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II. The Call of the Deliverer, His Commission, and His Obedience (Exodus 3:1–7:7)
1. Theophany and Call (3:1–12)

Translation
1And Moses was grazing the flock of Jethro (“His Abundance”) his wife’s father, a priest of Midian, driving the flock well into the wilderness, when he came to the mountain of God,  Horeb  (“Desolate Waste”). 2Suddenly there appeared to him the messenger of Yahweh in a blaze of fire from the middle of a thornbush. He looked in amazement: the thornbush, enveloped in the flame, was still the thornbush—none of it was destroyed! 3So Moses said, “I have got to go over and take a look at this unusual sight! Why is the thornbush not burning up?”
4Yahweh saw that he had gone over to look, and so God called out to him from the middle of the thornbush, saying, “Moses! Moses!” He replied, “I am here.”

5Then he said, “Do not approach here! Slip your sandals off your feet, because the place on which you are standing is holy ground!” 6Next he said, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” Thus Moses covered his face, because he feared to look toward this God.

7Yahweh then said, “I have seen clearly the humiliation of my people in Egypt, and I have heard their cry of distress at the pressure of their work-bosses. Indeed I know their pain. 8 Thus I have come down to snatch them from the power of the Egyptians and to bring them forth from that land to a good and roomy land, to a land gushing with milk and honey,  to the place of the Canaanites, and the Hittites, and the Amorites, and the Perizzites,  and the Hivites, and the Jebusites. 9Take note now: the distress-cry of the sons of Israel has reached me, and I have also seen the oppression with which the Egyptians are squeezing them. 10So go now—and I will send you forth to Pharaoh, and you  will bring my people, the sons of Israel, out from Egypt.”

11But Moses answered God, “Who am I,  that I am to go along to Pharaoh, that I am to bring the sons of Israel forth out of Egypt?” 12He  immediately replied, “The point is,  I AM  with you. The proof of this fact, that I  have sent you forth, will be plain in this sign:  in your bringing the people forth from Egypt, you all shall become servants of God  on this very mountain.”

Form/Structure/Setting
These verses have for a long time been recognized generally as an amalgam of theophany and call narrative from the Yahwist and the Elohist (Beer, 12; Noth, Pentateuchal Traditions, 30 and 36; Fohrer, Überlieferung, 124; for a more complex reanalysis, see Fuss, Deuteronomistische Pentateuchredaktion, 21–99), albeit an amalgam with some obvious seams. In v 4, for example, both Yahweh and Elohim occur in successive clauses of the same sentence. At the end of v 1, most of which can be assigned to the Yahwist, Horeb, the Elohist’s name for the mount of the theophany, is used.
What is more important than the analysis of this section into its constituent sources, however, is an understanding of the text in its present sequence. Why was a composite made, and why does the section bring together theophany and call?

These questions are best answered in reverse order. Theophany and call are brought together in the narrative dealing with Moses for the same reason they are brought together in the narrative dealing with Israel at Sinai. Theophany describes the advent of God’s presence; call describes the opportunity of response to that Presence. Theophany provides both stimulus and authority for response; response, despite a choice, is virtually inevitable following theophany.

This pattern is repeated at a number of places in the OT, usually with certain characteristic elaborations, and it has been studied in detail, most notably by Zimmerli, Habel, and Richter. These studies have generally approached the theophany-call sequence from the perspective of the call, however, particularly that of the prophets. Zimmerli (Ezekiel 1, 97–100), for example, sees two forms of call narrative: a Jeremiah-Moses type, involving divine manifestation to the person called, the reluctance of that person, and an answer to the reluctance in promises and signs; and a Micaiah-Isaiah type involving a vision of God enthroned and announcing his word to his heavenly council. Zimmerli (100) applies this second type to the account of the call of Saul/Paul in Acts 9, 22, and 26 in a fascinating manner.

Habel analyzes the form in still greater detail, dividing it into such components as divine confrontation, introductory word, commission, objection, reassurance, and sign (ZAW 77 [1965] 298–316). He notes, quite correctly, that it has “a significant pre-prophetic history” (305). This history Habel then connects somewhat vaguely to a form employed by “ambassadors or messengers on a special mission” (322–23).

As instructive as these analyses are, however, they are too rigidly conceived in relation to the call and message components of the theophany-call sequence and too closely connected to prophetic traditions. Fuller attention is needed upon a much broader Presence-response pattern, of which the theophany-call sequence of Exodus 3–4 and 19–24 is a basic and often-reflected manifestation.

