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As we begin today, I just want to remark on what a special Easter it was; what a joy to see so many people coming to celebrate the resurrection. The music, the message, communion celebrated as a victory; it was just an amazing day. 

Today, with the celebration of Easter fresh in our minds, I want to re-tell the story of God involving a body broken and blood shed. It is a story of a son’s obedience. It is a story of a father’s anguish. It is a story of a promising life, threatened to be cut short, and a story of God’s redeeming sovereignty and grace.

No, it is not a re-telling of Jesus’ passion. It is the story of Abraham and Isaac.

Read Genesis 22:1-19.

Can you imagine? Seriously, can you imagine?

Here, Abraham had waited for years – years! – for the birth of this son. Obedient to God’s command, he sent away Hagar and Ishmael so that Isaac would be his only heir. He was faithful for more than 35 years; 25 prior to Isaac’s birth and at least 10 since. And then, God said to him, take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering.”

Are you serious?

This is one of the most famous and controversial stories in Scripture. It is a difficult passage on many levels. 

We have seen Abraham act nobly and badly. We have seen him be faithful time and again as God instructed him to do radical things. Even so, what is it in this account that reveals something about God we need to know? 

It is important to notice where this story is located within Genesis. It follows immediately after the banishment of Hagar and Ishmael. Both accounts demonstrate Abraham’s willingness to obey God by giving away the sons he cherished. It is a story of God’s sovereign hand moving within history to affect his redemptive purposes in his own way. The two stories are parallel in many respects; with Abraham’s obedience in taking Isaac as a sacrifice shown as superior in every element. (From the Word Biblical Commentary, Genesis 16-50, p. 99):

	*God orders Ishmael’s expulsion (21:12-13)
	*God orders Isaac’s sacrifice (22:2)

	Food and water taken (21:14)
	Sacrificial material taken (22:3)

	Journey (21:14)
	Journey (22:4-8)

	Ishmael was about to die (21:16)
	Isaac about to die (22:10)

	Angel of God calls from heaven (21:17)
	Angel of the LORD calls from heaven (22:11)

	“Do not fear” (21:17)
	“Fear God” (22:12)

	*“God has heard” 
	*“You have obeyed (heard) my voice” (22:18)

	“I shall make into a great nation (21:18)
	“Your descendants will be like stars, sand, etc. (22:17)

	God opens her eyes and she sees well (21:19)
	Abraham raises eyes and sees ram (22:13)

	*She gives lad a drink (21:19)
	*He sacrifices ram instead of son (22:14)


The point is that Abraham’s journey and struggle are even greater, more intense, than Hagar and Ishmael’s. Ishmael will be blessed and will continue to be a fulfillment of God’s promises to make Abraham’s offspring great nations, but Isaac continues to be the one on whom God’s focus and attention are placed. 

God loves his children; but treats them differently. God demands obedience from all; but it looks different. Obedience in my life looks different than the obedience God demands from your life. You cannot measure your faithfulness, your struggle, or your calling next to mine – it is apples and oranges. The only standard is: are you being faithful to God who is molding and shaping you for his purposes.
This is a particularly important realization for pastors. I am susceptible to the temptation of grandeur and importance – when I see what God is doing with some of the mega-churches like The Rock on Pt. Loma, I do not see their struggles but am envious of their success. But just because Isaac was the child of promise does not mean his road was easy; nor does it mean Ishmael was not important in God’s eyes. It does not mean Ishmael was not loved sufficiently. Just because The Rock is a mega church in San Diego does not mean God does not love Chula Vista Presbyterian sufficiently. It is important we see God’s blessings as good – rejoicing both in God’s faithfulness to us and also celebrating what God is doing in the lives of others for His glory.
1. Testing

Even if the comparison with Ishmael shows that God’s purpose with Isaac is greater, we are still left with questions. Is Isaac really blessed by being the child of promise? How was that working out for him? But, perhaps much more to the point, what kind of a God is this?  What kind of God torments the people he loves by testing them to do something fanatical?
Some of you may be out there thinking, “That is not the God I worship. I could not, I would not live in relationship with a god who would require someone to do such a thing. That’s awful.” 
Make no mistake, God’s command to Abraham must have been awful for Abraham. Yes, the narrator lets us know up front that Abraham was being tested – so Isaac was never in any real danger – but Abraham did not know it. From Abraham’s perspective, the child that God had promised for all those years, the child that was his heir, the child through whom the promises were to be manifest; that was the child that Abraham was supposed to sacrifice. 
Abraham was undoubtedly relieved when God stopped the sacrifice of Isaac and pointed him to the ram caught in the thickets, but I also am sure that Abraham was a bit irked.

