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PART 1

Exodus
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1

Out of the House of Bondage

Exodus is the paradigmatic story of Israel’s deliverance.1 Its echoes are 
pervasive in the Hebrew and Christian Bibles, especially in the Gospel of 
John and Revelation, as we will see in the following chapters. Judaism and 
Christianity— and Islam as well— would be unthinkable without it, as would 
be the modern world as we know it, both the great political experiments in 
democracy and the shameful history of colonization. We will center our 
exposition on the book’s two great themes: the deliverance of the house of 
Jacob from slavery in Egypt (the present chapter) and their constitution into a 
people (the next chapter). Together, these two themes sketch a journey to and 
a vision of God’s home in the midst of the tumults of history— God dwelling 
with and among the Israelites— with which Exodus ends.

From Affliction to Deliverance

At the beginning of God’s home- making project in Exodus stand affliction, 
enslavement, and cruel oppression. This is one of the nadirs of Israel’s early 
history. They live un- homed lives in an un- homed world. They are the subju-
gated inhabitants of Pharaoh’s dysoikos. (The word Pharaoh means literally 
“great house.” Through its pretensions to greatness, Pharaoh’s house becomes 
“the house of bondage.”)

1. Feldmeier and Spieckermann, God of  the Living, 25.
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Affliction and Power

A brief prelude connects the Exodus narrative to the end of Genesis. The 
Israelites are as strong as they have ever been. The seventy persons who mi-
grated to Egypt have become a mighty multitude: “The Israelites were fruitful 
and prolific; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was 
filled with them” (Exod. 1:7). But they are still strangers in Egypt. Joseph, 
Jacob’s brilliant son, celebrated for having saved Egypt from the great famine, 
has died and been forgotten. Both the Israelites’ power and their foreignness in 
Egypt have become sources of precarity. A new Pharaoh fears their strength. 
When forced labor, a ruthless form of servitude “imposed on prisoners and 
subjugated populations,” fails to stem the Hebrews’ growth (1:9–14), he turns 
to genocide (1:15–16).2 By the time a new Pharaoh succeeds him, the policy 
of genocide has faded, but enslavement persists. Throughout Exodus, the two 
Pharaohs appear as the focal points and originators of both genocide and 
exploitation. But as rulers, they do not act alone and out of mere personal 
proclivity. Their inhumane despotism is but the crown on a system in which 
many participate as administrators, supervisors, and soldiers, and which is 
legitimized by an ideology.3

The affliction of the house of Jacob in Egypt is a major concern in Exodus, 
though its removal is not in itself the ultimate goal, as we will see shortly. But 
affliction has a cause, and the first part of Exodus is an implicit critique of 
that cause: centralized and exploitive political power. An “anti- pharaonic 
sentiment,” as Martin Buber puts it, and longing for a commonwealth with-
out oppressive human authority pervade the text.4 Israel’s own “Pharaoh”— 
namely, Solomon and those prone to emulate him— is in view as well. Like 
Egypt’s Pharaoh, Solomon undertook extensive building projects, most nota-
bly a splendid palace for himself and the temple as the “house of the Lord” 
(1 Kings 3:1). For that purpose, he “conscripted forced labor out of all Israel; 
the levy numbered thirty thousand men” (5:13).5 First Kings does not condemn 
Solomon explicitly for the practice, but between the lines it portrays him as 
a Pharaoh- type.6

2. Assmann, Invention of  Religion, 96.
3. It is “the Egyptians” who dread the Israelites and ruthlessly impose tasks on them (Exod. 

1:13–15). Not Pharaoh alone but “they” appoint taskmasters (1:11).
4. See Buber, Moses, 87, 108.
5. See Levenson, Hebrew Bible, 137. Elsewhere we read that the forced labor was done not 

by Israelites but by the remnants of the people who had lived in Canaan before the conquest. 
“But of the Israelites Solomon made no slaves” (1 Kings 9:22).

6. Zakovitch, “And You Shall Tell Your Son . . . ,” 88–89. This is especially pronounced in 
1 Kings 12:4, where Jeroboam and the assembly complain to Rehoboam about Solomon in terms 
that echo the description of Pharaoh’s oppression of the Hebrews in Exodus 1–2.

Exodus
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There is something incongruous about a king conscripting people into forced 
labor to build the temple so that God can dwell among the people. The king 
must have in mind his own power and glory, and not just God’s. In a striking 
contrast, when the tabernacle is built in Exodus, people bring valuables and 
work willingly and eagerly: “All the Israelite men and women whose hearts 
made them willing to bring anything for the work that the Lord had com-
manded to Moses to be done, brought it as a freewill offering to the Lord” 
(Exod. 35:29). The memory of the exodus should be a “dangerous memory,” 
directed implicitly against all pharaohs and all oppression, Israel’s no less than 
Egypt’s, and especially against the oppression of strangers (Exod. 23:9; but cf. 
Lev. 25:44–46).7 And it is a reminder that Yhwh, the God of Israel, is the ruler 
who breaks the bars of people’s yokes and makes them walk upright (Lev. 26:13).

The Turning of  Tables

The strength of the Israelites in Egypt, which Pharaoh brutally curtails, 
owes much to Joseph, to his ability to interpret dreams and his administrative 
genius. Having predicted years of plenty and years of famine, he is placed in a 
position to gradually strip “all the Egyptians” of all their possessions, money, 
livestock, and land until they are forced to sell themselves into slavery (Gen. 
47:14–21). Having done everything for the benefit of Pharaoh (47:15, 19, 20, 
23), Joseph makes Pharaoh into the master and owner of the entire land and 
its people, its worldly god. Joseph spares the priests, to whom he is related 
through marriage (41:45), and he settles his kin in the best part of the land and 
provides for them. No wonder they “were fruitful and multiplied exceedingly” 
(47:11–12, 27).8 The narrator does not seem troubled by this outcome,9 and 
many Christian interpreters have seen in the famine and consequent enslave-
ment God’s just punishment of the Egyptians.10 But the Israelites’ privileged 
status is a poisoned good. After Joseph dies, the tables turn.

