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Today I want us to look at the very 1st event that begins the Exodus journey. 

I want us to focus on God’s call to Moses to be the person who will lead God’s 
people out of their Egyptian bondage. We will look at Exodus 2 and 3 as we study 
the story of God’s call to Moses through the burning bush. But I do not want to 
leave this as simply a Bible study on the call of Moses. I would like to focus more 
importantly, on God’s call to each one of us. For like Moses, we are all called to be 
liberators as well. There are some lessons for us, I think, living isolated lives as we 
are sequestered in our homes during the scary times of coronavirus. 

Let’s begin our journey together by looking at the story of Moses. The 
character of Moses is difficult to classify. At times he acts like a king, 
administering justice and ordering the details of tribal life. But the one specific 
character of other Old Testament kings is missing. Moses was never a warrior 
leading troops into battle. At times he appears as a priest giving priestly regulations 
to the people. But he fails to do the one thing all other Old Testament priests do; he 
never offers a sacrifice. The word prophet is often used to describe Moses, yet 
clearly Moses is much more than that. Moses brings together diverse gifts of 
leadership and uses his power and authority in a variety of ways. The foundation of 
Moses’s authority is seen in Exodus 2 and 3. In those chapters we see that the 
power of Moses was rooted in his personal encounter with God. 
 No organization came to Moses and proclaimed him their leader. Moses’s 
leadership was not the result of a human choice or human inheritance. It came as a 
result of Moses’s personal encounter with God. No one else in the Old Testament 
is pictured as having such a close encounter with God. We are told that Moses 
came face-to-face with God. The actual Hebrew text states that Moses came face to 
divine backside, since no one, it was believed, could look upon the face of God and 
live. Moses came as close as anyone could. The power of Moses was rooted in his 
experience of God as seen in the encounter with the burning Bush. There in the 
story of the burning Bush we see God’s call to Moses, God’s commissioning of 
Moses, God’s challenge to Moses, and God’s assurance to Moses that God’s 
presence will go with him. 
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 It began as any other day. Moses was out with the sheep under his care, but 
this encounter marked the end of his life as a shepherd and the beginning of his life 
as a liberator. He saw a bush that was burning but no ashes resulted, it just 
continued to burn. Going closer to see this strange sight, Moses is addressed by 
God. Moses responds by saying, “Here am I,” but little did he know what the 
future had in store for him. He was instructed to take off his shoes since he was 
standing on holy ground. First and foremost, the call of God to Moses, and to any 
person of faith, is rooted in religious experience. 3 things are made clear in this 
encounter: 1) God is resolved to rescue the Hebrew slaves held captive in Egypt.  
2) Moses is chosen to be the liberator of those slaves, and 3) Moses is reluctant to 
accept this job. 
 I taught and I preached on this text many times. But I never heard it 
interpreted like I did when I heard Canaan Banana preach a sermon on this text that 
he entitled, “When Did the Bush Burn?” Banana was a Methodist minister who at 
the time was Vice President of the African nation, Zimbabwe. Banana insisted, 
correctly I think, that you don’t understand the story of the burning bush unless 
you read it in the context of the 2 stories that immediately precede it. In Exodus 2 
we read of Moses’s birth in Egypt and his growing up in the house of Egyptian 
royalty. Somehow Moses came to know the secret of his birth, and knowing he 
was a child of slaves, he left the palace behind him. The book of Hebrews in the 
New Testament puts it in these words, “He refused to be called the son of 
Pharaoh’s daughter.”  Moses saw a Hebrew slave being beaten and, in that 
moment, he threw away the palace comforts and sided with the oppressed slave. 
He would not walk away from the dispossessed and ignore their plight. It cost 
Moses. It meant that from that moment on he would be an outlaw, a rebel, a 
murderer on the run.  

