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Two weeks ago we looked at the disturbing story of 

Abraham’s treatment of his first born son, Ishmael.  Today we look 

at the story to which I alluded at that time, the perhaps more 

disturbing story of Abraham and his son Isaac on the mountain 

top. 

It is a very well-known story.  I remember it from my 

childhood.  I can’t recall ever not knowing it.  Yet I can’t recall 

ever being comfortable with it.  I don’t remember it with 

fondness.  It doesn’t inspire me.  I find it challenging because it is 

difficult. 

I find the human part of it difficult.  How could Abraham do 

this?  How could he sacrifice Isaac?  The passage makes it clear, 

as do the preceding 10 chapters of Genesis, that Isaac is the 

promised one from God who will fulfil God’s promises, and more 

importantly he is described to Abraham as “your son, your only 

son Isaac, whom you love.”  It is emphasized that Isaac is special 

to Abraham, very special.  So how could he do it?  He didn’t do it 

impulsively either, with a moment’s notice.  It took time to 

prepare.  And the journey took three days, and then he and Isaac 

had to climb the mountain together alone.  How could he do it?  

What was the trip like?  What did they talk about?  The description 

is brief, terse with no dialogue until they got to the appointed 
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place. 

And why did Isaac let him do it?  Abraham was an old man.  

A very old man.  Isaac was young.  How old he was we don’t 

know but old enough to carry the firewood up the mountain.  

Surely he could have stopped Abraham, his father.  But there is 

no indication that he even tried.  All of this troubles me.  It 

troubles me.  I’m not sure that even having the answers would 

help. 

And then what happened afterward?  Even though his life 

was saved, how was Isaac affected?  Was he scarred? 

And what about Sarah?  We hear nothing about Sarah.  It 

appears that she wasn’t even consulted.  She had instigated the 

exile of Ishmael, Abraham’s first son by Sarah’s servant Hagar.  

But she wasn’t even consulted here.  Surely she would have 

spoken up, opposed Abraham.  But he left early in the morning.  

Was that to evade her?  After it was all over the passage says 

that Abraham lived at Beer-sheba.  In the next chapter when 

Sarah died she was at Hebron, and Abraham went there to mourn 

her and weep for her.  Were they living apart?  Did this incident 

separate Abraham and Sarah forever? 

There are so many unanswered questions, human questions.  

They trouble me.  The human aspects of this story trouble me.  

We wouldn’t do that, would we?  We couldn’t do that, - could we? 

When children hear this story, I wonder whether they are 

putting themselves into Isaac’s place.  Could it happen to me?  
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Might God ask my parents to kill me?  Would they?  Could they? 

We do, don’t we?  We do sacrifice our children, not to the 

only God, but to the little gods. 

When William Willimon and his wife Patsy were pastoring 

Northside United Methodist Church in Greenville, South Carolina 

they led two groups, one of children, one of adults, in a 

discussion of a video on this story.  “What does sacrifice mean to 

you?” Patsy asked the group of children. 

One third-grader spoke up, “My Daddy and Mommy are 

doctors at Duke, and they help sick people to be better.” 

“How is that a sacrifice?” Patsy asked. 

“I go to the day care centre after school, and sometimes on 

Saturdays.  Mommy and Daddy want to take me home but they 

are busy helping sick people so lots of times I have to stay at the 

centre.  Sometimes on Sunday mornings we have pancakes, 

though.” 

The other children nodded.  They knew.  We know too, don’t 

we?  Sometimes we sacrifice our children to gods of position, 

prosperity, prestige.  What we think of as our sacrifice is actually 

theirs. 

What Abraham did is not so foreign to us.  We too are 

tested.  We are tested all the time. 

How mindlessly we sometimes pray the Lord’s Prayer.  “And 

lead us not into temptation.” 

When I think of temptation I often think of things I shouldn’t 
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do which are things I might like to do, pleasant things, but things 

I ought not to do.  And from time to time it might not hurt to 

indulge just a little, just a little temptation. 

There is another translation of this line which goes, “Save us 

from the time of trial.”  That makes it a little clearer, at least for 

me.  There are times of trial that will come and we need to be 

saved from them.  We need to be saved from our temptation to 

accommodate to the world, to yield to the pressures which lead 

to a compromised confession.  There is a conflict between the 

purposes of God and the purposes of the world, and we cringe 

from having to decide.  We confess that we are not like Abraham.  

We are not prepared to sacrifice what we hold dear, in order to be 

obedient to the only God.  We don’t want to admit that we have 

already sacrificed what is important, even our own children and 

their future, to smaller gods. 

Perhaps this passage is ugly and difficult because if we are 

honest we identify with Abraham, but unlike him we have been 

found wanting in faith. 

I suppose though that the part that really gets me is the 

divine aspect.  Does this story depict the God we know, the God 

we love, the God who loves us?  This seems like a strange God.  

