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Exodus 3:1-4:17 The Reluctant Leader

Last week as we began the book of Exodus, we were introduced to the baby who would
grow into the man who would lead the people of Israel out of Egypt. Israel was enslaved
in Egypt, and God is working out a plan to have them leave and move to their own
promised land. And his chosen man to do that is Moses. Today, we come to chapter 3
and we will go through chapter 4, verse 17 and we will see Moses find out that God has
chosen him. From a human standpoint, Moses is not a great choice. When we find him in
Exodus 3, he is far removed from his people because he committed a murder and in a
way was rejected by even his own Hebrew people and hunted by Pharaoh because of
the murder. He himself recognizes that he is not a great leader. But in the response of
this reluctant leader, we learn a lot about our God.

Let’s begin reading at verse 1 of chapter 3, where we see God revealing himself to
Moses. 3 Now Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro, the priest of
Midian, and he led his flock to the west side of the wilderness and came to Horeb,

the mountain of God. ? And the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire out
of the midst of a bush. He looked, and behold, the bush was burning, yet it was not
consumed. > And Moses said, “| will turn aside to see this great sight, why the bush is
not burned.” *When the Lord saw that he turned aside to see, God called to him out of
the bush, “Moses, Moses!” And he said, “Here | am.” ®* Then he said, “Do not come
near; take your sandals off your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy
ground.” ®*And he said, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.
At this point, Moses has not really amounted to much. He grew up at least around
royalty in Egypt and yet has been rejected by Egypt. He is far away from his own people
who have rejected him. And he is far away from the God of Israel as well. In fact, his
father in law is a priest for a different religion entirely, a false religion that worshipped
another god recognized by the Midianite people. But at this point he is actually alone,
because he is outside of the area of Midian and has led his father in law’s sheep to a
mountain here called Horeb. We could say he’s not very good at business either, since
he is not caring for his own flock, he is tending his father in law’s flock. So, he is not
even leading his own sheep, but God wants him to lead more than 1 million people as we
are about to see. Just like we saw with Peter in how he described himself as the worst
type of follower of Jesus in the book of Mark, | think we see Moses here, who authored
these first 5 books of the Bible show us just how unqualified he was to lead these
people.

But to this unqualified kind of nobody man, God chose to reveal himself after 400 years
of what seems to be a sort of silence, at least since the end of Genesis. And the way
God revealed himself was to get his attention in a dramatic way, a bush was on fire, but
not being burned up! As any of us would, he thought, “I will turn aside to see this great
sight, why the bush is not burned.” But when he approaches that bush out of curiosity,
something even more amazing happens - God speaks to him personally. And the first
thing God says to Moses after getting his attention by calling his name tells us much
about the character of our God. He said in verse 5, “Do not come near; take your
sandals off your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.” There is a
theological term we use to describe God called Divine Simplicity. This means that God is
not dividable into different parts or attributes so no attribute is more significant than the
others. So, when people say they don’t want to accept God’s wrath, but instead worship



the God who is love, that is incorrect...they cannot be separated. But holiness as
described by Stephen Wellum is the “overarching way of describing God’s sheer God-
ness...” All of his other attributes are interpreted and come out of God’s holy character.
It is the only attribute of God that is repeated over and over to emphasize this aspect of
God’s nature. Revelation 4:8 tells us that “day and night they [heavenly creatures] never
cease to say, Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, who was and is and is to come!”
And this is the same vision that Isaiah had in the Old Testament in Isaiah 6:3 when he
saw Heavenly angels... And one called to another and said: “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD
of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” These words were intentionally written
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit to direct your mind and imagination to go beyond
anything you can imagine to consider the greatness and glory and holiness of our God!
Holiness in its simplest definition means to be “set apart,” and certainly God is
transcendent, apart and above his creatures and all of his creation. And there is a moral
quality to this set apartness as well. It speaks of moral purity, an absolute separation
from anything and everything that would be thought of as morally wrong, at all times
and in all circumstances. But holiness is even beyond that definition. Sinclair Ferguson
says that “holiness is the intensity of the love that flows within the very being of God,
among and between each of the three persons of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”
That’s helpful because it shows us the connection of love to holiness. God’s holiness is
God’s personal devotion to himself, which is the definition of love - devoting yourself to
the good of another. So his holiness and his love are two sides of the same coin showing
God’s commitment and devotion to his good and therefore his own glory. So when
created beings come into contact with that level of commitment, that level of love, that
degree of holiness, the intensity of that level of perfection is impossible for us to fully
understand. So, we see Moses in verse 6 hide his face, for he was afraid to look at God.
And we see God on his part telling Moses, “stop...don’t come any closer and take your
shoes offl” What will become very clear in Exodus is that this location of Mount Horeb,
also called Mount Sinai is important to the events of the book. This is where Moses will
receive the law, represented by the 10 Commandments likely just months later, and at
that point, God will once again direct certain barriers be erected around the mountain to
keep the people away from direct contact with God’s holy glory.