Reading the end of Genesis and the beginning of Exodus together, it be-
comes clear that the later affliction of the Israelites in Egypt, and not just 
their prosperity, goes back partly to Joseph. He helped create the conditions 
of envy and fear- inducing privilege, and, more importantly, he established— or 
at least strengthened— the system of slavery. Commenting on Joseph’s legacy, 
Shai Held writes, “Joseph displays remarkable administrative prowess, but 

7. On “dangerous memory,” see Metz, Faith in History and Society.
8. Zakovitch, “And You Shall Tell Your Son . . . ,” 44.
9. See Levenson, “Genesis,” 93; and Alter, Five Books of  Moses, 275.
10. Martin Luther, for instance, traces the famine and consequent enslavement of the entire 

population to “God’s wrath and punishment for sin” (LW 8:124). The famine “was certainly 
horrible,” he writes, but “Joseph’s administration was wonderful” (LW 8:123).

Out of the House of Bondage
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he unleashes forces that eventually end up oppressing and degrading his own 
people.”11 Though God intended the good of “the saving of many lives” 
through the harm Joseph’s brothers did to him (Gen. 50:20 NIV), Joseph 
bought the good of helping one community survive and thrive at the price of 
immiserating and oppressing another. Granted, not all forms of oppression 
are the same. Joseph is not the Pharaoh of Israel’s slavery. But Joseph also 
isn’t entirely unlike the Pharaoh whose power he increased.

Both Joseph’s and Pharaoh’s wrongdoing raise two important issues. One 
is the relation between historical wrongdoing, privilege, and deliverance. De-
liverance of the house of Jacob is based not on their moral qualities but on 
the reality of their affliction and, more importantly, on God’s prior commit-
ment to them. Without diminishing the importance of “holiness” of conduct, 
God’s deliverance of the afflicted will remain largely decoupled from it until 
the very end of the story of redemption. The second issue is the relation 
between concern for one’s own group and concern for the wider circle of 
peoples. Can one home exist and thrive only at the expense of other homes 
and through control over them? Or is the well- being of one home bound up 
in the flourishing of other homes and in collaboration with them? Hope of 
joint flourishing will be part of the eschatological visions of the Hebrew 
prophets and the book of Revelation.12

The Coming of  God

“I have observed the misery of my people . . . and I have come down,” God 
says to Moses (Exod. 3:7–8). For God to come, God must not have been there 
before, at least not in the same sense and with the same purpose as after God 
has come. In stark contrast with most of Exodus, God is hardly mentioned in 
the two opening chapters about Israel’s life in Egypt.13 True, there are indica-
tions that God isn’t utterly inactive: God blesses the midwives who subvert 
the execution of Pharaoh’s genocidal plan (1:18–21), for instance. But the 
Israelites themselves feel little of that blessing. God is far from their minds. 
In their affliction, they do not call upon God like the writer of the book of 
Lamentations does:

11. Held, “Saving and Enslaving,” in Heart of  Torah I, 107.
12. R. Kendall Soulen identifies the human distortion of God’s intentions for Israel and the 

nations “from an economy of mutual blessing to an economy of one- sided exploitation and 
devastating curse,” exemplified in Pharaoh’s oppression of the Israelites and the consequent 
disasters visited on Egypt, as one of the basic patterns of sin in the Hebrew Scriptures. Soulen, 
God of  Israel, 144.

13. Frances Ellen Watkins Harper’s poem has Pharaoh sneeringly respond to Moses’s first 
entreaty, “Has Israel a God, and if so where has he dwelt for ages?” Harper, “Moses,” 25.

Exodus
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But you, O Lord, reign forever;
 your throne endures to all generations.
Why have you forgotten us completely?
 Why have you forsaken us these many days?
Restore us to yourself, O Lord, that we may be restored. (5:19–21)

The Israelites “groaned” (Exod. 2:23; 6:5). As Exodus presents it, rather than 
crying out to God, they simply cry out. Their cries for help rise up to God 
rather than being directed to God. God “heard” their groans and cries rather 
than answering their prayers (2:23–24; 6:5).14 Immersed as they have been in 
suffering for many years, the people have forgotten all about God. That’s per-
haps partly because God seemed to have forgotten them. “God remembered 
his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” (2:24) only after hearing the 
Israelites’ groans.15 The covenant between God and Abraham, with its un-
conditional promises, seems to have been dormant (Gen. 15:1–17; 17:1–22). 
As we will see, faith in Yhwh and fear of Yhwh fully return to the people 
only after they see “the Egyptians dead on the seashore” (Exod. 14:30–31).16

But faith and fear, and even the exuberant worship of the Israelites’ Song 
of the Sea (Exod. 15:1–18), are not all Yhwh is after. Ultimately, the goal is 
to give them the land of promise and dwell among them or, as that same song 
puts it, to bring them to “the mountain of your own possession, the place, 
O Lord, that you made your abode, the sanctuary, O Lord, that your hands 
have established” (15:17). The abode here is the temple on Mount Zion. The 
book of Exodus as a whole has in view a different, mobile abode of Yhwh 
that will accompany the people on their journey, in the absence of the land and 
the temple.17 As distinct from God’s occasional engagement with Abraham 
and Sarah and their immediate progeny, it is to be an abiding divine presence, 
“institutionalized” in a tent of meeting filled with “the glory of the Lord,” 
the sign of which is the cloud of Yhwh by day and the fire of Yhwh by night 
(40:34–38). That’s the goal in Exodus.

We know this not just because that’s what happens at the end of the book. 
More importantly, the detailed directions God gives Moses for building the 
tabernacle according to its heavenly model take up seven chapters (Exod. 
25:1–31:18), and then an additional six describe how the directions are faith-
fully executed, often repeating them word for word (35:1–40:33).18 Contrast 

14. For this reading of Exodus 2:23–24, see Assmann, Invention of  Religion, 118.
15. So Levenson, Hebrew Bible, 152.
16. On Exodus 6:9 and 14:30–31, see Childs, Book of  Exodus, 116, 238.
17. See Janowski, Gottes Gegenwart in Israel, 165–93; and Janowski, “Die Einwohnung 

Gottes in Israel,” 3–40.
18. See Janowski, “Die Einwohnung Gottes in Israel,” 25.