That same pattern of life is true of some of the most saintly persons in 
history. They left positions of comfort and safety to identify with the oppressed. 
That was true of St. Francis who turned away from his family’s wealth and high 
station and committed his life to a ministry of poverty. It was true of Mother 
Theresa as she gave up her comforts and founded the Missionaries of Charity 
dedicated to giving “wholehearted free service to the poorest of the poor.” It was 
true of Dietrich Bonhoeffer who left his comfortable seminary in New York City to 
return to Nazi Germany where he would preach against Hitler and meet his death 
because of it. This is seen supremely in the ministry of Jesus. There is an early 
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Christian hymn that Paul preserves as a part of his letter to the Philippian church: 
“His state was divine, he did not cling to his equality with God, but emptied 
himself, assuming the position of a slave, and became as we are, and being as all 
persons are, he was humbled even more, accepting death, death on a cross.  
 Moses was now a murderer on the run, so he flees to Midian. The Midianites 
were Bedouin tribesmen of the desert south and east of Palestine. They were 
distantly related to the Israelites, but throughout the Old Testament the Israelites 
and the Midianites were at war with one another. So, it is especially intriguing that 
Moses comes to the rescue of some Midianite women. Water was scarce and 
precious in the Midianite wilderness. Exodus chapter 2 describes a well that 
provided water for the sheep and the shepherds in this region. The watering hole 
was covered with a large flat stone to prevent animals from falling in and spoiling 
the well. There would’ve been a series of long troughs radiating from the wellhead, 
which would be filled with the water drawn from the well. To move the rock was a 
difficult task and to fill the troughs was a very laborious job. A few Midianite 
sisters came to the well, with great struggle they moved the stone and after much 
work filled the troughs for their flock. When all that work was done, a group of 
men came along and drove the women and their sheep away, taking the water for 
themselves and their herds. Moses saw what had happened and again he took sides 
and intervened, not with the comfortable and powerful men, but with the oppressed 
and hurt women. Moses, clearly a man of strength and bravery, drove the men 
away and invited the women back to the well. It must’ve been an impressive show, 
he ends up marrying one of the Midianite sisters. 
 Reciting those 2 stories from the previous chapter, Banana proclaimed in his 
sermon, “Then, and Only Then, Does the Bush Burn!” God’s call comes to Moses 
as he identified with the needs of others. You would not have the burning bush of 
chapter 3 without the dedication of Moses in the previous chapter to reach out to 
those who were desperate and in need. This story is not just about God’s call to 
Moses; it’s the story of our calling as well. God calls to us when we identify 
ourselves with the needs of others. That is not just an Old Testament message in 
the book of Exodus, that’s the very hallmark of our faith. In Luke 4:16-21, in what 
you could call his inaugural address at the synagogue in Nazareth, Jesus describes 
his divine calling when he says: “The spirit of the Lord is upon me.” Why? So that 
I may have a close and private relationship with God? So that others may see my 
holiness and do my bidding? So that I may be untouched by the hurts of all 
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humanity? So that I may escape from the difficulties of life? No! Here is what 
Jesus said about his calling: 
 The spirit of the Lord is upon me because the Lord has anointed me 

to bring good news to the afflicted; he has sent me to heal the broken 
hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and the opening of prisons to 
those who are bound.… To comfort all who mourn. 

In like manner, Matthew 25 pictures the last judgment as the sheep are separated 
from the goats. And what is that criterion? How do we identify the faithful? “I was 
lonely and you visited me. I was hungry and you fed me. I was naked and you 
clothed me. I was a stranger and you welcomed me. I was thirsty and you gave me 
a cup of water.” 
 Leo Tolstoy wrote a short story entitled, “Where love is, God is.” It is a 
story about a shoemaker named Martin. His shop was adjacent to where he lived in 
a basement that had only one window where he could catch only a small glimpse 
of the people outside. He had a wife, but she had died as had all their children at 
the time of their birth except for one son who lived to the age of 3 before dying. 
Martin’s grief was so oppressive he became very angry and denied God. A 
missionary spoke with Martin and impressed upon him the importance of renewing 
his faith and encouraged him to read the New Testament. Martin began to read his 
Bible and the more he read the more he wanted to read. His life began to fill once 
again with some peace and joy. As he read the New Testament he became 
convinced that in his sorrow he was focusing only on himself. He began to feel that 
one way out of his deep grief might be to reach out and help others. One night he 
went to sleep as he was reading the Bible and he thought he heard a voice telling 
him that God would visit him the very next day. When he awoke the next morning, 
Martin was skeptical of his dream, but he kept looking out his window for God to 
come his way. While he was looking for God he saw the feet of a friend who was 
busy trying to shovel away the snow. Martin invited his friend in for a warm drink 
and some food. Martin told him of his strange dream and his friend was moved to 
tears to see that Martin was again speaking words of faith. Martin was thanked for 
the warm food and drink that nourished both the soul and the body. Then his friend 
went on his way. Later in the day Martin saw a young woman with a baby not 
properly dressed for the cold at all. He invited her in for some food and gave her 
warmer clothes that his wife had once worn. Martin also gave her some money to 
purchase what she needed for the baby. Martin then told her about the promise of 
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God to come and visit him. The woman thanked him and left. Later Martin heard 
some screaming outside and running out he found a young boy stealing from an 
older woman. Martin settled the argument showing love and compassion for both 
the boy and the woman. But then as Martin went down the stairs to his shop and 
home he wondered why God did not visit him that day. That night as he slept he 
had another vision; this time it was a vision of the 3 people who appeared in his 
home that day. Each one of them said that when he helped them he was helping 
God. Martin then realized that God had visited him, and he had truly welcomed 
God that day as he ministered to those in need. 

