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Have Faith in God, Not the Situation!     Genesis 22

Can we trust God when it seems like He doesn’t care or isn’t around?  It is one thing to face a difficult or trying situation that lasts a few days or a few weeks then we get through it.  We can usually find the strength to push through those times.  It is another thing that when the difficulty or the trial goes on and on, seemingly without end, we get tired and wonder if we can make it through.  It is when each day monotonously follows another, and the depression and darkness go on, that we wonder if the light will ever shine again in our lives.  It is when we get to the end of our rope, and realize we have a lot of cliff left below us, that we begin to despair.  We can’t make it through in our own strength.  We wonder if God will help us or if He even cares?
Abraham, our great example of faith in God, faced one of those situations in which he came to the end of his rope and wondered if he could make it through.  However, what makes this situation remarkable and maybe more tragic than what we face is that God was the one who pushed Abraham to the brink of the chasm.  God was the one who was leaving Abraham in the dark.  God was the one causing Abraham to doubt whether this God he had followed was worth following at all.  Listen to what happened in Genesis 22:1-2, Sometime later God tested Abraham.  He said to him, “Abraham!”  “Here I am,” he replied.  2Then God said, “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah.  Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about.” 

Now before you call Child Protective Services on Abraham or maybe on God, we need to understand the context of God’s test of Abraham.  First realize that God blessed Abraham with everything He had promised him.  God blessed Abraham with riches, livestock, comfortable tents, success, prestige and a happy family.  Abraham lived very well after he left Ur and followed God to the Promised Land.  It took a little while.  For 25 years Abraham looked up to the stars above him in Israel and remembered that God had told him he would have more descendents than those stars.  It is estimated that more than 8000 stars are visible to the human eye in the skies over Israel.  Abraham waited patiently for almost 25 years for the Lord to finally give him his son Isaac.  Now it had been another 15 to 20 years of joyful laughter watching Isaac grow strong and mature.  Abraham had a few tests of his faith in those years, but nothing too big, nothing God could not handle for Abraham.  But now Abraham’s faith would really be tested.  Now Abraham would truly discover if this God he followed was the one true God.  Now Abraham would find out if God was worth everything Abraham had received and more.  Was Abraham’s faith based on the gifts of God or on God Himself?  When everything goes well, it is easy to have faith.  When things get really tough, it is very hard to have faith.  What if God told Abraham to give up the most important gift He had received from God, the very son that was at the heart of God’s promise to Abraham?  Would Abraham still follow that God?
How about your faith in God?  Do you follow God because He has made things easier and more comfortable for you?  Are you a ‘fair weather’ follower of Jesus?  When the storms come in, will your house of faith stand?  Will you turn away from following Jesus when it seems that Jesus is not around or that Jesus doesn’t seem to care about your situation?  What is our faith based upon – the gifts we receive from the Lord or a personal, loving relationship with Jesus Himself?  If the gifts get taken away, will that end our relationship?  If we understand that the most important thing for us in this life is to get to know God through Jesus and become more like Jesus, than we must realize that our relationship with Jesus is the most important thing.  If anything else gets in the way of that relationship with God, than it must be demoted so we can get back to God.  Had Isaac become the center of Abraham’s life or was God still at the center?  What is at the center of your life?  If it is anything beside God, even very good things like children, spouses, success or whatever, then it must be put back in its right place.  There is only One who can sit on the throne of our lives, and that One is Jesus.
The second thing you must realize is that all the other religions and customs of that time in which Abraham lived practiced and often required child sacrifice.  Abraham’s own grandfather and father may have sacrificed some of their children to appease the false gods and stop a drought or plague.  Child sacrifice was very common as people thought the gods were angry with them and needed to offer their most precious gifts, the blood of their loved ones.  It sounds grotesque, tragic and evil to us today.  And it did to them back then too, but they felt they had no choice.  They felt that they had to do this if they wanted the rest of their family to live.  One would have to die for the sake of all the others.  Abraham was going to be tested by his God.  And the key question Abraham faced was – was the God of Abraham different than the gods of all the other religions around him?  So you understand now that there were two big tests happening here:  God tested Abraham to see if Abraham valued Isaac more than trusting in God.  And Abraham tested God to see if God was different and much better than all the angry and evil gods others worshipped all around him.
As our great example of faith, Abraham shows his faith in God by obeying Him.  Genesis 22:3-10,
3Early the next morning Abraham got up and saddled his donkey.  He took with him two of his servants and his son Isaac.  When he had cut enough wood for the burnt offering, he set out for the place God had told him about.  4On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance.  5He said to his servants, “Stay here with the donkey while I and the boy go over there.  We will worship and then we will come back to you.” 

6Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and placed it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife.  As the two of them went on together, 7Isaac spoke up and said to his father Abraham, “Father?”  “Yes, my son?” Abraham replied.  “The fire and wood are here,” Isaac said, “but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?”  8Abraham answered, “God Himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.”  And the two of them went on together. 

9When they reached the place God had told him about, Abraham built an altar there and arranged the wood on it.  He bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood.  10Then he reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son.
This was a severe test of faith that happened over many days for Abraham and for Isaac.  Isaac was a teenager of about 15 to 20 years old, a healthy, strong and maturing young man.  With his son and servant’s help they gathered and bundled the wood for the sacrificial fire.  Abraham took his sharpest knife that he used to slaughter his livestock for food and sacrifice.  We don’t know if Isaac knew he was the one to be sacrificed.  It appears that he does not know.  He followed his dad as a very obedient son.  They travelled with the two servants for three days, all the while Abraham wrestled with this tragic command from God.  His thoughts must have been in tangled knots while his heart broke in facing what he had to do.  Yet he still walked on toward Mt. Moriah.  Seeing the mount of Moriah, Abraham and Isaac left the servants to wait for them.  They strode up the flank of the mountain.  Isaac is now getting concerned, asking his dad, “The fire and wood are here,” Isaac said, “but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?”  He was a smart boy.  He knew they would normally have brought the lamb too as they had done many times before.  It made no sense to him that they would bring everything for a sacrifice except the sacrifice.  Abraham answered the only way he could.  In faith he replied, “God Himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.”  Abraham trusts that God will bring about His promise somehow, someway.  God had always delivered on His promises.  Abraham knew that God could be trusted, so he was not going to change now.  He hoped that God would somehow provide a sacrifice other than Isaac.  However, even if it meant that Isaac had to die, somehow he believed that God would deliver on His promise, maybe even through the resurrection of Isaac.  He just had to believe!  Abraham was a believing machine - his whole life was based on trusting God.  Hebrews 11:17-19 explains this incredible faith of Abraham in this moment, By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice.  He who had received the promises was about to sacrifice his one and only son, even though God had said to him, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.”  Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he will receive Isaac back from death.
Abraham walked up that hill in faith.  Isaac walked up that hill in obedience; because he loved his dad; because his dad had always shown his love to Isaac; because Isaac was the true son of the true follower of God.  You can tell that I am not only amazed by the faith of Abraham, I am also amazed by the trust Isaac had in his father.  He loved and trusted his father in the same way that Abraham trusted God.  He could have run away.  He could have stopped this whole thing, but he trusted his father because Abraham trusted his Father God.  They got to the top of the mount.  Together they built the wood into a tower on top of the bedrock that came out of the ground there.  Together they sensed this was a moment like no other.  Abraham trusted God.  Isaac trusted his father Abraham.  Abraham bound Isaac with cords.  Isaac lay passively while Abraham bound him.  Both were intensely quiet, filled with grief, sadness, terror and wonder.  Abraham took out his slaughtering knife and raised it in the air.
There have been many pictures painted of this moment.  In each one, an angel grabs Abraham’s hand to keep him from killing Isaac.  Abraham is stopped at this very moment of decision between life and death, the loss of his son or the gift of greater life.  The Lord does provide the sacrifice for Abraham.  Genesis 22:11-18,
11But the angel of the LORD called out to him from heaven, “Abraham! Abraham!”  “Here I am,” he replied.  12“Do not lay a hand on the boy,” he said.  “Do not do anything to him.  Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son.”  13Abraham looked up and there in a thicket he saw a ram caught by its horns.  He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son.  14So Abraham called that place The LORD Will Provide.  And to this day it is said, “On the mountain of the LORD it will be provided.” 

