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Genesis 22.1-18 (St. Michael’s – July 2nd, 2017)
‘He’s not a tame lion,’ wrote CS Lewis of Aslan, the Christ-figure in his children’s
books. Which was Lewis’ way of saying that God is not a tame god. A good God, yes. Safe and
predictable, no. But, one who will often lead his people into unthinkable, seemingly untenable
places. Where our faith is stretched to the breaking point.
And you know, if God doesn’t sometimes shock us and make us really uncomfortable,
He’s probably a god made in our image. Because, what are the chances that the God of the
universe, reigning over all times and all cultures, is perfectly in lockstep with our worldview, our
belief system, our morals, our political agenda.
No, if God is anything, we should expect that His ways are not our ways. That He’s not a
tame lion.
We get a glimpse of just how untamable God is in our passage from Genesis, where God
calls Abraham to do the unthinkable – to sacrifice his only son, Isaac. For thousands of years
people have read this passage with fear and trembling, because it is shocking, awe-ful in the
classical sense.
First, it’s shocking because of the context. In Genesis 22, Abraham is finally living the
good life. After many ups and downs, Abraham is enjoying some peace and security. He’s no
longer wandering, but has settled down in one place, Beersheba. The covenant of circumcision is
behind him (which is no small thing), the child of promise, Isaac, has been born, and the
domestic issues with his other son Ishmael, have been resolved. In the previous chapter,
Abraham made a treaty with a neighboring king, securing a well of good water. And
consequently, Abraham prays to God for the first time as El Olam, the Everlasting God,
signifying ‘stability, security, permanence.’
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But, then, just when you think everything is well and good, God speaks. Verse 1:
‘Abraham, take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah,
and offer him there as a burnt offering.’’
You know, all of us, at various times in our lives get bad news. The unexpected death of
a loved one. And for me, whenever I hear those words there’s a physical sensation. A burning,
queasy, sinking feeling in my gut. And it’s horrible.
But the word Abraham hears from God may be worse. ‘Offer your son as a burnt
offering.’ What’s a burnt offering? It’s not just, ‘Stab Isaac and walk away.’ No, a burnt offering
means to slaughter, dismember, and burn to smithereens. Until there’s nothing left.
And as if God wants to make sure Abraham grasps the enormity, He refers to Isaac three
times – your son, your only son, whom you love.’ He is the burnt offering. In the OT ‘Mourning
as for an only son’ was a euphemism for the deepest possible grief.
So in a sense, Abraham is being called to sacrifice himself. Because it is only through
Isaac that Abraham will have any lasting influence on the world. His entire life has been
wrapped up in the miraculous birth of this son, who will beget a nation, that will bless the world.
Abraham is not just losing one of his favorite things, but everything He has lived for. Everything
that has given his life meaning. His very identity. Past, present, and future. He’s being called to
destroy it with his bare hands.
And I wonder, does God still do this today? Does he ever call us to surrender the
unthinkable? Things we can’t imagine living without. A dream job, a lifestyle, a relationship, a
security, a belief system, a cherished sin. Well yes. As Bonhoeffer notes, there is a cost to
discipleship. And sometimes God calls us to surrender great things.
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I’m reminded of our own Cornelius and Zira Jacobs sacrificing so much to become
missionaries to the Middle East. More recently I’m reminded of a single mom here at St.
Michael’s. A month ago a guy crashed outside her yard on his moped. He was drunk and high on
drugs. This mom gave him food and clothes, drove him to several prayer appointments, and
eventually got him into a Christian rehab facility. Where he has a second chance at life.
My friends, she didn’t have to do this. She could have simply had the police come get
him. But instead, she heard the call of God. And at great expense and inconvenience, she gave
him a chance at redemption.
The point is, real sacrifice is costly. In scripture God’s people are called to give God their
best, the best animal from their flock, the first of their finances. Sacrifice is not giving God what
you don’t need—your surplus. God’s not a Goodwill where you drop off the junk you’d throw
away otherwise. No, often God calls us to sacrifice wonderful and precious things. The best that
we have.
So how does Abraham respond to this unthinkable request? There’s no hesitation. Verse
3, ‘Abraham rose early in the morning and saddled his donkey.’
And he begins the long journey to the land of Moriah. Now Moriah is about 50 miles
north of Beersheba. It’s the land of the Jebusites. And at the base of one of the mountains was
the valley of Tophet, the valley of drums. And on certain nights fires would blaze in the valley,
drums would be heard, and the Jebusites would throw their children to the flames, sacrifices to
the pagan god Molech. And so Abraham is being called to the land of child sacrifice.
Now how could Abraham do this? How could he sacrifice his only son? His most
precious gift. Indeed, how can any of us have the gumption to sacrifice the things we cherish
most?

Booman 4
Well for Abraham it’s noteworthy that God’s threefold call to him ‘Go and sacrifice your
son, your only son, whom you love,’ echoes a previous call from many decades before. In
Genesis 12 Abraham is minding his own business, when God speaks to him for the first time.
‘Go from your country, your kindred, and your father’s house. And I will bless you.’
And so Abraham’s obedience is rooted not in irrationality or blind faith, but in the prior
faithfulness of God. And when God has called him to surrender precious things before—his
country, his kindred, his father’s house—God has always provided and blessed him. Isaac
himself was a miraculous gift to begin with. Born to Sarah when she 90 years old.
