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Take off your sandals.  You’re standing before I AM.

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. 10 So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt.” 11 But Moses said to God, “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” 12 And God said, “I will be with you. And this will be the sign to you that it is I who have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain.” 13 Moses said to God, “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” 14 God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” 15 God also said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites, ‘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 forever, the name by which I am to be remembered from generation to generation. 

How do you react in the presence of greatness?  Have you ever run into a celebrity?  Did your words get mumbled, your palms sweat and your eyes become as wide a saucers?  Did you fall on your knees, bow down and chant, “We’re not worthy!  We’re not worthy!”  Like the two head-bangers in that popular Saturday Night Live skit from the 90s?  You will find that in the pages of Scripture God’s people reacted to greatness, I should say holiness, in similar fashion.  When God manifested himself in human form, the recipients were filled with a sense of awe and deep respect.  Gideon thought he was going to die because he had seen the angel of the LORD face-to-face.  When God came to Abraham’s tent accompanied by two angels in human form, the patriarch waited on them hand and foot.  
This morning in our lesson from Exodus 3 the LORD appeared to Moses.  Moses reacts with fear and awe.  But the LORD also asks Moses to do something unusual, “Take your sandals off,” a way to show respect and awe.  After all, the prophet was standing in the presence of the great I AM.  As we study the third chapter of the second book of Moses we will see who this great I AM is, what he has done for you, and why you too will, in a sense, take your sandals off, because you also are standing before I AM. 
About a month ago a young man was walking down the streets of Radcliff in the evening.  As he strolled past a particular home, he saw that something wasn’t right.  He investigated the situation and discovered that the house was on fire.  The young man quickly ran across the street to call the fire department.  In our story this morning Moses encountered related circumstances.  Except it wasn’t a house on fire, it was a desert shrubbery, at least it appeared to be on fire, but the strange thing was, the bush wasn’t burning up.  Moses didn’t call the fire department. He investigated.  As he approached this strange site the LORD soon revealed to him that he was standing in the presence of the one true God.  The LORD often revealed himself and his will accompanied by fire.  At the Red Sea the LORD would protect the Israelites from the charging Egyptian army with a pillar of fire.  When Moses would return to that same mountain with the Israelites the LORD would descend on it with fire.  He would lead his people through the desert to the Promised Land with the pillar of fire.  
As Moses crept closer to this strange epiphany of the LORD, the LORD asked Moses to take his sandals off.  The ground on which he stood was holy.  The land was not holy naturally, but because of the divine presence, that particular piece of earth was special.  This practice is not unusual.  Today in some religions, people still take off their shoes when they enter a holy place as a sign of deep respect.  To show respect as he stood before the presence of the LORD, Moses was asked to remove his sandals.  What the LORD said next made Moses shake with fear.  So afraid was Moses that he was scared to even look at God and covered his face, “I am the God of our father, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  I have seen the misery of my people, I have heard them crying out, I am concerned about them.  So I have come down to rescue them.”  

Why would Moses have been so afraid after the LORD said this to him?  Let’s say you’re sitting at home watching your favorite sitcom and you hear a knock on the door.  You open it there stands one of your siblings, whom you have not heard from nor spoken to in years.  They say, “Hi!  I’m sorry I haven’t kept in touch for so long.  But here I am!  Let’s talk!”  The people of Israel had not heard from the LORD in over 400 years, not since Jacob and his family moved down to Egypt from the land of Canaan.  And now, here he stood before Moses, willing and ready to rescue his people from bondage.  Moses was afraid for another reason.  It’s a natural reaction for sinners to have as they stand in the presence of the holy, Almighty God.

Then the LORD added, “Go, I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring people out of Egypt.”  Ok, you appear to me after 400 years of silence and you want me to confront the most powerful ruler on earth and tell him to let the people of Israel go?  “Who am I?”  Moses asks.  Is this humility on the part of Moses, awe or just an excuse?  To ease Moses’ apprehension the LORD offered a pledge, “I will be with you and give you a sign.  You will worship on this same mountain after you bring the people out of Egypt.”  “But, suppose I go to the Israelites in Egypt, and they ask, ‘What is the name of this God?’”  Everything the hard-pressed Israelites wanted to know about the God who sent Moses to them was revealed in his name, I AM WHO I AM.  I AM carried with it eternal existence.  I AM is unchanging.  I AM keeps his promises.  This same I AM appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, made promises to them that their people would inherit a huge chunk of real estate.  I AM is now carrying out his promise.  I AM is faithful to his people, from generation to generation.  I AM WHO I AM. Such a simple name, and yet that name reveals so much to us about who the LORD is and what he has done and what he will continue to do.  

