
This sermon is printed and distributed as part of the ongoing ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church 

© 2009 Nathaniel R. Carter 

From The Pulpit Of 
 

 
 

The Place of Man in God’s Plan 

 

No. 4 Exodus 3:1-10 November 1, 2009 

Series: Exodus  Nathan Carter 

 

Text 
Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, and he led the flock to 

the far side of the desert and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. 
2 
There the angel of the LORD appeared 

to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up. 
3 

So Moses thought, "I will go over and see this strange sight-- why the bush does not burn up." 
4 
When the 

LORD saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush, "Moses! Moses!" And 

Moses said, "Here I am." 
5 
"Do not come any closer," God said. "Take off your sandals, for the place where 

you are standing is holy ground." 
6 
Then he said, "I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the 

God of Isaac and the God of Jacob." At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God. 
7 

The LORD said, "I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out 

because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering. 
8 
So I have come down to rescue 

them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a 

land flowing with milk and honey-- the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and 

Jebusites. 
9 
And now the cry of the Israelites has reached me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are 

oppressing them. 
10 

So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of 

Egypt." 

 

Introduction 
Last week in Exodus we saw that God is the only one who can accomplish God’s 

plan.  The stage is set – God’s people are oppressed as slaves in Egypt.  Then there’s the 

dramatic introduction of a very special baby.  But immediately the story makes crystal 

clear that he is not the source of Israel’s hope.  Moses is a murderer, rejected by his own 

people, forced to run for his life to Midian confused and humbled.  Last week’s text 

showed us that there’s really nothing that we can do to accomplish salvation or advance 

God’s plan and pointed us toward God as the only one who could.  Today’s text tells of 

the beginning of God’s intervention.  God’s been there all along, behind the scenes in 

Egypt, but now he sets his foot squarely back onto the stage of redemptive history. 

Now that Moses has learned that he can’t rescue his people, God is going to step 

in.  Moses had seen his own people being mistreated and tried to come to their aid, but it 

didn’t work.  Today we hear God say, “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in 

Egypt…  So I have come down to rescue them” (vv. 7, 8).  This is the only way salvation 

can happen: if God in grace comes down.  And that’s what our God does. 

Once Moses is clear on that and also once we, the readers, are clear on that then 

we’re ready for this next utterly astounding truth.  In short, it’s just this: God graciously 

comes to people and calls them to be part of his plan. 
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Let’s pray… 
 

Setting 

 At the beginning of last week’s text 40 years had passed.  Moses brashly tried to 

be the Messiah, but ended up being a bum in Midian; this is where he became “a very 

humble man, more humble than anyone else on the face of the earth” (Nu. 12:3).  Moses 

learned meekness in Midian. 

Well, at the beginning of today’s text another 40 years have passed (cf. Acts 

7:23,30).  Moses is now 80 years old!  And we read, “Now Moses was tending the flock 

of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian [Jethro was another name for Ruel], and 

he led the flock to the far side of the desert and came to Horeb, the mountain of God 

[Horeb was another name for Sinai]” (v. 1).  So Ruel = Jethro and Horeb = Sinai. 

It’s interesting: while Moses was out on the range, in some ways he was still 

identifying with his fellow Hebrew people.  Where do we see that?  Notice: he had 

become a shepherd, “an assignment that no one who still thought of himself as an 

Egyptian would ever have taken on, so loathsome was shepherding to Egyptians [cf. Gen. 

36:34].  In other words,” notes one person, “it is apparent that should he ever return to 

Egypt, he would go as an Israelite, not as an Egyptian.”
1
  So here is 80 year old Moses, 

still identifying himself as a Hebrew, just learning to live in the hope passed down from 

his ancestors and beginning to understand that he can’t force God’s hand or do God’s job. 

 

God’s Role 

Verses 2 and following relate a theophany – God appearing to Moses.  We’re 

actually going to skip this and come back to it to look at it in more detail shortly, but first 

let’s scroll down look at what God says to Moses in v. 7.  “The Lord said, ‘I have indeed 

seen the misery of my people in Egypt.  I have heard them crying out because of their 

slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering.”  God is not aloof or unfeeling.  

He is moved.  He is not okay with suffering.  He is a God who desires redemption.  He 

could have justly just left the world to wallow in its self-wrought misery, but no.  He is a 

God with a plan to save and restore.  That’s cool. 