Indeed, the experience of Moses in 3:1–12 is an exact foreshadowing of the experience of Israel, first in Egypt, then in the deprivation of the wilderness, and finally at Sinai. In each of these narratives, the Presence-response pattern is fundamental. In the climactic narrative of the Book of Exodus (perhaps also the climactic narrative of the entire OT), chaps. 19:1–20:20 and 24:1–11, this pattern is the shaping factor. It is at least possible that such a pattern, which is basic in the oldest traditions of Israel’s relationship with God (i.e., the exodus-Sinai experience and in the patriarchal narratives), basic in the great confessions of worship preserved in the Psalms, basic in the experience and in the proclamation of the prophets, basic in the theological presuppositions of the great historiographers, and basic even in the catechetical didacticism of the wise teachers, is the seminal point-of-origin for the call-narratives of the OT.

The section at hand thus presents theophany and call together because each inevitably presupposes and suggests the other. Both were undoubtedly present in the narratives of the Yahwist and the Elohist, as in every other narrative dealing with Moses and the exodus, as a fundamental stratum. At few points could this pattern more appropriately surface than in the account of Moses’ own experience of Presence and response. The redactor labored to produce a composite of the sources at his disposal that would make this basic assertion as plain as possible.

Comment
1 At the beginning of the account of the most momentous experience of his life, Moses is presented not only as not seeking such an experience, but as totally oblivious even to the possibility of the confrontation that is to follow. That he may have had some preparation for such an experience is strongly suggested by the pointed and hardly necessary reference to Jethro’s vocation as a priest (see below on 18:1–12). But Moses’ concern was the sustenance of his father-in-law’s flock. That he was in charge of this flock and clearly at some considerable distance from Jethro’s camp is yet another indication of Moses’ complete integration into his Midianite family, for the family’s flock was the family’s capital.
As Tg. Onk. suggests, Moses appears to have been ranging far in search of grazing. He had driven the sheep well into the wilderness, perhaps even “beyond” or “behind” his customary routes. The whole impression is of a completely new and strange and distant place, one outside familiar Midianite territory. There is no hint that Jethro knew of this mountain of God, or indeed that anyone else, ever before, had experienced it as such. That the urgent point of this passage is theology and not geography is made clear by the tact that neither here nor anywhere else in the OT is the location of the mountain preserved or, for that matter, even considered important (cf. Zenger, Israel am Sinai, 118–26). The sole geographic inference in this passage is that the mountain was beyond the customary Midianite grazing area; rsv’s “to the west side of the wilderness” is misleading.

2–3 The messenger of Yahweh, hwhy Ja'l]m' , is not an “angel” in the sense in which “angel” is now generally understood. As often in the OT (Gen 18, Judg 6), there is in this passage a fluid interchange between symbol, representative, and God himself. In the composite form of the present text, Moses sees the symbol (“a blaze of fire”) and hears Yahweh (vv 4–6, 7–10, 12). Only we are told that Yahweh’s messenger appeared to him. For the redactor, there was no inconsistency: the addition of Elohim (v 4) to the messenger, the fire, and Yahweh of v 2 simply provided four designations of the same and single reality.

The blaze of fire that attracted Moses’ attention is of course the theophanic fire, one of the recurring symbols of God’s advent in the OT (Exod 19; Ps 18; cf. Jeremias, Theophanie, 56–66, Kuntz, Self-Revelation, 138–47). This is why the bush is not consumed, as Moses quickly discovers. The endless conjectures about the nature of the bush (Smith, Religion, 193–94; Skipwith, JQR 10 [1898] 489–502) are pointless. As Tournay has shown (VT 7[1957] 410–13), no specific identification of hn<s]

 “thornbush” can be made. What is important is the nature of the fire as theophanic fire (and not St. Elmo’s fire or volcanic gases; Gressmann, Mose und seine Zeit, 26–29). The bush itself is mentioned only once more in the OT, in Deut 33:16, a text that may mark the start of exaggeration of the role of the bush by referring to the “good will of the one dwelling in the thornbush.” But the fire is mentioned, directly and indirectly, no less than five times in vv 2 and 3 alone: “blaze of fire”—“enveloped in flame”—“not destroyed” (literally, “not eaten up”)—“unusual sight”—“not burning up.”

