
Text:  Exodus 4:1-20  
Title:  “Reluctant Messengers” Pt.2 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Open your Bibles with me once again to Exodus 3.  There’s an intense conversation going on here in 
Exodus 3-4 between the great God of the universe and a desert herdsman named Moses.  God has 
appeared to and spoken to Moses out of a burning bush … and the point is that God is calling Moses 
to be His messenger.  Read Exodus 3:10.  Well it turns out that God is having a hard time getting 
through to Moses about this because Moses is a reluctant messenger.  Read v.11. 
 
ILLUSTRATION – After my message last week on obeying the call of God to be His messengers, 
Dr. Mark Shelton told me a story that was told to him by his son Peter, who is a midshipman at the 
US Naval Academy.  It is a story that the midshipmen are told as an inspirational legend.  The story, 
entitled “A Message to Garcia,” goes back to the Spanish-American War in the late 1890s. 
 

When the war broke out between Spain and the US, it was very necessary to communicate 
quickly with the leader of the Cuban insurgents.  A certain general named Garcia was 
somewhere in the mountains of Cuba … no one knew where.  No mail nor telegraph message 
could reach him. President William McKinley, however, needed to secure Garcia’s 
cooperation, and quickly.  But how would he get a message to Garcia? 
 
Someone told the President that there was a man named Rowan who could find Garcia and 
deliver the message if anyone could.  They sent for Rowan, and standing before the President 
of the United States a letter was placed in his hand as he was given the charge to deliver the 
message to Garcia. 
 
The story goes that Rowan took the letter, sealed it up in an oil-skin pouch, strapped it over his 
heart, and just four days later he landed by night on a beach in Cuba.  He instantly disappeared 
into the jungle, and three weeks later he came out on the other side of the island, having 
traversed the hostile countryside on foot, delivering the message to General Garcia. 
 
Now the legend is passed on to the midshipmen at the Naval Academy because it carries a 
powerful example.  President McKinley gave Rowan a message to be delivered to Garcia.   
Rowan took the letter and did not ask, “Where do I start?  Where do I find him?  How will I 
get there and back?  Will there be pay for this?”  He simply accepted the assignment and the 
message.  He acted promptly without question, concentrated his energies, and accomplished 
his assignment to "Carry a message to Garcia!" 

 
That is the spirit that God is looking for in us as disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ … unquestioning 
obedience to His call to be on mission with Him.  Jesus said, “Follow me and I will make you to be 
fishers of men.”  God’s expectation of each of us is that we will be on mission with Him to deliver 
the message of the Gospel as He is about the great work of delivering men, women, boys and girls 
from the deadly grip of sin, and into life with Himself. 
 



APPLICATION - 3-1-6 PRAYER CARDS - As you think about your own reluctance to be a 
witness for Christ, let me give you a challenge that will serve as a point of application for the 
message today.  Somewhere in your pew, or in the pew rack in front of you, you will find a card that 
says “3-1-6 Prayer Card.”  Grab one of those please.  One of the credit card companies in their 
commercials ask the question, “What’s in your wallet?”  Well I want to change that to this question:  
“Who’s in your wallet?” Let me explain what we want you to do with this card. 
 
Now back to Exodus.  We can learn from the mistakes a fearful, reluctant messenger named Moses.  
There are several questions that Moses raises: 
 
REVIEW FIRST TWO POINTS FROM LAST WEEK 
 
1. THE QUESTION OF IDENTITY … Who am I? (3:11-12) 
 
Exodus 3:11 (NIV) - But Moses said to God, “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring 
the Israelites out of Egypt?”  
 
2. THE QUESTION OF AUTHORITY … What shall I tell them? (3:13-22) 
 
Exodus 3:13 (NIV) - 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?”  
 
We do not go in our own authority or in our own name.  We go in the name of Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
So there are the first two objections or questions that arose from this reluctant messenger.  But 
there’s another question: 
 
3. THE QUESTION OF CREDIBILITY … What if they don’t believe me? (4:1-9) 
 
Exodus 4:1 (NIV) - Moses answered, “What if they do not believe me or listen to me and say, 
‘The LORD did not appear to you’?” 
 