“I am concerned about their suffering.  So I have come down to rescue them…” 

God is the Rescuer.  Biblical religion is not about us getting ourselves up to God, but it’s 

about a God that comes down to us.  That’s so critical.  We are not climbing Jacob’s 

ladder; God comes down that ladder (cf. Gen. 28:10ff; Jn. 1:51) to do what only God can 

do. 

Here that is “to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up 

out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey.”  A 

few words here: notice that the salvation enacted in the Exodus is a physical salvation.  

Some might say as we go through this that I’m trying to over-spiritualize this story.  I’m 

not.  It is a physical deliverance, but it is a physical deliverance with spiritual 

implications.  It can just as easily be under-spiritualized or over-physicalized.  This can’t 

just be read simply as a story about liberation from oppression.  God is acting to display 

his unique glory and rescue his people in order that they will worship him.  We have to 

recognize that this is a story of physical liberation as well as a chapter in a larger story 

that sets-up for us the ultimate deliverance from spiritual bondage that Jesus enacted.  
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And it sets that up beautifully because let’s not forget that Jesus’ spiritual redemption is 

also a physical redemption.  He didn’t just die so that we could go to heaven; he rose 

again physically so that we could one day be with him in a New Creation, with bodies, 

land, milk, honey, and all that physical stuff.  So in Christ we’re redeemed spiritually and 

looking forward to a physical home.  The physical and the spiritual go together. 

With that in mind, look at what comes next – “To bring them… into a good and 

spacious land… the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and 

Jebusites” (v. 8).  This can’t be just a nice story of an oppressed people gaining their 

freedom and getting a great new home.  Other people currently live there!  What do we 

make of that?  Well, this story, just like the grander story that it serves, ends not just with 

a spiritual/physical redemption, but also with the judgment of God falling on those whom 

he has borne patiently with and yet who oppose him to the end and are ultimately 

destroyed by his wrath.  There is an eternal parallel to the New Jerusalem – the Lake of 

Fire.  There is both redemption and there is judgment. 

But back to the larger point I want you to see.  God says, “Now the cry of the 

Israelites has reached me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them” (v. 

9).  God has also seen Moses’ futile attempt at rescuing them on his own.  The main point 

here is that God is the only one who can deliver.  It takes God stepping in.  So many 

people are trying to do so much good.  Some focus on the physical needs – poverty 

alleviation, curing diseases, establishing freedom for oppressed peoples, etc…  Some 

focus on the psychological or spiritual needs – freedom from addictions, mending social 

fabrics, finding inner peace. 

Many churches join right into the activism.  Sermons become pep-talks for what 

we must do to change our world or ourselves.  I once saw an ad for a sermon series at a 

church that said, “Are you ready to make an IMPACT!?  Join us this Sunday as we 

introduce ways in which YOU can be part of this new initiative.”  Sounds exciting, huh?  

One of the sermons in this electrifying, life-transforming, impacting series was described 

like this: “The mission of Jesus is only accomplished if Christ followers are willing to 

make an impact wherever God has them.”  Now that sounds inspiring, but wait a 

second… the mission of Jesus is only accomplished IF… we do something?!?!  I thought 

Jesus said, “It is finished” (Jn. 19:30).  We have to add something, we have to do 

something to fully accomplish Jesus’ mission? 

Now I know I’ve done stuff like this before – tried to motivate people to action 

this way.  It’s easy to get sucked into.  Activism is appealing… at first.  But after awhile, 

it can get pretty exhausting, trying to ‘impact’ the world and all.  Do you know what I 

mean?  Many people are burning out on church because that’s all they really hear: 

constant calls to action. 

I hope what you hear here doesn’t make you feel “weary and burdened,” but 

points you to Christ in whom you “find rest for your souls” (cf. Mt. 11:28-30).  Jesus has 

accomplished his mission!  And the final consummation of his plans doesn’t depend in 

the least on you!  Mark Galli in this month’s Christianity Today cover article entitled, “In 

the Beginning, Grace,” says, “The place to begin is not more feverish doing but a type of 

non-doing, acknowledging the complete inadequacy of any doing and the utter 

powerlessness of [our own efforts].”
2
 

I hit this hard last week and I wanted to hit it again this week because it’s so 

crucial.  Christianity is absolutely unique, unparalleled.  It’s not, first and foremost, a call 
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to action.  It’s not a challenge to change the world or an invitation to partner with God in 

restoring shalom.  That’s what every other religion, philosophy, or cause offers.  But 

“since ancient times no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God 

besides [the God of the Bible], who acts on behalf of those who wait for him” (Is. 64:4). 

