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Julie and I have friends who recently had their third child. The remarkable thing is that they are both in their mid-forties and this was totally unexpected. When they had their son, they named him Isaac. Born out of their (relatively) old age. That is what sticks out in our minds with Isaac. But tonight we’ll try to trace out the rest of his story, we’ll attempt to see what happens to him as he walks with God through the pages of Scripture. He’s the second of the four great men of Genesis: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph.


We first read about Isaac way back in Genesis 12, when Abraham his father was promised an heir, even though he and Sarah were well past child-rearing years.
 We keep getting glimpses of him until he finally arrives in chapter 21. You may also recall that throughout the interplay between God and Abraham and Sarah, we get what becomes Isaac’s name: Laughter. Laughter that sometimes seems like a mocking of God’s promise, but which finally turns out to be astonishment at the son in Sarah’s arms. In chapter 22, we see what is perhaps Isaac’s greatest moment – he goes willingly to be sacrificed. We talked a few weeks ago about the parallels of Isaac and Jesus at that moment, the similarity and the dissimilarity between these two journeys of sacrifice and faith. 


What happens next to Isaac? In looking at so much Scripture at once, we can only draw conclusions and hit the high points, but we probably shouldn’t skip over such a key figure, so we’ll take our best stab at it.


Chapter 23 concerns the death of Sarah and Abraham’s securing of a burial plot for her.
  Both Abraham and Isaac are left with only each other, which must have been especially hard on Isaac since it seems that he and Sarah were exceptionally close. The scene is thus closing on Abraham and it is time to transfer the stage over to Isaac. But he needs something – a wife would be good in order to fulfill the stars in the sky and the sands on the seashore stuff that God keeps talking about.

Chapter 24 tells that story. It is one of the great stories in the Bible, filled with detail and intricacy explaining the matchmaking God setting up Isaac and Rebekah. It has “the tension of a classic love story. The readers never doubt that somehow the hero and heroine will find each other, yet with each plot twist they hold their breath”
 (like The Princess Bride). It brings to mind two things for me: the Ruth and Boaz story and Proverbs 3:5-6: “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding. In all your ways, acknowledge him and he will make straight your paths.” Let’s see how God does that in this situation, in this story that “wrestles with the interplay of human responsibility (faith in action) and divine initiative (perfectly coordinated circumstances).”
 Though the Lord never speaks, He is the chief actor in this story. He is mentioned 17 times in this scene, as are derivations of the word “to go.”
 

And keep in mind these practical questions: Whom will you marry? How will you find him or her? What are you basing your decision on? Who is really in charge here? 

These are the last recorded words of Abraham. Even though he lives some years after this, it amounts to a deathbed scene. There are echoes of 12:1 in this call
 to his unnamed servant, this call for him to go out and find a wife for his son, one who is from the people of God (like Paul’s words in 1 Cor. 7). The servant goes out and makes it to Nahor. In the evening, he finds a well and then he prays to God in the first recorded prayer of this kind. He prays that God would direct him and help him to fulfill the task that he has been called to do. He prays “Give me success:” or “Make it happen in front of me.” “The hiphil [the specific tense] of this verb (karah) expresses God’s providential overruling of all events.”
  The servant also prays that he will see God’s grace: “Kindness” Hesed. This word means “Covenantal loyalty, steadfast love”. The servant is expecting God’s grace to show up on the scene and that it will be recognizable.

“Before he had finished speaking” Rebekah arrives at the well. We learn here and see throughout the interchange that Rebekah is beautiful, a virgin (which means a young girl of marriageable age, an surely also a virgin in regard to her chastity as well), a model of hospitality and faith, compassionate to people and animals, strong, energetic and industrious, welcoming, declares faith in Abraham’s God by decisively leaving her family to marry Isaac in a foreign land, courageous.

We see that Rebekah more than fulfilled what the servant had prayed he would see. Not only was she beautiful, but she showed that she was a woman who thought of hospitality, who served others out of her strength and character.
 The servant is duly impressed and gives her gifts (the place to go for a Biblical (cultural) defense for nose rings!)


Rebekah takes the servant to meet her family and her brother Laban steps out to meet him. Notice Laban’s greed as a foil in the story, which Moses only implies here as he writes that Laban notices the man’s riches right off the bat. He also later asks an unethical question, wanting Rebekah to stay for a few days, though some commentators think it could be a euphemism or way of saying 10 months or even a full year. Think of what happened later with Jacob and Leah and Rachael with this man.  The servant doesn’t think this is a good idea, regardless of how long it is.


When they turn the question to Rebekah, she says, “I will go.” “Seemingly against her family’s wishes, she complies with the Lord’s direction, matching Abraham’s faith to leave the family.
” Think to of 12:1. 


Rebekah and the servant ride off into the sunset, him to deliver the wife to his master and she to meet the one she would spend the rest of her life with. 