Now most of us understand the fear of rejection.  That’s a very powerful force in all of our lives … 
rejection by our friends at school, by our neighbors or our professional colleagues.  So we avoid 
putting ourselves in a position where they might reject us. 
 
Now back in Exodus 3:18 God told Moses that the Israelite elders would listen to him.  Well, Moses 
still isn’t convinced.  He is really showing his doubts … what if they don’t believe or even listen to 
me? 
 

The fear of rejection … It apparently was more important to him the fact that millions of the 
Israelites needed the message that God wanted him to deliver to them.  And for us today, our 
fear of rejection by our peers and family members keeps us from telling them the Good News 
that alone is the key to the prison of sin and death. 

 



Again, God has everything covered.  Remember this is God’s great act of deliverance.  By His grace 
the Lord calls us to join Him in that great work … and He takes care of all the details. 
 
In this case, God will take care of the credibility question.  God will give to Moses a “believability 
kit.”  In it will be three miraculous wonders or signs that will accompany Moses’ witness. 
 
First, there is the staff.    
 

Exodus 4:2 (NIV) - Then the LORD said to him, “What is that in your hand?” “A staff,” 
he replied. 
 
Note:  The “staff” was probably as common shepherd’s crook or rod (like in Psalm 23:4) 
similar to the one I’m holding here. 
 
All that he needed was already in his hand … his shepherd’s staff!  All that was needed was 
for Moses to yield it to God.  So God tells Moses… 
 
Exodus 4:3a (NIV) - The LORD said, “Throw it on the ground.”  
 
You see, only when it is out of Moses' hand and in the hands of God will it change!  It’s a 
picture of Moses’ life and his gifts … lay it down … throw it down. 
 
Exodus 4:3b - Moses threw it on the ground and it became a snake, and he ran from it. 
 
Maybe it was a cobra, which could be seen shaped in gold on Pharaoh’s headdress … the 
symbol of Egyptian authority and sovereignty.  And Moses ran from it. 
 
ILLUSTRATION – I’m with Moses!  I’m afraid of snakes.  In my opinion they are all 
deadly.  Those that won’t hurt you will make you hurt yourself trying to get away from them. 
 
Then God told Moses to do something very improbable. 
 
Exodus 4:4 (NIV) - Then the LORD said to him, “Reach out your hand and take it by the 
tail.” So Moses reached out and took hold of the snake and it turned back into a staff in 
his hand. 
 
Now this was a test of faith for Moses.  God was asking him to trust Him … to do something 
that was very risky. Moses faces his fear, obeys God's command and reaches out and grabs it 
by the tail, and immediately it again became a staff. 
 
Note:  The staff would be an important piece of equipment for Moses throughout his ministry.  
It was a symbol of God’s power with Moses.  The ten plagues that would come upon the 
Egyptians, which we will talk about next week, were all started with the lifting or holding out 
of the staff.  When the Israelites needed to cross the Red Sea with the Egyptian army pursuing 
them, Moses raised his staff and the sea was parted.  When Joshua went into battle with the 



Amalekites, Moses stood on the mountain above with the staff of God in his hand and prayed 
for Joshua to be victorious, and Joshua prevailed in the battle. 
 
The purpose of it was that others would know that God was sending Moses.  It was the symbol 
of God’s power with Moses. 
 
Exodus 4:5 (NIV) - “This,” said the LORD, “is so that they may believe that the LORD, the 
God of their fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob—has 
appeared to you.” 

 
Second, there is the hand. 
 

Exodus 4:6 (NIV) - Then the LORD said, “Put your hand inside your cloak.” So Moses 
put his hand into his cloak, and when he took it out, it was leprous, like snow. 

 
Exodus 4:7 (NIV) - “Now put it back into your cloak,” he said. So Moses put his hand 
back into his cloak, and when he took it out, it was restored, like the rest of his flesh. 

 
Exodus 4:8 (NIV) - Then the LORD said, “If they do not believe you or pay attention to 
the first miraculous sign, they may believe the second. 

