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“Are You All In?”  Gen. 22:1-19  4/30/17 

 Genesis 22 is one of the greatest chapters in the Bible.  It contains a 

vivid example of unswerving faith as it tells the story of Abraham’s 

willingness to sacrifice his son, Isaac, to God.  But the chapter also raises 

profound questions and difficulties.  Biblical scholar Ellen Davis stated, half-

seriously, that if she had been asked to edit the Bible, she would have 

removed this chapter!  She writes, “This is exactly the kind of story that 

gives the Old Testament a bad name…It gives God a bad name.  If you put 

this story just 22 chapters into the Bible, who is going to read the rest?  

Even if the story is true, who would want to believe in a God like this?” 

 Well, let’s see what the fuss is all about as I read the first part of the 

story from Genesis 22. 

After these things God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!” And he 

said, “Here I am.” 2He said, “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 that I shall show you.” 

3So Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two 

of his young men with him, and his son Isaac; he cut the wood for the burnt 

offering, and set out and went to the place in the distance that God had 

shown him. 4On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place far 
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away. 5Then Abraham said to his young men, “Stay here with the donkey; 

the boy and I will go over there; we will worship, and then we will come 

back to you.” 6Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on his 

son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. So the two of them 

walked on together. 7Isaac said to his father Abraham, “Father!” And he 

said, “Here I am, my son.” He said, “The fire and the wood are here, but 

where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” 8Abraham said, “God himself will 

provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” So the two of them walked 

on together. 9When they came to the place that God had shown him, 

Abraham built an altar there and laid the wood in order. He bound his son 

Isaac, and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. 10Then Abraham 

reached out his hand and took the knife to kill his son. (Gen. 22:1-10) 

 It’s a pretty dramatic, compelling story, isn’t it?  And it becomes even 

more compelling when we consider what happened before it took place!  

The first verse begins, “After these things, God tested Abraham.” (Gen. 

22:1a)  After what things?  We need to go back to chapter 12, where God 

told Abraham to leave his homeland and his extended family and go to 

God-knows-where, which turned out to be the land of Canaan.  God 

promised great things to Abraham, including giving him a son through 

whom a whole nation would come, and through whom all the nations of the 

world would be blessed.  Although he was 75 years old, Abraham believed 
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God, so he took his family, left his home, and went.  But when he arrived in 

Canaan there was a famine there, so he had to head south to Egypt, where 

he lived as a refugee, fearing for his life. 

 When he finally returned to Canaan, there were conflicts with his 

nephew, Lot, over land boundaries, and then he had to rescue Lot from 

neighboring tribes that had abducted him.  And Abraham still had no son to 

carry on his line, through which God’s promises would be fulfilled.  His wife 

Sarah got the bright idea to use a surrogate mother, her slave, Hagar.  So, 

Abraham had relations with Hagar and fathered a son, Ishmael.  It seemed 

that God’s promises were finally being fulfilled!  But the birth of Ishmael led 

to a feud between Sarah and Hagar, and eventually Hagar and Ishmael 

were sent away, although God looked out for them, too. 

 Meanwhile, Abraham bargained with God over the coming judgment 

to the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, and God listened to Abraham and 

adjusted his plans.  Once again, God confirmed his promises to Abraham, 

specifically that Sarah would bear a son.  Sarah actually laughed out loud 

when she heard that one!  She was way too old to be bearing children.  But 

God fulfilled his promise, and her long-awaited and longed-for son, Isaac 

(whose name means “laughter”), was born.  And that brings us back to 

verse one of chapter 22.  “After these things, God tested Abraham.” 
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 My first reaction to this verse is “Why?  Why test Abraham?”  

Abraham had consistently shown himself to be faithful to God;  He had 

risked everything he had to follow God’s leading and persisted even when 

things went badly.  He was already tested far beyond anything most of us 

have experienced.  Why did God need to test him further?  The Scripture is 

silent about this matter.  God’s ways are way above our pay grade!  All we 

can say is that God decided, for God’s own reasons, to test Abraham.  And 

what a test it was! (God) said, “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 that I shall show you.” (Gen. 22:2) 

 Say what?  Sacrificing any child to God is unthinkable, but this was 

the son God had promised Abraham so long ago.  The son through which 

God had specifically promised to make a great nation.  And now, Abraham 

was supposed to offer this son to God as a burnt offering?  This made no 

sense.  Child sacrifice to appease the gods was certainly known in 

Abraham’s time, in Egypt and Moab, for example.  But Israel always 

regarded the practice as an abomination.  Yet here God is, commanding 

Abraham to do it.  As the Reformer John Calvin put it, God’s promise and 

God’s command were in direct conflict.  What would Abraham do?   

