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Our passage today is one of the greatest stories in the Old Testament. Many have said that this is the high point in ancient literature because of the story’s passion and detail, its agony and its amazing conclusion. In looking at it, we’ll have a really close look at a picture of the gospel, a foretaste of things to come. Having just celebrated Easter, with the death and resurrection of Christ fresh on our minds, I hope we are ready to see the parallels Genesis 22 has for us.


Let’s look at the call first. It starts off, “After these things,” and that should point us back to chapter 21. In chapter 21 we FINALLY get the birth of Isaac, something that has been promised since chapter 12 and which, when he finally arrives, is sort of a letdown since we don’t get a huge party or big banners or anything. Isaac was born. Of course. What did you expect?  Ho hum. The child of promise has arrived though! Great news! Sarah has borne a son in her old age! This is big stuff.


Then we immediately get this eerie story about the casting out of Ishmael and Hagar. Yet again we see the coldness of Sarah and Abraham in treating people with disrespect and cruelty.  With Isaac now on the scene, Ishmael is persona non grata, so he and his mom have to hit the road. Even though that causes pain for Abraham, he doesn’t do anything to stop it. But God again intervenes to provide for these two. Amazing is God’s love for these, who aren’t of His covenantal promise. An example for us to love those who are outside of the church, who are hurting no matter where they are in life or what sort of spiritual state they are in. 


Then we see a short story that illustrates Abraham’s successes. Things are going so well for him that others start to get afraid of his power and they seek to make a treaty with him. Finally, Abraham is on top of the world. He and Sarah have a son, and he is a successful businessman. What could go wrong?


After these things, God tested Abraham.


Uh oh. Testing isn’t the same as tempting. It means that God is about to show or prove to Abraham the full extent of his faith. Gordon Wenham puts it this way: “testing shows what someone is really like, and it generally involves difficulty or hardship… The use of the term here hints that Abraham will face some great difficulty but that he will ultimately benefit from it.”
 We’re tipped off here that things are probably going to go well, but we should be worried. What kind of test? Will Abraham succeed? What will the test show about the reality of Abraham’s faith, something that has waxed and waned from time to time?


God again calls Abraham, and Abraham responds. What God asks though is this: “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 on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.”
 Can you imagine what Abraham must have thought when he first heard those words? It is almost impossible for me to think of such a thing when I apply this to Ruthie or Cal, just one of my children. But if I only had one? My only son? The one I loved? Too much.


What exactly was God asking? Some have thought this completely insane and irrational. That God has lost it here. I just read in a book by Madeleine L’Engle that she thinks, along with many other, that Abraham was disobedient by going through with it. That God was testing him and wanting him to say no instead of yes.
 There’s no way the text reads that way, so it has to be forced to come up with something like that. Though it is awful and terrible, it also makes sense, for Abraham seems to understand it right away.


God is not asking Abraham to murder Isaac, to go immediately and slit his throat, but to sacrifice him in worship. There’s a huge difference. The controlling principle is this: God owns Isaac’s life. The life of the firstborn son is forfeited to God as a picture of God owning everything. Since the firstborn is the ultimate in ancient culture (and in cultures still today) for provision and status and continuation of the family, God says that it is His (realize too that He doesn’t condone this picture – in fact, He continually works to undermine it). In addition, this is a picture of God calling in His debts for the sins of the family. This is a picture of justice. It is entirely appropriate for God to do so; it’s just that He is asking for it immediately and without a substitute. Each firstborn of every womb is to be taken to Him for a sacrifice. Each firstborn son’s life is considered forfeit, but is to be redeemed by the sacrifice of an animal, picturing the reality of God’s ownership of the boy.


So if God had asked Abraham to sacrifice Sarah (of course He wouldn’t have), Abraham wouldn’t have done it. That wouldn’t make any sense. It wouldn’t have been God’s voice that He had heard, so he would have refused. But taking Isaac, as painful as that was, was something that Abraham knew was just and right and due God. 