4–5 When Moses moves closer for a look at this remarkable fire, Yahweh, awaiting such an inevitable reaction, calls out to him hn<S]h' J/Tmi

 “from the middle of the thornbush,” the same phrase precisely as in v 2, there locating “the flame of fire.” In addition, the verb forbidding too close an approach by Moses, brq

 “approach,” is frequently used in the OT as a technical term to describe an approach to the Presence of God in worship, or to seek an oracle. Finally, in the ultimate certification of a theophanic site, a place where God is present, Moses is told that he stands now on holy ground, and so must remove his shoes in reverence.

6 Upon the basis of such a careful delineation of the nature of Moses’ experience as a theophanic encounter, the God who is manifesting himself is also identified with equal precision. That such an identification should be thought necessary indicates not so much the narrator’s acknowledgement that there was more than one possibility as it indicates their concern that there be no doubt in the reader’s mind about the identity of the God who spoke to Moses. This is made plain by the exactitude with which the identification is made. Moses is told first that he is being addressed by “the God of his father.” The word “father” is pointedly singular (cf. Gen 26:24; 31:5; 43:23; Exod 15:2; 18:4) despite the various (and unjustified) attempts to make it plural. What Moses is told must therefore be understood as a means of connecting the speaking deity with the faith of Moses’ family in Egypt. Then Moses is told that this God who addresses him is also the God of the three great patriarchal fathers—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob/Israel himself—a linking of the speaking deity with the faith of Moses’ people, the sons of Israel.

That Moses understood these connections is made clear by his reaction. Where before he continued, albeit in awe, to gaze at the bush, he now covered his face, afraid to stare at God, who is referred to, in view of the revelation of his identity, as µyhioaÔh;  “the God.” As Alt (Essays, 10–15) long ago pointed out, this passage and others like it are conscious attempts to identify Yahweh and the God (or gods; Essays, 54–61) of the fathers as one and the same. The accuracy of this suggestion is affirmed by Moses’ immediate response once he understands that the deity appearing to him in the theophanic fire is his own God, the god of his father and the God of the fathers.

7–9 The theophany thus having been described, the call is introduced, first with a review of the plight of the sons of Israel in Egypt. Yahweh states that he has watched the oppression of Israel for a long time and has heard the people’s cry of distress. The language of 2:25 is picked up by v 7; Yahweh knows the extent of Israel’s need, and the moment for his action on the matter has arrived. The urgency of the need is matched by the power of Yahweh’s expression; he has “come down,” that is, from the place of his dwelling above the heavens to this place of his appearance to Moses, and he is about “to snatch” his people forth from the grip of Egyptian power. This verb, lxn, means “to tear awary from, to snatch forth,” foten in the OT withovertones of violence in rescue.
Further, this snatching forth will be from a place of restriction and deprivation to a place wide and free, a place of plenty. The rhetoric of the promised fertile land, “a land gushing with milk and honey,” is used, and then this land is identified by a list of six peoples (to which list LXX and SamPent add, after Perizzites, “Girgashites”). The Canaanites, the Hittites, and the Amorites were major forces in OT history (see Millard, Peoples, 29–52; Hoffner, Peoples, 197–228; Liverani, Peoples, 100–133). The other three peoples listed and the seventh people added by some versions are minor groups known mostly from the OT (Wiseman, Peoples, xv–xvi), unless “Hivites” is an ethnic term for “Hurrian” (Speiser, “Hurrians,” IDB 2:665).

In the context of Yahweh’s speech in vv 7–10, these names are probably intended as designations of a set of geographic boundaries, roughly demarcating a series of external and internal territorial limits. It is now clear that such lists are far more than the general and semiarbitrary lists they have too often been taken to be, but our knowledge of the peoples involved is too incomplete to enable us to understand all that the lists may imply (cf. Wiseman, Peoples, xv–xxi, and Speiser, “Man, Ethnic Divisions,” IDB 3:235–42).

10 The need of Israel reviewed, and his intention stated, Yahweh comes to the point of both his theophany and his address: the call of Moses to be his agent of deliverance. Moses is to go to Egypt, confront the Pharaoh, and bring forth Yahweh’s people, specifically and poignantly called “the sons of Israel” (note Besters’ theory that this usage is a source-critical clue, RB 74 [1967] 326–33).