 If it were me, I would have bombarded God with all kinds of 

questions.  I would have doubted that I had heard God correctly.  I would 
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have consulted with every trusted counselor I could find.  I would have 

stalled for more time.  I would do just about anything to keep from obeying 

God’s explicit command.  But not Abraham.  

3So Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two 

of his young men with him, and his son Isaac; he cut the wood for the burnt 

offering, and set out and went to the place in the distance that God had 

shown him. 4On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place far 

away.  (Gen. 22:3,4) 

There’s no stalling here.  Early the next morning, he saddles up and 

leaves.  Just like that!  Now I can’t imagine how lonely this must have been 

for him.  He couldn’t tell anyone!  Certainly not Sarah!  How would that 

have gone over?  And it took three days to get to Mt. Moriah!  What would 

he and Isaac have talked about all that time?  It must have been 

wrenching.  And what must Abraham have been thinking about the God 

who had made promises to him, only to take them away?!  Could he really 

trust that such a God is good?   

 As the story continues, he and Isaac climb up to the mount with Isaac 

carrying the load of wood.  He was not a little boy.  Most scholars believe 

he was in his late teens or early twenties.  He asks an innocent, but deeply 

moving question.  “The fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb 
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for a burnt offering?” (Gen. 22:7b)  Isaac knew how sacrifices worked.  You 

slaughtered the animal and burnt it, and God would smell the rising smoke 

and would be pleased by your sacrifice.  “Where is the animal?” he asks.  

The question must have cut Abraham to the heart. 

 Abraham’s reply forms the hinge point of the whole story.  Abraham 

said, “God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” (Gen. 

22:8a)  Abraham, as confused and heart-broken as he must have been, still 

trusted that God would provide.  When the writer of Hebrews reflected on 

this passage, he stated that Abraham believed God would bring Isaac back 

from the dead, if that’s what it took to fulfill his promises to Abraham.  So 

the two walked onward. 

 Abraham binds Isaac and prepares to take his life.  But God’s angel 

intervenes at the last moment.  Here’s the conclusion of the story.  (The 

angel) said, “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him; for 

now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your 

only son, from me.”13And Abraham looked up and saw a ram, caught in a 

thicket by its horns. Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a 

burnt offering instead of his son. 14So Abraham called that place 

“The LORD will provide”; as it is said to this day, “On the mount of 

the LORD it shall be provided.” (Gen. 22:12-14) 
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 Abraham passes God’s test; Sorrow and grief are turned to joy!  And 

in the verses which follow, God again re-affirms his promises to Abraham 

and Isaac, which were all fulfilled, some of them around 1800 years later in 

the person of Jesus Christ.  And Abraham becomes a symbol of heroic, 

unreserved faith and trust in God. 

 So what do we do with this awful, wonderful story?  Well, we can 

acknowledge that tests of our faith are common, and will come to each of 

us.  I don’t know what your test will be, but maybe it will be like one of 

these.  Will you speak up for vulnerable people, like refugees and 

immigrants, when others want to scapegoat them for our problems?  Will 

you continue in a job that expects you to compromise your integrity for the 

sake of the bottom line?  Will you provide for the spiritual needs of your 

children, making sure their growth in faith is getting as much time and 

attention as athletic and academic growth?  Will you adhere to God’s 

expectations regarding sex?  Will you allow God to look at your finances 

and give you his feedback on your spending habits?  Will you look for a 

marriage partner who shares your faith convictions and practices? 

 These are all tests, aren’t they?  The key issue for both Abraham and 

us is this:  Can you trust God to provide for your needs if you follow in his 

ways, even if they are at odds with what you think you need?  Even if they 

don’t make sense to you at the time?  Even if no one else seems to be 
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following his ways?  Even if following God’s ways is extremely costly to 

you? 

 And while we can’t anticipate every test that comes along, we can 

prepare for tests.  We can study and learn all we can about God’s ways, so 

his priorities and values are clear to us.  We can become deeply engaged 

in a Christian community, so we can turn to others in times of testing for 

support and advice.  We can begin following God’s ways in small matters, 

so it becomes a habit of our hearts to follow God’s ways, rather than to 

resist them.  Are you ready for the test? 