And Abraham obeyed the test. “So Abraham rose early in the morning…” We don’t get any hint of hesitation; though we will later see anguish and struggle, we watch Abraham immediately obey God. The narrative slows down at this point, focusing on each detail of the story instead of giving us a sweeping overview. He saddled his donkey. He took two servants and Isaac. He cut wood. And he went. Three days passed on the journey, the time set aside for preparation for important things. Finally Abraham had arrived to the place where he and Isaac would have to go alone. He tells his servants to wait there and “I and the boy will go over there and worship and come again to you.” Is Abraham wavering? He didn’t say that only he would return, but that both of them would. Is he saying he’s not going to through with it? We’re not sure. But feel the pain.


They walk together – Isaac carrying the wood and Abraham the fire and knife. Isaac, is big enough to carry the wood on his back
, but he is apparently innocent and naïve and asks this question: “Behold the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” What does Abraham say to answer this question? – “God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” What is this? A lie, a dodge? We’re not exactly sure, but what we later learn in Hebrews 11 is that Abraham thought that God was going to bring Isaac back to life. You see, the issue here is that God seems to be contradicting himself. How can He be both the God of justice and the God of grace? How can He be the God of command and the God of promise? How can Isaac be sacrificed and dead and also be the father of many nations? What is going to happen? Abraham doesn’t know, but the beauty of the story is that he seems to be trusting in the reconciliation of the two by miraculous means.


And in verse 10, we have the horrible hanging moment. Abraham stretches out his hand to slay his own son, and an angel of the Lord says, “Abraham, Abraham. Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him, for now I know that you fear God
, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.” And Abraham lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, behind him was a ram, caught in the thicket by his horns. And Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son. So Abraham called the name of the place, “The Lord will provide: as it is said to this day, “On the mount of the Lord it shall be provided.” Though death was due, God provided a substitute. Isaac was a good as dead, and then we see how something/someone else paid the penalty for the sins of the people. 


Surely we cannot fail to see the connections with Christ.
 This is a picture of the gospel if there ever were one, a foretaste of things to come. Jesus went willingly to the cross though He could have escaped. He carried His own wood. He lay to be sacrificed. But in His case, it was a debt that wasn’t owed; it was a sacrifice, not for Himself, but for others. In His case, there was no ram substitute at the last minute to save His skin. He was the sacrifice. He was the lamb. He was the ram in the thicket. 


And where did these two events take place? Moriah means “the appearance of the Lord.” “The Lord appeared there as Himself, for he provided the sacrifice in a much more wonderful way than Abraham had forseen or described to Isaac. The sacrifice provided by the Lord took the place of Abraham’s own sacrifice. If only we would realize that the Lord has sacrificed His own Son, His most precious possession, for us, we would follow Abraham’s lead in trusting the Lord in everything. We would then be ready to do whatever He asks of us and follow Him always, however dark the way, believing that He will surely find a path to the fulfillment of the promise He has made to us.”
 Moriah later came to be called by the name we know – Jerusalem. Isaac’s sacrifice was a precursor of the temple sacrifices and of the ultimate sacrifice.” There is no need to doubt… that Abraham’s sacrifice took place on the site of later Jerusalem, if not on the Temple hill.”




So we can speculate that if Abraham had been there on the day Jesus was crucified, he would have said something like, “Ah… yes… I understand now. Justice and mercy together. Law and grace. Duty and promise. Your son in my place. Your beloved son, whom you love sacrificed for me. I bet He’ll rise again.” Or something like that. It would have made sense, since he had lived out the picture that was a precursor this ultimate event.