 
Leprosy was a dreaded disease.  There was no known cure.  The ancients believed it was 
punishment for some terrible sin that was committed.  Moses' being able to create, and then 
remove leprosy with such ease would communicate to others that the very power and 
judgment of God was with him. 
 

Third, there is the water from the Nile River.  
 
Exodus 4:9 (NIV) - But if they do not believe these two signs or listen to you, take some water 
from the Nile and pour it on the dry ground. The water you take from the river will become 
blood on the ground.” 
 
Note:  For Moses to turn the water of the Nile River into blood was a bold statement to the Egyptians 
who worshipped the Nile as a great god named Hapi.  So for God to change the water of the Nile 
River to blood demonstrates God’s power over this Egyptian god.  Later when Moses strikes the Nile 
River with the staff of God to turn it into blood, or to cause frogs to come from the river, it 
demonstrated that God was greater than the gods of the Egyptians. 
 
Question:  What gives us credibility in our witness?  It is not our own power, but the power of God 
working in us and through us as we are yielded to God.   
 
But Moses is still not convinced he can do it.  So next comes… 
 
4. THE QUESTION OF ABILITY … What if I don’t have what it takes? (4:10-12) 
 



Exodus 4:10 (NIV) - Moses said to the LORD, “O Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither in 
the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue.” 
 
Moses is terrified of standing before the Israelites or before Pharaoh and just stumbling all over 
himself as he tries to deliver the message.  Ever felt that way???? 
 
Note:  The fact is that Moses is probably over-stating his inabilities here.  All through the rest of his 
life and ministry he was a powerful speaker.   
 

Acts 7:22 (NIV) - Moses was … was powerful in speech and action. 
 

Exodus 4:11 (NIV) - The LORD said to him, “Who gave man his mouth? Who makes him deaf 
or mute? Who gives him sight or makes him blind? Is it not I, the LORD? 
 
God is saying, “Moses, I created human beings; I know their limitations.  But there is no limitation 
that I can’t overcome.  I’ll give you what it takes to get the job done.” 
 
Note:  “I am slow of speech” … must be overshadowed by the great I AM. 
 
Exodus 4:12 (NIV) - Now go; I will help you speak and will teach you what to say.” 
 
What a great assurance to us as we go to speak in the name of Jesus and talk to our loved ones and 
friends about Jesus!  “I will give you the courage to speak, and the words to speak.”  Jesus earliest 
disciples must have had this same fear … the fear of speaking the message of God to others.  But 
Jesus assured them… 
 

Matthew 10:19-20 (NIV) - But when they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how 
to say it. At that time you will be given what to say, 20 for it will not be you speaking, but the 
Spirit of your Father speaking through you. 
 

ILLUSTRATION – There’s a story about the famous Polish Prime Minister and concert pianist 
named Ignace Paderewski.   He lived in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  One day at a concert in the 
long line of people waiting to get in there was a mother and her son.  She was eager to get front row 
seats so that her son might be close to the stage, and hopefully inspired by Paderewski to go on and 
excel in piano performance.   
 

Sure enough the mother and son got seats on the front row.  The mother turned to speak to 
someone who was seated nearby.  Suddenly the lights dimmed as the concert was to begin.  When 
the spotlight came on the piano at center stage, you can imagine the mother’s horror to see that 
her son had climbed up on the stage, sat on piano stool, and was beginning to play his favorite 
song on piano … Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.   
 
The mother rose to go quickly to the stage and retrieve her son, but before she could the great 
pianist Paderewski appeared on the stage behind the boy, who was now playing away at Twinkle, 
Twinkle Little Star.  Standing behind the boy, Paderewski leaned over and whispered in the boy’s 
ear, “Don’t stop. Keep playing.”  The boy complied.  The great master reached over the boy’s 



shoulder with his left hand and began to play the bass part to the song.  And with his right hand he 
reached over and began to play at the other end of the keyboard on the higher keys.  Together the 
master pianist and the little boy held the audience mesmerized with a stirring performance of 
Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star like they had never heard it played before.   
 

