“The Answers To The Test”

Genesis 22:1-8
The old man selected the shadiest spot to momentarily escape the relentless heat of the sun.  He sat down on a fallen tree trunk, breathing heavily and sweating.  His legs were acting up again.  He rubbed them with his free hand, trying to massage away the pain.  The wind shifted, and smoke found his eyes from the burning torch he held in his other hand.  Squinting and blinking, he looked around for a place to set the torch—somewhere he could prop it up.  There was nothing substantial around, just brittle scrub and loose rock.  He didn’t dare lay the torch down: too much chance of catching the whole hillside on fire in all this dryness.  He stopped rubbing his legs and ground his knuckles into his eyes to ease the burn.

Insects droned lazily in the summer heat.  Birds sang pleasantly.  The old man wiped away smoky tears and squinted up toward the mountain.  There, perhaps fifty yards away, his son clamored through the underbrush, occasionally swinging a stick at a tree trunk or low-hanging leaves.  The lad stopped to inspect something at his feet, then turned and looked down the hill at the old man.  He waved.  Even from this distance, and with his aging eyes, the old man could see the boyish grin beneath the mop of unruly brown hair.  He waved back at his son.

The boy turned, satisfied, and continued his exploration of the yellow-brown landscape.  The old man slowly lowered his arm, watching it back into his lap.  The hand at the end was wrinkled and calloused, covered with age spots…and trembling.  He made a fist to stop it from shaking—and realized that it wouldn’t be long before that fist would grasp the handle of his knife.  That fist would raise the knife.  And it would drive that knife straight into his son’s heart…
He choked, tightening his fist until his fingernails bit into the flesh of his palm.  His eyes watered again, but not because of the smoke.  He clenched his teeth together so hard his jaw muscles ached.

Blinking away tears, he found his son on the hillside again.  The boy was dangling from a tree limb, trying to find a foothold on the trunk.  As the old man watched, the boy hauled himself onto the branch and disappeared among the leaves.  A bird landed near the old man, cocked its head and looked at him, then shot up into the branches overhead.

What am I doing? he asked himself for what must have been the thousandth time.  Am I really going to go through with this?  Suddenly it wasn’t just his legs that hurt, but his whole body.  It was as if every one of his advanced years had been hung around his neck.  He sighed and wished there was some other way.

“Daddy!” his son called as he half jogged, half-skidded back down the incline.  His hair was wet from exertion and the summer heat—and from carrying that large bundle of wood in the basket strapped to his back.  Wood for the fire…

“Daddy, you ready to go on?”  His eyes danced with the thrill of boyish exploration and adventure.


The old man managed a smile and pretended to check his sandal strap so as not to let the boy see his anguish.  He coughed loudly, to free his throat from the growing lump, then stood up and walked out into the waiting sunlight.  As the boy led the way he said, “I’m carrying the wood, and you’ve got the fire.  But if were goin’ to offer a burnt sacrifice, where’s the lamb?”

The old man kept his eyes focused straight ahead, not daring to look at his son.  He picked out a rocky outcrop in the mountainside and pinned his gaze to it.  His chest was tight and aching, his heart felt like a stone at the bottom of a well.

“God will provide,” he replied, keeping his voice as even as he could.  “When it’s time for the offering, God will…provide the lamb.”  Despite the summer heat, the old man felt as cold as a winter’s night.
Satisfied with the answer, Isaac skipped ahead, the wood clattering in the basket on his back.  Abraham gripped the crackling torch tighter and followed silently, the knife on his belt lying against his side like a tumor.

The first verse of Genesis 22 tells us that God tested Abraham.  He wanted to know how much Abraham feared and honored God.  Did the old man love God enough to sacrifice Isaac—the child of his old age, the child of promise?
I’ll be honest: I don’t like this passage of scripture.  Whenever I read it, I struggle with my feelings about it.  I don’t know what’s worse for me: the fact that Abraham WAS willing to kill his son, or the fact that God asked him to.  It troubles me to think that God might test me in some similar kind of way.

A few years ago I read a little devotional book and the writer noted the difference between temptation and testing.  Temptation is Satan’s way of getting us into his camp and away from God.  Testing is God’s way of bringing us closer to himself.  The Bible tells us that God does not tempt us.  But he does test us, as he proved with Abraham.  The question I want answered is: how do I pass the test?
When I started my seminary career, I had to take six semester hours of Greek.  I was in class from 8:30 AM until noon, Monday-Friday, every week in June and July.  It’s what’s called an intensive: you get a semester’s worth of work done in four weeks.  At the end of July—before you could be placed in some of the biblical studies classes—you had to pass a Greek competency exam with an 80% or higher.
We were allowed—on our honor—to work on our competency exam anywhere we wanted, as long as it was turned in by the deadline the following day.  And we were allowed to write down, on a single sheet of paper, as many verb endings, noun and pronoun endings, grammatical rules, vocabulary words, and so on as we wanted.  We could only write down stuff we had memorized (no copying out of the book!), and once we started the exam we couldn’t add anything else to the answer sheet.  I left class, praying heavily, and went to the library where I found an empty room and spent the next hour and a half writing down everything I could remember.  Then I went home to work on my competency exam—still praying heavily!
Having that answer sheet really helped in taking the exam.  It allowed me to get all those grammatical rules and endings out of my head, which in my case freed up some space to actually think about how I was answering the questions!  In some ways it was like when I was in grade school and middle school.  I used to use the answers in the back of the math book instead of working out the problems.  You might remember how those old textbooks used to have the answers to the odd number problems in the back.  I’d try to work the problem, but if it didn’t come out right the first time, I knew I had the correct answer in the back.
But do we have the answers for those times when God tests us?  Are the answers in the back of the book?  In a sense they are!  They’re not written out as plainly as we’d like.  But if we read the Scriptures and allow them to transform us, we do find the answers.
So let’s go back to Abraham.  As we said, God tested him to see if Abraham loved God, and if he loved God more than Isaac.  What answers to the test does Abraham show us?
We see that one of the answers to the test is that of obedience.  In verse 3 it states that early the next morning Abraham got up and saddled his donkey.  It doesn’t seem that Abraham spent a lot of time arguing with God.  He doesn’t seem to have bargained for more time.  He was simply obedient to a very horrific command.

