
Sept. 28, 2019 – (Pentecost 17, Moses and God’s Name) 

Sermon Text – Exodus 1:8-14 [1:15-2:10]; 3:1-15 

 

- Then the Lord said… “The cry of the Israelites has now come to me; I have also seen 

how the Egyptians oppress them.  So come, I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my 

people, the Israelites, out of Egypt.”  But Moses said to God, “Who am I that I should go 

to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” -  

 

Names are important.  If you’ve been following along with our lessons from this year’s 

lectionary series, you’ve already seen that.  First, Adam names all the animals, but 

there is none found to be a proper companion for him, so God creates Eve.  Next, 

Sarah laughs when a mysterious visitor predicts that, in nine months, she will finally 

have a son.  Nine months later, Isaac is born, and she names him “laughter.”  And last 

week, Jacob “the Cheat,” wrestles with God, who renames him Israel, because he has 

“striven with God” and prevailed.  Today, names also play a vital roll in our reading, 

though the importance is not so much in what people are named, but in the fact that 

they are named at all.  Naming is a sign of importance.  Those named are important.  

Those who are not named are not so much.  Those named are the seemingly insigni-

ficant.  In the portion of the reading which we skipped over, lest we should read 

through most of three chapters of Exodus, two Hebrew midwives are named.  Moses, 

an innocent baby boy saved from the brutal policy of the Egyptian Pharaoh, is named.  

Moses’ mother and older sister, who play vital roles on the story, are named elsewhere 

in scripture.  And in the final part of the reading, Moses learns God’s name from the 

voice that speaks to him from the burning bush.  Meanwhile the rich and the powerful 

go unnamed.  The Egyptians are unnamed.  The mighty Pharaoh, ruler of Egypt, goes 

unnamed.  His daughter, an important figure in saving Moses’ life, nonetheless remains 

unnamed.  What we know from this is that this is a Hebrew story, written by a Hebrew 

author for a Hebrew audience.  It is the Hebrews who are important.  The Egyptians, 

despite all their trappings of power and all their best efforts to control the outcome of 

the story, are not important. 

 

 Our reading begins by noting that “a new king arose over Egypt, who did not 

know Joseph.”  Joseph, the eleventh son of Jacob, firstborn of his beloved Rachel, had 

had difficulty with his brothers.  He was sold as a slave.  Came to live in Egypt and, 

because of his ability to interpret dreams and organize government programs, saved 

much of the world from starvation.  He became a hero to both Hebrews and Egyptians 

alike.  But now, four hundred years have passed.  Four hundred years is a long time.  
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You can do a lot of forgetting in four hundred years.  The new king did not remember 

Joseph.  Instead, he feared the Hebrew people, foreigners who had lived as privileged 

guests in the nation for four hundred years because of Joseph.  The new king sees 

them as a threat.  He moves to enslave all of them, forcing them into hard labor, 

making bricks and building cities.  From his point of view, it does no good.  The Hebrew 

population continues to increase, and Egyptian fear increases as well.  The Pharaoh 

decides to take drastic measures.  He orders all the boy babies to be killed.  “Girls are 

of no consequence,” he thinks, “but boys could grow up to be soldiers and join forces 

with some future enemy to fight against us.”  But, you see, girls are important.  Shiphrah 

and Puah, the two Hebrew midwives named in the story, decide to defy the orders of 

the king.  They will not kill the boy babies of the Hebrew women, making excuses to 

the clueless Pharaoh, that the Hebrew women are simply too strong and give birth too 

quickly, before they even get there to assist them.  They have no opportunity to do his 

dirty work.   

 

 So, the king must try a different tactic.  If killing the boy babies at the time of their 

birth doesn’t work, then why not just round them all up and throw them into the waters 

of the Nile?  This presents a new dilemma for the Hebrew mothers, one of whom gives 

birth to Moses.  At first, she hides him, and then places him in a tiny ark, (the Hebrew 

word for this basket is the same as the one used to describe the boat that Noah built in 

the time of the great flood), and floats him out on the waters of the Nile, the same ones 

that could easily have led to his destruction.  Now, two more of those thought to be 

insignificant girls come into play.  The Pharaoh’s own daughter plucks the baby out of 

the water, adopts him as her son and names him Moses.  His big sister, watching 

nearby, suggests that she can find a nurse to help Pharaoh’s daughter with the infant 

and arranges for his own mother to take care of him until he is old enough to live on his 

own in the palace.  And this becomes a wonderful story of how God conspires with the 

efforts of humans and the actions of creation to arrange everything necessary to make 

things happen in just the right way!  If Moses is going to have a part in saving his 

people from slavery and eventually lead them out of Egypt and on to freedom, as we 

know he will, then what better place is there for him to grow up than in the Pharaoh’s 

palace?  When he is one day called upon to go and deliver a message to the 

Pharaoh, despite his protests, Moses already knows that place.  He’s familiar with 

speaking to the Egyptians.  He can do it! 

 

 As the plot moves ahead, we hear the story of the burning bush.  Moses is 

tending his father-in-law’s sheep.  As he does so, he sees an amazing sight.  A bush is 
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glowing with the radiant light of fire but is not being burned up.  And then he hears the 

voice speaking to him, asking him to go to Pharaoh and deliver God’s message.  He 

doesn’t want to do it.  He feels inadequate.  He’s not a good talker.  But, of course, he 

protests in such an eloquent manner that he blows his entire argument.  And God 

promises to be with him and to help him and return him and all the people to that very 

place to worship on that mountain.  When Moses demands God’s name, the voice 

replies with the answer, “I am who I am,” or as it can be translated, “I will be who I will 

be,” or as one commentator puts it, “That’s for me to know and you to find out.”  What 

we learn is that “God is,” of that we can be certain.  What that means for us and for the 

Hebrew people, we will discover in the course of the story.  The point is that the 

relationship between God and God’s people has been reestablished.  Pharaoh may 

have forgotten, but God has not.  God remembers.  God hears.  And God is ready to 

do something about the suffering of God’s people.  Moses will lead the way.  And God 

will set them free.  To find out what happens, stay tuned for next week! 

 

            Amen. 


