What is the meaning and significance of God’s revelation of His own name to Moses in Exodus 3:14?

Names in the Old Testament carry special meaning and significance for their owners. Naomi, meaning pleasant, asks to be called ‘Mara’, meaning bitter, because of the bitterness of her life (Ruth 1:20). Jabez, whose name is related to the word ‘pain’, prays that God would in fact keep him from pain and that his naming would not be true of his life and character (1 Chronicles 4:10). I could list more examples. A person’s name in the Old Testament is often strongly linked with who they are. 

This is no less true of God. God’s name often seems to represent His very self, or His presence. The Temple is the place where God causes His name to dwell (Deuteronomy 12:11, Ezra 6:12). God’s name is described as Holy and to be feared (Psalm 99:3, Psalm 111:9). God’s name then, is important for an understanding of who God is.

God’s name is most explicitly revealed in Exodus 3:13-15. As part of the LORD’s commissioning of Moses, Moses objects that the Israelites will want to know which god has sent Moses. Moses asks explicitly for God’s name and appears to get an explicit response. Exodus 3:13-15 is then a key text to tell us about the name of God. This essay will focus on this text in understanding what it means, and what implications this has for theology of the nature of God. 

The problem and the way forward.

God answers Moses by stating His name as ‘I am who I am’, ‘ehyeh asher ehyeh’ in the Hebrew. Moses is to tell the Israelites that ‘I am’ (‘ehyeh’) sent him. This response raises two questions. First, how does ‘ehyeh’ relate to God’s name as used throughout the Old Testament, YHWH? Second, what does it mean for God to call Himself ‘I am who I am’? What is the significance of this in understanding His character? This paper will focus on the second of these questions.

This paper will proceed by examining clues that might help us understand what this name means. It will look the grammar of the statement, and the uses of ‘ehyeh’ elsewhere in the Bible. It will then look for clues within Exodus 3 that might shed light on the question. Throughout it will draw on the above argued parallel between God’s name and His character, so that any meaning we find of God’s name must be in line with other evidence for His character in the Bible, especially that evidence relating to the phrase in question. The essay will then consider the Septuagint, Aramaic targums and New Testament understandings of this verse. Once all the evidence is out, it will evaluate and come to an answer. 

‘ehyeh asher ehyeh’ in Old Testament Hebrew

The first point to note in reference to the Hebrew of this verse is that the Hebrew language does not really have a tense system. There is no past, present and future in Hebrew. Instead, Hebrew has a perfect tense for when an action has been (or occasionally certainly will be) completed and an imperfect tense for continuous or incomplete action. ‘Ehyeh’ is the imperfect, incomplete tense, so could be equivalent to our future (‘I will be’), our present (‘I am’), or could have a past, present and future continuous sense (‘I continue to be’).
 Furthermore, Hebrew has no modal form, so the statement could be translated ‘I am who I could/would/should/might be’. The Hebrew is quite open, so we must look beyond the phrase itself to find a more precise meaning.  

Exodus 33:19 is another verse about the name of God and also happens to contain a similar grammatical feature. Moses asks God in verse 18 to show him His glory, to which God replies, “…and will proclaim before you the name, ‘THE LORD’; and I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy.”
 This is the same structure as in 3:14 except here, those who God will show grace and mercy are marked by the object marker, “eth”. This makes sense, however, as ‘who I am’ is 3:14 is still the subject of the phrase, God, so we would not expect an ‘eth’. Furthermore, ‘eth’ is not absolutely consistently used in Hebrew anyway.

Since we have the same grammatical structure, we would expect similar meanings of the two verses, but what does Exodus 33:19 actually mean? It is usually taken as a statement of divine freedom, in the sense that God will have mercy on whoever he wants to have mercy, and this seems to be the way Paul takes it in Romans 9:14. If we look at Exodus 34:6-7 where what God is saying He will do in 33:19-23 is actually carried out, we can see what seems to be a repeating but rephrasing of 33:19. God proclaims His name ‘The LORD’, followed by a statement that God is merciful and gracious. The emphasis here, however, is not that God is merciful and gracious to whomever He wants, but rather that God is merciful and gracious to a lot of people. It is equally valid then, to take 33:19 to mean that God is merciful and gracious to all that He is merciful and gracious to, that is, a lot of people. This would suggest a meaning of ‘I am who I am’ in 3:14 to be ‘I really am’. Whatever God is when He says He is, He really is it!

Another clue as to what Exodus 3:14 means is usage of ‘ehyeh’ on the lips of God in the rest of the Old Testament. If God’s name is representative of His character, we might expect that whatever He says of Himself elsewhere might be reflected in His name. ‘ehyeh’ appears in 51 verses of the Old Testament, of which 32 are on the lips of God, sometimes through prophets. 

In the Pentateuch and Joshua all nine occurrences of ‘ehyeh’ are on God’s lips. Furthermore, they are, with the only exception of Exodus 3:14, contained in the phrase ‘I am/will be with you’. This phrase is used to Isaac, Jacob, and three times each to Moses and Joshua.
 It is also used to Gideon, to David in two parallel passages, and nowhere else in the Old Testament.
 In all these passages, God being with people is a sign of blessing, protection and success. 

The statements in Joshua and Judges seem to directly refer back to Exodus 3-4 and God being with Moses. In Joshua, God says He will be with Joshua like He was with Moses. In Judges, the thrust of the conversation with the angel is that God will deliver Israel from Midian through Gideon as He delivered them from Egypt through Moses. This suggests, alongside the three-fold appearance of the phrase in Exodus 3-4, that ‘I am with you’ is an important phrase for this passage. 

