The Shocking Test (Genesis 22:1-19; 14/6/09)
Did you ever see the film ET? It was all about a visitor from outer-space, who comes to Earth and investigates human behaviour! Imagine you’re that visitor. You discover many things, but your favourite place is the hospital where babies are born. You’re fascinated by the pain, joy and emotion of a human birth. You see how the parents love and care for their new-born, and how tiny and vulnerable the baby is. Imagine your confusion when, a few months later, you see the parents taking their baby to the doctor’s. Is there anything wrong with the baby? No. But you watch in shock and horror as you see the doctor or nurse stick a large needle into the sleeping baby, causing her to cry out in anguish! And the parents don’t protect the baby! They seem to be in agreement with the procedure! The parents would have to explain to you that inoculation was for their baby’s good, even though it caused pain!

We might feel something similar when we read Genesis 22. Were you shocked by it? How can God ask Abraham to sacrifice his own son? What kind of a God is this? You might also be confused. Last week we saw how Isaac was born, according to God’s power and promise. His birth was a miracle. Elderly Sarah laughs with joy at what God has done! And the LORD confirms that all his promises to Abraham would be fulfilled through Isaac. But now God commands that Isaac be killed! It’s shocking! What kind of God is this? Abraham goes through a great deal of pain. Why does God inflict this on him? I want to suggest to you that, like the pain of an injection, this pain is for Abraham’s good. It’s also for our good too, which I hope we will see! 

Let’s just clear one thing up. The LORD does not require child sacrifice. This was the practice of the Ammonites who worshipped Molech, and God condemns it specifically (Lev 18:21;20:1-2). Wherever there is child-sacrifice today it is due to pagan worship, inspired by the devil. So why does the LORD ask Abraham to sacrifice Isaac? We are told in the very first verse: God tested Abraham. This was a test. God was never going to allow Isaac to be killed. We know this; Abraham doesn’t. You might say, “But it’s still very strange that God should do this!” I would have to agree with you! Yet God moves in mysterious ways at times, and we, like Abraham, are called to trust him. What test does Abraham face?
1) The Test of Abraham’s Love (v1-6)

Notice the words God uses: Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love…Sacrifice him…(v2). God knew that Abraham loved Isaac. Abraham had longed for a son for years, but Sarah was barren. Then, in his old age, Sarah conceived and gave birth. How he must have loved Isaac! We can just try to imagine how Abraham felt when he heard God’s command. Imagine his heart as he saddles the donkey, cuts the wood for the sacrifice, sets off for Moriah and starts to climb the mountain alone with his son! Isaac was a gift to Abraham from God. It was right that Abraham loved him – just as it is right for parents to love their children today. But part of the test seems to be this: does Abraham love Isaac more than God? Does he love the gift more than the Giver? This raises the question: Does God have the right to set such a test? Is he being cruel, or is this for Abraham’s good?

I am reminded of something Jesus said to his disciples: 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 (Mt 10:37). Is Jesus saying that we shouldn’t love our parents or our children? Not at all! But he is warning us against idolatry. It’s very possible to put our love for our family higher than our love for Jesus, so that when we are put to the test, they are the reason for living, not Christ. Does Jesus have the right to make such claims? If he is just a man, no! But if he is God the Son, yes! That is the claim he makes.

All this may sound strange, but let me put it to you like this. When you put God first – before your children – you are set free to love your children properly and do them great good. If you worship your children, your idolatry will destroy them. I know of a couple who have indulged their daughter so much; they have been scared to cross her or discipline her, and the results are frightening. It’s becoming clear that they love her more than they love God, and the daughter is being ruined. When we idolise our children they grow up thinking they are gods! What a disaster for them and for society! If you really love your children, then love the Lord first! They’ll see that God is the giver of every good and perfect gift, and will be encouraged to love and worship him. Our attitude should be the same to all God’s gifts. Hold them with an open hand. The test comes to us: do you love God more than his gifts? 

2) The Test of Abraham’s Faith (v7-12)