With this call stated, there is begun in this narrative a brilliant and very significant presentation and explanation of the tetragrammaton, the OT’s unique name for the coming and calling God. The vehicle for this narrative sequence is a series of protests from Moses that he should not be the agent of deliverance. The heart of the sequence is a series of double entendre plays on the verb hyh “to be,” from which God’s special name is derived. Coupled with this series is an emphatic usage of the first common singular pronoun “I,” a deft reference to the theological rhetoric of God’s self-declaratory phrase, “I am Yahweh,” so often and so effectively repeated throughout the OT (see especially the studies of Zimmerli, Gottes Offenbarung, 11–24, and Outline, 17–21).

11–12 In these verses, the presentation of the tetragrammaton is only introduced. Moses objects, ykinœa; ymi “Who am I, … that I … that I …?” and God answers, JM;[i hy<h]a, yCi “the point is, I AM with you.” Who Moses is is not the question; it is rather, who is with Moses? H. D. Preuss has argued persuasively (ZAW 80 [1968] 141–45, 153–55, 171–73) that “I will be with you” is an important, and perhaps an original, theological formula arising from “a nomadic groundstructure of Israelite thought and religious devotion.” If Preuss is correct, God’s answer to Moses here reflects an extensive and widespread pattern of theological rhetoric, since this phrase, in some form, occurs almost a hundred times in the OT.

Moses’ emphatic “I” is echoed by God’s emphatic “I,” which is immediately reinforced by òyTijjl'v ykimoa; yKi, literally, “that I have sent you forth.” The most important word in the sequence is hy"hja,, translated above I AM. This word will occur again, twice, in the all-important explanation of v 14.
The theophany and call section is closed with a second very important point. God gives a sign in proof of his promised Presence with Moses: when he brings the people forth from Egypt, they shall all, together with Moses, serve him at this very same mountain, this place of advent, call, and promise. This point anticipates (1) Moses’ urgent need to bring the sons of Israel to Horeb/Sinai; (2) the guidance of Yahweh through the wilderness; and (3) above all, the theophany and call to covenant of chaps. 19–20 and 24. What Moses has experienced here, Israel will experience here.

Explanation
Exodus 3:1–12 anticipates the two most important sequences in the Book of Exodus. It provides first of all, and most immediately, the introductory context for the revelation of the tetragrammaton and the only explanation of this unique divine name to be found in the OT. It also looks forward, however, to the experience of the sons of Israel at Horeb/Sinai, an experience parallel to the experience there of Moses.
Appropriately, therefore, this section establishes first of all the certainty of the Presence of God in the fire of theophany, in the auditory experience of the identifying and calling word of God, and in the certification of the place as a holy place by virtue of the appearance there of God. This certainty, in turn, establishes the authority for the call of Moses, namely, that God is to be with him in the mission he is to undertake, just as he is with him at this special moment at Horeb/Sinai. And the linking of this experience of Moses with the experience the sons of Israel are yet to have is cleverly made by the sign that is promised as the proof of God’s Presence, namely, that the sons of Israel, along with Moses, shall worship God together at this very same mountain.

At an earlier stage in its development, this narrative was probably much briefer and so stood even more obviously as a prelude to the revelation of the special name of God. Its expansion confirms its essential purpose, however, both in the somewhat repetitious statements of Yahweh about the plight of the Israelites and also in the cleverly framed play on the verb “to be” and the pronoun “I,” which specifically point to the tetragrammaton and the theological rhetoric surrounding it.

From the next section (3:13–22) forward, much of the narrative of the Book of Exodus is in one way or another a proof of the claim of God’s special name. This section, introducing that name, gives us a first glimpse, from several angles, of the essential point of that claim: He is here, really here.
/Cont. below.