Imagine having the two of them and their twins over for dinner. You ask their story of how they met. Looking to Isaac first, you realize that he doesn’t have much to offer the story. Uhhh… I was out in the field and she just showed up. Pretty cool, but also pretty clueless to what had been happening. Rebekah though fills it in and begins with how she was minding her own business, getting water from the well one day when this man with a herd of camels came up to her and told her he had been looking for her. He told her about what Abraham had sent him to do. You get the picture that neither one was seeking the other. Both were seeking the Lord and doing what they normally did until God intervened. That’s a good way to go about finding your future spouse. Be faithful to God and what He has called you to do. Trust Him to bring to you the right person in the right timing and in the right way.

Commentator Bruce Waltke summarizes this way: “This story reflects on how the divine promise to Abraham is fulfilled through his faith and commitment, through the divine presence in the angel of the Lord, through the prayer and prudence of the anonymous loyal servant, through the Lord’s providence, and through Rebekah’s willingness to leave her own land to join the promised family. In this way the Lord orchestrates the birth of the promised seed. The anonymous servant is the first person in Scripture who prays for direct guidance through providential signs. While the saint should pray without ceasing and with thanksgiving for every circumstance, the New Testament has no parallel of the apostles or the church asking for signs.”


Isaac and Rebekah’s marriage is off to a great start. However, by the time their children grow up, they will have slipped into dysfunction and whatever laughter had been there, will seem to have disappeared. 

In chapter 25, Abraham dies, but we read this: “After the death of Abraham, God blessed Isaac his son.” (25:11) God continues his promise through Abraham’s son, the child of promise. In chapter 26, we also get another renewal of the Abrahamic covenant. “I will multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and will give to your offspring all these lands. And in your offspring all the nations of the earth shall be blessed because Abraham obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws.” Does Isaac deserve this continuation? To this point, although he seems to be a fairly passive person, he has been presented to us as a man of impeccable character. Has he earned God’s blessing? We’ll have to see as we go.

As we read on, we see the birth of the next great man in Genesis – Jacob along with his brother, Esau. What is amazing here, and something I didn’t realize until I started studying this week, is that Isaac and Rebekah were married for 20 years before they had Jacob and Esau. In 25:21 we read “Isaac prayed to the Lord for his wife, because she was barren.”
 And God answered that long-standing prayer, surely not a prayer of laughter, by giving Rebekah two sons. As a picture of what was to come, the pregnancy was not an easy one. Rebekah cries out in 25:22 “Why is this happening to me?”
 I have heard this cry as well.

But when I heard it, I answered. When Rebekah cries out in labor pains, God answers. That’s a big difference. God explains that the war going on within her womb is indicative of the war that will continue between the two boys throughout their lives, and their descendants after them. A helpful explanation, but not exactly encouraging news. God gives us an amazing tidbit of profound importance here when he says, “the one shall be stronger than the other, the older
 shall serve the younger
.” God is telling Rebekah what will happen. Like He knows. Like He has already decided what will happen. You can read more about this in Romans 9, the classic chapter about God’s choosing and ordaining everything that will happen, in which Paul uses Jacob and Esau as the paradigm for this sovereign choice. We can talk more about that later, but for now just notice that God overturn the natural order of the firstborn and ordains what will take place in the brothers’ lives
. We see this verse lived out throughout the Jacob story. 


The story then moves to the last few episodes in Isaac’s life. In chapter 26, Isaac receives the promise given to his father, and then immediately we read about how he failed in one of the same areas as his dad. Amazing the parallels here. We are not talking about great fathers and husbands in these stories of our forefathers and their faith. Isaac tells the same lie about his wife to save his hide, and we see another picture of moral failure. But what happens? God appears again. 26:24: “the Lord appeared to him the same night and said, ‘I am the God of Abraham your father. Fear not, for I am with you and will bless you and multiply your offspring for my servant Abraham’s sake.” God continues to pursue Isaac, keeping the promise and covenant ever before him.


We finish the Isaac story with the transfer of leadership to Jacob. I’ll briefly summarize chapter 27. Jacob and Rebekah scheme to get the blessing that should have gone to Esau, but for God’s plans and their deception. Here is a picture of how God can even use sin for His purposes.  The picture we get of Isaac here is of an old man who craves wild game, favors the wild son and cannot recognize God’s leading. In addition, it seems that Isaac is unwilling to lead the family through conflict and is unwilling to submit to plans of God that differ from his own. How has he gotten to this point where he can’t trust his wife and his own son? 


Singer/songwriter Brooks Williams tells a story in one of his songs. He went to play a private show at someone’s house, and when he arrived the man was sitting in the middle of an empty house with all the lights off. Brooks thought he must have just cleared out all the furniture to make room for everyone, but it turned out that his wife had just left him. He had only realized it a few minutes before Brook had gotten there. The song’s refrain is haunting, “I must be blind, I must be dumb, I must be think as a wall, I must know nothing at all, nothing at all.” 


