
Jesus in the Present Tense #1

“God’s First Name”

Exodus 3:13-15

For nearly a quarter of a century, Art Linkletter hosted a radio and a television show sharing the name “House Party.” One of the features of these shows became known as “Kids Say The Darndest Things,” in which young children were asked questions and their innocent—and often funny—answers were a delight. This concept became its own show many years later, and similar programs were produced in five other nations.

Try to imagine young children being asked the question, “What is God’s name?”

“Howard,” one boy says confidently.

“Howard? How do you know that?”

“Easy,” he explains, “Every week in church we pray, ‘Our Father, who art in heaven, Howard be Thy name.’”  

Once the laughter dies down, a little girl is asked the same question.

“Andy,” she says.

“God’s name is Andy? Where did you get that?”

“Well,” she explains, “in church we sing, ‘Andy walks with me, Andy talks with me, Andy tells me I am His own.’”

And you thought they weren’t listening in church!

All kidding aside, God does have a name, and it is not “God.” The Bible describes the Lord as ’ĕlōhîm, translated in English as “God.” This Hebrew noun is actually plural and points to the being in question as possessing the full range of divine attributes.
 I believe this plural title for God also describes His triune nature—as three persons. But this is not His name.
The Lord God has a personal name (just as we have “Christian names”). We see this when the Lord revealed its significance to Moses in Exodus 3:13–15 and 6:2–8. It is usually pronounced “Yahweh,” but English translations have in general followed an ancient practice of representing it as “the Lord” in small caps.

Names in the ancient world were believed to be intimately connected to the essence of the individual. Knowledge of a person’s name gave knowledge of their nature.
 The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob was a God of many titles and one single name. 

This morning we begin a new series of messages entitled “Jesus in the Present Tense,” following a book by the name title written by Warren Wiersbe.
 Throughout this study we will consider passages in the New Testament in which Jesus spoke of Himself using the words, “I am.” That may not seem terribly significant to us, but it was to His original audience. In order to understand that, we need to go back into the Old Testament, which we will do this morning. Turn with me to Exodus chapter three.

The Inquiry of the Divine Name

We begin with the inquiry of the divine name. The context is the familiar story of Moses and the burning bush. For the most part, the dialogue is one of God calling Moses to fulfill His plan and Moses making excuses why he can't do it. We read in verse 13,

Moses said to God, “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” 

At first glance, we might suppose that Moses had never heard God’s name before. He seems to be asking an honest question out of ignorance of God’s name. After all, we read a few chapters later in Exodus 6:2-3, “God also said to Moses, ‘I am the Lord. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob as God Almighty [Hebrew “El-Shaddai”], but by my name the Lord [Hebrew “Yahweh”] I did not make myself known to them.’” 
This has led many to believe that God had never revealed His name “I am” [or “Yahweh” in Hebrew] until this conversation with Moses. Yet this is not the case. Yahweh’s name was not unknown to Moses. His mother’s name, “Jachebed” means “Yahweh is my glory.” No, Moses knew the name.
 Furthermore, the name Yahweh appears several times in the book of Genesis, such as Genesis 4:1, 26, and Genesis 9:26. So how do we interpret God’s words in Exodus 6:2-3?

Some took this to mean that Genesis (or at least those passages using the name “Yahweh”) was written by a different author than the one who wrote this Exodus text. This became known as the “Documentary Theory” in which no less than four different authors (none of whom were Moses) wrote various parts of the first five books of the Bible. It was a subtle way of denying the authorship of Moses (despite clear testimony of Scripture that he was the human author) and undermining the divine inspiration of these books. No one who takes the Bible as the Word of God can accept this explanation.

So how do we understand this inquiry of the divine name? If Moses was going to accomplish anything in Egypt, he needed to know the name of the Lord, because the Israelites would surely ask, “Who gave you the authority to tell us and Pharaoh what to do?”
 But understand that in the ancient world a name meant the personality or character or nature of the inner reality of whoever was being named. To ask for the Name of God was to ask for the nature of God in its most profound aspect.
 And so Moses’ question was, “What is the meaning of your name? (The particular Hebrew interrogative he uses makes that clear.) God patiently explained: his name means, “I am.”

If the patriarchs in Genesis had indeed invoked the name I am, then it makes no sense for Moses to ask for God’s name at this point in the narrative—Moses and the people would already know it. But is this indeed what Moses is doing?

In biblical Hebrew mî (“who?”) is the animate, interrogative pronoun that focuses on the person. Thus, mî šemekā (lit., “Who is your name?”) is used to ask for someone’s name, as in Judges 13:17. The inanimate pronoun mah is used when the focus is on the circumstance rather than the person. Thus, mah šemekā (lit., “What is your name?”) seeks the meaning of the name, as in Genesis 32:28. Moses uses mah rather than mî, asking mah šemô (“What is the meaning of his name?”). Within the context of the narrative, Moses is really anticipating this question from the Israelites: “Given all the suffering we have been through, what does I am mean anyway?”

If Moses were simply asking for God’s name, God’s response would be simple: “My name is I am,” but that is not God’s response. On the contrary, God provides in Exodus 3:14 the etymology of I am and its meaning by revealing his full-sentence name: ʾehyeh ʾašer ʾehyeh (“I am who I am” in the niv). God abbreviates His full-sentence name to a single verb: “ʾehyeh” (“I am”).

And so we can understand Exodus 6:2-3 as J. A. Motyer translates it:

‘And God spoke to Moses, and said to him: I am Yahweh. And I showed myself to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob in the character of El Shaddai, but in the character expressed by my name Yahweh I did not make myself known to them.’
Thus we see Moses was sent to Egypt to declare was not a name but a nature.