So great. What are we to take from all of this? How can we make application to this story? I think we must seriously consider following all that God has commanded us. That we should each make a commitment that would go like this: Lord, I commit to following you and your commands no matter what the cost. When I hear your voice telling me to do something, no matter how crazy it seems, I will do it. I will do it because I know you are a good God who seeks the best for His people and even though I don’t understand it, I will obey and trust you to work it all out.” As Tim Keller puts it, God must be the non-negotiable. He must be the foundation for everything you do and everything you stand for. Anything else is susceptible to the altar. Everything else must be taken and sacrificed before Him. That’s the kind of God He is. The Alone kind. The jealous kind. The unsharable kind.


How will that feel? Honestly, sometime it will feel like you’re dying. What is best for you isn’t always what feel best for you. Mike Biggs tells about his kids getting shots and how awful it is to have these big blue eyes staring at you because YOU ARE HOLDING ME DOWN AND LETTING THIS STRANGER HURT ME! It is a terrible thing to see your child hurt, but sometimes it is for his or her best. Elizabeth Elliot tells about watching sheep getting dipped in a vat of medicine to prevent diseases. The sheep is convinced that the shepherd is out to kill it. He’s even sticking my head under water to drown me! And the sheep fights will all its might the very good that the shepherd is working for it. Without the medicine, the sheep will be bitten by a tiny bug and die a painful death.


That’s the way it will feel sometimes when God is asking you to sacrifice things. Your career. Your idea of a spouse. Your dating relationship right now. Your sexual lusts. Your pride. Your car. Your possessions. Your time.  Or He may ask you to sacrifice your LACK of a relationship because He’s calling you into one. Your me-first attitude with your friends and parents. Your woe-is-me attitude which prevents you from a joyful life of community and fellowship. It’s all open before Him.


But what gives us the push to get up that mountain? What makes us sacrifice those things? To prove ourselves to God? To be a man or woman of integrity and obedience? NO. A thousand times no. 


Keller points this out and it hit me hard. The text doesn’t say, “So Abraham called the name of the place, ‘The Lord will be obeyed.” Yes, Abraham obeyed, which is great. But why did he? Because of his hope in the promises of God. Because of his trust in the goodness of God. Because he knew that God would work it out. And then who gets the glory? GOD does. The Lord will provide. You see, your sacrifices to God will merit you absolutely nothing. You can not earn God’s praise for you. You cannot earn God’s goodness. So why do it? Why sacrifice these things. Because you trust in God alone for your salvation and your whole life. Because you rest and lean on Him for everything you do. Because He is your foundation, He is your non-negotiable, He is your rock, He is your security and significance. Because “He who did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for us all – how will He not also, along with Him, graciously give us all things?!” (Romans 8:32)

I’ll end by quoting the great Baptist preacher, Charles Spurgeon. Listen to his call to you:

I will only interject this thought here – let none of us ever interfere with the provisions of God. If in our dire distress He lone was our Jehovah-jireh, and provided for us a Substitute, let us not think that there is anything left for us to provide. O sinner, do you cry, “Lord, I must have a broken heart”? He will provide for thee. Do you cry, “Lord, I cannot master sin, I have not the power to conquer my passion”? He will provide strength for thee. Do you mourn, “Lord, I shall never hold on and hold out to the end. I am so fickle”? Then He will provide perseverance for thee. Dost thou thank that after having given His own dear Son to purchase thee He will let that work fail because thou canst not provide some little odds and ends to complete the work? O dream not so; dote not on such folly. Whatever thou wantest, poor sinner, if thou believest in Christ the Lord’s provision of a Savior in Christ warrants thy believing that God will provide it. Salvation begins with Jehovah-jireh, the cross and the bleeding Savior; dost thou think it will afterwards drivel down into thy providing this and that? Oh, thy pride! Thy insane pride! Thou art to do something, art thou! What! And yoke thy little something with the Eternal God? Didst thou ever hear of an angel failing to perform a duty until he was assisted by an ant? Hast thou ever heard of God’s great laws of nature breading down till some child’s finger could supplement their force? Thou to help thy God to provide! Get thee out of the way, and be nothing; then shall God come in and be everything. Sin! It is the Lord that must rise. He shall be seen in the mount and not in thyself. Hide thyself, and let the glory of the Lord be manifested in thee. I wish that every troubled one here could catch this idea, and hold it fast. Whatever you want to put away your sin, whatever you want to make you a new creature, whatever you want to carry you to heaven, Jehovah-jireh, the Lord will provide it. Trust thou in Him and before long thou shalt see the divine provision and Jehovah shall be glorious in thine eyes.
  