The little boy wasn’t ashamed of his weakness.  He was doing his best with what he had; and the 
tremendous skill of the master pianist wrapped his effort made for a powerful performance.  And 
that’s what God promises to do with us. 
 
5. THE QUESTION OF AVAILABILITY … Can’t someone else do it? (4:13-17) 
 
Exodus 4:13 (NIV) - But Moses said, “O Lord, please send someone else to do it.” 
 
Ah, the truth comes out.  It is all phrased very politely, but behind all the objections and questions, it 
all comes down to this … “God I just don’t want to do this.  Find someone else.” 
 
ILLUSTRATION – I once heard the story of a farmer who asked his neighbor if he could borrow a 
rope.  His neighbor said, “Sorry, I’m using my rope right now to tie up my milk.”  The confused 
neighbor replied, “You’re using it to tie up your milk.  A rope can’t tie up milk.”  The neighbor said, 
“Yes, I know that, but when a man doesn’t want to do something, one excuse is as good as another.” 
 
This is simply unbelief now, and God has had enough. 
 
Exodus 4:14 (NIV) - Then the LORD’s anger burned against Moses and he said, “What about 
your brother, Aaron the Levite? I know he can speak well. He is already on his way to meet 
you, and his heart will be glad when he sees you. 
 
Now God is displeased that Moses doesn’t trust Him enough to obey.  God is grieved when we call 
Him Lord, then do not do what He tells us to do.  But God doesn’t give up on Moses. 

 
Perhaps a better rendering of this verse is:  “Even though the Lord’s anger burned against 
Moses, he said…” 
 
So God in His grace not only gives Moses the promise of His presence and His power, He also 
gives Moses the promise of a partner. 
 
It was probably a surprise for Moses to know that Aaron was already on his way.  God had 
already started the plan in motion to bring Moses some help. 
 

Exodus 4:15 (NIV) - You shall speak to him and put words in his mouth; I will help both of you 
speak and will teach you what to do. 

 
This may seem like a concession to Moses, but we'll see later in Exodus that this is something Moses 
will come to regret!  Aaron will prove to be a real headache for Moses later.  Aaron will fashion the 
golden calf later and insight the people to pagan idolatry.  He will even lead a rebellion against 



Moses' leadership.  He will install two of his foolish sons into the office of priest who will defame 
the name of God. 

 
Exodus 4:16 (NIV) - He will speak to the people for you, and it will be as if he were your mouth 
and as if you were God to him. 
 
So as Moses goes forth, as inadequate as he feels, he will have a partner in his brother Aaron.   
 
Exodus 4:17 (NIV) - But take this staff in your hand so you can perform miraculous signs with 
it.” 
 
Do you see that that staff was a symbol of Moses’ life in the hands of God?  The power was not in 
the staff, but in God. 

 
And just as that staff would become powerfully active only when it was taken into Moses’ 
hand, so Moses would be able to do nothing until Moses became like a staff in God’s hand. 
 

So what happens next? 
 
Exodus 4:18 (NIV) - Then Moses went back to Jethro his father-in-law and said to him, “Let 
me go back to my own people in Egypt to see if any of them are still alive.” Jethro said, “Go, 
and I wish you well.” 
 
Exodus 4:19 (NIV) - Now the LORD had said to Moses in Midian, “Go back to Egypt, for all the 
men who wanted to kill you are dead.” 
 
Exodus 4:20 (NIV) - So Moses took his wife and sons, put them on a donkey and started back 
to Egypt. And he took the staff of God in his hand. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
When we are obedient as faithful witness for Christ, we can be confident that God’s power is able to 
convince and convict.  We are simply to speak; God will do the supernatural work of convincing a 
person of the truth of the Gospel, and convicting them of the need to be saved. 
 

God’s power will accompany the faithful witness of His people.   
 
Acts 1:8 (NIV) - But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will 
be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

 
But the power of God comes only upon fit vessels. 
 

Now take out your 3-1-6 Prayer Card.  Bow your head right now.  Ask God to bring to your mind, to 
your heart the people around you who need to know Christ.  Ask God whom He would have you 
begin to pray for the relationship … the conversation where you can introduce them to Christ … their 
response. 



 
 
 
 