Obedience is hard, even when we know what the outcome will be.  We have to be obedient to our teachers or supervisors--even if we don’t like what they tell us to do—even if we don’t really want to do it.  But obedience when we can’t see the outcome is even more difficult.  And that’s how God works!  He doesn’t tell us all the information ahead of time.  He doesn’t give us specifics.  In Genesis 12:1 God called Abram to “leave your country, your people and your father’s household, and go to the land I will show you.”  Not a lot of detail there!  To Jeremiah he said, “Today I appoint you over nations and kingdoms to uproot and tear down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant” (Jeremiah 1:10).  To Jonah he said, “Go to the great city of Ninevah and preach against it…” (Jonah 1:1).  To Simon and Andrew Jesus said, “Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men” (Mark 1:17).  Obedience calls us to lean on the trustworthiness of God’s character—to put our full trust in his promises.  If we doubt his power, if we doubt his character, if we question his love, we can never be fully obedient.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer said: “Only he who believes is obedient and only he who is obedient believes.  Obedience comes from believing in God and knowing that God’s plans and purposes are for our good.
This leads us directly into the next answer to the test, and that is faith.  Obedience and faith are inseparable.  They’re like two sides of the same coin.  Abraham, when asked to sacrifice Isaac, had faith in God’s promise.  In Genesis 17, God had promised that Isaac would be born and God said, “I will establish my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant.”  Abraham had the faith to believe that God would keep his word—even if it looked like the child of that promise was going to be murdered.  That’s an incredible amount of faith!

Hebrews 11:19 tells us Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead.  This old man understood the power of the God he was dealing with.  Somehow he grasped the idea that this God was not like anyone or anything else he had ever encountered.  He thought about it and came to the conclusion that if God wanted to raise the dead, he could surely do it.  So Abraham’s faith rested squarely on the power of God.  He might not understand why God would give him a son, and make a covenant through that child, then have the boy killed.  But he did understand that God had the power to do anything.  And that was enough.
In 2005, I transitioned from being a youth pastor to being the pastor over a whole church, and it forced me to respond to God with obedience and faith.  It meant leaving the comfort zones I had established in youth ministry.  But God kept brining me back to Peter’s experience of getting out of the boat and walking on the water.  If God was calling me to such a transition, I had to respond by being obedient.  And I had to have faith that God would work everything together.  I had to abandon myself—just as Abraham did—to the trustworthiness of God’s character and the power of God to do what he had promised, even though I had no idea of what the outcome would be.  And I also did it because I loved God and wanted to please him.
And this brings us to one more answer to the test that we need to remember: love.  Abraham loved God more than he did Isaac.  Isaac was the laughter of his elderly life.  But somehow Abraham had a love for God that went much deeper.  He wanted to please God.  C. S. Lewis wrote “When I have learnt to love God better than my earthly dearest, I shall love my earthly dearest better than I do now.  When first things are put first, second things are not suppressed but increased.”  Abraham expressed a love without limits, without conditions, without barriers.  He was willing to let go of his dearest possession on earth.  And that’s how we’re to love God: by letting go of all our worldly attachments so that all we have is focused upon deepening our love for the Father.
Our love for God cannot be dictated by the hands of the clock nor the activities of our calendar.  It cannot be confined to one hour on Sunday or listening to Christian radio on the way to work.  Our love for God must identify us.  It must make us willing to risk being stared at.  It must compel us to get out of the boat and risk something no one else is willing to do.
Times of testing will come to us all.  They are God’s way of refining us and pulling us deeper into him.  Job, the undisputed master of testing, reminds us: “But he knows the way that I take; when he has tested me, I will come forth as gold” (Job 23:10).  So as you experience times of trial, remember Abraham.  Remember the answers to the test will always be obedience to God, faith in God, and love for God.
Let us pray: Lord God, whose ways are indeed mysterious and rarely understood by us, fill us with the answers to the tests that come to us.  Grant us obedience even when we cannot see or know the outcome—when obedience is hard and uncomfortable.  Increase our faith so that we see what can be instead of merely what is—a faith that deepens with each passing day, rooting us more firmly in your holiness.  And move us to greater love for you—love that overflows from our lives and into the world around us, transforming it into the kingdom of your presence and grace.  Let us walk this week in obedience, faith and love and thus please you in all that we say and do.  In the name, power and eternal glory of Jesus Christ, amen.
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