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Exodus 2:23-4:20 Children’s Story 
Moses 

THE BURNING BUSH 

 Who knows which story we are going to tell today? And who is 
the hero of this story? 

 That’s right. This is the story of Moses’ call from God. We could 
also call it Moses’ conversion. In any case, a very dramatic thing 
happened. It changed Moses’ whole life. It changed the way he lived 
and thought and acted. It put him in charge of a very hazardous 
mission. In fact, it was so hazardous that there is no human or 
normal way to believe he could have accomplished what he did. As a 
result, it also changed all of history. It is impossible to imagine what 
life would be like today if there had never been a Moses. 

 There are some pretty interesting stories about Moses’ early life: 
how he was rescued from death and raised as a prince of Egypt; how 
he killed an Egyptian guard and ran out of Egypt to save his life. But 
what we want to talk about today is the beginning of Moses’ conscious 
awareness of God’s presence and guidance. Conscious contact with 
God changes our lives. So we are especially interested in what that 
experience was like for Moses, the most important man in the Old 
Testament. 

 In a way, Moses is not the hero of this story at all. It is unlikely 
that in a first meeting with God, any of us would do any better, or 
even as well. But in this story, Moses is not at all like the man we 
expect him to be. That’s because we know what sort of person he 
became later. It is really God who is the hero of this story. God is the 
ONE who cares. God is the ONE who wants to free the slaves. God is 
the ONE who initiates the action. God goes after Moses – Moses does 
not go after God. And in fact, Moses fights the whole affair every step 
of the way. 

 So the story of Moses and the Burning Bush is the story of a 
man who is, at least on the surface, unwilling, uninterested, uneager, 
and afraid to let God use or direct his life. I’m very glad to hear that, 
because I get afraid too. And when I do, I also act unwilling and 
uninterested in anything having to do with God. 

 Now, the story of the Burning Bush is a very big story, with 
many important levels to it. It might surprise you, but there is much 
more to this story than we can tell in only one day. So we have to pick 
the level we want to tell for the story today. 
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 We could just say: Moses was a shepherd. One day he turned 
aside to see a strange sight – a bush that seemed to be on fire, but it 
was not getting burned up in the flame. It turned out that it was God, 
getting his attention. So God and Moses talked things over for a while, 
and then Moses went to Egypt and, with the power and help of God, 
freed all the Israelite slaves and brought the whole nation out of 
bondage and back to the holy mountain, where they made a covenant 
with God and became God’s holy people. 

 There, you see? I told the whole story in just four sentences. 
Nothing really wrong with telling it that way. It reminds us of many 
wonderful and important things. But I also skipped a lot. Telling this 
story always does. We never tell it well enough. 

 How many of you can count to six? Good, because the way I 
want to tell the story today, you have to be able to count to six. I want 
to tell about the ways Moses tried to get out of this story. We talk like 
we love God, and in some ways we really do. But we are also always 
trying to get away from God. We try to back out of our meetings with 
God. We try to get away from the story God is telling in creating the 
world and us and everything around us. 

 Sometimes, when we tell this part of the story, we talk about 
Moses’ excuses. They are not all actual excuses, but they are ways 
Moses tried to get away from God – tried to get out of this story. That 
is very important because it reminds us that all of us try to get away 
from God by giving excuses. Seeing how it happened with Moses helps 
us to understand ourselves a little better. 

 Get ready to count to six, because we are going to count six ways 
Moses tried to get away from God. 

1.) The first thing is a big one. Moses was afraid, so he hid his face. 
Some people do that when they watch a scary movie. Some people, 
when they get afraid, jump in bed and pull the covers over their face. 
When things happen that we do not understand – when we run into 
mystery – that is frequently our reaction: Hide from it. We do not want 
to see what is happening. Pretend it is not there. Lots of people spend 
most of their lives trying to pretend that God is not there. 

2.) After God got Moses calmed down and told him about his concern 
for the slaves in Egypt and that God wanted Moses to go there, Moses 
said, “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh?” 
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 In other words, Moses was saying, “I am not important enough to 
do this. I don’t have enough power or money or wisdom or reputation 
or titles or degrees. Pharaoh is going to laugh, and then cut me up in 
little pieces.” 

 Now, you might think God would say, “Hey Moses, you have a 
bad inferiority complex. You have low self-esteem. You have to start 
thinking more positive here. You need to start thinking of yourself as 
somebody!” But God said, “Moses, it doesn’t make any difference who 
you are. What matters is who I AM. And I am going to be with you.” 
Moses could not figure out what to say for a while, because how are 
you going to be afraid if God is going to be with you? 