 

Our Role 

 That’s clear from last week’s story.  That’s clear from vv. 7-9 in this week’s text.  

Is that clear with everyone here?  Christianity is not a call to change the world, but an 

announcement that God has.  Okay, now look at v. 10.  “So now, go.  I am sending you to 

Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt.”  What!  You mean God doesn’t 

say, “Step aside, sucka, while I do my thing?”  God essentially says, “I’m going to 

accomplish this great thing… and I’m going to do it through you.”  One commentator has 

put it this way – “It is part of the divine scheme of salvation for mankind that it is worked 

out through mankind.  Though deliverance is only possible by supernatural intervention 

and power, yet God raises up individuals through whom he will work.”
3
  Moses is going 

to be God’s appointed means of redeeming his people.  Moses, the murderer, who 

mucked everything up.  Crazy, huh?  God uses people.  God uses means. 

 Even in the scheme of personal salvation, we are not like limp puppets simply 

acted upon by God.  We are made aware of our salvation and given faith to exercise.  It’s 

not like God just does his thing and pays for our sin, but leaves us completely oblivious 

and in the dark, unaware throughout the whole process.  No, we hear and respond to what 

he’s done with faith, a faith that is then expressed in deeds. 

 And in the bigger picture of God’s unfolding plan in history, the accomplishment 

of his purposes – things like the exodus from Egypt and the conquest of the Promised 

Land and the spread of the gospel and the building up of the church… God is the one 

who does it, but he does it through people; he gives his people a part in it.  So ‘waiting 

for the Lord’ is not passive.  Or put it this way: the Christian life is not sedentary.  God 

takes failures, sinners, nobodies and graciously allows them to be a part of this plan.  He 

gives us stuff to do after we come to realize that there’s nothing we can do.  What an 

amazing, dumfounding, humbling reality!  Isn’t it?  We’ll see next week how hard this 

was for Moses to get his mind around. 

 But this is the uniform testimony of Scripture.  God, in his mercy and love, 

designs to use conscious human beings as his means to his ends.  He tells Moses, “I am 

sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people out of Egypt.”  He tells Ezekiel, “Son of Man, 

I am sending you to the Israelites… say to them, “This is what the Sovereign Lord says” 

(Ezek. 2:3-4).  Jesus doesn’t just have his disciples hang out with him all the time 

watching him do cool stuff.  He says, “Behold!  Go!  I am sending you out to proclaim 

the kingdom” (i.e. Mt. 10:16; Lk. 10:3).  God sends Christians out on his mission.  It’s a 

wonderful truth. 

God could (and has) just dropped bread from heaven to provide food for people, 

but instead he answers people’s prayers to give them their daily bread through the farmer 

who grows the wheat and the miller who grinds it, and the baker who bakes it, and the 

trucker who trucks it, and the grocer who stocks it.  God could just zap somebody living 

in a heathen land and make them a Christian, but instead he ordains to use men and 

women as missionaries to go and tell unreached peoples the good news.  God could turn 

Chicago upside down in an instant, but instead he calls Christians into churches that live 
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missionally and think strategically and do the hard work of planting new churches.  God 

calls flawed and frail human beings to be part of his work. 

 Reflecting on this, one thinks almost immediately of the Apostle Paul.  Paul 

clearly understood salvation by grace alone, through faith alone, on the basis of Christ 

alone, to the glory of God alone (happy Reformation Sunday, by the way).  After all, Paul 

was the one who wrote – “to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the 

wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness” (Rom. 4:5).  Yet Paul was by no means 

passive.  Perhaps from a purely human point of view it could be said that he was the most 

significant figure in the spread of the Christian church in all of history. 

Paul understood this concept we’re looking at today.  He wrote, “By the grace of 

God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect.  No, I worked harder 

than all of them – yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me” (1Cor. 15:10).  Listen 

to this – “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow.  So neither he 

who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow” (1Cor. 