Like Martin, we have an opportunity to serve God as we reach out to people 
in need around us. God’s call to Moses, like God’s call to all of us, came at that 
point where Moses identified with the needs of others. When does the Bush burn? 
It burns when we commit ourselves to help those in need. We have talked about 
God’s call to Moses, but let’s focus on another issue: God’s call to each one of us. 
 What does God’s call mean? 1st, God’s call means becoming aware of God’s 
presence. Being called by God means we are taken into the very presence of God. 
Moses was on the backside of nowhere, out in the wilderness with a flock of sheep, 
worried about the wanted posters that were all over Egypt with his picture on them. 
He was wanted for murder and he was on the run. And in that very bleak situation 
it happens – Moses meets God; Moses is taken into the presence of God. I 
remember many years ago hearing the testimony of the wealthy Christian 
businesswoman, Gert Behanna, who described her life as an alcoholic, drug 
addicted, adulterous unbeliever. In despair and desperation, after trying every other 
false road to happiness, she cried out to God for help. Her secretary came into her 
office and was surprised to see Gert on her knees in prayer. The secretary shouted 
out, “My God, Gert, what has happened to you?” She replied, “That is exactly 
right, God finally has happened to me.” To be called by God means to be taken 
into the very presence of God. 
 What does call mean? 2nd, it means becoming aware of our own limitations, 
of our own unworthiness, and of our own need. It means admitting that we are 
broken and need help. You would think being taken into fellowship with God 
would result in a sense of pride and egotistic bragging. But just the opposite 
happens. Moses takes off his shoes and refuses to gaze at the presence of God. 
Moses knows that he is in the holy presence of God and when God calls him to a 
task, Moses responds by saying, “I can’t do that; I can’t talk well enough to 
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represent anybody, certainly not God.” Henri Nouwen uses the example of trapeze 
artists at a circus to describe the brokenness of every person of faith. If you watch 
the trapeze artists there is a flyer and there is a catcher. The job of the catcher is to 
grab hold of the one who is flying and grip them firmly enough to bring them back 
to safety. The job of the flyer is to completely let go and trust the catcher. In fact, if 
the flyer tries to do anything, the whole act will end in tragedy. Let go and 
recognize there is nothing you can do to save yourself. Let go, and recognize you 
need to trust the strength of another. Let go and recognize your brokenness. 

What does call mean? 3rd, call means being blessed, it means living with a 
sense that you’re working with the aid of divine power. We cannot live as isolated 
and independent people but can truly live only when we have this sense of being 
blessed by another. Calling is recognizing that we have been blessed by God and 
the fellowship of faith. When Moses is called into the presence of God, and when 
Moses recognizes his brokenness, Moses is then called as a leader in God’s 
kingdom to serve with God’s help, certainly not relying on just his own strength.  

A friend told me a story of a child attending a philharmonic concert in a 
large city with his grandmother. She is attempting to introduce the young boy to a 
more sophisticated and classical experience than he is used to. As the grandmother 
turns to speak to a group of her friends, the young boy steps into the aisle and races 
up to the stage. Once on stage the boy sits at the piano and begins to play 
chopsticks. The grandmother is horrified and moves quickly toward the aisle to get 
the young boy down from the stage, but before she can do anything the conductor 
for the evening performance comes out and sits on the piano bench by the boy, 
saying in a very calm voice, “Go ahead and play your best and I will fill in the 
rest.” What followed in the next few minutes was the most amazing rendition of 
chopsticks you ever heard. When they were finished the audience gave them a 
standing ovation and the little boy turned and bowed deeply before scurrying off 
the stage. Call means being blessed, and hearing God say to us, “Go ahead and 
play your best and I will fill in the rest.”  

What does call mean? 4th, call means being sent on mission, being 
commissioned to serve. Call is always focused outward. Call means being sent and 
given to a world in need. Moses was called to free the slaves in Egypt. He was 
given what seemed to be an impossible task. Stand before Pharaoh, one of the most 
powerful men on earth, and announce that you have been given the task to free 
Pharaoh’s slaves. God called Moses and he was given a glorious mission: lead my 
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people to freedom and lead them as they journey toward the promised land. That is 
what it meant for Moses to be called and that is what it means for each one of us.  

Henry Nouwen has written how our call to faith is very much like the 
celebration of the Last Supper. Jesus took the bread, and after he had taken it, it is 
then broken, then it is blessed, then it is given. So is it with Moses’ call to be 
God’s liberator, and the same is true for the call to each of us to be active in 
Christian ministry. Taken, broken, blessed, and given. That is the pattern we see in 
the call of Moses and that is pattern that we see in the life of every Christian 
believer. 

In our current condition of being sequestered in our homes because of the 
coronavirus, we are at a loss of what we can do, and we feel so isolated from 
family and friends. Perhaps we can learn a lesson from Moses when he was living 
a lonely life in the land of Midian. If you are like me, there are some people we 
know who might be helped with a note of appreciation or care and concern. Just 
reading the paper or listening to the news we can see there are persons in our own 
community needing food; we could make a donation to help address that problem. 
There are certainly people we could pray for in their time of special need. There 
are neighbors who could use a word of encouragement and friendship, and if 
possible some acts of help and mercy. We can each think of ways we can serve 
God by caring for those in need around us. Perhaps one good way out of our 
isolation is to find some unexpected expressions of kindness to those around us 
today. 

       
       