We notice Abraham’s faith coming through in his words: We will worship and then we will come back to you (v5).  But he’s going to kill Isaac! The NT says that Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead (Hebrews 11:19). God had promised Abraham that Isaac would live to have children, and a great nation would arise, so he reasoned that if Isaac died then God would raise him up again: we will come back to you. What faith! But then we see Abraham’s faith in his actions. The NT says: Abraham’s faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made complete by what he did (James 2:22). He builds an altar, arranges the wood, binds his son and takes the knife to kill him (v9-10)! Just in time a voice cries from heaven: Abraham! Abraham!...Do not lay a hand on the boy! The test asked: ‘Does Abraham trust God?’ Did he pass the test? Now I know that you fear God…(v12). True faith in God is never words alone, but trustful obedience; and it is often costly.
Three friends are in exile in Babylon. Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego’s faith is tested when King Nebuchadnezzar orders all to worship his image. The three friends believe in the LORD God of Israel. Will they obey the king and save their lives, or obey the LORD and die in the furnace? They reply: the God we serve is able to save us from (the fire), and he will rescue us from your hand, O king. But even if he does not, we want you to know…that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold (Daniel 3:17-18). That’s true faith: trusting obedience.
You won’t be asked by God to sacrifice your child! You will probably not be threatened with being burned in a furnace! But you may well face a test this week that will prove whether your faith is genuine. You see, it’s not enough to say, “I believe in God!” Good! Even the demons believe that – and shudder! (James 2:19). They believe in God but they don’t love, trust or obey God. You may be asked to lie at work; to do so would be so much easier for you. There may be someone in need whom you could help; it would be easier to ignore her. You may be tempted to revenge; someone has wronged you and you’ve the opportunity to pay them back. Will you trust and obey the Lord or not? Obedience may be costly or make you look weak. Trust and obey Jesus, and leave the outcome to him. God tests our faith for our good and his glory.
3) The Test of God’s Love (v13-18)

Abraham sees the ram, caught in the bushes. He sacrifices the ram instead of his son. He recognises that this is God’s provision: The LORD Will Provide. Then God renews his promises to bless Abraham with descendents and land. In this event we see a picture and prediction of the death of Jesus. Moriah, the place where this took place, is the area we know later as Jerusalem. 2,000 years later, God sends his only Son Jesus into the world. Jesus carries ‘wood’ up a hill. His followers are shocked at what they see. Perhaps they are hoping for a voice to shout from heaven to stop Jesus being crucified. But no voice calls. Jesus is nailed to the cross. Darkness comes over the land. Why doesn’t God intervene? The NT explains: This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins (1 John 4:10). Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away he sin of the world! (John 1:29). Jesus’ death is the ultimate test or proof of God’s love for us. 

In 1706 Torino was under siege from the French army. French soldiers tried to enter the city through a tunnel being guarded by Pietro Micca. He  realised that his mate could not set the fuse to an explosive because it was too short. Without delay he told him to leave and set fire to the fuse, knowing perfectly well that the explosion would be almost immediate. The vault of the staircase fell and crushed the French but also killed the brave miner, whose body was flung forty meters away. This event became a symbol of the sacrifice of all the people that defended the citadel in those days. One man died willingly for others.
But if you were Micca’s father (or mother), would you be so willing to sacrifice him for others? I wouldn’t. I would not sacrifice my son – not even for my friends. He’s my only son! But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: while we were still sinners, Christ died for us (Romans 5:8). Have you ever been shocked by the love of God? Have you ever been astounded by his sacrifice? He gives his Son to die as a sacrifice – not for good, nice or godly people – but for his enemies, sinners, people who don’t love him, but who deserve his judgement! You might ask, “How do I know God loves me?” The bible’s answer is this: you need to look at Jesus dying on the cross, and you need to understand why he is dying there. The sacrifice of God’s Son is the proof of his love.

Conclusion

Can you imagine Isaac coming down the mountain with Abraham? Wouldn’t he be so grateful that God shouted from heaven? Wouldn’t he be so thankful to God for the ram sacrificed in his place! 

And it’s through this shocking test we glimpse the good news of the love of God through Jesus. One man writes of how he discovered this personally: I was smoking pot the first time I heard the gospel. I am a Christian not because I was worthy or wanting to be saved. No, I wasn’t searching for God. God came looking for me…I was sitting in my bedroom when my friend began sharing with me the simple story of Jesus dying for my sins, a story I had never heard despite growing up in church. But that night, as I listened, God revealed himself and regenerated my heart. I believed and repented. The cross was for me. Jesus was my Saviour (The Cross Centred Life, Mahaney p147).

Millions of people, all over the world, have come to experience: The cross is for me. Jesus is my Saviour. Can you say the same? Are you trusting personally in Jesus Christ? God’s promise to Abraham – through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed – is being fulfilled through the work of Jesus, as people receive him as Lord and Saviour. Will you trust him today? God offers you his love today by providing his Son, Jesus Christ, as your Saviour from sin and judgement. You don’t have to anything. You don’t have to pay anything. But you have to accept Jesus Christ humbly as your Lord and Saviour. The cross is for you! Jesus is your Saviour!
When you do so, and experience the love of God for you in Christ, you will want to love God first – above everything and everyone else – and you will be strengthened to trust him, even in pain and difficulty. You know that God loves you, and that nothing can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 8:39). 

How deep the Father’s love for us! How vast beyond all measure!

That he should give his only Son to make a wretch his treasure.

How great the pain of searing loss! The Father trurns his face away!

As wounds which marr the Holy One bring many sons to glory!

