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ABSTRACT 

This article attempts to analyze Exodus 3:1-12 from the lens 
of narrative and literary criticism and argues that more than 
being a story about the call of Moses, the text already brings out 
a theme that is crucial and fundamental in the entire Exodus 
narrative, that is, the liberating and salvific act of God (YHWH) 
as the shepherd of his people. Moses is not just a mediator but 
someone who personifies the immanent and active presence of 
God who leads the Israelites out of oppression. He is not just 
perceptive and sensitive to the affliction of his people. God 
himself is the one who leads them in the struggle for liberation. 
With the relentless presence of social injustice and oppression in 
the world of today, the relevance of this leitmotif needs no further 
elaboration. Nevertheless, it continues to call contemporary 
Christians, especially the Institutional Church, to be more 
committed to its vocation of shepherding God’s people, that is, to 
be ‘present among’ and to strive for the liberation of the 
oppressed, the marginalized, and the disenfranchised.  
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INTRODUCTION  

form of Moses’ “call narrative” and the dominant themes of 
YHWH “hearing”, “seeing” and “knowing” the affliction 

significance of the “shepherd motif” in Exodus 3:1

Delimitation  

                                                           
See A Commentary on the Book of Exodus

1967, 1997) 32. Cassuto notes that the primary theme of this pericope is about “seeing.” 
See also Commentary on Exodus 

Dozeman discusses, in a substantial manner, the literary analysis on the “call 
narrative” of Moses. 
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“inclusion”. The mention of the word “mountain”(הר

leading Jethro’s flock and the sign of him leading the 

Context  

“heard” the groaning of the Israelites, “saw” their affliction 
and “knew” about their sufferings.
YHWH’s actions, expressed through the verbs שמע ראה 
ידע
repeated most notably in YHWH’s divine speech in vv. 7
                                                           

See Exodus, . See also Exodus I-XV

Exodus 1–6 
See also N. Habel, “The Form and Significance of the Call Narratives” ZAW 

77 Exodus.

ing up YHWH’s revelation and commissioning of Moses in 
See Exodus I-XV,

this shift in narrative focus “foregrounds” the revelation of YHWH to Moses in Exodus 
See  Exodus I-XVIII
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set ups YHWH’s revelation and call of Moses.

YHWH. This motif of ‘objection and response,’ 

Moses’ staff mentioned in Exodus 4: 2, 17 re

Translation  

                                                           
See Exodus, .

See Exodus. 

See  Exodus I-XVIII, 209. Propp comments that Moses’ shepherd staff is a 
fitting symbol for God’s presence and Moses’ mission.

אחר
ὑπὸ τὴν (on the other side). Dozeman translates it as “on the far side”. 

a “fantastic geography” or a location that is 
See Exodus I-XV,
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Moses said, “I will turn and see this great sight. Why is the 
bush not burning?”

him from the midst of the bush and said: “Moses, Moses!” 
And he said: “Here I am!” Then he said to him: “Do not 

place where you are standing is a holy ground.” And he 
said: “I am the God of your father,
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.”

Then YHWH said: “Indeed, I have seen the affliction 

                                                           
The LXX translates this as “Ἄγγελος.” But as explained by Cassuto, the Hebrew 

מַלְאַַ֨ךְ 
See Book of Exodus, 

The LXX has the translation “God of your fathers”. Dozeman notes that LXX’s tries 

just as the patriarchs, such as Jacob, referred to YHWH as the “God of his father.” See
Exodus I-XV,

αὐτῶν

αὐτῶν
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Israelites, out of Egypt.”
Then Moses said to God: “Who am I that I w

Pharaoh and lead the Israelites out of Egypt?” And he said: 
“I will be with you and this will be a sign for you that 

Egypt, you will serve God on this mountain.”

STRUCTURE AND DYNAMICS  

Concentric Structure of Exodus 3:1-12 

converge in their emphasis on the centrality of YHWH’s 

                                                           

point of focus is the revelation of YHWH’s identity. See Exodus, 

located in YHWH’s direct speeches starting in v. 7. See Exodus 
I-XV,  
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Moses Leads Jethro’s Flock to the Mountain of God (v.
YHWH Appears through the Burning Bush and Moses’ 

YHWH’s Revelation to Moses (vv. 6

urance and the Sign of Moses Leading God’s People to the 

to the centrality of YHWH’s direct speech in vv. 6

and its divine significance in Moses’ leadin
to the mountain of God. YHWH’s appearance through the 
burning bush and Moses’ initial reaction is paralleled by 
Moses’ initial response to his divine commissioning. 
Moreover, YHWH’s calling out of Moses in v. 4

revelation of YHWH’s identity.