3:6-7).  Paul knew he was nothing, yet he had a significant part to play.  “He was “God’s 

fellow worker” (1Cor. 3:9; 2Cor. 6:1). 

How did this come about for Paul?  Well, he too had the Lord say to him, “I am 

sending you” (Acts 26:17).  When did this happen?  It happened after the Lord had 

appeared to him on the road to Damascus and called out, “Saul, Saul” (cf. Acts 9:4).  

Before that he had been zealous, but it gained him nothing; in fact it was to his detriment, 

it was his loss, because he did not submit to the righteousness that comes from God and 

sought instead to establish his own (cf. Rom. 10:2-3; Phil. 3:7).  His best attempts at 

being Israel’s defender and protector only ended up with him being a murderer (Stephen 

among others; Acts 7:58, 26:10).  Now he was a chosen instrument in God’s hands to 

carry his name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel (cf. 

Acts 9:15).  The difference is that he had encountered God! 

 

The Encounter 
So many people seek to do great things for a God they have never truly 

encountered.  They want to speak for a God they have never actually heard.  They want 

to tell of a God they have never spiritually seen.  They try to serve a God they don’t 

understand.  And it gets them nowhere but burned out or puffed up. 

 Let’s back up now and look at vv. 2-6.  Moses was tending his father-in-law’s 

flock when he came to what was up until that time a rather insignificant mountain (this is 

not the last time we will see this mountain in this narrative).  “There the angel of the Lord 

appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush.  Moses saw that though the bush 

was on fire it did not burn up.  So Moses thought, ‘I will go over and see this strange 

sight – why the bush does not burn up.’  When the Lord saw that he had gone over to 

look, God called to him from within the bush, ‘Moses!  Moses!’” (vv. 2-4). 

 Make note: Moses didn’t go out into the desert to quiet the noise around him so he 

could hear the god within.  Moses is being addressed from outside of himself.  G.K. 

Chesterton said it wouldn’t be too great of an exaggeration to say that Christianity’s 

primary purpose is to “destroy the doctrine of the Inner Light.”
4
 

And note that even though Moses is outdoors and God is speaking to him through 

a bush, this is not God’s revelation through nature; this is clearly supernature, a 

supernatural bush.  It’s on fire (a symbol for God’s presence throughout this book), yet it 
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does not burn up.  That’s not normal.  This isn’t a spectacular shrub in its autumn peak, 

as beautiful as those are this time of year.  This is not encountering God through general 

revelation; this is undeniably special revelation. 

Also, this is no doubt a divine encounter.  The presence manifested in the burning 

bush is identified in v. 4 as ‘God’ (“God called to him from within the bush”).  But in v. 2 

we’re told that Moses’ run in is with ‘the angel of the Lord’.  It’s the ‘Lord’, but it’s also 

‘the angel of the Lord’.  The ‘angel of the Lord’ is a mysterious figure in the OT.  “This 

Angel is not a created angel – He is [Yahweh] Himself in manifestation… identical with 

[Yahweh], although also different.”
5
  “There is only one other in the Bible who is both 

identical with and yet distinct from the Lord,”
6
 and that would be Jesus.  Don’t get too 

hung up on this, but it is something to take note of, I think.
7
 

This is the omniscient God appearing to Moses (he knows his name).  “‘Do not 

come any closer,’ God said.  ‘Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing 

is holy ground.’  [This is the holy God that cannot be nonchalantly approached]  Then he 

said, ‘I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of 

Jacob.’  [This is the eternal God that remains the same throughout generations; Jesus 

even uses this passage to say that God is the one before whom we all stand even after 

death (Lk. 20:37)]  At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God” (vv. 

5-6).  This is God.  Not a warm sensation rising up from within, not a cuddly teddy bear 

we take into our arms, but “the LORD… God of gods, and Lord of lords, a great God, a 

mighty, and a terrible” (Dt. 10:17; KJV) who strikes awe and sobriety into all who 

encounter him. 

Having been raised in Pharaoh’s house, Moses had been in the presence of power 

before, but never like this.  He reflexively hides his face.  He is exposed and before the 

All-Knowing, All-Powerful One.  He is not chummy.  He is being addressed by the God 

of his fathers and yet somehow his life is spared from instant obliteration and God speaks 

to him with words of power and of grace, revealing his compassion.  This isn’t a pathetic 

deity that needs Moses help.  This isn’t a nagging deity trying to get Moses to do 

something.  This isn’t a casual deity with a proposal for a joint venture or adventure.  