2. The Name of God and Its Meaning (3:13–22)
Translation
13Then Moses asked God, “Suppose  I come to the sons of Israel, and I say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me forth to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What can He do?’ —What am I to say to them?” 14Thus it was that God answered Moses, “I AM the One Who Always Is.”  He went on: “Thus shall you say to the sons of Israel, ‘I AM  has sent me forth to you.’ ”
15God said still more  to Moses: “Speak thus to the sons of Israel: ‘Yahweh, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob has sent me forth to you.’ This is my name from now on, and this is to bring me to mind generation after generation.
Form/Structure/Setting
These verses, like the preceding section, are an amalgam of EJ source material, with a unity superseding that of either narrative in its original form. Despite the differing presuppositions of the two sources, the two have been forged into a single sequence with a theological point of its own.
The Yahwist records the introduction of the tetragrammaton to the human family early in the primeval history, in the third generation from Adam, the time of Enosh (Gen 4:26), and he uses the special name throughout his narrative. The Elohist, on the other hand, has this name introduced first only to Moses, in his experience of theophany and call at Sinai/Horeb. Yet despite these differences, which are by no means obscured in the composite of Exod 3, the new narrative has an integrity all its own and an impact which since we do not have the original narratives, we may at least imagine, to surpass that of either source by itself.

For this reason, the complicated and subjective attempts to separate Exod 3 into its constituent sources, attempts that have been prodded by ingenious theories into many blind alleys, are best set aside in favor of the amalgam of the text at hand. This is especially important here because the composite account, by its synthetic form, is a far more significant key to the intention of the Book of Exodus than the separate sources could ever be, even if we could reconstruct them completely.

The motif of authority is determinative in the composite here, just as theophany and call determine the form of the first section of this chapter. To that end, originally separate material on the revelation and explanation of God’s special name has been combined with material describing Yahweh’s commission of Moses (vv 13–15). That commission has been expanded beyond a report of theophany and call (v 16), in the composite form recorded in Exod 3, to include the themes of exodus-deliverance (vv 17, 20), worshipservice at Sinai/Horeb (v 18), confrontation of a vacillating Pharaoh (vv 19–20), the mighty wonders that prove the presence and the supreme power of Yahweh (v 20), and the enrichment of Israel at the Egyptians’ expense (vv 21–22).

These verses are variously assigned by the source critics, not only because of the alternation of the names for God, but also because of this array of themes and the repetitive and somewhat choppy manner in which they are introduced. Beer (12), for example, assigns vv 13–15 to E, E1 and Es, 16–20 to J2, and 21–22 to J1; Fohrer (Überlieferung, 125) gives vv 13–15 to E, 16–20 to J, and 21–22 to N (his “Nomadic” source); and Noth (Pentateuchal Traditions, 267), proposes vv 13–15 to be from E and vv 16–22, from J. The obvious conclusion of such divisions, that the section before us is a composite, is completely accurate. But once again, why was the composite made, and what is its binding emphasis? What gives the section its form?

The answer to these questions can be given in a single word: authority. The essential question of Moses after the theophany and call will become the essential question of Israel after their own call in Egypt, as indeed after their own experience of theophany and invitation (Presence and response again) at Sinai/Horeb. Is it possible? How can it be? Who can do it? What proof do we have? These are versions of a single question, the answer to which gives this section its form. The array of motifs brought together here answers, in one way or another, this central and fundamental inquiry, singled out quite accurately as the one that humankind must always ask. The redactor’s composite is nothing short of brilliant.

Comment
13 Moses’ first question following the confrontation of theophany and call was “Who am I?” (v 11). When God by-passed this question with the more important information that he intended to be present with Moses (v 12), Moses turned then to his second question, “Who are you?” The continuity of this sequence is plain not only in its logic, but also in its reference to the God of the fathers and in the terse summary of the call. Moses says, in effect, “If I address the sons of Israel in your name, since my lack of status is well known to them, they will understandably want to know about you.”
So they will ask, /mvƒhm', literally, “What is his name?” This question has little to do, however, with identity, just as Moses’ parallel question in v 11 can have little to do with identity. Moses himself was satisfied by the identification “the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (v 6). That identification is linked specifically with Moses’ family in Egypt, and the clear assumption of this whole narrative is that such an identification would be understandable also to the sons of Israel in bondage there.

The question of the origins of Yahwism and the beliefs and practices of Israel in Egypt are really quite beside the point here. This text is supremely a theological text, one of the most theological texts in the entire Bible, and long discourses on the relative influence of patriarchal faith or Kenite practices miss the point. The terrible situation of the Israelites in Egypt, described in such pained terms over and over again in the first three chapters of Exodus, provides a dramatic setting for an important statement about the God of the fathers, who is now to become the God of Israel.