3.) The third excuse is Moses saying, “Hey God, I don’t know 
YOU well enough yet.” This is so sudden! Humans really love that one. 
“I still have doubts of my own. I’m not advanced enough in my own 
faith to serve yet. I never went to seminary. I don’t have enough 
knowledge yet.” 

 Moses said, “They’re going to ask me who sent me, and how do 
I know? I don’t even know your name.” Moses was pretty tricky here. 
Nobody knows the name of God. If anybody even breathed God’s real 
name in this realm, it would knock the sun right out of the sky and 
turn the creation to cinder. God’s real name could not fit in this puny 
dimension. 

 But God just smiled and said, “Call me ‘I AM.’ It is enough for 
you to know that I exist. It will be enough for them too. Tell them 
‘I AM’ sent you. Tell them to remember me by that name from now on.” 

 Well, that’s three big excuses. But Moses was going to have to do 
better than that to get out of this trip. 

4.) “What if they do not believe me?” (Meaning, Moses’ own people – 

the Israelites.) That’s Moses’ fourth excuse. None of us think anybody 
will ever really believe us, at least not with big, important things. 
Humans have a hard time with telling truth, partly because it’s hard 
to know it when we see it. Especially when we run into God, we often 
wonder if we are making it up. Sometimes it takes us years to figure 
out that’s the only thing we are not making up. 

 Anyway, God told Moses about a few tricks he could use. I never 
have been able to figure out if they helped any, but you probably 



THE BURNING BUSH 
CHILDREN’S STORY 

BRUCE VAN BLAIR © 2016 – All rights reserved. PAGE 4 OF 8 

remember the three tricks. (A staff; a leprous hand; water from the 
Nile turned to blood on the ground.) 

5.) Moses was getting pretty desperate by that point. He started 
acting sort of dazed, like he had not been able to understand or follow 
anything of what had been happening. “I’m so confused.” I’m not just 
making fun. We always get confused when God gets really clear. Our 
whole pattern of reality starts to crumble. Anyway, Moses’ fifth excuse 
is feeble, though doubtless he meant it. “I am slow of speech and 
tongue. I am not eloquent – never have been.” I guess I know that one 
by heart. 

 But God said, “Who made your mouth, Moses?” Interpretation: 
“If I made it any bigger or faster, even I couldn’t get a word in edgewise. 
If you turn your mouth over to me, it will work well enough.” 

6.) Moses could not think of any other excuses, so he came up with 
the last and biggest one of all: “Please! Please send someone else.” 

 Then the Bible says that God’s anger burned against Moses. 
Moses was not listening; he was not trying; he was not paying 
attention to God’s concerns or promises or reassurances. So God 
started to get annoyed. Moses felt just a tiny hint of it around the 
edges and said to himself, “I think maybe I better not try a seventh 
excuse. I believe I’d be better off facing Pharaoh.” 

 So off Moses went to save the Israelites from bondage. And the 
Hebrew people have a saying: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning 
of wisdom.” 
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Exodus 2:23-4:20 Sermon 
Moses 

WHAT WERE YOUR EXCUSES? 

 What a fascinating thing excuses are. One day in Worcester, 
Massachusetts, I got signals crossed with an undertaker. He thought 
I was riding in the hearse to the cemetery, but I had gone to get my 
own car so I could get to my next appointment after the service. The 
funeral procession had departed ahead of me, and I didn’t know where 
the cemetery was. (If I recall, there were twenty-three cemeteries in 
Worcester at the time.) I could see the procession way up ahead, and 
I was trying to catch up before they turned one corner too many. 

 A policeman did not like the way I was driving, and he waved me 
over. When he got to my window, he was a little miffed, and before he 
even asked for my driver’s license or registration, he said, “What are 
you trying to pull, buddy?” I said, pointing, “That’s my funeral 
procession, I’m the minister, and I don’t know where the cemetery is.” 
I saw his eye taking in my robe in the back seat. 

 He said (hitting his forehead), and I quote: “Oh Jesus, get out 
of here.” In those days, in Massachusetts, a good Irish cop still had 
respect for the priesthood and for the dead. My excuse was acceptable 
to him. He did not hold me for the usual procedures or punishments. 
I was, quite literally, “excluded for cause.” The blame I would ordinarily 
have incurred was waved. 

 One of the things that is noticeable and certain about human life 
is that we all believe our own excuses are reasonable and just. When 
we give our excuses, we do think we should be excluded for cause – 

that is, excused without blame. 

 A Washington patrolman, in a similar situation thirty years later, 
would probably explain to me that going to one funeral was no reason 
for causing another. Others do not always accept our excuses. It is 
one of the major friction points in life. 

