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This is our second sermon in our mini-series on the promises of God. Last week we were on Mount
Ararat with Noah as God made his covenant with creation. This week we will be on a different mountain, we
will be on Mount Moriah, and we will hear God confirm his covenant with Abraham. This is one of the most
riveting stories in the whole Bible. Biblical scholars and scholars of ancient literature all say it’s a masterpiece.
That’s why | was stunned to realize this week that | have never preached on Genesis 22 before. I've been
doing this for over 30 years, and I’'ve never preached on this story that is — literally - crucial. It’s about time.
Let’s read it. Read Genesis 22:1-19

When my son Patrick was about 5 and my daughters Kat and Abby were 6 and 3 respectively, |
remember reading this story out of a children’s Bible story book for our dinner time devotions. | read about
God’s fearful command to Abraham. | read about the journey of Father and son towards the mountain. | read
about the moment where Abraham raised the knife to kill his son. | read about the last minute intervention of
God. When | was done, | closed the book and looked up at my children, and Patrick - my son, my only son, my
son whom | love - had tears welling up in his eyes. | knew he had been listening, and | knew that, in his own
way, he understood.

Genesis 22 is that kind of story. It messes you up. When | realized this week that | hadn’t preached on it
before, it made me wonder if | had been subconsciously avoiding it. Because this is a hard story. This isn’t a
text you neatly explain; this is a text you learn to submit to. There are several details in the story that hit
especially hard.

For instance, at the beginning, God doesn’t say, “Abraham, | want you to sacrifice your son,” he says,
“Take your son, your only son, whom you love - Isaac”. It’s like God enumerates all the reasons Abraham loves
his boy. It’s like God opens up Abraham’s heart, makes him feel the love, and then he asks for the sacrifice.
That’s hard.

Then there’s the little detail in verse 3, where it mentions how Abraham cut the wood for the offering
before he set out on the trip. Why is that little detail included in the story? This story is so economical, so
carefully written, why does the Holy Spirit inspire the author to mention cutting the wood? Why do you think?
To me it’s a terrible foreshadowing. Abraham raising the sharp axe over the wood and bringing the blade
down with terrible force. The wood cut open. Severed. As he brought the blade of the axe down on the wood,
Abraham would have been thinking about what he would have to do to his son. Brutal.

But | think the hardest part of this journey for Abraham would be that the whole thing made no sense.
The thing God was asking Abraham to do seems to go against everything Abraham thought he knew about
God. Right from the beginning, God had promised him a son. Right from the beginning, God had promised that
this son would be the source of many descendants. “The Lord promised that through this child your
descendants will be like the stars in the sky, like the sand on the seashore.” Abraham and Sarah had waited 30
years for this child. It had been so painful. Now Isaac was finally here, and God was telling him to sacrifice the
boy?! It didn’t make sense. The promise of God and the command of God seem to go in completely different
directions! The promise of God: Isaac is the promised child through whom | will bless the world, through
whom | will give you descendants like the stars in the sky. The command: Sacrifice Isaac — your son, your only
son, whom you love. It made no sense!

You can imagine Abraham trudging up the side of Mount Moriah, in front of him is his son - his only
son, whom he loves, Isaac - is bent over because on his back he’s carrying the wood for the sacrifice, his own
sacrifice. Isaac doesn’t complain. Like a lamb led to the slaughter, he opens not his mouth. You can imagine
Abraham’s mind spinning as he tries to make sense of what’s happening, trying to make sense of the conflict



between the promise and the command. “Lord this doesn’t make sense! | don’t see it! | can’t see your purpose
here!” These questions roar in Abraham’s mind; all Isaac hears is the dry crunch of their footsteps as they
climb the mountain.

There’s a sense in which Abraham’s experience is unique. No one - absolutely no one - here will ever
be asked to sacrifice their child as a burnt offering. But | wonder, do you know what it’s like to be travelling
through a stage of life, where God’s promise and God’s command don’t seem to fit together? I'll bet you do.
On the one hand: we know what God counts as good: life, joy, peace, blessing, harmony. On the other hand,
sometimes God calls us to walk a path where these things are scarce; a path where pain, and uncertainty are
the rule. When you are in a place where the promised goodness of God does not match up with the position
God has put you in, you are walking with Abraham towards Moriah. You’re in a similar place.

You were prayerful and open when you chose to go to college and get your major. ‘Lord, what do you
want me to do? | want to serve you.’ You felt led to social work. You could have done something more
lucrative, but you really felt like this was where God wanted you. But now two years after graduation you still
don’t have a job. You’re working the early shift at a local Starbucks, scribbling names on people’s lattes. You
can barely make the payments on your student loans. “Lord | can’t see what you’re doing!” The promise
doesn’t fit your position. You are walking with Abraham to Moriah.

Your child, your beloved child, this girl who has been a delightful part of your family, this girl who is so
gifted and smart and fun, she hits 18 and all of a sudden her mind grows dark. All her energy and intelligence
sinks into the swamp of depression. It makes no sense to you. ‘Lord why is this happening. | can’t see the point
of this.” The promise doesn’t fit the position. You are walking with Abraham to Moriah.

When you think of it this way you realize that most of us have walked this road. What can we learn
about walking this road from watching Abraham in this story? And, more importantly, what can we learn
about our God and his covenant in this story. Let’s take those one at a time. What does Abraham do on the
road? And what does God do on the road.