The God of the fathers, in various times and places and under various conditions, had proved himself to the fathers. But Egypt and the bondage there present a new situation. Egypt is a world power. The Israelites in slavery are in no way the peers of their oppressors, as the fathers had been the peers of their neighbors and even their enemies. Indeed, the plight of the Israelites in Egypt is entirely unparalleled in the history of the fathers, who had to contend with local groups, local rulers, and local gods. The Egyptians possessed, or were possessed by, an extensive pantheon of gods exerting a cooperative lordship over every aspect of life and granting international influence to Egyptian power. Indeed, the Pharaoh himself, the king whom Moses was to confront and whom Israel was to defy, claimed divine descent.

It is against such a setting, so carefully provided in the repeated references to the agonized suffering of the Israelites, that the question Moses raises has to be interpreted. The question also must be interpreted in the light of the larger significance of the Hebrew word µve “name.” This word, according to BDB (1028), is a “designation of God, specific, of Yahweh …; = his reputation, fame …; especially as embodying the (revealed) character of Yahweh.”
What Moses asks, then, has to do with whether God can accomplish what he is promising. What is there in his reputation (see Num 6:27; Deut 12:5, 11; 16:2–6; Pss 8:1, 74:7; Amos 5:8, 9:5–6; Jer 33:2) that lends credibility to the claim in his call? How, suddenly, can he be expected to deal with a host of powerful Egyptian deities against whom, across so many years, he has apparently won no victory for his people? The Israelites in Egypt, oppressed savagely across many years and crying out with no letup to their God, have every reason to want to know, “What can He do? “—or perhaps better, “What can He do?”

14 Only an understanding of the meaning of the question of v 13 in its setting makes the much-discussed answer to it clear. The answer Moses receives is not, by any stretch of the imagination, a name. It is an assertion of authority, a confession of an essential reality, and thus an entirely appropriate response to the question Moses poses.

The range of interpretations of this response, from ancient to modern times, is nearly endless, as such survey articles as the ones by Arnold, Vriezen, MacLaurin, de Vaux, and Brownlee show. Some proposals, that the response is meant to be vague and evasive (Beer, 29; MacLaurin, VT 12 [1962] 460–62; Terrien, Elusive Presence, 119), for example, or a sly joke (Sandmel, JBL 80 [1961] 113–14) miss entirely the reason for the response as well as for the question that elicits it. Other proposals, which involve an alteration of the text as it stands (Arnold, JBL 24 [1905] 162–63; Obermann, JBL 68 [1949] 306–9, 318–23; Albright, JBL 43 [1924] 370–78), are unjustified. Not even the change of the person of the pronoun of the second hy<h] “I AM” from a first to a third person pronoun (so LXX in ancient times; Schild, VT 4 [1954] 302, in contemporary times) is justified.

When Moses poses the question of the probability, even the possibility of the realization of the prospect God is holding out for the sons of Israel, oppressed as they are in Egypt, he is given an answer both profound and specifically to the point. That answer must be read not only in the context of the three-verse segment (vv 13–15) in which it is nestled, but in the context of the remainder of Exod 3, and indeed the remainder of the narrative sequence of the entire book, anticipated in 3:16–22.

hy<h]a, rv,a} hy<h]a, “I AM that I AM,” replies God. The verbs are first person common qal imperfects of the verb hyh “to be,” connoting continuing, unfinished action: “I am being that I am being,” or “I am the Is-ing One,” that is, “the One Who Always Is.” Not conceptual being, being in the abstract, but active being, is the intent of this reply. It is a reply that suggests that it is inappropriate to refer to God as “was” or as “will be,” for the reality of this active existence can be suggested only by the present: “is” or “is-ing,” “Always Is,” or “Am.”
A strong supportive argument for taking this answer quite literally is provided by the hy<h]a, that anticipates it in v 12, and by the hy<h]a, that immediately follows it in v 14. God has answered Moses’ protest of his own inadequacy with the assertion JM;[i hy<h]a, “I AM with you.” He now answers Moses’ question about the authority for the command of exodus with the declaration hy<h]a, hy<h]a, r�,a} “I AM always I AM,” and then says immediately to Moses that he must tell the sons of Israel µk,ylea} ynIj'l;v] hy<h]a,A further argument for such a reading, a very extensive one, is provided by the manner in which the Book of Exodus develops the narrative of Advent and Response, as well as by the extensive rhetoric of which the tetragrammaton is the center: “I am Yahweh” (intriguingly posed by de Vaux, Proclamation and Presence, 70–71, as the equivalent, and more proper version, of hy<h]a, rv,a} hy<h]a,), “I am Yahweh your God,” “I am He,” “I am first, also I am last” (cf. Zimmerli, Gottes Offenbarung, 11–17, 98–107, 120–32; Abba, JBL 80 [1961] 324–28). The high point of this rhetoric is reached in Isa 52:6, “Indeed will my people know from experience my name (sve) in that day, indeed, for I am He, the One who speaks out ‘Here I am!’ ”

