I AM WHO I AM

Sermon for the 24th Sunday after Pentecost, 2010

Exodus 3:1-15
The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today is our First Reading read before, Exodus 3:1-15 Moses was looking after the sheep of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian. He led the flock to the far side of the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. 2 The Angel of the LORD appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a bush. He noticed that, although the bush was on fire, it was not being burnt up. 3 Then Moses said, “I shall go over there and see this great sight, why the bush does not burn up.”

4 When the LORD saw that Moses had turned aside to look, God called to him from inside the bush. He said: “Moses, Moses!”

Moses answered, “Here I am!”

5 God said: “Do not come close to here! Take your sandals off your feet! For the place where you are standing is holy ground.” 6 Then God said, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.”

Then Moses covered his face, because he was afraid to look at God. 7 The LORD said: “I have certainly seen the misery of My people, who are in Egypt. I have heard their cry because of their slave-drivers. Yes, I know about their suffering. 8 So I have come down to rescue them from the power of the Egyptians, and to bring them up from that land to a fine, spacious land. It is a land flowing with milk and honey, the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites. 9 Now, you see, the cry of the people of Israel has reached Me, and I have seen how the Egyptians are oppressing them. 10 Therefore go now! I am sending you to Pharaoh, so that you may bring My people, the Israelites, out of Egypt.”

11 However, Moses asked God, “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh, and that I should bring the people of Israel out of Egypt?”

12 God said: “I shall certainly be with you, and this will be the sign to you that I have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will all worship God here on this mountain.”

13 Moses said to God: “Look! Suppose I have gone to the people of Israel, and I have told them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is His name?’ what shall I tell them?”

14 God answered Moses: “I AM WHO I AM.” He also said: “This is what you shall tell the people of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to you!’” 15 God also instructed Moses: “This is what you shall tell the people of Israel: ‘The LORD, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you!’ This is My name for ever, by which I am to be remembered from generation to generation.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,

What is it that makes a church great? Is it the size? Would you consider a huge, mega-church as being successful, but think that a humble congregation like our own is a failure? Do you look at how ‘successful’ a church is by how lively it is, or a common vision or purpose that its people might have? Not at all, for all that is of human origin. Nor is it upon human love, since the Church must be built upon God’s free gifts of grace, not upon human works. The true answer is this: What makes a church great is God, who lives in her.

God does not choose and establish His Church based upon visible, earthly greatness. When Moses lived in Egypt, he was a great prince: wealthy, powerful, and respected. Yet God did not call Moses at the height of his glory. Instead, God called Moses after he became a murderer, a fugitive, a poor shepherd who did not even own the sheep he tended. After Moses had been humbled and crushed by life, then he could see that it was not by his greatness, but by the mercy and grace of God, that great things would be done.

Thus lowly Moses came before the great God of his fathers. He came before the mystery of a bush that burns yet is not consumed. The Angel of the LORD appeared to him, yet Moses was afraid and hid his eyes and took off his sandals and cowered upon the ground. And rightly so, for He whom Moses cowered before is the Creator of the universe, the glorious, all-powerful Lord, the mysterious One who is beyond any human understanding.

From the mouth of that Holy God comes His Name, a Name like no other. He says, “I AM WHO I AM.” This is the meaning of the Name Yahweh, Jehovah - the LORD in all capital letters in our Bibles. It is God’s Name as no other name can be.

We can ponder for centuries upon this Name and not understand it. “I AM WHO I AM” describes God’s eternity, without beginning or end. He is unchanging, steadfast and immoveable. He is self-causing and self-existing. No one created Him. He simply is. 
As we compare ourselves with Him, we soon realise just how far we fall short of His glory. He is eternal, yet we are doomed to death because of sin. He is unchanging, yet we are blown about by every wind of change around us. He is steadfast, but we are quick to fail.
For us who are sinful and corrupt, to even gaze upon the holiness of God is death. We cannot look upon the purity of the righteous Lord. We must hide our eyes like Moses as he cowered in fear upon the ground. To approach God in boldness or pride in ourselves is to seek death. If we seek to stand before the Righteous One by our own merits, we will indeed face eternal death. Because we are sinners, we must instead always have the reverent fear of the LORD in our hearts. We are unworthy to come to Him.
Yet God Himself has come to us. He chose the bush to meet Moses. He chose this house to meet us. God was not content that we should remain in slavery under the harsh taskmasters of sin, death, and the devil. God has come to seek us.

The One who seeks us is the same One who spoke to Moses. He is called the Angel of the LORD, yet this Angel calls Himself “the LORD,” the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” The Angel reveals Himself to Moses with the Name, “I AM WHO I AM.” How can an angel reveal himself as God? Surely that would be blasphemy.

Yet there is one Angel who is different. He is not a created angel like the rest. In fact, He is no angel as we usually understand angels. He is God’s special Messenger. That’s what the word ‘angel’ means: a messenger. But He is above all other messengers. This unique Angel of the LORD appears in various places in the Old Testament, identifying Himself as the LORD. He is somehow separate from the LORD, yet He also is the LORD. As Saint John wrote, He is with God, and He is God.

This special Angel of the LORD is none other than the Son of God who has revealed Himself by taking human flesh in the Virgin Mary. As Jesus said to the Jews, “Before Abraham was, I AM.” By saying this, Jesus identified Himself as the LORD who eternally existed. Jesus was saying that He is the Angel of the LORD who spoke from the burning bush. He is the One who said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.”
The Jews who heard Jesus understood what He was saying. They picked up stones to kill Jesus, because they recognised that He was claiming to be God. Indeed, if Jesus were not God, then He would be a horrible blasphemer. But He is indeed the God of Moses, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He is the Voice from the Bush.

