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FCCOE; 10/31/21; Gen. 22:1-14; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

“Faithfulness Tested” 

Introduction: This fall our elementary SS class has been making their way through some well-known 

passages in Genesis. To help them enter the stories, Susan has been having them act the stories out. A 

few weeks ago, she came to me and said that the girls had been really drawn in by the account of 

Abraham being asked to sacrifice his son Isaac, and could they act it out for us on a Sunday morning? I 

said that would be wonderful! So, before they do, and before we then ponder what this challenging 

story might have to teach us, let me give you just a bit of context.  

I. The First Call of Abraham  

 A. The story of Abraham, God’s “first call” on Abraham we might say, begins with God’s rather 

astounding promise that if Abraham would obey him faithfully, God would make his descendants into a 

great nation through which all the nations of the earth would be blessed. Abraham’s first step of faith to 

this end was to go (Ge. 12:1):  

 Go from your country, your people and your father’s household to the land I will show you. 

And then God gave Abraham this promise (Ge. 12:2-3): 

I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will 

be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all 

peoples on earth will be blessed through you. So Abram went . . .  

B. Now I imagine that this going could not have been easy! He was being called by God to leave 

everything that was familiar and everything that brought him security, and head out into the unknown. 

As his story unfolds and the days and years wore on, even more difficult was his inability to father a child 

with his wife Sarah. Having a son in his image to carry on his name was the one thing that all Middle 

Eastern patriarchs desired, and it was what God had promised him. But the years turned into decades 

and still, no son. Finally, after all hope seemed lost—after Abraham turned 100 and Sarah 90—Sarah 

conceived and gave birth to a son. The couple named him Isaac, which means “laughter,” a reference to 

both the couple’s difficulty in believing they would ever have a child, and the joy they experienced when 

they finally did (18:11-12; 21:6-7).    

II. The Second Call of Abraham  

 A. Now, while it might seem that with the birth of Isaac, Abraham’s story would have reached its 

climax, God wasn’t done. God issued a “second call” on Abraham, also around the word “go.” It was a 

call that would put both Abraham’s and God’s faithfulness to the test. [READ] 

Through this second “go,” God directed Abraham to take his son and go to the mountainous region of 

Moriah. For a split-second Abraham might have thought this to be a wonderful idea. “I’ve been meaning 

to spend a little quality time with the boy, Lord. The mountains would be a great spot for some 

father/son stuff. What kinds of relationship building activities would you recommend…rock climbing, 

hiking, mountain biking?” But God continued with this: “Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering.” “Whoa, 

Lord…didn’t see that coming!” 



2 
 

 B. This of course raises all sorts of hard questions: What kind of God would ask a father to do 

this to his son? Why would God take away the gift of laughter he had given? How would God fulfill his 

promise to bless the world through the descendants of Abraham when God was commanding that the 

very first descendant be put to death? God’s command seems to contradict his promise. If the faith of 

Abraham was being put on trial, so, we might say, was the faithfulness of God. A word that takes us 

forward, though it doesn’t perfectly answer all of our questions, is the introductory statement to this 

account: “Sometime later God tested Abraham.” 

 C. Now, why would God test Abraham? Well, we can’t be totally sure, although we do know that 

over the ten chapters of his story Abraham’s faith had wavered and wobbled. As Andy Stanley has put it, 

we have either been in a mess, are currently in a mess, or are one stupid decision away from being in a 

mess! Abraham had known some messes in his life and God had been there each time for him. Perhaps 

God wanted to bring the issue to a head. If we were to review God’s relationship with his people, we 

would see that testing is not uncommon. He tested Adam and Eve in the Garden, the Israelites in the 

desert, the kings on their thrones, Jesus in the wilderness, and the disciples in the church.  

D. The explanation Moses gives in Deuteronomy provides a good summary: “Remember how 

the LORD your God led you all the way in the wilderness these forty years, to humble and test you in 

order to know what was in your heart…” (8:2). Testing occurs because we have a single God who calls 

for our undivided loyalty. “Thou shalt have no other gods before me,” his commandments begin. We can 

also say that when God tests his people, it is not to destroy them but to strengthen them, to refine and 

show the genuineness of their faith, as Paul and Peter and James all write (Ro. 5:1-5; 1 Pe. 1:6-7; Jas. 

1:1-4). Well might we say, God didn’t want the death of Isaac; he wanted the life of Abraham.  