15 Upon the foundation laid by this declaration, hy<h]a, “I AM,” repeated four times in succession (v 12, once; v 13, three times), the special name of God, hwhy “Yahweh,” is revealed. This multiplication of the verb from which the name is drawn adds impact to the redactor’s confessional point. As McCarthy (CBQ 40[1978] 316) has suggested, “the spell of the repetition” itself establishes the connection between hwhy and hyhFar more than a simple connection is in view here, however. The repetition of these “I AM” verbs, as awkward as it may appear, is entirely intentional. The redactor’s point is just too important to be missed, and so he has labored to make it obvious: Yahweh Is. However absent he may have seemed to the oppressed Israelites in Egypt, as to the later generations for whom the Book of Exodus was compiled, Yahweh Is, and his Is-ness means Presence. That is true here and in chaps. 19–20 and 33–34, the other major chapters on Presence in which the special name “Yahweh” is emphasized (see below on 20:2 and 33:18–34:9) and with which this chapter and chap. 4 must be read. This God who is present, this God who Is, this Yahweh, is one and the same as the God of the fathers (see above Comment on v 6).

Thus the name “Yahweh,” defined in terms of active being or Presence (cf. Abba, JBL 80 [1961] 326–28), is the name by which God is to be known henceforth forever. It is to be his rk,z« “remembrance,” literally, that which is to make his Presence a reality to the generations to come. The significance of the use of this term in the verse establishing for Israel Yahweh as God’s name in perpetuity must not be overlooked. Schottroff (“Gedenken,” 291–99) has described the use of rk,z« as a synonym for µv “name” and has noted also that in cultic contexts rk,z« is equivalent to the name of Yahweh pronounced, proclaimed out loud (cf. Childs, Memory and Tradition, 70–73). Of an array of passages that have a bearing on this point, especially important are Exod 33:19; 34:6–8; Num 6:22–27; and Ps 111:4, which reads h�o[ rkz wyhalpnl “Remembrance (bringing Yahweh to mind by pronouncing his special name?) creates his extraordinary deeds.”

Explanation
Just as the amalgam of 3:1–12 presents the related narratives of theophany and call, so the amalgam of 3:13–22 presents the related narratives on the revelation of the special name of God and the explanation, with illustrations, of the meaning of that name. These two sections, along with 4:1–17, constitute a unit on Moses’ experience of theophany, call, and commission, to which yet another unit on the same subject has been added to the narrative of Exodus at a later point (6:2–7:7). Vv 1–12 record God’s advent and call, and they close with the promise to Moses of God’s Presence. Vv 13–22 follow the direction of this introduction and stress the truth of this promise in the most fundamental way, by tying it to the unique and special name of God, Yahweh.
This name is not given until it has been explained, in a logical response to the question Moses asks (albeit on behalf of the sons of Israel in Egypt). The question raises the issue of authority. The reply asserts that authority in terms of an active Presence, “Is-ing.” The name Yahweh, in effect the equivalent of that reply, is then given.

This name is twice stated to be the equivalent of “God of the Fathers,” guaranteeing a continuity of the most ancient religious traditions of the sons of Israel. And then the authority upon which the promise of Presence has been made, explained in the repeated use of the verb hy<h]a, “I AM” and symbolized, even made present and real by the name “Yahweh,” is illustrated by the introduction of the themes that will provide in the narrative to come the proof of Yahweh’s active Presence. These themes are (1) the request for permission to worship; (2) confrontation with Pharaoh; (3) the series of extraordinary deeds in Egypt, the unlikeliest of places for such deeds by a “foreign” God; (4) the plundering of a marvelously gullible Egyptian populace; and (5) the sum of them all, the exodus itself.
With the name “Yahweh” revealed and explained and with the proof of this explanation illustrated, at least in prospect, Moses can have no further question about God’s authority. The narrative deals next with Moses’ own authority, and how that is to be made clear.