I don’t know the back-story, but I’m sure the wife many have had some good reasons for leaving him. Rebekah’s actions show that they had not been fostering a marriage of trust and intimacy. Even though they are one of few monogamous couples in the Old Testament, even they passed on a dysfunctional family. I don’t think Isaac is laughing too much now.


So where is the hope in all that? How can we see gospel in the life of Isaac. Again, there are glimpses. Instead of focusing on Isaac and Rebekah’s valiant and heroic deeds, as we often do, we should see the hand of God continuing in their lives despite their wickedness and unfaithful hearts. Yes, they both went out in faith to unknown lands. Yes, they both trusted in God’s provision, seen especially in Isaac’s substitute in Mount Moriah. We are inspired by Rebekah’s courage and humility in service. We are looking at the example of Abraham’s servant as he faithfully fulfilled his task and gave all the credit to God alone. Yet Isaac and Rebekah also fostered broken relationships, they lied to each other, sought their own good above others’, they so often seem so passive, they just aren’t really that inspiring.


Aren’t we the same way? If we wrote down our lives, would we be so proud of our thoughts, deeds, accomplishments, faith or service? Or would we often seem petty and shallow, seeking our own interests above the needs of others? Lost in the moment of selfishness rather than trusting in the promises of God. Sure there would be highlights, but there is an awful lot of heartache. Where is the gospel in that? That God will never leave us or forsake us. Like he did with Isaac and Rebekah, “He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”(Phil. 1:6).  Or how about this good news: “And after you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, confirm, strengthen and establish you. To him be the dominion forever and ever. Amen.” (1 Peter 5:10-11).


You see, this is the gospel. It’s not in hoping that we will do better, that we will someday live up to the grace that we’ve been given. That will never happen. It’s to recognize our sin more and more, to become saddened and repentant more and more, to cry out to Christ more and more. As we continue in our Christian walk, our spiritual eyes become more focused, allowing us to see our sin and shortcomings all the more. Even though we truly are making progress in Christlikeness, it so often feels like we aren’t because all of these sins are being exposed all the time. We then have more and more to confess, less and less to be proud of, more and more to be humble about, less and less to proclaim ourselves as BMOC. 


That is what I think the life of Isaac teaches. Even his great moments of faith weren’t enough to keep him from needing grace. He needed it till the very end, for his heart was like ours – desperately seeking things besides God. May we cry out to the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to save us from ourselves and deliver us into the hands of the One who Loves us more than we know.

� Actually, we read in 25:1-6 that Abraham “took another wife” and she bore him another six sons. Whoa.


� The text says that Sarah is 127 years old; “she is the only woman in the Bible whose life span is mentioned, signifying her importance.” Waltke, 317)


� Waltke


� Waltke again


� Key words – The Lord (17x), and “to go” (17x).


� “Put your hand under my thigh” “Holding the genitals, or placing a hand next to the genitals, during the act of solemn oath-taking is attested to in several ancient societies., though here it may have a special purpose of invoking the place of procreation as the servant is to seek a bride for the only son Isaac.” (Alter, p. 113). “In the ancient Orient, solemn oaths could be taken holding some object in one’s hand, as it is still customary to take an oath on the Bible before giving evidence in court. Since the OT particularly associates God with life and Abraham has been circumcised as a mark of the covenant, placing his hand under Abraham’s thigh made an intimate association with some fundamental religious ideas. An oath by the seat of procreation is particularly apt in this instance, when it concerns the finding of a wife for Isaac.” (Wenham, vol. 2, p. 140)


� Wenham, vol. 2, p. 143


� from Waltke, p. 323


� Camels were rare in those days, so this shows Abraham’s wealth. To water 10 camels, each of which could drink many gallons of water, shows R’s hospitality and amazing energy in running back and forth to fill her water jar. The servant thus devises a “shrewd character test. What touchstone could be more appropriate than the reception of a wayfarer to determine a women’s fitness to marry into the family of the paragon of hospitality. And it is a stiff test, too, since it would require far more than common civility to volunteer to water ‘ten’ thirsty camels.” (Sternberg, Poetics, p. 137) And we see that “the young woman’s performance surpasses even the most optimistic expectations.” (Sternberg, Poetics, p. 138)


� Waltke, p. 331


� Waltke, p. 333


� “Throughout Genesis, Isaac appears as a rather passive figure, liable to be imposed on by his father, his wife, his children and foreigners. But here for the first time he is presented as taking an initiative by interceding for his wife.” (Wenham, vol. 2, p. 174)


� “This anguished question spread across the pages of human history finds its answer in accepting that God’s wisdom and sovereignty stands behind all things. (Romans 11:29-36) (Waltke, p. 358).


� Esau – hairy monster, animalish nature, Edom – red, fiery, passion


� Jacob – heel-clutcher, grasping, struggling, betray, Israel – the one who struggles with God and people and who prevails


� John 15:16 “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you.





