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The Hebrew word for “bush” appears in the Old Testament only
here and in Deut. 33:16, where Moses sings to God as “one who
dwelt/dwells in the (burning) bush.” How appropriate it is that in
Moses’ last recorded words in Scripture (Deut. 33) he speaks of,
among other things, his first encounter with God at the burning
bush. This Hebrew word sounds like and calls to mind “Sinai” (seneh; Sny and snh). On two occasions God appears
to Moses in fiery fashion (Ch. 3), then in (Ch. 19). God has a way of showing up at unexpected places such as bushes.
It was at a bush that he appeared to Hagar (Gen. 21:15, using a diﬀerent Hebrew word for “Bush”, Siah), and it was
at a bush that he first appeared to Moses. And speaking of God showing up at unexpected places, perhaps one
might see a parallel between the angel of the Lord appearing in the middle of nowhere to a shepherding Moses
and the angels showing up to a group of shepherds in the middle of nowhere to make an important
announcement (Luke 2:8-20).
Moses Makes Excuses to God
Far from being nerved by his experience at the burning bush, Moses devises a series of excuses that he believes
disqualify him as God’s choice. Perhaps God has made a mistake in judgment! These excuses are:
Inadequacy: “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh?” (3:11)
Ignorance: “If I come to the people of Israel…and they ask me, “What is his name? What shall I say to them?” (3:13)
Incredibility: “But behold, they will not believe me or listen to my voice, for they will say, ‘The Lord did not
appear to you’” (4:1)
Inarticulate: “Oh, my Lord, I am not eloquent…But I am slow of speech and of tongue” (4:10)
Insubordination: “Oh, my Lord, send I pray, some other person” (4:13)
It is, happily for Moses, a long-suﬀering God with whom he is conversing. God counters Moses’ excuses at each
point.
Inadequacy: The common denominator in Moses’ various responses is that in all of them he is thinking in terms of
his resources, not God’s resources. To correct him, then, and to reply to the first excuse, God says, “I will be with
you” (Ex. 3:12). That is to say, for Moses the ultimate question is not “Who am I?” But “Whose am I?”
Ignorance: Moses anticipates that he will be asked a question that he will be unable to answer. The thrust of Moses’
concerns is possibly his thought that the name of God has faded from the memory of the Hebrews, having been
enslaved in Egypt for so long, but more likely his concern is that he will be asked by his people to identify by
name the God who sent him as a kind of a litmus test to validate his ministry to and among them. It is perhaps
not an accident that Scripture never records an instance if anyone asking such a question. Nevertheless, God
does not dismiss Moses’ concern as an illusion.
Out of God’s response comes God’s own name, Yahweh, or as it often called, the Tetragrammaton (i.e., it is
composed of four Hebrew letters: y-h-w-h). The number of biblical scholars who have addressed the matter his
name is legion. For beginners, we can take y-h-w-h as the third-person singular imperfect form of the verb “to be” that is, “he is” or “he will be.” The rendering in v. 14 of ehyeh aser ehyeh usually is “I am who I am,” although few
scholars have suggested that this phrase is in the third person, not the first person, and thus should be read as “He is
who He is” or “I will be who I will be.”

Incredibility: Still haunted by the possibility of personal rejection, Moses suggests that his credibility will be
attacked by his own people. The people of God are more of a thorn in the flesh than the enemies of God.
Three signs from God are granted to Moses as empirical evidence of his divine calling; a rod is changed into a snake,
then back into a rod; a healthy hand becomes leprous, then is restored; a cup full of water from the Nile poured on
the ground becomes blood (4:2-9). The first two, for Moses at least, would cause little anxiety. Obviously, God is
shaking Moses out of his selfish rationalizings. Moses must realize that it is God who is calling him to do the
absurdly diﬃcult thing.
Inarticulate: For someone to perform an unusual act is one thing, but what happens if the person also has to speak
and is afraid of becoming tongue-tied or jumbling words? Would such verbal blundering wipe out any good
eﬀects that the signs might have on the audience?
It is interesting to observe that Stephen draws attention (Acts 7:22) to Moses “instructed in all the wisdom of the
Egyptians, and he was mighty in his words and deeds.” Either Stephen is deliberately using hyperbole or Moses is
parading a false humility; that is, denying a gift that God indeed has given him. It may be, however, that Moses did
indeed suﬀer from some kind if speech impediment, which thus was a cause for concern at the beginning.
Insubordination: Moses’ attempt to avoid his duty reaches its climax in his fifth objection: “Send some other person.”
God reluctantly cooperates with Moses’ request, suggesting the appointment of Aaron as Moses’ surrogate.
Aaron’s credentials? “He can speak well” (4:14). How well? At least well enough to solicit support and funds for the
apostate act of building the golden calf (Ex. 32)!
Satisfied that God has at least provided him what an assistant, Moses returns to his father-in-law to bid him farewell
and then he goes on to Egypt.
Next we read perhaps the strangest event narrated in the Book of Exodus. Before reaching his destination, Moses is
met by the Lord, who seeks to kill him. The passage bristles with problems. Why does the Lord seek to kill Moses just
after commissioning him? I believe the obvious fact stressed by the story is the importance of circumcision as a sign
of the covenant. The rite is to be carried out not only when convenient. The worshipper is not consulted as to
whether he considers this appropriate and relevant. Circumcision is a divine mandate. Ministry to one’s family takes
precedence over ministry to one’s congregation. It is designed to warn the Hebrews of every generation: “Don’t fail
to circumcise your sons! If Moses couldn’t get away with it, how can you?”
Zipporah’s actions raises some interesting questions: “Did Zipporah…glimpse this idea about the Covenant more
clearly than her husband? Did she believe that the union of a man and woman under God within the covenant
reflected the significance of the divine covenant itself, and so had she come to believe that her husband had
dishonored both her and God? Had Zipporah intuitively glimpsed the great reality of revelation that there is no
redemption…without the shedding of blood?”