This is a holy God before whom Moses has, is, does, pledges nothing.  He trembles with 

awe and reverence. 

And this omnipotent, omniscient, holy, eternal, fearsome God reveals himself to 

Moses to also be personal, covenantal, and compassionate.  Before Moses had heard of 

God, but now Moses had actually encountered this God.  And this is what had to precede 

his involvement in God’s plan. 

 

Conclusion 
God graciously comes to people and calls them to be part of his plan.  It’s 

important for me to say at this point that not every one is a Moses or Paul.  It’s always a 

bit dangerous to take the stories of the people who are one in a billion and apply it to 

everyone else.  Everyone has their own unique giftings and roles and callings.  But here’s 

what applies to everyone: we can all disavow ourselves, cry out to God, experience and 

encounter him in his awesome grace, and then receive a role to play in God’s great work 

in this world… not a role that justifies us or gives us significance but a delightful purpose 

that springs out of our justification.  This is the Reformation doctrine of the priesthood of 

all believers. 
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 You see the truth that God is the only one who can accomplish God’s plan/the 

doctrine of the complete inability of man/the concept of salvation by grace doesn’t mean 

that we have nothing to do.  Once we have the order right and the motivation clarified, 

there is much God calls us to do.  We don’t have to.  We get to.  God’s plans are not 

contingent on us.  As Mordecai said to Esther – If we don’t do anything, “relief and 

deliverance… will arise from another place” (Est. 4:14).  But God in his mercy comes to 

people and calls them to be part of his plan.  We encounter him speaking to us and we 

know we are impotent sinners; we tremble with a profound sense of the sacred; and then 

we hear his words with unceasing astonishment – “I am your Rescuer!  Now go…” 

 How does God come to people and call them to be part of his plan today?  

When do we encounter him?  Where do we hear God’s voice now?  Do we expect 

burning bushes?  Do we walk down the street waiting for God to speak to us from a fire 

hydrant?  Hebrews 1:1-3 – “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets 

at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his 

Son…  The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being.”  

In other words, the Son is both identical and yet distinct from God.  “In the beginning 

was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (Jn. 1:1).  Jesus is 

the Word, the full and final revelation of God.  We encounter and hear God in Christ – 

the Living, Incarnate Word. 

 And now that Christ has “sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven” 

(Heb. 1:3) we encounter him through the Written, Inscripturated Word as the Spirit who 

inspired it illumines it to us.  The Bible is special revelation that presents Christ to us.  

We hear God’s voice addressing us there.  We encounter God in his holiness/otherness 

not by going inside ourselves.  We encounter God in his holiness and grace not by 

looking at nature.  We encounter him in the pages of Holy Writ which center on Christ. 

 The Living Word revealed in the Written Word loves to come to us primarily 

through the Preached Word.  Jesus said to those he commissioned to preach, “He who 

listens to you listens to me” (Lk. 10:16).  And accompanying the Preached Word are the 

Visible Words of the bread and wine.  In preaching God speaks; in the ordinances God 

seals. 

If you’ve never heard him speaking directly to you before, I pray that you have 

today, that you have been overwhelmed by his holiness, that you’ve felt a profound sense 

of your unworthiness, that you’re astonished at his graciousness.  The only way you can 

be in his presence is on account of Christ who took the fury of God’s wrath toward your 

sin and gives you his own perfect standing with God entirely apart from your own works.  

God says to you today, “Repent and believe the good news!” 

If you have encountered God in Christ before, I pray that you encounter him again 

today through Word and Sacrament.  The only way to avoid burnout as a Christian is by 

continuing to hear God address you.  As he does he assures you that you are in his favor 

not because of what you have done or not done or plan to do, but on account of Christ.  

And having encountered him in this way, he then sends you out to live for him in this 

world… 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Announcements 
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Benediction 
Go!  God is sending you out into the world to live for him.  Now to him who is able to do 

immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work 

within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for 

ever and ever!  Amen. (Ephesians 3:20-21) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, November 1, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a 

holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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