� Wenham, Genesis, vol. 2, p. 104.


� Notice too, that God calls Abraham to go to place that He will show him later. In the interim three days, God must have spoken to Abraham in a conversation that isn’t recorded for us, since Abraham “saw the place from afar” and apparently knows where to go.


� The matter had come to this; that God would appear to have done nothing but mock him. Yet not only is the death of his son announced to him, but he is commanded with his own hand to slay him; as if he were required, not only to throw aside, but to cut in pieces, or cast into the fire, the charter of his salvation, and to have nothing left for himself, but death and hell. Calvin, p. 563.


� A story I found especially troublesome was that of Abraham and Sarah and Isaac. How could a God of love demand a sacrifice of the son he had promised to Abraham and Sarah? What kind of cold-blooded testing was that? Did Sarah know about it? Surely not! No mother would let her husband take her child to be used as a holocaust… Sarah would say, “No, Lord, there are things that even you do not ask.”… The next day she [a woman in her writing class] came in with a dialogue between God and the archangel Raphael, the physician of God. Raphael is very pleased with Abraham’s response to God’s demand, and begins extolling Abraham’s virtues to God. And God is not enthusiastic. The more Raphael praises Abraham, the less enthusiastic God gets. Finally, Raphael says, “But God, you put Abraham to the test and he passed.” God replies, “He did not pass. He failed. He chose law over love.” And all kinds of lights flashed on for me. L’Engle, The Rock That Is Higher, pp. 130-131.


� This is one of the most theologically difficult texts of the Old Testament. God’s command did not contradict moral law because the firstborn always belongs to the Lord (Ex. 13:11-13); however, the command is extraordinary both morally and theologically. Kierkegaard wrestles with this text and finds God’s command illogical and absurd (irrational)…. Perhaps one can make a stab at justifying the command on the basis that the Lord owns Isaac’s life. Nevertheless, the command teeters on the edge of morality. We are left with the inexplicable and exacting realization that faith demands radical obedience. Abraham is asked to behave in a way that is illogical, absurd, and to say the least, nonconventional from the human perspective. With the biblical world view, however, such radical behavior proves the true nature of biblical faith.  Waltke, p. 306


� Think about the reality of this in the Passover story. 


� The narrator includes enough information to depict Isaac as having a habit of obedience, trust in his father, and trust in God’s provision. A son strong enough to carry a load of wood sufficient for a sacrifice on his back is certainly able to resist an aged father if so minded. Instead, Isaac freely consents to Abraham’s will. Walke. 


� The narrator does not wrestle with God’s omniscience, which entails that he knew Abraham’s faith commitment beforehand. Instead, he focuses upon the reality that God does not experience the quality of Abraham’s faith until played out on the stage of history. Waltke, p. 308.


� If the Messiah be anywhere symbolized in the Old Testament, He is certainly to be seen upon Mount Moriah, where the beloved Isaac, willingly bound and laid upon an altar, is a lively foreshadowing of the Well-beloved of heaven yielding His life as a ransom. Charles Spurgeon, Christ in the Old Testament, p. 39.


� DeGraaf, p. 140.


� T.C. Mitchell, “Moriah,” NBD, 794, found in Waltke, p. 306.


� At the same time, also, we may observe, that God tempts his servants, not only when he subdues the affections of the flesh, but when he reduces all their senses to nothing, that he may lead them to a complete renunciation of themselves. Calvin, p. 564.


� Spurgeon, p. 55.