Out of the House of Bondage
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the thirteen whole chapters about God’s dwelling place with the “few details 
at the beginning of the book” describing the Israelites’ oppression,19 and you 
see how much weight Exodus places on God’s dwelling with Israel.

At the end of Exodus, the cloud of Sinai and the flame of the burning bush 
move into the Israelites’ camp to lead and accompany them on their journeys. 
At the beginning, however, we find the unsettling distance of the God who 
has not yet come down to deliver Israel from the house of bondage and the 
grueling suffering under Pharaoh’s hand.

Seeing and Believing

“Without this burden of suffering,” writes Jan Assmann, “there could have 
been no exodus; without this exodus, there could have been no new dispensa-
tion in which relations between God and the universe, God and humankind, 
the individual and society, were fundamentally transformed in ways that bear 
on the past and the future as well as the present.”20 Without that suffering, 
we don’t know what the world today would have looked like. And yet, what 
is unique about the exodus is not Israel’s suffering. Other peoples have gone 
through similar or worse afflictions than the one described in Exodus. What 
is unique is the response to suffering, not so much of those who had to endure 
it but of the One who could and did do something about it.

Empathy

“I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard 
their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know their sufferings, 
and I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians, and to bring 
them up out of that land to a good and broad land” (Exod. 3:7–8). These 
are Yhwh’s words to Moses from the burning bush. In the story, God’s first 
contact with suffering is described as auditory and visual perception: God 
hears the groans and cries of the children of Israel, and God sees their op-
pression and misery— and decides to deliver them. There is a gap, however, 
between the perception of suffering and the decision to deliver, and it needs 
bridging before the exodus can commence. Pharaoh has heard those same 
groans and has seen that same misery. Yet he remains “ruthless in imposing 
tasks on the Israelites,” continuing to make “their lives bitter” (1:13–14). 

19. Zakovitch, “And You Shall Tell Your Son . . . ,” 18.
20. Assmann, Invention of  Religion, 94.

Exodus
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For him, they are mere labor, and their labor is a source of power and glory. 
Israel’s affliction is irrelevant, at most a nuisance, like the creaking of a tool 
under strain. Pharaoh’s position and interests make it hard for him to imag-
ine, in the words of King Lear, “what wretches feel.”21 Even if he were able 
to imagine, he does not care. Hearing groans and seeing affliction do not as 
such move one to deliver the afflicted. In God’s case, however, hearing and 
seeing trigger memory, and memory triggers empathy.

Memory and Empathy. “God heard their groaning, and God remembered 
his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” (Exod. 2:24). God had chosen 
Abraham, made a covenant with him, and promised to make of him “a great 
nation” (Gen. 12:2) with a homeland “from the river of Egypt to the great 
river, the river Euphrates” (15:18). God had repeated the promise to Isaac 
(26:3–4) and then to Jacob (28:13–14). God repeats the promise of “a good and 
broad land” again to Moses (the Israelites had already “multiplied and [grown] 
exceedingly strong”; Exod. 1:7). But why were these promises of greatness, 
blessing, and land, the fulfillment of which now requires deliverance, given in 
the first place? In Deuteronomy we read, “It was not because you were more 
numerous than any other people that the Lord set his heart on you and chose 
you— for you were the fewest of all peoples. It was because the Lord loved you 
and kept the oath that he swore to your ancestors, that the Lord has brought 
you out with a mighty hand, and redeemed you from the house of slavery” 
(7:7–8). In Jon Levenson’s reading of the passage, the promises go back to 
the choice, and the choice is rooted in love. It was “an affair of the heart.”22

The scandal of particularity that shadows the entire story of everything 
is evident already in God’s initial response to the Hebrews’ affliction. When 
God hears the people’s cries, God remembers making a covenant with the 
house of Jacob, not breathing the breath of life into Adam or making a cov-
enant with Noah. It is this people’s cries that move God to action. “Suffering 
alone does not qualify a people for exodus,” writes Levenson. “Even in Egypt, 
no other slaves are redeemed, only Israel,” and, we might add, the “mixed 
crowd” that joins them (Exod. 12:38).23 Still, what attracts God’s attention 
and triggers memory is this people’s affliction. God is not indifferent to the 
suffering of any creature, and yet in this narrative, God is actively concerned 
with the suffering of only these particular ones.

God’s Empathy and Human Empathy. “God saw . . . and God knew” 
(Exod. 2:25 ESV), and God knew not merely from a distance or captive to 

21. Shakespeare, King Lear, act 3, scene 4.
22. Levenson, Love of  God, 41.
23. Levenson, Hebrew Bible, 152. Levenson notes an irreducible tension in the text between 

“the preferential option for the poor and the chosenness of Israel” (153).

Out of the House of Bondage
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some private interest of God’s own but from within, cognizant of affliction’s 
effect on the Israelites. This is empathy: not necessarily feeling what oth-
ers feel but, if they are suffering, imagining and recognizing what they are 
undergoing as their plight that demands redress— and making that redress 
one’s own concern.24 This is how the one who loves sees the suffering of the 
beloved. In this, Pharaoh’s daughter (unlike her father) is, in a distant way, 
like God.25 She sees a basket among the reeds and finds in it a crying child. 
She takes pity on him, even though— perhaps because— she knows that “this 
must be one of the Hebrews’ children” (2:6). In a small act of insurrection, 
she defies her father’s command that all Hebrew boys be killed (1:22), rescues 
the child, names him Moses, and raises him as her own son. Without the 
empathy and courage of this unnamed woman from the household of the 
enemy— without her seeing, hearing, and recognizing the child’s plight and 
doing something about it; in a word, without her love, which, unbeknownst 
to her, aligned with God’s— there would have been no Moses. And without 
Moses, of course, no exodus, no constitution of the people, no dwelling of 
God in Israel’s midst, no home of God.