And so for us, if we’re having trouble surrendering to God what we cherish, perhaps it’s
because we’ve never acknowledged that it’s a gift from God to begin with.
So Abraham arrives at Moriah, and he and Isaac begin the ascent. Abraham carrying the fire
and the knife, Isaac the wood on his back. And as they climb Isaac asks the obvious question,
‘where is the lamb for the offering?’ And Abraham answers, ‘God will provide.’
And as they reach the top it’s as if time stands still. Each little action portrayed in
excruciating detail. Abraham builds the altar, lays the wood in order, binds Isaac, lays him on the
altar, reaches out his hand, and takes the knife to slaughter his son.
But as the knife hangs in the air, God speaks again. ‘Abraham…do not lay your hand on
the boy or do anything to him, for now I know that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld
your son, your only son, from me.’
And Abraham then sees a ram caught in a thicket. He sacrifices the ram instead of Isaac,
and he names the place Yahweh Yireh. The Lord will provide.
My friends, can you imagine the joy, the relief, the wonder in this moment? The Lord has
revealed his character once again. Abraham sees that God is good. Yes, he may call us to

Booman 5
sacrifice things, but He will always provide. Because his promises are unshakable and
everlasting.
And amid the joy I suspect there’s one more thing Abraham sees in this moment. We
don’t read it here, but I suspect that God gives Abraham a vision of the future.
In the gospel of John chapter 8 Jesus is having a conversation and He says these
intriguing words: ‘Abraham rejoiced to see my day. He saw it and was glad.’
Yes, could it be that on top of Moriah. God gives Abraham a vision of another Son,
walking up a mountain, bearing wood on his back? Could it be that God gives Abraham a
glimpse of Jesus, carrying the cross? It’s striking that the rabbis themselves wrote of Isaac. ‘It is
like one who carries his own cross on his shoulder.’
Who knows? But let me read another verse, this time from Second Chronicles chapter 3.
When Solomon reigned in Jerusalem. We read, ‘Then Solomon began to build the [temple] of
the LORD in Jerusalem on Mount Moriah, where the LORD had appeared to David his father.’
Yes, a thousand years after Abraham, one of his descendants, David will conquer the
Jebusites and found the city of the great king, Jerusalem. And after David, Solomon builds the
temple on Mt. Moriah. The place for God to meet with his people.
And when Jesus is arrested in the garden of Gethsemane, on that night unlike all nights, it
is very likely the soldiers led Jesus around the southern wall of Jerusalem, through valley of
Tophet, on his way to Pontius Pilate.
Yes, 3,000 years after Abraham, Jesus walks in his footsteps. Through the valley of the
shadow of death. And like Isaac, he bears the wood and willingly offers up his life. Only this
time the knife will fall.
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In a sense you could say this is the tale of two kingdoms. The kingdom of the world and
the kingdom of God. The kingdom of Moriah and the drums, and the kingdom of Jerusalem and
the cross.
And the great question both kingdoms are asking—the great question of the human
condition—is the question of Isaac, ‘where is the lamb for the offering?’ What is it I must do to
be OK? To be a good person? To be right with God? To have meaning in my life? In this broken
and confusing world, what must I do, what must I offer to be OK? This is the question of the
human race.
And all of the ideologies of the world are happy to tell us the lamb we must offer. Be a
good person, find enlightenment, redistribute your wealth, go on pilgrimage, go on Jihad, tolerate
others, coexist, make a lot of money, save the whales, do good works—and sometimes, offer
your children to the flames.
But the truth is, that none of these things will ever be enough. To really make us OK.
Because though we try our hardest, the gods of the world are insatiable and those drums will
keep on beating, asking for more than we can give.
But then there’s the kingdom of God. The kingdom of Jerusalem. Where is the lamb for
the offering? That will make us OK? Yahweh Yireh. The Lord will provide. The Lord himself
will provide the lamb. He is not like other gods. He will make the sacrifice, so that we can be
right, and good, and whole.
As the song has it, what can wash away my sins? Nothing but the blood of Jesus. What
can make me whole again? Nothing but the blood of Jesus. Where is all my hope and peace.
Nothing but the blood of Jesus. Where can I find righteousness? Nothing but the blood of Jesus.
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In closing, Watchman Nee was probably the greatest Chinese Christian of the 20th
century. An evangelist, church planter, writer, he spent the last 20 years of his life in a
communist labor camp apart from his wife. After his death his niece found a note under his
pillow in the prison. In shaky handwriting it read, ‘Christ is the Son of God who died for the
redemption of sinners and resurrected after three days. This is the greatest truth in the universe. I
die because of my belief in Christ.’
And this is what Watchman Nee had to say about Abraham and Isaac. He writes, 'Isaac
represents many gifts of God's grace. Before God gives them our hands are empty. Afterwards
they are full. Sometimes God reaches out his hand to take ours in fellowship. Then we need an
empty hand to put in his. But when we have received his gifts and are nursing them to ourselves,
our hands are full, and when God puts out his hand we have no empty hand for him. When that
happens, we need to let go of the gift and take hold of God himself.’
And so my friends, when we hear the call of God, may we have our eyes so fixed on
Jesus—the only Son, the perfect lamb—that we may be able to surrender the good things, for the
best thing. For Jesus’ sake. Amen.