But the issue is not whether Abraham liked what God is doing. Boy, this is a tough lesson to absorb. God is God regardless of our approval. God is God regardless of our love. God is God whether or not we understand or like what he is doing. God is God; and we are not.

I know you have heard me say that in previous sermons, but it bears repeating because we so often forget it. As we grow into adulthood and are able to have control and power in decisions about our lives, we also think we have grown into the place to have opinions about God’s sovereign will over our lives. We want God to act in a way that makes us proud. Instead, when we go to Scripture, we get embarrassed by God’s stories. We shy away from stuff like this, hoping people attacking our faith won’t bring it up, and try to stick with things like grace and love and joy.

Friends, let me be clear about this: God does not need our approval to be God. God does not need to conform to our sense of propriety and dignity. We are dependent upon God and not the other way around; the sooner we learn that we need to pay attention to what God is revealing about himself (rather than what we want him to be), the sooner we will grow skilled in the word of righteousness and will be trained by practice to distinguish good from evil. 

God’s testing is not fun, but God is not toying with us for his amusement. It is not a cat and mouse game, nor is it an angry God sitting on a storm cloud with a lightning bolt waiting for us to mess up so he can get us. God tests for the purposes of discipline, of purifying, of molding us into the people he intends us to be. By the way, he does not ask our permission to test us.

And here’s the thing: you know this is true. In your own lives, you have experienced trials not of your own making and not of your own plans. Some have been extremely painful. Whether it was the loss of a loved one, an injustice that was done to you, a dream that was taken away or any other of an unlimited number of things that have made you ask, “Why God?”, you have experienced God’s testing. You have asked, “Where are you?” You have asked, “Why me?” Now, to be sure, not everything that happens – to you or by your own choosing – is about you. At the same time, it also is true that God often puts people through experiences like this to seal in the discipline of depending upon him.

Here is the question for you: are you being molded by God into the person he intends you to be – or – are you trying to mold God into the god you want him to be? 

Why does God test us? To shape us, mold us, chasten us, and strengthen us for the abundant life he has willed for us.
2. Obedience
Those things said – God’s plan for Isaac was greater than Ishmael, and God is sovereign – do not change the fact that the instruction to sacrifice Isaac is extreme, over the top, fanatical. 

We see this story in very different eyes than generations ago. Child sacrifice was always bad, but in recent years we have seen the perversion of the gospel leading to large-scale horrific results. We see this story post 9/11; and we are covering this story on Holocaust remembrance day. We have seen the consequences and devastation wrought by those claiming to have a mandate from God.

It was not just Nazi’s, or Rwanda, or Islamic terrorists; it was David Koresh and the Branch Davidians in Waco, Texas. It was Jim Jones and the kool-aid poison in Jonestown, Guyana. It was the Heaven’s Gate group in Rancho Santa Fe. If we celebrate Abraham’s obedience, we also have to ask how were those others different than Abraham? How do you distinguish between the evil spirit seeking destruction and the Holy Spirit that is testing?

It can be confusing.

We suspect that the willingness to die or to kill based upon some message received from God is likely evil or insanity. We think of God as nice and loving and kind and benevolent. And yet we have just finished celebrating Jesus Christ’s self sacrifice, 

…who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking on the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross. Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus, every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Philippians 2:6-11)

After the angel of the LORD called to Abraham and stopped him, the angel said to him, “Because you have done this, and have not withheld your son, your only son, I will indeed bless you,  and I will make your offspring as numerous as the sand that is on the seashore.” 

How do you discern between a test from God and a temptation from hell? How do you discern good from evil?

I have no iron clad formula for you. Yes, there is the 1 John 4 test, “every spirit that confesses Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God”; however, God’s instruction to Abraham did not include that phrasing. Thus, Abraham had to do some discernment. We do, too. Here’s what I think helped Abraham and may help you:

a. Know the voice. If you want to know God’s voice, be in communication. Pray. Read Scripture. Worship. Give. That is the stuff of relationship and that is how you can begin to distinguish God’s voice from other voices.

b. Practice being faithful. God did not begin Abraham’s walk of faith by having him sacrifice Isaac. This event was a long time (35+ years) and many episodes after God instructed Abraham to leave his country.  Likewise, God has us crawl before we walk and before we run. Take little steps – engage in a morning of being a blessing to someone in need through service. Share your testimony with a new acquaintance. Invite someone to join you in coming to worship. Give of your time, talent, and money to support mission and ministry for the glory of God.

c. Be willing to be used. Seek and yearn for opportunities for God to grow you. This goes to your heart. If you are acting out of obligation – doing your duty and paying your respects to God in the hopes that he will leave you alone and let you live your life – you will not grow and you will not be attuned to his voice. If you desire to know God’s love, love God. 