15The angel of the LORD called to Abraham from heaven a second time 16and said, “I swear by myself, declares the LORD, that because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore.  Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies, 18and through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me.”
What did Abraham learn from this test?  One, he discovered he really loved the Lord and would give or do anything to Him.  Everything he had came from the Lord.  If the Lord asked for his livestock, his tents, his fame, his achievement, even his son, the Lord God is worthy of such sacrifice.  Abraham loved the Lord more than anything.  Up to this point, he did not even realize that himself.  But now he knew and now we know.  Abraham exemplifies what even Jesus demanded of his disciples.  In Matthew 10:37-39, Jesus said, “Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and anyone who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.  Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”  God must be first in our lives, then everything else can find its right place in our lives.  Nothing can take the place of our Lord.  We must learn this not for the Lord’s sake, but for our sake.  Anything we place in the center of our lives that is not God will be ruined and lost because it can’t take that pressure.  The center of our lives can only be filled with the strength and purity of God.  When we put God first, we get all the blessings of God that come with following Him.  On this day, Abraham discovered this vital truth.

I had an Abraham moment like this with my own children.  My wife and I wanted so much to have children.  After going to the doctor and trying various medical procedures, we came to the point that we thought we would not be able to have children of our own.  Then, miraculously in our viewpoint, Sue began to carry twins.  After they were born, we thought that was it, no more children – but we were very happy to have a boy and a girl to raise and love.  They were and are God’s children, his gift to us when we thought it could not happen.  Then a few years later, the Lord surprised us again with another daughter.  Yet this birth was not to be easy either.  In the birthing room before she was born, the doctors suddenly lost our baby’s heartbeat.  Everyone began to go into hyperdrive.  They grabbed my wife’s bed and raced her down the hall to surgery.  They were going to try to rescue this baby.  They left me outside in the hall all alone wondering if our baby would live and wondering what would happen to my wife too.  I felt so helpless and alone.  I cried out to God.  I told him that whether this child lived or died, this child was the Lord’s.  He was my only hope for her life, and I must trust in His goodness to know the best for us.  A short while later, which seemed like an eternity to me, they let me into the surgery room to hold my new alive and healthy daughter.  My wife had been through so much too, but they assured me she would be fine.  Everything I have, including my children are the Lord’s.  What He decides to do with them must always be fine by me as I must trust Him with their very best and mine.
Abraham discovered something else that day too.  He discovered the Lord really loved him.  God was not cruel like the false gods, demanding child sacrifice.  God would go out of His way to always provide the sacrifice that would give a full life of promise for both Abraham and Isaac and all their descendents.  The Lord provided a ram to sacrifice instead of Isaac.  The Lord kept on providing the sacrifice for their wrongs so that Abraham, Isaac and their family would never have to die for those wrongs.  And the Lord kept providing, still provides today and will provide forever that we will live not die.  We discover how much the Lord loves us because of how God provided for Abraham and for us a sacrifice for our sins, failings and wrongs.  Listen to the amazing effects and consequences of Abraham’s faith for all who follow his example in trusting the Lord.  From Abraham’s son Isaac and his grandson came the great nation of Israel, far more than the stars of the sky above.  From them came the nation of David, Solomon, Esther & Nehemiah.  God led King David to establish Jerusalem on the flanks of Mount Moriah.  His son Solomon built the great Temple to the Lord on Mt. Moriah right where Abraham went to sacrifice.  In that temple, sacrifices of animals were made so Abraham’s descendants would not die but be cleansed of their sin and live more closely with God.  Abraham’s greatest descendent Jesus was born of Mary and Joseph.  And it was upon Mt. Moriah, that God did not withhold His own Son, but had Him sacrificed there so that all followers of God would not have to die.  He was the eternal sacrifice for our wrongs.  No more sacrifices of any kind will ever be needed.  Jesus died so that sacrifice of animals, daughters, sons or anyone or anything else would never be needed again.  Jesus died so we could know His incredible love.  Jesus died so we could come to the Communion Table and meet Him alive today in his forgiveness, grace and love.

God showed how much he loved Abraham on that mountain.  Abraham was willing to give his only son there for God, but he did not have to.  He did not have to because God was willing instead to give His only Son there for Abraham, Isaac, Israel and for us all in the most incredible act of love ever.  Just as God loved Abraham, God loves each of us here today.  We serve the best and the Only God.  There is no God like our God.  We cannot make any sacrifice too great for Him who makes the greatest sacrifice for us.  God might test us too.  He will test us so we can really learn how to trust Him more, love Him more and follow Him better.  God’s tests are always for our best!  So the key question for us today is, will we follow the Lord in obedient trust like Abraham to discover His love?