As we hear these words we too should take off our sandals.  We have approached a manifestation of God in one of the most revealing passages in all of Scripture, I AM WHO I AM.  Like Moses, we are privileged to stand before God’s holy presence; not in the form of a burning bush or the angel of the LORD.  He makes his presence known to us through his holy Word.  There he manifests himself to us as a God who promises to do great and wondrous things for us, the great I AM.  So take off your sandals, stand in holy awe before the LORD.  
As the LORD stands before you today, he calls you, just like Moses.  Not to lead a nation, but to grow in his Word and to go with his Word.  But….will you also make excuses?  Is it the Whom-am-I excuse?  I’m no one.  No one will listen to me as I share the good news.  Or will you use an excuse Moses uses later on in chapter four, “I’m not a very good speaker.”  Is it the laziness excuse?  I don’t have time for personal spiritual growth.  I don’t have time to do outreach.  Is it the failure to rely on the power of the LORD’s name excuse?  Is it the I-don’t-know-my-Bible-well-enough excuse?  Or maybe it’s the truth that you haven’t even prayed about it.  Is that an excuse or a confession of sin?  Take off your sandals!  Show respect!  Repent!  You are standing before The Great I AM!  
Like Moses we can be reluctant to do the work of the LORD even when here he stands before you, with his holy Word.  What does the great I AM think about that?  How does he feel when you make excuses?  If you read Exodus 4:14, “Then the LORD’s anger burned against Moses.”  He was not too happy with his unwilling servant.  Do you think that you are exempt from the fire of his anger?  Do you think that perhaps he will accept your excuse?  We are no better than Moses.  We deserve his fiery wrath, if I AM only looked at your sins.  That name, I AM, also reveals to us that the LORD is faithful to his promise to condemn those who disobey him.  I AM also exercises righteous judgment on those who fail to heed his call.  

It amazes me that the fire from that bush did not consume Moses, as he stood on holy ground, trying to make excuses for himself.  It amazes me that he does not do the same to you and me.  But as you learned in the gospel from Luke this morning, as the farmer was patient with the fig tree, so I AM is patient with you.  I AM WHO I AM stands before you and announces that although you deserve his fiery wrath, he is the great I AM, the faithful LORD, who kept his promise.  I AM the one who promised to send an offspring of the woman to crush the serpent’s head.  I AM the one who kept my promise to men, that through their nation, the Hebrews, all nations would be blessed.  I AM the one who took on human flesh.  I AM the one who was born of a virgin.  I AM the one who lived in the flesh and listened to the call of my Father.  I AM the one who obediently carried out his will, perfectly, in your place, because it is clear, as you just discovered, that you cannot flawlessly listen to and do the will of our Father.  I AM the one who never made excuses.  To complete the Father’s will I AM the one who offered myself on the cross.  I AM the one who allowed the consequence of your sins, the sins of Moses and the sins of the patriarchs to burn against me.  I AM the one whom the Father became angry at.  I AM the one who allowed that fire of God’s anger to burn against as your substitute.  The Father was so pleased with my work that he raised my body from the grave.  I AM the one who now sits enthroned in heaven, waiting for the day when I will appear again on earth one final time.  Then all will have to acknowledge that I AM WHO I AM.  I AM is the one who keeps his promises.            
Because I AM, the Son of God, the Messiah, the Savior, Jesus, did all this for you, you are now able to stand before the LORD without trembling, without fear.  He no longer sees your excuses.  His anger no longer burns against you and your sins.  You stand before I AM because he is I AM, just and righteous, punishing his Son for you.  You stand before I AM because he is I AM, faithful and loving; applying his Son’s substitutionary work to you.  And one day I AM will stand before you in all his glory and splendor and majesty.  You will stand there filled with awe and wonder.  You will not be afraid.  You will not hide your face.  He will not ask you to take off your sandals.  He will say to you, “Come and enjoy the kingdom prepared for you by my Son.”           
Now…when I AM asks you, like Moses, to go, remind yourself of what I AM has done for you!  Use his Word to remind yourself who I AM is.  He told Abraham when he was about to move away from his family, “Do not be afraid, I am your shield, your very great reward.” (Gen 15:1)  He told Isaac, “Do not be afraid.” (Gen 26:24)  He told Jacob, “I am with you wherever you go, I will watch over you whatever you do.” (Gen 28:15)  He also told Jacob, “Do not be afraid to move down to Egypt.”  (Gen 46:3)  And now, he reassures you with the same promises.  I AM WHO I AM is with you.  I AM asked these men to do great and bold things.  Will he not be with you, when he asks you to do the same?  Yes, because he is I AM.  Amen.      

