
Story Number 42

THE BURNING BUSH

Having escaped from Pharaoh, Moses was staying with Jethro, whose

daughter he married, in Midian, which today is part of north-west Saudi

Arabia, east of the Gulf of Akaba. We do not know how long he was

there, certainly many years, during which time the Pharaoh he had run

away from died. Meanwhile Moses worked as a shepherd looking after

Jethro’s flocks, or at least some of them. A shepherd takes his flock to

different places to find pasture for them, and one day he happened to take

them to the area next to Mount Horeb, or Mount Sinai (Horeb and Sinai

are different names for the same place, also in Midian east of the Gulf).

Mount Horeb was also called Har Haelohim, which either means God’s

Mountain, a name given to it later because of what happened there later,

or it originally meant the mountain of the gods, so-called by the pagan

locals, and its meaning was later changed, we do not know which. We like

to think of it as the first, but the second seems more likely. A hill north

of Jerusalem had a similar name, Give’at Haelohim, 1 which the Arabs

today call Ramallah (‘God’s Hill’ in Arabic, but the Hebrew could also

mean the hill of the gods, so called by the pagan Canaanites).

When he got there, Moses suddenly noticed a bush on fire – nothing

unusual in that, it may have caught fire from the sun or the heat (which

happens in a hot climate), but after a short while it should have been burnt

and the flame should have gone out. But the flame kept burning and the

bush did not burn out. Moses was intrigued, and turned aside to look at

it more closely, to see why it did not burn out but just kept on burning.

1. 1 Samuel 10:5.

1



Now the flame that came out of the bush was in fact God’s messenger,

which we call an ‘angel’. An angel is a messenger of God that can take

many forms. It can be a person sent for a special purpose, here it was a

flame of fire sent to attract Moses’s attention. As he approached, God

called to him from the bush, ‘Moses! Don’t come any nearer! Take off

your shoes, because you are standing on holy ground!’

God then continued ‘I am the God of your father, and of Abraham,

Isaac and Jacob.’ (At this point, Moses turned away, afraid to look

directly at God.) The voice carried on, ‘I have seen the suffering of my

people in Egypt and the way the Egyptians persecute them, have heard

their cries for help, and am now about to rescue them and take them to a

good country, the Land of Canaan.’

So far, so good. Moses now understood the message of the burning

bush. Just as it burned and burned but did not burn out, so his own people

in Egypt suffered and suffered in Pharaoh’s attempt to destroy them, but

they still continued to exist. Persecution did not destroy them just as the

fire did not destroy the bush. But God’s next words came as a shock.

‘Now I am going to send you to Pharaoh, to fetch out the people of

Israel from Egypt.’

‘Me???’ said Moses to himself. He felt that this was asking a bit much.

It was not a job that he fancied doing, and he started to argue with God,

finding all sorts of excuses for getting out of it.

We will number them.

1. ‘Who am I’ he replied ‘to go to Pharaoh, and to take the Israelites out

of Egypt?’

‘Because I will be with you, and here is a sign. When you bring the

people out of Egypt you will worship God by 2 this mountain.’

2. ‘By’, not ‘on’.
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2. ‘Assuming that I go to the Israelites and tell them that the God of their

fathers has sent me to them, they will ask me what his name is. What

shall I tell them?’

‘I am who I am, this is my name. Tell them that “I Am”, God of your

fathers Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, has sent you. He has remembered you

(using the same expression for this that Joseph used when he promised

that God will remember you and take you back home to Canaan) and has

decided to take you away from the persecution of Egypt to the good Land

of Canaan. They will listen to you, and you will go together with the

Elders of Israel to Pharaoh, tell him that you have met the God of the

Hebrews, and ask permission to take a three-day visit into the desert to

sacrifice there to him.

‘Pharaoh will not allow you to go, even after great pressure, so I will

attack Egypt in all sorts of ways, and then he will let you go. What is

more, you will not go empty-handed; the Egyptians will give you all sorts

of expensive presents and you will be very rich when you leave.’

3. ‘They will not believe me and not listen’ said Moses. ‘They will say

that I have not met the God of their fathers, and have invented it all.’

‘What have you got in your hand?’ came the reply.

‘A stick.’ A shepherd always carries a stick.

‘Throw it down!’ Moses threw down the stick and it became a snake.

He was afraid of it and started to run away.

‘Grab hold of its tail’ he was told. He did, and it turned back to a stick.

‘Now put you arm under your coat to touch your chest.’ He did, and

when he took it out again all the skin was flaking.

‘Do the same again.’ He did and his arm was restored to normal health.

‘If they do not believe the first sign, they will believe the second. But

if they still do not believe, take a little water from the Nile and pour it

onto the ground, and you will see it turn into blood.’
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4. ‘Please, my Lord’ said Moses, ‘I am not a man of speeches. I have

always found it difficult to express myself, and tend to get tongue tied.’

‘Who provided man with a mouth? Who makes people dumb or deaf

or blind or able to see? Am I not God? Now go, I will help your mouth

and will tell you what to say.’

5. ‘Please, my Lord, send someone else!’

At this God became angry at Moses.

‘I know that your brother Aaron is a good speaker. He is about to come

and visit you, and will be delighted to see you again. You will tell him

what to say, he will know how to express it, and I wlll help you both with

speaking and will tell you what to do. He will be your mouth-piece and

speak to the people, while you will be his authority. And this stick which

you have – take it with you to perform the signs with.’

6 Moses had exhausted all his arguments, but still had ideas on how to

get out of it. He went and asked his father-in-law permission to go and

visit his family in Egypt and see how they were getting on. Hopefully

Jethro might refuse, in which case he could return to God and say ‘Jethro

will not let me go’, but Jethro simply answered ‘Go with my blessing!’

7. God was losing patience. He said to Moses ‘Now go and return to

Egypt. No more excuses. I saw through your trick and it didn’t work. Oh,

yes, I know that you have another argument. You are going to tell me that

you cannot go back to Egypt because you are a ‘wanted’ man. They will

kill you as soon as you get there. Well no, they won’t, because all the

people who wanted to kill you are now dead.’

So Moses set out to return to Egypt – that is the next story.

4