| don’t want to leave this first part of the passage for today without pointing out the
connection to the Trinity and the hint we get of the nature of God’s existence.
Remember Ferguson’s definition of holiness being tied to the intense love between the
persons, Father, Son and Spirit of the Trinity. We see a hint at that Trinity here. Verse 2
says, the angel of the Lord appeared to ...Moses. Throughout the Old Testament we see
this Angel of the Lord. The Angel of the Lord is a pre-incarnate, meaning before his
birth, appearance of Jesus Christ. This passage would suggest strong evidence for that
based on what happens after verse 2. So, we are told it is the Angel of the Lord, which
is suggesting a different person than God, but then in verse 4, we are told that it is
God’s voice that Moses hears. So the Angel of the Lord is identified as God himself, and
yet there seems to be two different people in mind. This is what we see with Jesus
Christ. He is recognized as a man but said to be the Son of God and God himself. So the
gospel writer, John, tells us that the Word, meaning Jesus, is God. John 1:1 says, 1 In
the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. So,
we declare with the church for nearly 2000 years that God is a Trinity. [on the screen].
God is one God who eternally exists as the Father who is God, the Son who is God, and
the Spirit who is God, but the Father is not the Son or the Spirit, the Son is not the



Father or the Spirit and the Spirit is not the Father or the Son. Three persons in one
God, that we can never fully understand, but based on the Bible must believe is true. So
we see this trinitarian God introduce himself to a man who is one of his people, but far
away from the people of God, but never away from God. Mount Sinai was not away from
God. He is everywhere... omnipresent, everywhere at the same time. You are never in a
place where God cannot find you. And that God is an eternally existing God who can
introduce himself to Moses in verse 6 as the “...the God of your father, the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” This is the same God we worship
today 3500 years later. This is the same God who created the world that we live in and
Moses lived in and Adam and Eve lived in. Moses met his creator God that day and his
response was that of fear. And when we meet our God, really meet God, it will not be a
response of gushy emotional feelings, it will be a response of an overwhelming
knowledge of our unworthiness and inability to ever be worthy to stand in the presence
of our holy God.