d. Be ready to be a fool. Chances are, if whatever you are discerning is designed to make you look good – be more powerful, attain some human status or security – it is unlikely to be God. Christ invites his disciples to take up their cross daily – an unreasonable and foolish thing in the world’s terms. 

e. Consider the counsel of the community of faith. One of the strengths of Presbyterians is the Calvinist notion of a two-part discernment of call: the internal call of the individual and the external affirmation of call by the larger community of disciples. This is a tool and not fool-proof. The German people were seduced and allowed the church to be hijacked for the purpose of the government. The Branch Davidians cut off contact with the larger church in order to follow their messianic leader. Today’s San Diego Union Tribune has an article about church people being taken in a Ponzi scheme. But the testimony of the church, founded upon Scripture, is always going to be a blessing. When prayerfully and faithfully devoted Christians are engaged in the discernment process, encouragement of virtue and repression of vice follow.  It is one of the marks of the church.
Abraham must have been intimately familiar with the voice of God in order to obey. The “fear” of the LORD described here is not an emotion, but a disciplined obedience to God’s command. As we will see in a moment, Abraham’s obedience must have been based upon his conviction that God would be faithful to his promises, and even if Isaac were sacrificed, somehow the promise would be fulfilled beyond Isaac’s death. As it turned out, God provided an alternative for which Abraham (and Isaac) rejoiced.

This is the only place in the Bible where it is said that God is said to have tested an individual, but the quality of testing is similar regardless of whether it is an individual or a nation. God tested Israel through hunger and thirst in the wilderness (Exodus 15, 16, 20), through false prophets (Deuteronomy 13), or through foreign oppression (Judges 2, 3, 14). The purpose of such trials was to discover “what was in your heart, whether you would keep his commandments or not;” (Deuteronomy 8) and, “to humble you …to do you good in the end.” (Hebrews 12). 
Not every one – not even most – will be tested by being commanded to offer their children as sacrifices, but it is safe to believe that God will test his children. Have you experienced God’s testing? Have you been stretched? Have things you held tightly been taken from you? Have the things that gave you security disappeared or been diminished? 

3. Redemption “The Lord will provide.”
As we turn our attention to Abraham’s obedience for a moment, we have to look at his conversation with Isaac. Abraham’s answer to Isaac’s question was a dodge, a prayer, and a prophecy. Isaac asked, “The fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” Abraham, aware of what God had instructed him to do, responded, “God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” 

Abraham was placing responsibility for what was happening on God’s shoulders. It makes me wonder how loud he said his answer – whether he was unusually loud to make sure that God could hear. Abraham was not doing this on his own initiative, he was not doing this because he wanted to, he was doing this because God told him that Isaac was the offering. And, from Abraham’s point of view, if God had miraculously cause Sarah to give birth when both Abraham and Sarah were too old, Abraham had to trust that God also was able to either make Isaac new or bring him back from death after the sacrifice. But to Isaac, this was a non-answer. 

Abraham’s answer also was a prayer. God, if there is any other way, please let this cup be taken from me. If there is any other way to accomplish whatever it is you are doing, please let’s do that. But if not; your will, not mine. Does that sound familiar? The difference is, here, God did provide another way. 

Abraham’s answer was a prophecy. Isaac’s willingness to go along, to be bound, and to put his complete trust in his father, Abraham, foreshadows God’s characteristic hand at work: obedience leading to the redemption – and, more specifically, redemption of the first-born. It was the same in the Passover, when obedience to God’s command led to the preservation of the first-born of the Hebrew slaves. It was the same in the celebration of the resurrection, when obedience to God’s command led to Christ’s victory over sin and death. God’s plan for the redemption of sinners is hard. It is difficult for us to understand and appreciate, but it is very real. 

Whom do you trust for your salvation? Who is ultimately sovereign over your life? Do you rely on God to lead you through your days? Do you pray for God’s deliverance? Do you trust in God’s faithfulness and grace – redeeming you through the obedience, blood, and resurrection of Jesus Christ?

Conclusion

This is a hard passage and will continue to be a hard passage. We feel Abraham’s experience deep within our gut and anguish that God could test anyone – including us – to such an extent. If we stop there, we distance ourselves from God.

If we look deeper, we see God working his plan for redemption through Abraham and Isaac. We see God revealing his love for us by providing a substitute for the death we deserve by sin. We see a mature, obedient Abraham still being molded for God’s eternal purposes.  We see the promise of God’s victory at Calvary foreshadowed, allowing us to trust ever more strongly – there is nothing in all of creation – not height, depth, power, principality, not even death itself – that can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Amen.
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