
Moses and the Burning Bush 

This week’s story offers up all sorts of interesting…and sometimes uncomfortable…questions 

about how God acts in suffering and about the role of human agency in God’s work. 

Last week we joined Jacob, Abraham’s grandson, in a liminal space in the wilderness. Jacob 

would go on to have 12 sons and at least one daughter. One of those sons was Joseph. Joseph 

was the son Jacob favored. Parental favoritism never really goes well. Out of jealousy, his 

brothers sold Joseph into slavery in Egypt. 

But there, his giftedness was revealed, and he rose to power in Egypt. His gift of interpreting 

dreams and his wisdom saved not only Egypt from starvation, but his whole family as well. 

But at the point in the story we arrive at today, Joseph has been long dead. The Hebrews, 

Abraham and Sarah’s descendants, have indeed become a very numerous nation of people, 

just as God promised. But they have been slaves in Egypt for 400 years.  

The promise of land and blessing hasn’t exactly come through yet. Not only that, but they have 

suffered under the cruelty of a murderous pharaoh…one who was so paranoid about the 

potential for a slave revolt he had all the Hebrew male babies drowned in the Nile. 

Moses was saved from drowning when his mother put him in a little basket and set him afloat 

in the Nile and he was rescued by Pharaoh’s daughter. 

As an adult, Moses becomes outraged by the vicious attack of one of the slave drivers on a 

fellow Hebrew and kills the slave driver. But then everybody gets mad at him, and he has to 

flee for his life. He figures he’s done in Egypt…he’ll be a sheepherder in Midian for the rest of 

his life. 

But God has other ideas. 

So, why now…why at this time and place in Israel’s history? The Hebrews have been slaves for 

400 years. Their cries have been going up for a long time. Surely God isn’t just now noticing. 

Surely God didn’t actually forget the promise God made to them. Why did it take so long? 

So much of the Moses story and the story of the Exodus really strikes very deep in our 

questions about how God deals with evil and suffering. But the answers are anything but easy. 

The words that sometimes get used to describe God are things like omnipotent – all powerful 

– or omniscient – which means all-knowing.  



It almost seems like blasphemy to say they may not be accurate, but are they? What is the 

biblical witness? 

If we’re going to take the story of God and Moses seriously, we’ll have to face the question of 

whether those words are accurate. 

Often, the question posed about evil and suffering goes like this – if God is good and God is all 

powerful, why doesn’t God end suffering? Why didn’t God end the suffering of the Hebrews 

much earlier? In fact, if God is all knowing and can see into the future, why didn’t God prevent 

their enslavement in the first place? 

The only conclusion some say, is that God is either not good, or not all powerful and all-

knowing. The Moses story suggests it is the latter, at least so far as we understand power. We 

think of power as power over others – the ability to bend people and creation to our will.  

But God’s doesn’t use power that way. God probably could have. Maybe to say God is all 

powerful means that God can do anything God chooses…but the biblical witness would say 

that God generally opts out of power over. Instead, God chooses to work in, through, and with 

humans. This is a huge risk for God – and again, the biblical witness would suggest it doesn’t 

always go the way God thought it would.  

This is all unsettling, because it throws for a loop our often solid belief that God is in control of 

everything that happens. 

The Moses story can help us tease out some answers. It’s a much longer story than what we 

have here, but this is enough to work with.  

So let’s start at the beginning of the passage and look at the question “why now?” It says, 

After a long time, Egypt’s king died. Presumably this is the Pharaoh who had all the boy babies 

killed to reduce Israel’s population. 

There’s something about the death of that king that creates the circumstances in which God 

can work. From the beginning of creation, God has designed the world as a complex web of 

relationships…relationships between humans…relationships between humans and 

God…between humans and creation…between God and creation. God works in the midst of 

this web of creation.  

And importantly, God enters into the suffering of that creation. God hears the cries of his 

people and suffers with them.  



Perhaps in the way that web of relationship works and the way God uses power, there was 

nothing God could have done about Israel’s misery before the death of that king.  

But now, the circumstances are right…it’s time for God to act. But God won’t act alone.  

Enter Moses. God chooses Moses as the person who will go as God’s agent. But Moses doesn’t 

want to. I mean, it would be a daunting task.  

The exchange between God and Moses is not an exchange in which an all-powerful God bends 

Moses to his will. God responds to each of Moses’ fears and excuses. God assures Moses that 

he will be with him every step of the way. 

But what if the people ask your name? Moses says. Then what? And so God gives Moses this 

enigmatic name. In Hebrew, it’s just two forms of the verb to be. It gets translated in different 

ways in different versions of scripture and by different scholars. Dr. Terry Fretheim, whose 

commentary plays a significant role in my understanding of this story, believes the best 

translation is I am who I will be. 

I like that because it says, whatever happens, the God that I am now is the God I will be then. I 

am the sort of God who will be the God you need.  

The exchange goes on – Moses offers up eight different reasons why he shouldn’t go. At the 

end of the exchange, Moses tells God, Oh but I am not a good speaker. I am slow of speech 

and slow of tongue. God says, who gives mortals the ability to speak? I will be with you and 

guide your tongue. 

Out of excuses, Moses finally just says, Oh, God please send someone else.  

Exasperated and angry, God fumes, OK, take your brother Aaron. He can be your speaker.  

This whole exchange reveals a God who will persist…but who takes Moses’ objections and 

fears seriously. God doesn’t shut him down, and at no time is there a threat from God to 

Moses. This isn’t coercion in that sense. It’s not a use of power that is a power over Moses. 

Instead, God works with and in Moses…God works on Moses’ heart, mind and soul.  

This business of working through humans is a risky venture for God. This exchange shows that 

God didn’t in fact know how Moses would respond and could never guarantee that Moses 

would roll with it.  

The whole Exodus story from there on shows God and Moses working in concert. There’s this 

almost dance between Moses, Pharaoh and God. The ten plagues clearly show God using 

tremendous power. But God needs Moses to be the go-between. The reactions of Pharaoh 



and what that says about free will and God’s power and omniscience are a whole other 

sermon.  

Finally, with God, Moses, and Aaron working together, Israel is freed. This whole story shows 

how God’s power really works. 

God didn’t prevent their enslavement and suffering. Instead, God entered into it, and working 

with human partners delivered Israel to freedom in the promised land. It’s the pattern of 

death and resurrection. God resurrected Israel out of the death of slavery. 

This is a foundational story for understanding how God uses power. God does not use power 

to crush the free will of people…nor any other part of creation.  God’s power was not power to 

crush those who would kill Jesus, but rather power to raise Jesus from the dead.   

God meets us where we are…in whatever mess we are in…in whatever sorrow or suffering we 

experience. God shares our suffering…God suffers with us. God finds the people who can be 

partners in bringing healing and freedom. 

In our suffering, God’s name reminds us that God will be the God who has always been for us. 

And working from the inside, with human partners, God enters into all our suffering to 

transform it – and uses power to bring life where once there was death.  