 E. So where had Abraham’s life gone? Perhaps, like the rich young ruler had become too 

attached to his money, Abraham had become too attached to his son. When you think about it, how 

easy it would have been for Abraham, who had been pining away for this son for decades, yearning for 

this child who he believed would bring him meaning and hope, to become so focused on this gift once it 

had arrived that his attention on the Giver had begun to fade. It is, actually, how idolatry takes root. It is 

taking a good thing, even a child, and making it an ultimate thing, a god. We might not call it such, but 

we can live and act like it, whether it is a child, a job, an achievement, a relationship, a social cause, your 

beauty or your brains, an idol is whatever we look at and say in our heart of hearts, if I have that, then 

I’ll feel as if my life has meaning. God knew that for Abraham to give Isaac that elevated status, even if 

unintentionally, would crush Isaac and leave Abraham still wanting.  

As Tim Keller has put it, “The living God, who revealed himself both at Mount Sinai and on the Cross, is 

the only Lord who, if you follow him, can truly fulfill you, and, if you fail him, can truly forgive you.” God 

knew that the only thing that would provide Abraham with meaning, security, and hope, was not his 

child Isaac, but the LORD his God. So, God asked Abraham to put the idol that was his son on the altar. 

III. Faith and Faithfulness  

 A. Remarkably, Abraham did just that. But, how in the world did he do so? How could he have 

gotten up early the next morning, loaded his donkey, cut wood for the sacrifice, and begun the journey? 

How could he have said to his servants that he and Isaac were going off to worship and to hang out 

because both father and son would be back? How could he have built the altar, stacked wood on it, tied 

his son to it and reached out his hand to pick up the knife with which to slay his son?  
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B. As he writes about the nature of faith, James draws on Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice 

Isaac as an illustration of how faith is made complete, how it is revealed to be genuine by what we do 

(2:20-22). Yet that still doesn’t tell us what enabled Abraham to go up that mountain. Doing so, it seems, 

is focused on Abraham’s belief that God would provide, even though he did not know how. As one 

commentator puts it, God is wholly inscrutable (impossible for us to fully understand), and yet utterly 

reliable. As he was working out his own faithfulness, Abraham was trusting in God’s faithfulness, in 

God’s promise to bring blessing to the nations through his descendants, and he was trusting in God’s 

ability to find a way to bring life into a situation where only death is anticipated. 

C. As the writer of Hebrews puts it, “Abraham reasoned that God could even raise the dead” 

(Heb. 11:19). Now, it’s doubtful that Abraham was thinking of Jesus here, 2,000 years before his death 

and resurrection. More likely he was thinking back to what God had done for him and Sarah in their old 

age, and that this is the God who moved him up that mountain. Paul fleshes this out in Romans:  

Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed . . . Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact 

that his body was as good as dead—since he was about a hundred years old—and that Sarah’s 

womb was also dead. Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God . . . 

being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised (Ro. 4:18-21).  

D. Now, while Abraham might not have been thinking about Jesus, I think it fair to surmise that 

the Spirit who inspired this text was, even foreshadowing what the death and resurrection of Jesus 

would be about. 

Look at Abraham and Isaac, walking resolutely together to the place of sacrifice. Do you see God 

the Father and God the Son working their way, in intimate communion, toward the hill of Calvary, the 

same hill, according to some, where Isaac lay? 

Look at the wood the father laid on Isaac’s back, wood which Isaac would eventually lay upon. 

Do you see the wooden cross that Jesus dragged on his back, and then was hung upon? 

Look at the way Isaac was bound, obediently and willingly. Do you see the willing way Jesus 

went to the cross, for your sake? 

Look at the lamb which God provided as a substitute for Isaac. Can you hear John the Baptist, in 

the background, declaring of Jesus: “Look, the lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world?” 

D. The account of Abraham and Isaac is not just about the faith of Abraham; it is about the 

faithfulness of God, the depth of which unfolds as his word progresses, a faithfulness that culminates in 

God, through Jesus, giving of himself for us so that we might have life to the full.  

There are certainly times in our lives when circumstances seem to tell us that God doesn’t know what 

he’s doing, or doesn’t care, or seems too demanding. But these can be times of growth if we can lean 

into the One who keeps his promises, who has the power to bring life out of death, and who loves us to 

the point of having substituted his life for us.  

What next step might this God be asking you to take with him? Let us praise him, the God of Abraham, 

as we sing together …. 

 