                                                           
Utzschneider and Oswald highlight that Moses’ encounter with YHWH 

reaches its climax in YHWH’s dialogue with Moses. From such an encounter
See

Exodus I-XV,
See Exodus, See also Exodus, 
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ndation of his mission is the very “being” of YHWH.

Dynamics of “Coming” and “Going” 

12 follows the dynamics of “coming and 
going” 

the narrator relates how Moses “came” to the mountain of 
2) and then “went on” to approach the sight of 

in YHWH’s direct discourse: “I 

land to a land..…..” In this divine speech, the dynamics of 
God’s descent and going out to bring his people out of the 

ement of “going forth” reaches its climax in 
YHWH’s commissioning of Moses to lead the Israelites out 

d’s 

                                                           
See Exodus, 
See Book of Exodus, See also Exodus I-XV,
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NARRATIVE-LITERARY ANALYSIS  
 
A. Narrative and Literary Devices  
 

Characterization and Identity  

portrayed as a shepherd who led Jethro’s flock to the 

“shepherding” God’s people out of slavery and oppression.

bolizes leadership just as YHWH’s people is often times 
As the new elements of Moses’s 

YHWH’s character and identity is also gradually 

“God of your father, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” 

YHWH’s character therefor

Dozeman argue that this ‘dialectic of the human and divine 
character’ eventually becomes a unity in Moses’ 

                                                           
See  Exodus I-XVIII
See Book of Exodus, See also Exodus I-XVIII
See  Exodus I-XVIII See also Exodus, . 
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now the representative of YHWH’s message of liberati

Direct Discourse 

to enter, in a profound manner, into YHWH’s character 

“retrospective glance” and the “challenging forward 
glance.” In v. 7, YHWH “looks back” on how he heard 
the Israelites’ cry of distress, saw their affliction and knew 

with YHWH’s revelation that he will liberate his people 
from oppression and bring them up into a “broad and 
beautiful” land. Vv. 7

                                                           
See Exodus, . See also Exodus I-XV,   
Childs uses the categories “ordinary” and “extraordinary” to explain the interplay 

between the human and divine actions of Moses and YHWH. He discusses that Moses’ 

deliverer of God’s people. See Exodus, 
See Exodus I-XV,
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The same pattern is seen in Moses’ commissioning in 

YHWH’s awareness of the Israelites’ situation. This 

YHWH’s divine speech underline that his plan of salvation 
is an essential element of his identity and character. Moses’ 

is the “sole…subject and agent of liberation of Israel.”

Inclusion and Parallelism  

“shepherd” the Israelites out of Egypt. The ultimate 
fulfillment of Moses’ commissioning finds its meaning in 

                                                           
See Exodus I-XV,
See Exodus,
See Exodus, . See Exodus I-XV, 

 
See Gottes langer Atem –

Exodus I-XV, 
See Book of Exodus, See also Exodus I-XVIII
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Repetition of Key Words/Themes 

words. The narrator’s note
ראה  שמע

 is repeated in YHWH’s (ידה

 
ראה

of “taking care” and of “being concerned.”

Israelites affliction, he will “lead them out” of Egypt and 

hiphil נצל which literally means “to 
rip out”, “to release,” or “to set free.”

                                                           
See Exodus, 
See Book of Exodus,
See Exodus, 
See Exodus I-XV, .
See Exodus I-XV, 

in YHWH’s divine speech is used also in 1 Sam. 17:35 where David describes how he 
r’s sheep from the predators. It is often times used to express God’s 

Exodus (e.g. Exodus 18: 4, 8, 9, 10). It is also the verb used by Jethro’s daughters in 
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situation. The same theme is expressed in Moses’ 
commissioning in v. 10 and in YHWH’s assurance in v. 12. 

WH’s divine speech, the hiphil יצא
(literally, “to bring or lead out”) is repeated twice.

underlines that YHWH’s primary action, as a response to 

MESSAGE AND RELEVANCE  

A. Message in the Narrated World   
 

 
B. Message in its Historical Context 

 

                                                           
See also

Exodus, 
See Commentary on Exodus, . See also Exodus,
See Exodus I-XV, 
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C. Relevance to the Present Context  

relevant in today’s context. In many parts of the world, 

                                                           
See Exodus I-XV,  See R. Albertz, “The Recent 

Discussion on the Formation of the Pentateuch/Hexateuch”, Hebrew Studies  

See Exodus I-XV, 
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dictators and “populist” leader

become a classic symbol of the Church’s p

referred to as shepherds of God’s people. Viewed in relation 
to Moses’ mission of shepherding God’s people in Exodus 
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