“I have also seen how the Egyptians oppress them,” God says to Moses, the 
expatriate shepherd of Midian. The text continues, “Come, I will send you 
to Pharaoh to bring my people . . . out of Egypt” (Exod. 3:9–10). This call 
requires a response, first from Moses and then from the people. In a sense, 
Moses has been primed to embrace the call. What is he, a Hebrew child and 
an Egyptian noble, doing tending the sheep of a pagan priest from Midian 
anyway? As a young royal in Egypt, he had gone out to his kinsfolk, “saw 
their forced labor,” and, rather impulsively, tried to right a wrong by killing 
an Egyptian who was abusing a Hebrew (2:11–12). In an anticipation of God, 
Moses saw the oppression of his kinsfolk and intervened. Human and divine 
empathy align in Moses as they did in his adoptive mother. Now, years later, 
God commands him to intervene again, and this time at the very source of 
Israel’s trouble.

To face Pharaoh— to bring the children of Israel from the pharaonic house 
of bondage and make them into God’s home—a surge of emotion will suf-
fice even less than it did in his early attempt at righting a single wrong in the 

24. For an account of empathy in which feeling what others feel is not critical, see Rowan 
Williams’s Tanner Lectures at Harvard University (Williams, “Tanner Lectures”). Paul Bloom 
puts it this way: “I might sooth a child who is terrified of a small dog, even if I’m not frightened 
in the slightest.” Bloom, Sweet Spot, 77.

25. Along with Jethro and his daughters and the “mixed crowd” (Exod. 12:38), Pharaoh’s 
daughter instantiates Exodus’s hope for the mutual blessing of Israel and the Gentiles, the 
bloody conflict between Israel and Pharaoh’s Egypt notwithstanding. See Soulen, God of 
Israel, 149–50.

Exodus
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system of oppression (Exod. 2:11–14). Moses needs faith— along with the 
knowledge and skill he has acquired as a royal and a shepherd.

Faith and Deliverance

Like empathy, faith is a necessary condition of liberation— necessary not 
in an absolute sense but as an indispensable aspect of the way God in fact 
intended to deliver the Hebrews and come to dwell among them.26 Without 
faith, nothing would happen, even if it is true that many things in addition 
to faith are required of humans and that everything depends on God.

The story of liberation (Exod. 3:1–14:30) starts with the call of Moses 
(3:1–4:17), which proceeds in two parts. The first is God’s initial summons 
of Moses to go to Pharaoh on behalf of God (3:1–10) so he can “bring my 
people, the Israelites, out of Egypt” (3:10). The second is structured around 
Moses’s objections, his own and those he anticipates from the people, to the 
perilous endeavor on which their lives and their future as a people depend 
(3:11–4:17). Each objection is a form of doubt, and each is a stage on a journey 
to accepting God’s promises and entrusting their lives and freedom to God. 
In each response, God seeks to elicit and strengthen faith. The key dimen-
sions of faith that emerge in the exchange between God and Moses will also 
feature prominently in John’s Gospel (see chap. 5).

The Birth of  Faith. Moses’s first objection is “Who am I that I should go 
to Pharaoh?” (Exod. 3:11). He lacks faith in himself, an eminently reason-
able attitude given the situation. God responds, “I will be with you” (3:12). 
This is a promise. For it to satisfy Moses, he needs to believe that God can 
and will make a decisive difference.27 Faith in God is to make up for the lack 
of faith in himself.

God offers Moses a sign, which we might expect to be about helping him 
trust God. It is a strange sign, however: “And this shall be the sign for you 
that it is I who sent you: when you have brought the people out of Egypt, you 
shall worship God on this mountain” (3:12). Just as you are speaking with me 
here, God tells him, so you will be here with the entire people to worship me 
after they have been liberated. The sign turns out to be the fulfillment of the 
promise— which does not bolster faith when it is needed (before the journey 
commences) but instead makes faith superfluous, since the journey has come 

26. Harper draws attention to a form of faith that precedes even Moses’s— namely, the des-
perate faith of his mother, Jochebed, who says in Harper’s poetic rendering of the exodus story, 
“By faith / I hid thee when the bloody hands of Pharaoh / Were searching ’mid our quivering 
heart strings, / Dooming our sons to death; by faith I wove / The rushes of thine ark and laid 
thee ’mid / The flags and lilies of the Nile.” Harper, “Moses,” 15.

27. Gross, “Der Glaube an Mose nach Exodus,” 59.
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to its intended end. Before the promise is fulfilled, Moses will have to trust 
God and step into an unknown future, risking everything, just as Abraham 
had, both in leaving his home for the land of the promise and in walking with 
Isaac to the land of Moriah, where God told him to sacrifice his beloved child 
(Gen. 12:1–4; 22:1–14).

What makes faith necessary is not just ineliminable uncertainty about the 
future. More fundamentally, it is the character of Abraham’s and Moses’s God 
and that God’s promises. No great faith is needed in relating to a god who 
imparts partial benefits in exchange for acts of worship. But without radical 
trust, it is impossible to deal with the God who promises to be the founda-
tion of an entire new form of existence and claims the entirety of people’s  
lives.

Moses’s second objection is implied. When the Israelites ask me for the 
name of the God who sent me, Moses says to God, “What shall I say to them?” 
(Exod. 3:13). As is evident from the first part of God’s response, God does not 
treat Moses’s question as a request for information about what to call God. 
What matters more is the character of the God who asks of Israel to risk the 
flight from Egypt. “I am who I am [I will be who I will be]” (3:14), God 
replies before declaring God’s name.28 This statement is not God’s name but 
its interpretation, which speaks enigmatically but directly to God’s character. 
We will turn shortly to both the name that God gives and this interpretation. 
Here we note only its relation to faith.

God has already assured Moses that God was moved by Israel’s affliction 
(Exod. 3:7), and Moses presumably believes that God’s power is sufficient for 
the impossible feat of wrenching the people out of Pharaoh’s mighty hand. 
That takes care of the assent side of faith: acceptance of the claim that God is 
willing and God is able. In giving the self- description “I am who I am,” God 
now promises to be present and not to alter in character or favorable disposi-
tion toward Israel. This promise aims at the trust side of faith, which always 
rests on the trustworthiness of the one we are to trust. After underscoring 
the necessity of faith, God opens up the possibility of its exercise by noting 
why it is that Moses can accept God’s promise as true (assent) and entrust 
himself and the people to God (trust). One small but crucial additional step 
is needed for them to actually start believing: the will to believe.

