
Bible study on Exodus 3:1-15 – One step at a time
Begin with an opening prayer
Lord God,
thank you that you have called us here today:
to hear and receive your word to us;
to be inspired, challenged, motivated,
and supported in the steps we take.
Whatever the journey, long or short, easy or not,
we follow you in faith.
Amen.
 
Read the passage
Consider different ways to read the text. For example, hearing it in more than one version of the Bible.
Exodus 3: 1-15
3 One day Moses was tending the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro, the priest of Midian. He led the flock far into the wilderness and came to Sinai, the mountain of God. 2 There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a blazing fire from the middle of a bush. Moses stared in amazement. Though the bush was engulfed in flames, it didn’t burn up. 3 “This is amazing,” Moses said to himself. “Why isn’t that bush burning up? I must go see it.”
4 When the LORD saw Moses coming to take a closer look, God called to him from the middle of the bush, “Moses! Moses!”
“Here I am!” Moses replied.
5 “Do not come any closer,” the LORD warned. “Take off your sandals, for you are standing on holy ground. 6 I am the God of your father—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” When Moses heard this, he covered his face because he was afraid to look at God.
7 Then the LORD told him, “I have certainly seen the oppression of my people in Egypt. I have heard their cries of distress because of their harsh slave drivers. Yes, I am aware of their suffering. 8 So I have come down to rescue them from the power of the Egyptians and lead them out of Egypt into their own fertile and spacious land. It is a land flowing with milk and honey—the land where the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites now live. 9 Look! The cry of the people of Israel has reached me, and I have seen how harshly the Egyptians abuse them. 10 Now go, for I am sending you to Pharaoh. You must lead my people Israel out of Egypt.”
11 But Moses protested to God, “Who am I to appear before Pharaoh? Who am I to lead the people of Israel out of Egypt?”
12 God answered, “I will be with you. And this is your sign that I am the one who has sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will worship God at this very mountain.”
13 But Moses protested, “If I go to the people of Israel and tell them, ‘The God of your ancestors has sent me to you,’ they will ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what should I tell them?”
14 God replied to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM. Say this to the people of Israel: I AM has sent me to you.” 15 God also said to Moses, “Say this to the people of Israel: Yahweh, the God of your ancestors—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob—has sent me to you.
This is my eternal name,
    my name to remember for all generations.

Explore and respond to the text
Start by reading the Bible notes below. You may want to read them more than once, or pause after each paragraph to reflect on what you have read.
 
Bible notes

It is not uncommon for a bush to catch fire in the desert, either due to lightning strikes or the refraction of the sun through water droplets. But one day, out pasturing his father-in-law’s sheep, Moses strays far beyond the usual grazing routes into unfamiliar territory. Here, he notices a strange bush, one which burns and burns yet never seems to run out of fuel. As Moses approaches to investigate, an angel of the Lord appears in a flame of the fire, and then the bush itself calls to him by name. Moses is known here, even though he has never been to this place before. He is commanded to take off his shoes because he is walking on holy ground.
The voice identifies itself as the God of Moses’ ancestors and says that the cry of the Israelites has come to God’s attention. This indicates that the Israelites have not abandoned their faith despite their enslavement; they have been faithful to cry out to God, trusting that God will rescue them in good time. Now God is appointing Moses to execute that rescue plan.
Naturally, Moses doubts that the people will believe that he has been truly sent by the God of their ancestors, perhaps especially because he is only out in the desert because he is on the run – a consequence of his murderous outburst where he killed an Egyptian (see Exodus 2:11-15). Although later in the book of Exodus, God does give Moses the ability to perform some signs of his authority for this task (see 4:1-17), at this point in the narrative God only promises to be with Moses each step of the way, and says that one day Moses will return to this same spot to worship God for the fulfilment of the promise being made.
All the different people groups of the Ancient Near East had their different gods known by different names (some had whole pantheons of them!) but, so far, the descendants of Abraham had only known their God as ‘God’, or as ‘the God of our ancestors’. Moses decides to try and learn the name of God so that he can tell the Israelites the name of their rescuer – then he can prove that he has encountered this God. But God’s enigmatic answer is a strange Hebrew construction, ehyeh asher ehyeh, which can be translated various ways into English: I am who I am; I will be who I will be; I am who I will be; I cause to be what I cause to be. Any or all of these translations are theologically dense – they seem to imply the selfexistent and therefore self-defining nature of God. This would be a marked contrast to the other gods of the Ancient Near Eastern peoples, especially the Egyptians, who set great store by the naming of deities, and created many images of them.

Reflection
Spend a few moments thinking about what stands out for you from the Bible reading. This idea may help.
This episode in Moses’ life could be subtitled ‘Tales of the unexpected’. On an ordinary day, doing an ordinary task, Moses encounters a bush not only burning in the desert but not being consumed by the flames. He has an unexpected encounter with God, who gives him an unexpected task. Moses will have an unexpected message to the Israelites, and he will be an unexpected messenger. God shows that his expectations can be met one step at a time. Where have we seen God at work in unexpected situations?
 


Questions for reflection
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Questions
· How do you go about tackling a really big task?
· Who would you want with you when you’re facing a challenge?
· God prepares Moses for an enormous task by leading him one step at a time. How can you be open to taking the next step with God this week?
 
A prayer to end
Lord, continue to guide our footsteps,
as we take things step by step to reach our goals,
knowing that you go with us,
our ever-present guide and enabler.
Wherever our footsteps take us, may your will be done.
Amen.
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