Abraham’s behavior on the road is worth looking at because God himself praises Abraham. The crucial
verse that sums up Abraham’s attitude is probably verse 8. Isaac and Abraham are walking up the mountain
and Isaac says, “Dad, where’s the lamb?” And Abraham says, “God himself will provide the lamb.” Here’s a
place where knowing the Hebrew helps. The word for ‘provide’ here is Jireh. Jireh as in that old praise song:
‘Jehovah Jireh, my provider, his grace is sufficient for me, for me, for me.” God will Jireh. God will provide. But
what’s interesting and | think important is that the word Jireh doesn’t usually mean to provide. It usually
means to see. So, what Abraham is actually saying is: the lord will see. Or as we might say it, “The Lord will see
toit.”

It’s possible to read Abraham’s response here as a kind of deflection, like he’s trying to side-step Isaac’s
guestion. | think that’s a mistake. Abraham’s answer is not a dodge; Abraham’s answer is his profession of
faith. “The Lord will see.” “I can’t see. | can’t see what God is doing. | can’t fit God’s promise with my position.
But the Lord sees. This looks like chaos to me, but the Lord sees and | will put my trust in him.”

What’s so strong about Abraham’s confession, is that he makes it in the face of his confusion and fear.
He makes it in the face of all those questions that were shouting in his mind on the way up the mountain. And
that’s a beautiful picture of faith for us. Our faith always looks for understanding, our faith is always trying to
see. But we never get there. Not this side of heaven. There are things that click and things that compute. We
have many things we can explain and say with confidence. But there are at least as many times in our journey
when we can’t see how God’s promise and our position fit together. In those times, what do we say? We say,
“Jehovah lJireh.” “The Lord will see.” “The Lord will see to it.” “Lord, I’'m scared and I’'m not sure, | don’t see it.
But you do. So, I’'m going to keep walking with you.”

That’s Abraham. So, what is God doing in this story? Well, the story tells us. Abraham doesn’t know
what’s going on, but we do. This is a test. It’s right there in verse 1. And for some people that’s part of the
problem; it seems like a mean test. Why did God have to put Abraham through such anguish?



Well ... it all depends on your perspective. Tim Keller tells a story about a time when Elizabeth Elliot,
the great missionary, was visiting a sheep farm somewhere in the developing world. On this farm, once a year,
the shepherds would purify the sheep from parasites. They did that by taking the sheep and dunking them in a
big vat of antiseptic cleanser. The sheep hated it. They flailed around and let out a lot of distressed calls —
Baaa! Baaa-aaa!” From the sheep’s perspective, the shepherd did not look like a good shepherd. From our
perspective, we know better.

In this story, God is dunking Abraham — purifying him. In this particular test, God is trying to reorder
Abraham’s loves. He’s trying to make sure that he loves God more than Isaac. Now | know that you can make
that sound petty. Like God is jealous of how much attention Isaac is getting. “You like Isaac more than me.”
That’s not how to think of it.

You’ve heard me say before, human life is about what we love. Who we are and what we become
depends on what we love. Human life is about learning to be good at love, and being good at love means
getting your loves in the right order. If you love golf —really, really love golf — that’s fine. But if love of golf is
the central and foundational love of your life, brother, you’re going to be a mess.

It’s obviously OK to love your family, to really, really, really love your family. In fact, God wants you to
love your family fiercely. But if your love of your family is the central love of your life, you are going to be a
mess. You will hold your children too tightly. You will smother them. You won’t be able to give them the
independence they need to thrive. On the other hand, when your love of God is central, foundational in your
life, when your children leave, it hurts and there are tears. You worry about them. ‘Lord, there’s so much they
don’t know yet, | don’t see how they will be able to do it.” But you’re not sending them out into the void;
you’re sending them out in the care of God. Those kids belong to him in the first place. You let them go and
you say, ‘Lord | put them in your hands.’” It’s almost like an offering. When we make God and his covenant
promises the central love of our life, it doesn’t reduce our love for our family, it makes it better.

In the way of his covenant, God is training Abraham to love him with all his heart, soul, mind and
strength. In the way of his covenant, God is training us to love him with all out heart, soul, mind and strength.
Sometimes it’s hard on us. But it’s always for our good.

And if you still think that this test is too hard on Abraham, consider this. Over a thousand years later
another Father and Son will take a similar trip. They too will head together to the region of Moriah, which, if
you didn’t know is the place where Jerusalem would later be built. This Father and Son would also be heading
there for a sacrifice — the Son was coming to Jerusalem to lay down his life for human sin, the Father because
of his love for us, was giving up his son to save us. Just like Isaac, the Son went willingly to the place of
sacrifice; like a lamb led to the slaughter, he opened not his mouth. Just like Isaac, the son carried on his back
the wood of for the sacrifice, only this time the wood was a cross. Just like Isaac, this son was bound to his
place of sacrifice, not with cords, but with nails.

Unlike Isaac when the moment of reckoning came there was no voice from heaven to stop the
sacrifice, there was no substitute lamb, because Jesus came to be our substitute, Jesus came to be our lamb,
Jesus came to die for our sins. Abraham’s heart was spared from that terrible moment when the knife fell;
the Father’s heart was not spared. There’s no question that what Abraham went through was hard. There’s
no question that what we go through is sometimes hard. But it’s nothing compared to what the Father and the
Son have endured to keep his covenant with his people.

So, all you people who are sometimes confounded by the way life goes, come to this table and taste
the love that is stronger than death and stronger than sin. This food won’t tell you exactly why your journey is
hard, but it’s covenant food, and it will give you the strength to keep going. ©ORev. Peter Jonker