Moses’s third objection concerns that will: the people will “not believe me 
or listen to me” (Exod. 4:1).29 “Believe” here means to assent to the proposition 

28. The full range of meaning of the Hebrew translated “I am who I am” encompasses also 
the future- oriented “I will be who I will be.”

29. Translation by Childs, Book of  Exodus, 49.
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that Yhwh in fact did appear to Moses. “Listen” means not just register what 
Moses says but be willing to let Moses demand their freedom from Pharaoh 
and then actually embark upon the journey (3:18). In response, God gives 
Moses the power to perform authenticating miracles “so that they may believe 
that the Lord, the God of their ancestors . . . has appeared to you” (4:5). They 
come to believe only after God goes beyond giving promises and assurances 
and provides at least some reasons for believing that God will attend to their 
misery— and this newborn faith flows into worship (4:31).

In faith, the house of Jacob has now cast their lot with this God. That 
stance of faith is not just a condition of their freedom but its first enactment, 
even if they are now free only in an action- motivating image of themselves 
living without shackles in a broad land. Reasons for doubt still abound, as we 
will see. Their faith, like all faith, is largely a faith- notwithstanding.

Persistent Doubt. In the story of deliverance, the topic of faith surfaces next 
at the lowest point in Moses’s contest with Pharaoh. Instead of letting the 
people go as Moses demanded and the people had hoped, Pharaoh tightens the 
screw of oppression. In response, the people rise against Moses, and Moses in 
turn rises against God. “O Lord,” he protests, “why have you mistreated this 
people? Why did you ever send me? Since I first came to Pharaoh to speak in 
your name, he has mistreated this people, and you have done nothing at all to 
deliver your people” (Exod. 5:22–23). God, Moses charges, has ended up on 
Pharaoh’s side. The promise has turned into condemnation. In response, God 
renews the promise in a speech that contains three solemn reassurances of “I 
am the Lord,” at its beginning, in the middle, and at the end (6:2, 6, 8). But 
the Israelites do not listen (6:9). Cruel slavery and a broken spirit have crushed 
their will to believe. In the course of the rest of the story, the faith of the people 
remains precarious, especially at the critical moment when, with the Egyptian 
army at their back, they are about to cross the Sea of Reeds (14:10–12). They 
finally come to believe “in the Lord and in his servant Moses” only after the 
defeat of the Egyptian army (14:31), when the promised sign, which wasn’t 
a sign but the fulfillment, has nearly been realized.

Though it is unstable and riddled with doubt, the faith of the Israelites 
is both the condition of their constitution as a people and the fruit of their 
salvation through the waters of the sea. Trusting in Yhwh and holding on to 
the conviction that Yhwh is incomparably great and motivated by “steadfast 
love” (Exod. 15:11, 13) are also the foundation for their journey through the 
wilderness and beyond. The Song of the Sea, which sketches an arc from 
liberation to the planting of Israel on Zion, suggests as much (15:1–18). And 
yet, only three days after the freed Israelites had come to believe and had 
celebrated their faith in song, their trust falters again as they find themselves 
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in the wilderness without water (15:22–25). Having known power for so long 
only in the form of Pharaoh’s self- serving tyranny, they are ill- prepared to 
trust that the mighty Yhwh truly cares for them.30 To continue, they have 
to find not just drinkable water and adequate nourishment but a way back 
to trust, which the test of thirst and, right after that, the test of hunger (16:3) 
are designed to generate.31

The God Who Delivers

What kind of God is the One who calls Moses and upon whom the Israelites 
cast their trust? God’s character is revealed as God calls Moses to participate 
in God’s home- making project. At the center of the divine self- disclosure is 
God’s name— more specifically, God’s interpretation of that name.

Moses is tending the flock on “the mountain of God” (Exod. 3:1) when 
the sight of a bush ablaze with a fire that does not consume it interrupts his 
pastoral life. As he draws closer, a voice addresses him out of the bush: “I 
am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 
God of Jacob” (3:6). As we have just seen, in the course of Moses’s gradual 
and halting acquiescence to the insistent divine call, he asks for God’s name 
(3:13). God’s self- identification as “the God of Abraham,” it seems, does not 
suffice. For this momentous task, an epithet will not do. A name is necessary.

The name God gives— Yhwh (3:15)— is the proper name of God in the 
Hebrew Scriptures, with approximately sixty- eight hundred cases in which 
God is referred to as Yhwh, as opposed to twenty- six hundred for Elohim.32 
This is the name on which Abraham (Gen. 12:8; 13:4; 21:33) and Isaac (25:21; 
26:25) called, the name of the One who had looked on Leah’s affliction and 
answered (29:32). The children of Israel, however, did not invoke this name as 
they cried out in misery (Exod. 2:23). After the call of Moses, this name and 
the events of the exodus become inextricably bound together. In the course 
of the story, especially after the incident with the golden calf, the meaning 
of the name expands, and that expanded form will be decisive for Christian 
understandings of Jesus Christ and for the arc of God’s home- making work 
with Israel, the nations, and the world.

30. We are grateful to Deniqua Washington for pointing us to this insight in her sermon, 
“Provision in the Wilderness,” Elm City Vineyard Church, New Haven, CT, April 25, 2021.

31. See Zakovitch, “And You Shall Tell Your Son . . . ,” 109–10.
32. Reinhard Feldmeier and Hermann Spieckermann note that this name “not only appears 

at the center of the Old Testament but is the center of the Old Testament.” Feldmeier and 
Spieckermann, God of  the Living, 23.
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Compared to other names for God (such as El- Olam, “the everlasting 
God”), Yhwh is vague. It says little about God’s character, except, perhaps, 
that it suggests the inadequacy of all descriptions of God. We discern God’s 
character best by observing what God does within the story of everything.33 
Certainly, no formulaic statement can suffice to describe God. And yet in 
“explaining” the meaning and significance of the name, God offers precisely 
a terse and enigmatic self- description: “I am who I am” (Exod. 3:14a) or, for 
short, “I am” (3:14b).34 Taken together with its immediate context of God call-
ing to Moses from the burning bush, it tells us enough about God’s character 
for us to begin a journey toward deeper understanding as the story proceeds.