And what happens in that meeting is that God calls Moses to lead his people, the
Hebrews or Israelites out of Egypt. God begins his message to Moses in verse 7. ' Then
the Lord said, “l| have surely seen the affliction of my people who are in Egypt and have
heard their cry because of their taskmasters. | know their sufferings, ®and | have come
down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that
land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey... Exodus 2 ended with
verse 25, God saw the people of Israel—and God knew. Another aspect that flows from
God’s holiness is his goodness. He didn’t just see the suffering of his people, and do
nothing. His holiness means that he is perfectly good to display his glory by acting in a
way that shows his holiness. And he will do that by delivering his people out of slavery.
And the ultimate display of God’s goodness is the salvation of sinners from the sin that
enslaves us and keeps us dead in our trespasses and sin, according to Ephesians 2:1. Of
course Moses doesn’t see himself as a leader. God says, “I will send you to Pharaoh that
you may bring my people, the children of Israel, out of Egypt.” And Moses responds in
verse 11, Who am | that | should go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel out of
Egypt? Remember that | said that Mount Horeb or Sinai is important? God tells Moses
that the purpose of delivering the people from Egypt is so that they can freely worship
God in that very spot. In verse 12 he says, you shall serve God on this mountain. The
goal of deliverance and the purpose of salvation is worship, bringing glory of God. It
enables sinful people to enter into his holy presence, which is impossible when we are
trapped in sin. The people of God could not worship at this holy place unless they were
freed from Egypt. But there is a problem. At that time every culture believed in
numerous gods and that everything had some aspect of divinity in it. This is the same
paganism that we see in Japanese culture and even coming back in western cultures. So
Moses asks God essentially what do | say when they ask me what your name is...in other
words, which God do | tell them is sending me. And in verse 14 we have another
passage that introduces us to something foundational to who God is. Verse 14-15 says,
'*God said to Moses, “l am who | am.”™® And he said, “Say this to the people of Israel: ‘|
am has sent me to you.”” '°God also said to Moses, “Say this to the people of Israel:
‘The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God
of Jacob, has sent me to you.” This is my name forever, and thus | am to be remembered
throughout all generations. So, not only does God reveal his holiness, but his personal
name to Moses, as well. God sets himself apart from any other thing or force that would
proclaim themselves God by saying my name is | AM or | AM WHO | AM. This is the
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Hebrew word, YHWH (YAHWEH) [on screen]. It is God’s personal name for himself that
shows that he is eternal, he always is, always was and everything that exists in time is a
direct result of him. While we know from Genesis that the earliest humans worshipped
God’s name, by this time, this people that God had raised up for himself had forgotten
his name, his holiness and the need to worship their God. So, he reintroduces himself to
this descendent of Abraham who seems not to have known the God of Abraham. Once
again in God’s very name, we see the absolute sovereign glory of God displayed in the
same way that we see in his holiness. Recently there is a popular view that YHWH is the
sound of breathing in and out which represents divinity in everything that has life. This is
Jewish mysticism and is not in the Bible.

Rather than make up myths about his name, our response to the revelation of God’s
glory, his name, and his holiness should be worship, but for Moses it was a rejection of
leadership. As we enter chapter 4, we see God answering Moses’s objections. In verse
1 of Exodus 4, Moses tells God, “they will not believe me or listen to my voice, for they
will say, ‘“The Lord did not appear to you.”” God responds by showing Moses two
miracles. God causes his staff to turn into a snake and then back into a shepherd’s staff
and his hand to have leprosy and then heals it. God says if they won’t believe those two
signs then take up water from the Nile river and it will turn to blood. So, Moses moves
from they won’t believe him to saying that he is not a good speaker. God’s response to
him is in chapter 4, verses 11-12 “Who has made man's mouth? Who makes him mute,
or deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the Lord?'*Now therefore go, and | will be with
your mouth and teach you what you shall speak.” But even this assurance from God that
he will empower his speech is not enough for Moses. And in what the Bible describes as
anger in verse 14, on the part of God, God says that his brother Aaron would speak
Moses’s words for him, while Moses told Aaron what to say. So verses 16-17 end by
God saying, '°He [Aaron] shall speak for you to the people, and he shall be your mouth,
and you shall be as God to him. '" And take in your hand this staff, with which you shall
do the signs.” Why would the Bible speak of God in terms of getting angry with Moses
over his objections? It's because when we get even a glimpse of God’s holiness like
Moses had, it should change the way we live. It should be reflected in our obedience, in
our desire to reflect that holiness in our lives. Moses’s response showed that although
he began with the words, “here | am” in Exodus 3:4, he still did not fully grasp the power
of a holy God to stand up to the greatest superpower on earth at that time - Egypt. The
application for us today should be to pray that we would get even a small glimpse of
God’s holiness. That look, though it will be limited by our human understanding, will
change the way we live forever. That understanding of God’s holiness will cause us to
marvel at his grace, the kindness he gives us that we don’t deserve, when he sent a
Savior to pay for our sin. And that view of God’s holiness will drive our worship out of
love for God and our service out of love for others as we live out the command of
scripture in 1Peter 1:16, ---be holy, for | am holy. Have you truly come to understand the
holiness of God and the response God is calling you to have in light of his holiness? Let’s

pray.