The Identification of the Divine Name

We move on to the identification of the divine name. I realize this is a bit of anticlimax, since we’ve been talking about it already, but read with me Exodus 3:14-15,

God said to Moses, “I am who I am. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’ ” God also said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites, ‘The Lord, the God of your fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob—has sent me to you.’ This is my name forever, the name by which I am to be remembered from generation to generation.
Here we are introduced to the phrase, “I am who I am,” from which we get God’s name “Yahweh.” The name comes from the Hebrew word YHWH, also known as the tetragrammaton, meaning “four letters.” (No, you won’t need to know that for a test!) To pronounce this holy name, the Jews used the vowels from the name Adonai (Lord) and turned YHWH into Yahweh (Lord in our English translations). The name conveys the concept of absolute being, the One who is and whose dynamic presence works on our behalf. It conveys the meanings of “I am who and what I am, and I do not change. I am here with you and for you.”

Without doubt, Yahweh is the most significant name in the Old Testament. As one writer observed, “no single word in Hebrew has ever evoked such a torrent of discussion as…YHWH, the personal name of the Hebrew god [sic].”
  Known by many titles in Scripture, the God of Israel has but one personal name—YHWH.
 This name is found outside the Old Testament in the Mesha Inscription, the Arad Ostraca, the Lachish letters and inscriptions from Khirbet el-Qom and Kuntillat Ajrud, to name a few of the more prominent places.
 Within the Old Testament, this personal name of God is his most frequent designation in Scripture, occurring 5321 times. The shortened form yāh occurs fifty times.
 The Hebrew yāh also appears often in names, such as Joshua, Jeremiah, Obadiah, Elijah, and others. When God speaks of himself he says, “I am,” and when we speak of him we say, “He is.”

In nine places in the Old Testament, the Lord “filled out” or “completed” the name I AM to reveal more fully His divine nature and gracious ministry to His people:

• Yahweh-Jireh: The Lord will provide or see to it (Gen. 22:14)

• Yahweh-Rophe: The Lord who heals (Exo. 15:26)

• Yahweh-Nissi: The Lord our banner (Exo. 17:15)

• Yahweh-M’Kaddesh: The Lord who sanctifies (Lev. 20:8)

• Yahweh-Shalom: The Lord our peace (Jdg. 6:24)

• Yahweh-Rohi: The Lord my shepherd (Psa. 23:1)

• Yahweh-Sabaoth: The Lord of hosts (Psa. 46:7)

• Yahweh-Tsidkenu: The Lord our righteousness (Jer. 23:6)

• Yahweh-Shammah: The Lord is there (Ezek. 48:35)

What is God’s first and foremost name? It is Yahweh—“I am that I am”—or the shortened Yah—“I am.”

The Implications of the Divine Name

Beyond this are the implications of the divine name. In answer to the question, “What is his name?” God says to Moses, “I am who I am.” But what is in view here is hardly an abstract affirmation of pure existence, which is an idea more like what a Greek philosopher might formulate. The same verb has, in fact, just been used also in Exodus 3:12, where God says to Moses, “I will be with you.” So to say, “I am” carries the concrete idea, “I am present,” and “I will be present.” This is the mighty assurance which is given to Moses and which, through him, is to be given to the people of Israel. The God who manifested Himself to Abraham and went with Him, and was similarly known to the succeeding patriarchs, will now also be mightily present with the whole people. He has manifested himself to Moses in the burning bush, and He will manifest Himself to them in mighty deeds. He is present with Moses, and He will be present with the people.

This biblical concept of God’s personhood refutes all abstract philosophical ideas of God as merely First Cause or Prime Mover as well as all naturalistic and pantheistic concepts. Modern equations of God with immanent personal relations (e.g., love) are also denied as inadequate.
 Yahweh is a person, not a force or an abstract concept.

The name Yahweh is associated with God’s covenant with Israel and speaks to the personal and relational nature of his character.
 Theologian Bernard Ramm writes, “In our estimation this is the greatest verse in the holy Scripture about the way we can know the true and living God.”
 And this leads us to the most important implication of the divine name: God wants us to know Him, because knowing God is the most important thing in life!

Another implication of the divine name comes from the tense of the word. “I Am” denotes the One without beginning or end, the forever present tense, the Eternal One.
 In Psalm 90, a psalm attributed to Moses, we read, “Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God.” (Psalm 90:2). The verb tense of the last phrase is very important: “you are God” is in the present tense. Moses did not write, “You were God” or “You will be God,” but stated, “You are God.” This shows that God not only existed before there was time (and will exist after time is no more), but that He is above time. There is neither past nor future with God; everything is laid out before Him in the present—what some have termed “the eternal now.” This speaks of God’s eternal nature. (We, of course, are bound by time, as well as terms such as past, present, and future. This makes it difficult for us to comprehend God’s eternal nature; we must accept it by faith because He has said it, not because we have figured it all out!)

Many claim to believe in a generic “God.” But Moses was to tell the Israelites that he had been sent by the one true God—“the Lord” or “Yahweh,” the great I Am. He alone is “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” and He is the Father of our Lord Jesus. He is responsible for all that exists, and He sovereignly directs all things to accomplish his purposes. Though the world is ever-changing, HE IS.

Yes, God has a name…and it’s not Howard or Andy. His name is Yahweh, the great I Am—and that is also the name of His Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord!
 Over the next several weeks we will see instances where Jesus invokes this divine name for Himself, and what that means for us today. We will see Jesus in the present tense.
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