Transcendent Liveliness

Note, first, that the voice that Moses hears does not come from an image but 
from a blazing fire. A cultic image is a product of human artistry. Its shape is 
determinate. When the divinity comes to incorporate itself into its cultic image, 
it makes itself accessible, graspable, and controllable. Yhwh comes to Moses 
in a dancing flame, in a “play of continually changing shapes” that cannot be 
fixed to a specific form, to borrow a phrase from Hegel.35 Any god who has a 
definite shape and whose face one can see— any god whom one can firmly hold 
in imagination— isn’t Yhwh but some deficient substitute (cf. Exod. 33:20).36

Second, the flame from which the voice speaks burns without consuming 
the bush. The “self- generating and self- sustaining” fire is the visual counter-
part to the imperfective grammatical mood of the divine self- description: “I 
am who I am” or “I will be who I will be.”37 Paired with the burning bush, 
God’s self- description suggests fully autogenic, inexhaustible liveliness, not 
dependent for existence or maintenance on anything outside itself.38 God 
isn’t just alive; God is intrinsically and unalterably “the living God,” as Deu-
teronomy describes the One who speaks, again “out of fire,” to the whole 
assembly (5:26).

33. In this, we follow David Kelsey: God’s relating to all else in the economy is the proper 
route to warranted Christian theological claims about “what” and “who” God is. See Kelsey, 
Human Anguish and God’s Power.

34. For arguments in favor of our interpretation of the name, see Moberly, God of  the Old 
Testament, 69–72.

35. Hegel, “Spirit of Christianity,” 191–92.
36. God does appear with a form in the Hebrew Scriptures but not a single, stable, predict-

able one. For example, the forms of God in Genesis 18, Exodus 24, Isaiah 6, and Ezekiel 1 seem 
to shift like the flame in the burning bush.

37. The phrase “self- generating and self- sustaining” is Nahum Sarna’s, as quoted in Moberly, 
God of  the Old Testament, 78n69.

38. So also, with reference not to the phenomenon of fire but to the LXX translation of “I 
am who I am” as “I am the One who is,” see Williams, Christ on Trial, 21–22.
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Finally, it isn’t just that God needs no sustenance from the world to survive. 
In coming to be present, God does not need to displace, let alone destroy, 
creatures. God’s holiness and unapproachability notwithstanding, there is 
ultimately no competition between God and creatures for space or agency; 
they can occupy the same space and act together at the same time.39 True, 
Moses is not allowed to come close (Exod. 3:5). At the burning bush, Moses 
fears God, though later in Exodus, we read that “the Lord used to speak 
to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend” (33:11). Even at the end of 
Exodus, Moses is not able to enter the tent because “the glory of the Lord 
filled” it (40:34–35). But that’s because of the tension between God’s holiness 
and people’s profaneness and sinfulness (cf. Isa. 6:5), not some metaphysical 
impossibility of humans and God occupying the same place at the same time. 
As God is present in the burning bush and in the tabernacle, so God can be 
present in any and all creatures without displacing or destroying them.

In the course of the story of everything we are telling, we will see that the 
fire of God not only does not displace and destroy creatures but also makes 
them flourish. At the end of Exodus, this fire in the tabernacle makes the house 
of Jacob fully the people of God (chap. 2). At the beginning of John, Jesus 
Christ is this fire of God become incarnate, fulfilling rather than diminishing 
his humanity (chap. 3). At the end of Revelation, the entire New Jerusalem, the 
ultimate goal of God with creation, will be ablaze with this same fire (chap. 9).

Historical Accompaniment

In the fire of the burning bush, we encounter the ever- living, transcendent 
God alive in creation and enlivening it. But the voice that speaks with Moses 
is entirely focused on concrete historical experiences of the house of Jacob. 
Yhwh is “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” 
(Exod. 3:6) who sees misery, remembers the covenant, and comes to rescue 
(2:24; 3:7). Yhwh is the God who acts upon the distorted order of things, 
promising to create something new, to bring about historical change. Indeed, 
in Exodus it is a change of world- historical proportions, given that God in-
tervenes in the life of a world power and sets in motion the process of world 
transformation. With the God of history, the future is not the mere extension 
of the present but a horizon for the fulfillment of promises. A new view of the 
future implies a new experience of the past. Since the past can be tied to the 
future and narrated with the help of a story, the past is not a mere sequence 

39. Katherine Sonderegger interprets the burning bush as an instance of noncompetitive 
relation between God and creatures (Sonderegger, Systematic Theology, 80–85). On such a 
relation between God and creatures more generally, see Tanner, God and Creation.
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of events but part of the story of a people, a source of their identity.40 “I am 
the God of your father, the God of Abraham,” God says to Moses; “I have 
come down to deliver [my people] from the Egyptians, and to bring them up 
out of that land to a good and broad land” (3:6, 8).

God can tie the past and the future together because God acts in history as 
a person. The voice keeps using the first- person singular in a crescendo that 
culminates in the self- disclosure “I am who I am.” Speaking in first person is 
crucial to the identity of Israel’s God. It is ironic that the God of the story of 
the burning bush became so early conjoined with and, in some cases, largely 
assimilated to the God of the philosophers. The Septuagint translated “I am,” 
the shorter version of “I am who I am,” with ho ōn— and helped recast Yhwh 
as the infinite One, absolute Being, utterly unbound, and nothing like anything 
that could possibly say “I.” Yhwh is neither impersonal power nor numinous 
presence but person— more precisely, something like a person, as God is only 
(distantly) similar, not identical, to anything creatures predicate of God.

In the story of Exodus, we have reasons other than God’s use of the first- 
person singular to affirm God’s personhood. The entire story of Moses’s call 
is predicated on God being personal: God sees and hears; God remembers 
and knows; God speaks, waits for Moses to respond, and responds in turn; 
and, the presupposition of it all, God comes down— or stays away (Exod. 
3:1–4:17). As it is in Exodus, so it is in the entire story of everything. What 
makes it a story is that God, its chief character, is— in an important sense—a 
personal agent.

