:7, “That path no bird of prey knows, and the falcon’s eye has not seen it”). Then comes the comparison to wisdom: 28:12, “But where shall wisdom be found?” Wisdom too is precious (15, “It cannot be gotten for gold, and silver cannot be weighed out as its price”) and hidden (21, “It is hidden from the eyes of all living”). Though the reference is to God’s wisdom, human wisdom participates in God’s wisdom (verses 23-28):

God understands the way to it [wisdom], and he knows its place. 24 For he looks to the ends of the earth and sees everything under the heavens. 25 When he gave to the wind its weight and apportioned out the waters by measure, 26 when he made a decree for the rain, and a way for the thunderbolt, 27 then he saw it and declared it; he established it and searched it out. 28 And he said to humankind, ‘Truly, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom; and to depart from evil is understanding.’

(In scripture, “fear of the Lord” refers not primarily to being afraid of God but to being in awe of him.)



A second biblical allusion occurs in the last line of the first stanza, where God “rides upon the storm.” The association of God and storms in the Bible is not surprising. Storms are a natural symbol for God, since storms—especially thunderstorms—create awe, and nothing is more awesome than God.

One storm associated with God in the Bible is the pillars of fire and cloud that accompany the Israelites in the wilderness wanderings. (Exod 13:21-22; 14:19-20, 24; 16:10; 24:15-18; 33:9-10; 40:34-38; Lev 16:2; Num 9:15-22; 10:11-12, 34; 11:25; 12:5, 10; 14:14; 16:42; Deut 1:32-33; 31:15.) Probably one pillar—one thundercloud—is imagined: it is seen as fire (lightnings) by night but as cloud by day.

Another storm appears in Job, at a climactic moment: 38:1, “the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind . . .”

But the clearest examples of God associated with storms are in Psalms. They include:

Ps 18:11-14, “He made darkness his covering around him, his canopy thick clouds dark with water. 12 Out of the brightness before him there broke through his clouds hailstones and coals of fire. 13 The Lord also thundered in the heavens, and the Most High uttered his voice. 14 And he sent out his arrows and scattered them; he flashed forth lightnings and routed them.”

Ps 93:3-4, “The floods have lifted up, O Lord, the floods have lifted up their voice; the floods lift up their roaring. 4 More majestic than the thunders of mighty waters, more majestic than the waves of the sea, majestic on high is the Lord!”

Ps 107:23-29, “Some went down to the sea in ships, doing business on the mighty waters; 24 they saw the deeds of the Lord, his wondrous works in the deep. 25 For he commanded and raised the stormy wind, which lifted up the waves of the sea. 26 They mounted up to heaven; they went down to the depths . . . 29 [Then] he made the storm be still, and the waves of the sea were hushed.”

The supreme instance of God as storm is no doubt Ps 29.

3 The voice of the Lord is over the waters;
the God of glory thunders,
the Lord, over mighty waters.
4 The voice of the Lord is powerful;
the voice of the Lord is full of majesty.
5 The voice of the Lord breaks the cedars;
the Lord breaks the cedars of Lebanon.
6 He makes Lebanon skip like a calf
and Sirion like a young wild ox.
7 The voice of the Lord flashes forth flames of fire.
8 The voice of the Lord shakes the wilderness;
the Lord shakes the wilderness of Kadesh.
9 The voice of the Lord causes the oaks to whirl
and strips the forest bare,
and in his temple all say, “Glory!”
10 The Lord sits enthroned over the flood;
the Lord sits enthroned as king forever.



A third biblical allusion in Cowper’s hymn is the third line: “He plants his footsteps in the sea . . .”

In ancient Near-Eastern mythology, the sea was a symbol of chaos, the forces in opposition to the creator god. The sea is a natural symbol for chaos: since the sea is shapeless, it represents the creation before creation occurs. For example, in the Enuma Elish (Babylonian [southern Iraq], c. 1200 BCE, but with older ideas), the sea is the goddess Tiamat. Marduk must slay her in order to proceed with creating the world. (See Gen 1:1-2, “When God began to create the heavens and the earth, 2 the earth was complete chaos, and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.” God then imposes order on chaos over seven days.) In the Baal Cycle (Canaanite [Syria and Lebanon], c. 1400 BCE, but with older ideas), the sea is the god Yam. Ba’al must defeat him in order to establish cosmic order and become king of the gods. Ba’al was a storm god: he provided the rain that prompts the fertility of the land. Similarly, in Egyptian religion, Nu (“Watery One”) or Nun (“Inert One”) is the god of the abyss; out of Nun arose the creator sun god Ra.

We have seen that Ps 29:3 has God, clothed in storm imagery, above the sea (“The voice of the Lord is over the waters; the God of glory thunders”). But in Ps 29, God is not in motion (29:10, “The Lord sits enthroned over the flood”).

In Job 9:8, however, he is upon the sea and walking: “He alone stretches out the heavens and treads on the waves of the sea.” The heavens (the atmosphere as well as the sky) are where meteorological phenomena occur. Stretched out over the sea, the heavens are a superior counterpart to it. God “treads” on the sea; he subdues it under his feet. (For subjection under feet, see Ps 8:6, “you have put all things under their [humans’] feet” [quoted in Heb 2:8]; 1 Cor 15:27, “God has put all things in subjection under his [Christ’s] feet”; Eph 1:22a, “And he has put all things under his feet.”)

The source for Cowper’s line, however, is probably not so much Job 9:8 as Ps 77:19: “Your way was through the sea, your path through the mighty waters, yet your footprints were unseen.” Within the psalm, the reference is to the exodus, since the next verse (77:20) says, “You led your people like a flock by the hand of Moses and Aaron.” But Cowper’s image is more general. In the line “He plants his footsteps in the sea,” God not only treads upon the sea, but makes footprints.

The line “He plants his footsteps in the sea” is especially powerful because it combines a number of biblical themes.

It includes God’s subjugation of chaos.
It includes God’s superiority over the sea.
It includes God’s omnipotence (he controls nature).
It includes God’s divinity (he defies gravity).
It includes God’s invisibility (his footsteps disappear as they are made).
It includes God’s unknowability but inferrability (footprints indicate the past presence of someone not currently present). (See Rom 1:19-20, “For what can be known about God is plain to them [people], because God has made it plain to them. 20 Ever since the creation of the world God’s eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been seen and understood through the things God has made.”)

Last, but not least, Cowper’s image of planting footprints in the sea is an allusion to Jesus’ walking on water (Matt 14:22-33; Mark 6:45-52; John 6:16-21). That Jesus also “plants his footsteps in the sea” transfers all the themes just mentioned from the God of the Old Testament to Jesus. Jesus’ walking on water is, thus, also an indicator of divinity.

