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Today’s reading from the Hebrew Bible is the well-known story about the testing of 
Abraham.  In the interests of full disclosure, I feel I need to get this right out of the 
way at the outset.  I don’t like this story.  In fact, I hate this story.  I always have. 

I don’t like to think about a God who tests us, particularly not like this.  I don’t like 
stories that tell us to “fear” God.  Are we supposed to be afraid of God?  And I hate 
wrestling with the idea of a God who would ask anyone to kill a child, for any 
reason.  I hate stories about fathers who would even consider doing so. 

I don’t like the fact that Abraham didn’t even try to argue.  And we know that 
Abraham is perfectly capable of bargaining with God.  Remember how in the story 
of Sodom and Gomorrah, God tells Abraham that the sins of these cities are so 
great that God is going to destroy them.  But Abraham asks, “What if there are 50 
righteous people in Sodom?”  When God agrees not to destroy the city if there are 
50 righteous people found, Abraham goes further: “What if there are 45 righteous 
people there?”  God agrees again, he will not destroy the city if he can find 45 
righteous people.  Abraham eventually bargains God down to 10.  But when God 
tells him to sacrifice his own son, he doesn’t utter a word of protest! 

Just imagine what our reaction would be if this story were to occur today.  Your 
morning starts as you pick up your first cup of coffee.  You pull the paper out of its 
little plastic bag and you’re greeted with the headline: “Father Tries to Murder Son 
with Knife; Claims, “God Told Me To.”  We would all think, “What kind of God 
would do that?”  No, I don’t like this story.   

At this point, you would be perfectly justified to ask me why I am preaching on it, if 
I am so upset by it.  And not only preaching on it, but apparently switching to it at 
the least minute.  This reading from Genesis is the lectionary lesson this week, the 
one that was in the first draft of the bulletin on Tuesday.  As I struggled with what 
to say about this story, I decided to take refuge in a nice, safe and uplifting “Fourth 
of July” message, which is how the bulletin got printed.  But I guess you could say 
that God finally convinced me of my own hypocrisy in avoiding a passage of 
scripture because it troubles me.  So, for better or worse, we’re talking about the 
testing of Abraham today. 

You know the story of Abraham and how we have gotten to this point.  God has 
called Abram out of the land of Ur and given him a very special promise.  He tells 
Abram to leave his home and go to a place that God will show him.  In Chapter 14 
of Genesis, God says to Abram, “…this is my covenant with you: You will be the 
father of many nations.  No longer will you be called Abram; your name will be 
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Abraham, for I have made you a father of many nations.  I will make you very 
fruitful; I will make nations of you, and kings will come from you.  I will establish my 
covenant as an everlasting covenant between me and you and your descendants 
after you for the generations to come, to be your God and the God of your 
descendants after you.  The whole land of Canaan, where you are now an alien, I 
will give as an everlasting possession to you and your descendants after you; and 
I will be their God." (Genesis 17:4-8)   

The problem, of course, is that Abraham and his wife, Sarah, have had no 
children.  Oh, and they are both nearly 100 years old.  By our human 
understanding, God’s promise that Abraham would be the father of nations was an 
empty one.  It would be physically impossible for Abraham and Sarah to become 
parents.  Yet God gives Abraham and Sarah the gift of a son, whom they name 
Isaac. 

But this bit of context only makes matters worse, doesn’t it?  Now we see that 
what God is demanding is not only the life of a son, but of the only son of a barren 
couple who prayed for years and years and have finally, finally become parents.  
Not only that, but since this is the only son of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac’s death 
would mean nothing less than the nullification of God’s promise to Abraham.  How 
can he be the father of nations without children?  And what kind of God gives us 
promises, and then takes them back? 

How do you think Abraham feels as this story progresses?  What is he thinking?  
We don’t really get much indication, do we?  One of the things that are unsettling 
about this story is the single-minded, almost robotic, way that Abraham goes about 
preparing to sacrifice his son.  But the text may contain one glimpse into 
Abraham’s emotions.  That’s when Isaac asks where the lamb for the sacrifice is.  
Abraham answers that God will provide it.  There are two possible ways of looking 
at this answer, I think.  One is that Abraham is simply giving a neutral answer to 
avoid alarming Isaac.  He doesn’t dare even hint at what was about to happen.  
But it’s possible that when Abraham said, “God will provide,” he was really giving 
voice to his unspoken faith that God has something in mind that Abraham is simply 
not capable of seeing or understanding.  He probably hopes against hope that 
God will not make him do it.  But he is intent on going through with it if it is what 
God demands. 

Does that internal struggle with following the will of God remind you of anyone 
else?  Is it reminiscent for you of Jesus in the garden, on the night before his 
crucifixion, praying with such intensity that Luke says “his sweat was like drops of 
blood falling to the ground”? (Luke 22:44) Jesus knew that God was sending him 
into unimaginable suffering, and a horrible death.  Jesus didn’t want to do it.  And 
he prayed, “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but 
yours be done." (Luke 22:42) Can’t you imagine Abraham silently praying 
something very much like that? 

There’s much similarity between these two stories; in fact, there is a thread that 
connects the faiths of the Old Covenant with the New.  In both stories there is 
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shock and anguish for us as observers.  Can it really be that the God of love could 
sanction the death of Abraham’s beloved son?  Could God really be planning the 
death of his own son?  There is the extraordinary obedience in these stories:  that 
of both Abraham and Jesus.  But there is something more important.  In the 
staying of Abraham’s hand, and in the resurrection of Jesus, lies God’s 
unshakable promise that God will always bring life where human eyes can see 
only the possibility of death. 

The story of Abraham and Isaac is summed up neatly in the final verses.   There 
the angel of the Lord gives Abraham this message from God: “…because you 
have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, I 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, and through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because 
you have obeyed me." (Genesis 22:16-18) Abraham gives the mountain a name 
that means, “The Lord will provide.”  

That’s the very essence of the covenant between God and God’s people – 
between God, and us.  We trust.  God provides.  Our challenge is to get ourselves 
beyond the things that we can’t understand; beyond what troubles us about the 
way God moves, so we can focus on that.  We trust… God provides.  We don’t 
control.  We trust.  And God provides. 

I think maybe that’s what really disturbs us about this story.  It drives deep into the 
heart of the need we have to manage things.  We are far more comfortable when 
we can control the promise. We want a predictable God, one who will keep us 
comfortable, who would never call us into uncertainty and ambiguity, and who 
would certainly never ask us to give up anything that we cherish.  We really want a 
God who is known, tamed and domesticated; one we can serve at little or no cost 
to us.  And yet in our most honest moments we realize that that is being not God.  
That is someone we have created in our own image to serve us. 

This story is a disturbing one.  Even when we have dealt with our visceral reaction 
to a God who seems to demand murder, and a father who appears to us to be 
blindly following an unfair and hideous command, it’s still hard to hear this story 
about Abraham and Isaac.  That’s because in this story we run head-on into the 
realization of just what God demands of us.  Everything.  Being a disciple means 
withholding nothing from God, even the things that we cherish most.   

What are those things, for you?  What are the treasured “Isaacs” in your own life, 
the things you are connected to most deeply?   Would you be willing to give them 
up for God?  It’s a very, very tough question.  But as you think about that, think 
about what God gave up for us on the cross. 