‘ehyeh’ also occurs on God’s lips is another repeated phrase in Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Zechariah. 11 times some form of the phrase ‘you shall be my people and I shall be your God’ occurs.
 In Hosea 1:9, God says ‘you are not my people and I am not your God’,
 perhaps a deliberate turning round of the phrase. The meaning of the phrase seems to be a covenant relationship with YHWH, not totally different to ‘I will be with you.’ 

This phrase is perhaps not so significant as ‘I am with you’ in the Pentateuch for understanding Exodus 3:14 as no reference to Moses is made in these verses, and the phrase does not occur within the Exodus 3 and 4 narrative. It does, however, show that the prophets saw central feature of who God says He is as His being in relationship with His people. 

Despite this, we must point out that Exodus 3:14 does not say ‘I am who is with you’, but ‘I am who I am’. The narrative stresses the relational nature of God by repetition of the phrase ‘I am with you’, but chooses a different phrase in 3:14. ‘I am with you’ may be part of the meaning of (or an implication of) ‘I am who I am’, but it is unlikely to be the whole meaning.
 

Exodus 3:14 in Exodus 3

We should also look for clues as to the meaning and significance of this phrase in the passage in which it is found. An obvious starting point is the question Moses asks that prompts this reply from God. Childs and Moberly both point out that the question ‘What is His name?’ could also have the meaning ‘what is the meaning of His name?’ This is a common meaning, especially where it is envisaged being asked by descendants wanting to know the significance of a particular part of Israelite culture.
 This explains why God seems to give three varying answers to Moses’ question. These three answers give different forms of God’s name in order to explain what His name means. 

This means that it is very significant that in verse 15 God replaces ‘ehyeh’, His name for himself with ‘YHWH, the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham Isaac and Jacob’
. Other than this alteration, the two sentences spoken by God are identical, suggesting a deliberate parallel. Since we cannot know the vowels of YHWH with certainty, all we can be sure of is that it is some form of the imperfect of the less common verb ‘to be’, ‘hwh’.
 It has been suggested that YHWH is a Hiph’il, but since this passage parallels it with ‘ehyeh’, it is more likely to be understood here as a Qal. YHWH means ‘He is’ where ‘ehyeh’ means ‘I am’. ‘ehyeh’ is God’s name for Himself, ‘yhwh’ is our name for Him.
 

In God’s final statement, YHWH is followed by ‘the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham Isaac and Jacob’
. This is a combining of what Moses originally planned to say in verse 13 with the answer to the question that this was expected to prompt. This again suggests a relational side to ‘ehyeh’, as we saw with the repetition of the phrase ‘I am with you.’ 

If we ask why the Israelites might ask for God’s name, it is possible that Moses thought they would want to know exactly which deity had appeared to him. God’s name might be something that would distinguish Him from other gods.
 This could mean any number of things, but must be kept in mind when we come to a conclusion. 

The method of God’s revelation in 3:2 may also shed light on His revelation in 3:14. The angel of YHWH appears to Moses in a flame of fire in a bush that is burning but yet is not consumed. This could suggest something of the eternal or constant nature of God, but we cannot rule out the possibility that this is simply the first of many impressive wonders in Exodus.

‘I AM’ in the versions 

The Aramaic targums do two different things with Exodus 3:14. Onqelos, Neofiti, the Samaritan Targum, the Samaritan Pentateuch and the Syriac all transliterate ‘ehyeh asher ehyeh’ and (with the exception of Neofiti) also transliterate ‘ehyeh’ in the second half of the verse. These versions want to avoid putting any interpretation on God’s sacred name. 

Pseudo-Jonathan has “He who spoke and the world was, spoke, and all of it came about.”
 Neofiti translates the third ‘ehyeh’ as “He who spoke and the world was from the beginning, and is to speak again to it, ‘Be!’, and it will be.”.
 Pseudo-Jonathan has “I am He who was and continue to be.” These targums emphasise that God is creator and also emphasise His eternal nature. They take the Hebrew continuous sense to mean past, present and future. 

The Vulgate translates literally, ‘I am who I am’, and ‘He who is’. The Septuagint is a reasonably literal translation, ‘I am the one who is’ and ‘the one who is’, but the Greek ‘ho on’, ‘the one who is’ has deeper resonances.
 ‘ho on’ in Greek philosophy was a common name for the supreme deity. It draws in Greek ideas of existence and being. Philo took this to mean that no name could properly be used to describe God (such as I am x), so Exodus simply says ‘I am.’ Philo also saw God as the only one who truly exists.
 

Revelation 1:8 seems to bring together the Targumic idea of the continuance of God with the Greek idea of existence.
 God ‘is (‘ho on’) and was and is to come.’ God ‘is’ past, present and future. 

I AM in conclusion

We have seen that the Hebrew of ‘ehyeh asher ehyeh’ is quite open, but probably has a continuous, past, present and future sense. It may mean ‘I am whoever I want to be’, but more likely means ‘I really am’. It may have some relational element, but this cannot be the complete meaning. It is probably something that distinguishes YHWH from other Gods. It may or may not say something about the eternal nature of God. 

After all this discussion, we still do not have a definitive definition of who God is on the basis of His name. This may be the point. God is bigger than labels and whilst ‘He is’ really does describe who He is, the point may be that no other one description could fully describe who He is.  YHWH is distinguished from other gods because He is not one thing or another, He simply is. He is not the storm god, although He is God over the storm. He is not the sun god, although He is God over the sun. He is not simply ‘God who is with us’, or ‘our God’, although He is with us. He is not just ‘God who is eternal’, although He is eternal. God’s name, the statement that best sums up who He is, is not that he is this or that. He just is. And He really is it! 
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