This Angel of the LORD told Moses, I shall certainly be with you which is a promise for us, also. But God being with us does not automatically solve our problems of sin. At one time when Peter recognised Jesus as the Lord, he said, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!” The presence of God by itself is not enough to save us, for it only brings the judgment of God that much closer to us sinners.

Yet the Son of Man did not come into the world to judge it, but that the world through Him might be saved. When the LORD became flesh, it was for the purpose of laying that flesh upon the cross of Calvary. Upon the cross, we see the Creator of life enter death. Upon the cross we see an even fuller revelation of God’s nature than the burning bush. We see at the cross His rich, undeserved love exposed before our eyes. How majestic and mysterious is the cross! There the eternal Son of Man, who has no ending, ended His life.

But more than that, at the cross the salvation for us sinners was accomplished. When He shed His precious lifeblood, the LORD exchanged His holiness for our sinfulness. His righteousness was exchanged for our rebellion. Our death was exchanged for the life of the eternal LORD.

Now Jehovah God who created everything and who led His people out of slavery in Egypt has also made us His people. The same God who rescued the children of Israel through the waters of the Red Sea has also rescued us through the waters of Baptism. The same Angel of the LORD who crushed Pharaoh’s army has also crushed our enemies, Satan and death and hell. This conquering LORD has come to us, and forever remains with us. Now that makes a Church great: because her LORD is with her.

Likewise, our worship is not made powerful by what we say or what we do or what we feel. Our worship is marked and dominated by the glorious and gracious presence of the LORD. The same LORD who said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM,” also said to you this morning, “I forgive you all your sins.” You are forgiven by the same LORD who spoke out of the burning bush.

The same LORD spoke in our Scripture readings. What we heard was no word of a man, but the Word of the Angel of God. That’s what makes this house as holy as that mountain: Because the LORD, the great “I AM” speaks here.

So our Church is very great, even though we do not look like much. We may seem like a failure at times. Yet how can it be failure when the LORD God of Moses and all our forefathers in the faith is here today. He declares us holy and righteous and glorious by His Gospel. Let no man call something a failure that the LORD has declared great.

Should we not tremble at the greatness of it all? Moses fell on his face before the LORD. Maybe that’s not such a bad idea. Nothing humbles you like being flat on your face. Yet even if we did that, how could we ever be reverent enough? God's glory and grace to us are always greater than our devotion.

Dear friends, our Church, our congregation, could never be a failure; not even close. We are a scraggly bush filled with the glory of the Angel of the LORD. Here and now, we experience pain and suffering in this life. We are constantly burned, yet not consumed. Or as Saint Paul put it, “We are hard-pressed on every side, yet not crushed. We are perplexed, but not in despair, persecuted, but not forsaken, struck down, but not destroyed - always carrying about in the body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life of Jesus also may be revealed in our body.” Within our poor, humble, sinful flesh is concealed the glory of God’s grace and forgiveness. That is what makes the Church the beautiful bride of Christ, prepared in splendour for her wedding day.

Do not let anyone tell you that this congregation is a failure. To do so is to call the glory of the LORD a failure. It is to cast shame upon the ultimate joy. Instead, tell them this: We are covered with the holiness of our Saviour. We are the righteousness of God. We are the new creation of God’s handiwork in the Blood of Jesus Christ. There is nothing better than that. Amen. 
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE TWENTY-FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Almighty and most merciful heavenly Father, You have created all things by Your powerful word. You decide the history of every nation, and direct the life of every human being.  We acknowledge Your rule over all things, but we come confidently before You with our prayer and praise, because You are our loving Father in Jesus Christ.


We thank You for the plenteous daily blessings that You graciously give us.  You send rain; the fields are filled with flocks; and the ground produces a rich harvest of food.  You make the earth rich and fertile, and bless our labour.  We praise You that You open Your hand, and satisfy the needs of Your whole creation.


But we thank You above all for the wonderful gift of Your Son Jesus Christ.  We thank You that His obedience has covered our failure to obey Your commandments to love You and our neighbour perfectly. Through His death we have been set free from the slavery of sin and death, and through His resurrection we have been made citizens of heaven.  You have given us the sure hope of the resurrection of our bodies. You have promised that when our Lord returns He will change our weak, mortal bodies and make them glorious like His own.  Grant that, as we live out our earthly lives, we may wait eagerly for His coming, to liberate us from this imperfect world and to give us the perfection of heaven.  Give us power through this hope to purify our lives and to set our hearts on things above.


Send forth Your Word into all the world.  Help Christian people everywhere to rejoice in Your truth and to sing of Your love, so that Your ways may be known by all people and Your salvation received everywhere with joy.


Pour out Your blessing on our country.  Grant that all who make and administer our laws may honour and fear You. Guide them by Your wisdom, so that justice, mercy, righteousness, and peace may flourish, and all evil and violence be suppressed.  Give all citizens of this country an obedient spirit; lead them to respect their leaders.


Keep Your Church alive through the power of the Gospel.  Fill it with Your Spirit so that it may serve You with a cheerful and sacrificial love.  Grant that all Your people may follow the example of those who are leaders in the new life of the Spirit.  Teach the youth of the Church to consider everything else inferior compared with knowing Christ as their Saviour and Lord.  Help all our baptised children to love and follow Jesus Christ with joy and gladness.


Give a quiet confidence to all who are troubled in body, mind, or spirit. Grant them a strong faith in Your compassion, and ardent hope.


In this world without God and without hope, grant that we may be watchful for the return of the great God, our Saviour Jesus Christ.  Grant that we may see with our own eyes His glory on Your throne as David’s lord and King of kings. This we ask in the name and for the sake of Him who is our Saviour, Lord, and King for ever.  Amen.