This story contradicts our view of God, our view of God as good, 

no, our view of God as nice.  This God even contradicts himself 

and the promises God made.  The promise of God is that through 

Isaac will come a great nation, but the command of God is that 
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Isaac must be killed so that there would be no descendants, no 

future, only barrenness and futility. 

There is and there can be no explanation for this.  It is 

simply that God is God and God is free to do what God wants.  

And what this God wants is to be assured of our undivided 

loyalty.  This God is demanding, too demanding.  This God 

commands allegiance and demands obedience.  This God tests. 

In the same Bible study I already mentioned, William 

Willimon asked the adults what the old story meant today. 

Among the responses one man said that it meant to him 

that he would be changing churches. 

“Why would this story make you change churches?” Willimon 

asked. 

“Because when I look at that God, the God of Abraham, I 

feel I’m near a real God, not the sort of dignified, businesslike, 

Rotary Club god we chatter about here on Sunday mornings.  

Abraham’s God could blow a man to bits, give and then take a 

child, ask for everything from a person and then want more.  I 

want to know that God.”  That’s the God I want to know.  And it 

is the God we need. 

A few years ago I preached a sermon called “Christmas 

Fear” meditating on the fear of the shepherds at Jesus’ birth 

when the angel of the Lord appeared.  “They were filled with 

fear.”  Or as a newer translation puts it, “They were terrified.”  

They were in the presence of God and they were terrified. 
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I tried to say that the fear of God is more than reverence.  It 

is also simply fear. 

Some people didn’t like that.  God was not to be feared, 

they said.  God is our refuge and strength, and therefore we do 

not fear.  That’s true.  That’s absolutely and wonderfully true.  

But if there is no fear, no trepidation, do we really know in whose 

presence we stand? 

On my first field experience 44 years ago, at one of the 

churches in which I led worship I would be greeted at the door by 

one of the elders who laughed and joked.  But when he went 

inside his disposition changed.  He became serious and solemn, 

because he was coming into the presence of his God, and that 

was no laughing matter. 

Many, however, don’t want to know that God.  We want God 

the buddy, easygoing, undemanding, a friend to all, a challenge to 

none.  Instead of demands we want a set of requirements no more 

difficult than the resolutions of the PTA. 

But the God we need is the strong, powerful God, the God to 

be reckoned with, the God who demands our all, but we also 

need the God who gives us God’s all and holds nothing back.  To 

deal with the world we need to move beyond contemporary 

simple civil piety. 

The key verse in this passage, the one to which the literary 

structure points, for reasons I won’t explain now, is verse 8.  

When Isaac asks his father where they will get the lamb for the 
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sacrifice, Abraham replies, “God himself will provide the lamb for 

the burnt offering, my son.”  God will provide.  The Hebrew verb 

means to see.  The Latin gives us the idea in the verb pro-video, 

to see to, to see for.  God will see to it.  God will provide.  

Abraham is convinced.  He believes.  Just before they ascended 

the mountain, in verse 5, Abraham tells the men with him to stay 

behind.  “The boy and I will go over there; we will worship, and 

then we will come back to you.”  Notice that small word, “we”.  

“Then we will come back to you.”  God will provide. 

Before Abraham strikes Isaac with the knife, an angel, that 

is, God, tells him to stop.  He has passed the test.  When 

Abraham looks up he sees a ram caught in a thicket.  He uses the 

ram, instead of his son, as a sacrifice.  And he names the place, 

“The Lord will provide.”  Why?  Because he believes that this 

ensnared ram is not coincidental, or accidental, but providential.  

God provided the ram.  “The same God who set the test in 

sovereignty is the one who resolved the test in graciousness.” 

The truth is that for some of us it is very easy to believe in a 

God who provides, but does not test.  And for others a God who 

tests but does not provide.  When our lives are bitter or deprived 

or desperate it is easy to believe that God tests, and when our 

lives are full and sweet it is easy to proclaim a God who provides. 

God does both.  God tests and God provides.  God is 

sovereign and God is gracious.  And we in our efforts to 

understand must hold these two in tension.  We must affirm our 
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faith in the one who makes promises. 

Paul writes, “God is faithful, and God will not let you be tested 

beyond your strength, but with the testing God will also provide 

the way out so that you may be able to endure it.” (1 Cor. 10: 13) 

Of this we can be sure, not because of what happened on the 

mount of Moriah, but because of what happened when another Father 

sent his son up a mountain obedient and loyal carrying not sticks but 

a cross.  There he was sacrificed with no substitute.  And yet God did 

provide.  God provided not a ram but resurrection so that you and I 

would never need to worry or doubt again.  The God who tests 

provides, not because we are faithful, but because God is.  Thanks be 

to God.  Amen. 