 Be careful, now; we are not talking about forgiveness. Being 
excused and being forgiven are very different concepts. Forgiveness is 
only appropriate when you have no excuse. If you have been excused, 
you do not need forgiveness. There is no blame. You were excluded for 
cause. No judgment or correction is appropriate or required. 
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 This is one of the great confusion points of life. We keep looking 
for a God who will excuse us, and we keep running into a God who 
forgives us. Very annoying! Down on the human level, it is not much 
better. While all our own excuses seem sound and logical to us, the 
excuses that other people use often appear flimsy at best. Ludicrous 
might be closer to it. 

 A few years after my experience with the Irish cop, a young 
man – a member of the church and a friend – called me quite upset. 
When he came to see me, there was a young woman with him I did not 
recognize. I knew his wife and his small children. After lots of hemming 
and hawing, it came out that the young woman was pregnant and they 
did not know what to do. Could I help? (There are so many things they 
don’t teach you in seminary.) 

 They had all kinds of conditions on it. They still did not know 
that freedom means you get to make choices, but you do not get to 
control the consequences. They did not want his wife to know, but 
now another family was starting; he wanted to “do right” by both of 
them, but there was not enough time or money, etc. In other words, 
they were learning what the rules are about, and why they are what 
they are. But they did not realize that, even yet. 

 I made a dumb remark. Actually, on the inside I was yelling for 
the Spirit to come tell me what I was supposed to do or say with this 
one, and on the outside I was just making noise for filler. So I said, 
“If you were going to do this, why didn’t you at least take precautions?” 
“Oh,” my friend replied at once, “we couldn’t do that. She’s Catholic.” 
There was no smile on his face. He was in dead earnest. 

 I am simply saying that other people’s excuses do not always 
seem as airtight to us as they do to them. Seeing the flaws in the 
excuses, we try to shift to forgiveness. That often makes them furious, 
as it makes us furious when others do it to us. For the most part, we 
do not want forgiveness; we want people to accept our excuses. If we 
are excused, we do not have to do anything about it; certainly there is 
no need to change. Ah, but if it is forgiveness that is appropriate, then 
that calls for apology and repentance. And repentance always means 
change. 

 Anyway, here is Moses with his list of excuses. It is fascinating 
to watch the interplay and function of excuses as they appear in the 
Bible: 
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The woman, she tempted me. 
Am I my brother’s keeper? 
I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of 

a people of unclean lips. 
And everybody else always gets into the pool ahead of me. 
Can a man enter into the womb a second time, and be 

born again? 
It is expedient that one man should die for the people. 
But what good will it do to bear witness, if it means I will 

be killed and unable to bear further witness? 

 We have no time now for the full range of the theology of excuses. 
Let us content ourselves with first axioms. In the beginning, we do not 
go to God. God comes to find us. When that happens and God tries to 
invite us into the story – into real life – we all make excuses. We want 
to be excused. 

 What were your excuses? Did you use any of the same ones 
Moses used? There are classic excuses: I’m too busy. I have to make 
a living. My wife would not like it. My children come first. I need my 
recreation. I’m afraid. But most individuals tailor-make the details 
and put it together in special combinations designed for greater effect. 

 To know the pattern of our excuses is to know the shape of 
the shield we use to ward off God and Life and Light. If you do not 
remember your list of excuses, it probably means they are still intact – 

still working. God has not been able to break through yet. Moses did 
not have to go to Egypt. God argued hard and influenced dramatically, 
but God would not coerce Moses to take the assignment. 

 One gets the impression that Moses brought all of his excuses 
out and saw them in their true light in God’s presence. Therefore he 
was pretty much through with them. They had lost their power to keep 
his life locked safely away. How many excuses do we hear from Moses 
after this encounter? There was enormous pressure, delays, mistakes, 
disasters, emergencies. The setting for excuses was perfect. But I’m 
having trouble remembering any more excuses from Moses. They were 
no longer meaningful, helpful, or relevant to his life. 

 Try an experiment: Starting tomorrow morning, live one full week 
of your life without making a single external excuse. Keep a list of all 
the excuses you thought of using. But writing or speaking, make no 
excuses from Monday morning to the following Monday morning. 
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 Let me suggest that God has a special problem with our excuses. 
If I invite you to my kind of party and you give me a good excuse for 
not coming, that may just be sad. Maybe it is a real excuse and you 
want to come, but something more important is afoot. So you miss my 
party, and I miss you. The opportunity is gone. But there is no blame. 
I accept the excuse as you offered it, and there may be other times. 
We both say, “It couldn’t be helped.” You are excluded for cause. But if 
God invites you to God’s party and you end up excluded, does it make 
any difference what the cause is? 

 God never accepts our excuses. It would be too cold and unloving. 
There is no “cause” big enough to make it worth missing the presence 
and purpose of God. 

 What were your excuses? Or are they still working? 
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