The original situation in Exodus is that of an absent God, who then comes 
to deliver the people from misery and into a life in “a good and broad land” 
(Exod. 3:8). Now, a mere deliverer god can come, set free, and leave; you don’t 
even need to know that god’s name (though you will when he sends you the 
bill). But, important as Israel’s deliverance is, Yhwh is not just a deliverer but 
the God who, after a painfully long absence, comes to be present in a new way, 
dwelling and journeying with the people (40:34–38). This is not undifferenti-
ated divine omnipresence but a special mode of the presence of a personal 
God who has a name. God’s exchanges with Moses are a concrete example 
of such “being with”: God calls Moses by his name, Moses responds with 
“Here I am,” and God promises, “I will be with you” (3:4, 12). God’s coming 
in Jesus Christ will heighten the intimacy of this presence: with the people 
will become in them (see chap. 5). At the end of the story, in Revelation, the 
“fire” will still be inside the New Jerusalem, and the city will be what it is by 
refracting God’s indwelling presence (see chap. 9).

40. See Assmann, Invention of  Religion, 137.
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I Am Who I Am

Though it may seem trite, it is significant that God is willing, at Moses’s 
request, to give God’s own name to the children of Israel. It has become 
close to a scholarly consensus that the phrase “I am who I am” “withholds” 
the name instead of giving it.41 God, it is said, refuses the request to avoid 
being, in Jean- Luc Marion’s words, “captured or caught in a proper name.”42 
What the consensus gets right is that “I am who I am” is a mysterious divine 
self- description, not a name. But it ignores the obvious. The self- description 
is related to the name Yhwh, which God in fact gives— and gives without 
hesitation and in perpetuity.43

Though a name may tell you something about a person (especially in the 
ancient world), people don’t give their names to others mainly to pass on 
information about themselves. Giving a name signals a willingness to have a 
relationship, to be spoken to, addressed, known not from a distance but, as 
it were, directly— the way Moses, whom God called by name, engages God 
both at the burning bush and throughout Exodus.44 This is what the phrase 
“know someone by their name” implies, as in God saying to Moses, “I know 
you by name, and you have also found favor in my sight” (Exod. 33:12), just 
one verse after we have found out that “the Lord used to speak to Moses 
face to face, as one speaks to a friend” (33:11). By giving God’s name to the 
people of Israel “for all generations” (3:15), Yhwh calls the whole people into 
this form of reciprocal relationship with their God.

Reciprocally being addressed and responding is an indispensable way of 
being with one another, or at least it is the way God chooses to be with Israel. 
This is the main reason God gives God’s proper name, but it’s not the only 
one. God’s name also serves to distinguish this God from all others. Exodus 
presupposes that many gods exist but that Yhwh is the sole God of Israel. 
This is monotheism of  loyalty, expressed in the command to “have no other 
gods before me” (Exod. 20:3),45 not exclusive monotheism, as in Isaiah and 
Jeremiah, which rests on the claim that there is no other god but Yhwh. In 
the context of exclusive monotheism, to say “God” is to refer to the one true 
God. Still, because there are many gods “who are no gods” (Jer. 5:7), God’s 
name also functions to distinguish the one true God from those “so- called 

41. See Assmann, Invention of  Religion, 132.
42. Marion, “Death of the Death of God,” 180.
43. For arguments against the consensus, see Moberly, God of  the Old Testament, 77.
44. For a Jewish “Name- theology” that seeks to be “dialogical at the core” and centered on 

“call and response,” see Ben- Sasson, Understanding YHWH, 291–92.
45. On monotheism of loyalty, see Assmann, Invention of  Religion, 79–88, 335–37. Our 

assessment of its effects differs from Assmann’s.
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gods,” as Paul puts it (1 Cor. 8:5). The name serves as the medium for recip-
rocal relations between the people and Yhwh.

This relationship is close: God dwells in the midst of the people whom God 
refers to as “my people” (Exod. 3:7), even “my treasured possession” (19:5). 
And yet, there is something deeply unsettling about the God who self- identifies 
as “I am who I am” or “I will be who I will be.” Such a God cannot be 
controlled, pressed with sacrifices or supplications to serve human projects, or 
kept out of humans’ way so they can go on with life as they please. People can 
pray to God, and God might answer their prayers; people can even negotiate 
with God, as Moses famously did (see 32:11–14), and God may be swayed. 
But in all this, God will be who God will be, and God will do what God will 
do. That is how Yhwh is,46 as Abraham and Isaac learned in a frightening 
way (Gen. 22), so that God became known as “the God of Abraham and the 
Terror of Isaac” (31:42).47

The obverse of God’s non- manipulability, however, is God’s reliability. For 
it is not just that the people of  God cannot manipulate God. Nothing can. 
God remains self- consistent. Seen from a certain angle, this, too, may seem 
like bad news, especially for fallible and fragile people, cross- pressured by 
competing forces and interests. This would be true if God were the God of 
rule- based justice alone, for people would then get what they deserve— and 
their weakness would become their ruin. But as we will see when discuss-
ing the renewal of the covenant, God is fundamentally a God of mercy (see 
chap. 2). Non- manipulability and self- consistency are character traits of the 
God of love.

Who, then, is the God of the burning bush? The unmanipulable, totally 
self- consistent personal God of self- generating and inextinguishable liveliness 
who hears and sees, who calls and speaks and listens, who acts in history, 
who comes to overcome all obstacles to fulfilling the promise to be with the 
people in a “good and broad” place and to setting up a home with them. For 
Moses, God’s self- revelation is vivid and unforgettable. The people’s relation 
to God is more tenuous. Even after Yhwh liberates them and after they have 
their own “burning bush” experience at Sinai, they abandon Yhwh for the 
golden calf: “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you out of the land 
of Egypt” (Exod. 32:4).48 Especially for those who endured the long absence 
of God, learning to believe in and trust an invisible, uncontrollable God is 
a slow process.

46. See Buber, Moses, 52–53.
47. Translation by Alter, Five Books of  Moses, 174.
48. See chap. 2 for our argument that the people are violating not (only) the proscription of mak-

ing images (Exod. 20:4, 23) but the commandment “You shall have no other gods before me” (20:3).
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Critique and Ambiguity

The stark portrayal of life in Egypt serves as the backdrop for a vision of the 
promised land as the Israelites’ true home with God. Not much is said about 
the land in Exodus, except that it is “flowing with milk and honey” (Exod. 3:8, 
17; 13:5; 33:3) and that its borders roughly match the territory God promised 
Abraham (Gen. 15:18)—“from the Red Sea to the sea of the Philistines, and 
from the wilderness to the Euphrates” (Exod. 23:31). In contrast to the brutal 
labor of shoring up Pharaoh’s power and glory, the promised land stands 
for pastoral and agricultural existence on an abundantly fruitful land, with 
light labor and free of perpetual bondage (for Israelites, at least; see Lev. 
25:44–46). The Decalogue (Exod. 20:1–17) and the following list of statutes 
and ordinances (20:22–23:33) sketch the kinds of social relations that mark 
the home- to- be of the promised land in some detail, and we will return to 
them briefly in the next chapter. Of decisive importance is that the character 
of Israel’s new home includes, presupposes, and accords with God’s presence 
with Israel. Israel’s home is God’s home.

Recurring Oppression

Given the contrasts between two ways of life— dysoikic in Egypt and home-
like in the promised land— deliverance from Egypt is not just condemnation 
of a past oppressor from a foreign land but also rejection of dysoikic forms 
of life in Israel itself. It is meant to generate empathy with the afflicted of 
the land and motivate a set of alternative and, at their best, more just social 
practices. “You shall not oppress a resident alien; you know the heart of an 
alien, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt” (Exod. 23:9). The very fact 
that such legislation was introduced testifies that Israel was tempted to make 
the ways of Egypt— ways that were not altogether foreign to their own his-
tory, as their progenitors’ mistreatment of the Egyptian Hagar (Gen. 16, 21) 
shows49— their own. Earlier we saw that God’s opposition to Pharaoh in 
Exodus is also directed against Israel’s pharaoh- like king, Solomon.

In some ways, however, the efficacy of the memory of deliverance is 
thwarted and cut short. Perhaps most troubling is the persistence of slavery 
in Israel. Exodus does not criticize slavery as it (implicitly) criticizes Solomon’s 
oppression. It assumes slavery (as does the New Testament) and seeks to regu-
late, rather than abolish, it.50 Being a servant of the divine master and being a 

49. We owe this insight to Ryan Gregg, through personal correspondence. See also Delores 
Williams’s classic reading of the Hagar story in Sisters in the Wilderness, 15–33.

50. See Harrill, “Slavery,” and the literature cited there.

Exodus
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slave to a human master are not deemed incompatible; slavery is “not reckoned 
as inherently exploitative or victimizing.”51 There is a disconcerting disregard 
here for the actual experiences of the enslaved and an apparent forestalling 
of the implications of Israel’s own suffering and liberation. In the biblical 
traditions, the prophets alone formulate an egalitarian social vision, and they 
do so only as eschatological hope: “Everyone will sit under their own vine 
and under their own fig tree, and no one will make them afraid, for the Lord 
Almighty has spoken” (Mic. 4:4 NIV). As we will see, the theo- anarchism 
of the book of Revelation will build on this egalitarian vision (see chap. 9).

Liberation and Violence

There is an ambiguity not just in the fruit of deliverance but also in its 
very character. To effect deliverance, God’s power has to more than match 
Pharaoh’s power. Since in Egyptian ideology Pharaoh represents a deity (he 
is the son of the Sun, the highest god52), deliverance is a contest of gods: the 
power of the divine deliverer, Yhwh, against the power of an “incarnate” 
oppressor- god, Pharaoh.53 Correspondingly, it is a duel between God’s mes-
sengers, Moses and Aaron, on one side, and Pharaoh’s magicians with their 
“secret arts,” on the other. Both Pharaoh and Yhwh see it this way. “Who 
is the Lord, that I should heed him and let Israel go?” Pharaoh asks Moses 
with derision. “I do not know the Lord, and I will not let Israel go” (Exod. 
5:2). And Yhwh says that the ten plagues are meant to make Pharaoh and the 
Egyptians know “that I am the Lord Yhwh” (7:5; cf. 15:1–11).

The duel will be decided, Yhwh says, when “I stretch out my hand against 
Egypt and bring the Israelites out from among them” (Exod. 7:5). Ultimately, 
though, from the perspective of Exodus, the struggle is not for victory over 
Pharaoh as such— for Yhwh to become the kind of “great house” Pharaoh 
purported to be. Were that the case, leaving Egypt with Yhwh’s help, the 
house of Jacob would merely move from one form of bondage to another. 
Freed from Pharaoh’s yoke, they would take on Yhwh’s, as Hegel puts it 
critically.54 Pharaoh embodies an enduring system of political power that 
oppresses and enslaves, and this is what God in Exodus begins to oppose, 
setting a trajectory toward the visions of eschatological justice in many of the 
prophets and at the end of Revelation. The signs and wonders by which the 
victory is won are not just crushing blows that lead to Pharaoh’s defeat. They 

51. Levenson, Hebrew Bible, 136.
52. Assmann, Invention of  Religion, 47.
53. Levenson, Hebrew Bible, 141.
54. Hegel, “Spirit of Christianity,” 191.

Out of the House of Bondage
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are “great acts of judgment” against the genocidal oppressor (7:4). Exodus, 
however, does not take up the question that many modern readers have: Was 
the severe judgment just? Did God, the Creator of all people, care for the 
Egyptians who suffered under that same system— or for those, poor as well as 
rich, weak as well as powerful, struck down in those great acts of judgment?

Divine judgment— what feels to many like excessive divine violence— 
accompanies the exodus from the house of bondage. And divine judgment— 
what feels to many like divinely mandated expropriation and genocidal 
violence— accompanies entry into the promised homeland as well (Deut. 
9:4–5). Liberation and conquest are two sides of one story, and they both 
depend on violence. In the text, overcoming the dysoikic existence for Israel 
seems to require slaughtering Egyptians and robbing the Canaanites of their 
homes. From the perspective of a central strand of the Hebrew Scriptures that 
stresses justice and mercy, as well as from the perspective of Jesus’s teaching 
and example, the violence that accompanies deliverance and conquest pre-
sents one of the great moral challenges in the founding story of Israel and the 
Christian story of redemption in which Exodus is so central.

Exodus
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