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God Will Provide
Genesis 22:1‑14 

 A friend of mine who is a pastor in Memphis tells of a time he went to visit a man in the hospital.  He had been injured in a pretty serious car accident.  Mike describes it this way: “As he lay in the hospital bed, with bandages here, there, and everywhere, deep bruises evident and no small amount of pain and rehabilitation in his future, he said, “Someone told me this was a test from God. If it is, next time, I’d prefer a written test.”

I suspect that most of us have heard a number of people in their time of physical illness or personal crisis say that they wondered if it were a test from God.  I suppose a preacher should never want to remove God from any equation of life, but I sometimes resist the idea that our adversities are God’s tests.  Why would a loving God put us to the test?

And yet, here in Genesis 22, one of the most challenging chapters in all of scripture, the stage for these unfathomable events is set with the words: “After these things God tested Abraham.”  God called to Abraham and told him to go and sacrifice his son Isaac, or as the text poignantly puts it: “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....”

As most of you know, our congregation has two groups who are close to completing the thirty-four week Disciple Bible Study.  It’s been a great experience for those involved, and I hope that several more groups will be formed shortly to begin study in September.

When we read the opening stories of Genesis, at least one of those participants would poke their head into my office to exclaim: “I can’t believe how our ancestors acted.  How did they ever make the Bible?”

Or, “The people who keep pointing to the Bible and talking about family values obviously never read these stories!”

And then came chapter 22 of Genesis, a chapter which contains a story that shocks the sensibilities of even the most hardened biblical scholars.  What are we to make of the story of God testing Abraham with these words: “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and kill him off?”  What are we to make of such a difficult story?

One thing’s for sure:  Isaac’s not simply a child in the story.  Nor is he just a sacrifice.  He is hope embodied.  You remember Abraham and Sarah’s story.

Ten chapters before this one, in Genesis 12, God calls to Abraham and Sarah and tells them to leave the land and go to the place that God would show them.  So they pack up and hit the road.

God also promised land and a child.  On the basis of God’s promise, Abraham and Sarah set out on a journey filled with difficulties.  Several chapters later, God speaks to Abraham again: “Abraham, I am your shield; your reward will be very great.”

But Abraham dismisses it by saying, “Yeah.  I’ve heard that from you before, God.  But still I have no land and no heir.”

It’s then that God takes Abraham outside and points to the skies: “Count the stars, Abraham, if you’re able to number them.  So shall your descendants be.  And you will be a blessing to all the world.”

And Abraham trusted the promise.

Finally, when Abraham is 99 years old, he and Sarah get the news from the strangers: “By this time next year, Sarah will have given birth to a son.”

And they laughed.  How absurd to think that at their age they would be dipping into their retirement savings for a nursery, as one commentator suggests.

But it happens.  Isaac, the hope of the promise is born.  God has given the gift of a child who was much more than a child—he is the very embodiment of hope for Abraham and Sarah.  All that they had was somehow connected to his life.
And now, God commands the unthinkable: “Take your son and kill him.”

Unbelievably, Abraham obeys.  The story leaves so many things to our imagination: What did Sarah think of Abraham’s intentions?  Was Isaac aware of what was happening before he asked his question?  Did Sarah try to stop the trip?

All of these questions and more swirl around this horrible story.  It seems almost unreal that God, who had asked Abraham to forsake his past when he was called to leave his home and family, would now ask Abraham to cut off his future.

But that’s what God asks of Abraham.  And, unbelievably, Abraham obeys.  But just as Abraham raises the knife to kill, just as we avert our eyes to the horror being played out, God acts.  And from heaven the voice proclaims: “"Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me."  And Abraham looked up and saw a ram, caught in a thicket by its horns.  Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son.

Abraham has passed the test.  What God did not know, God now knows: Abraham loves the gift Isaac to be sure; but Abraham loves the Giver more.

In some ways, this is the perfect text for our congregation today, as we prepare to ordain and install our newly elected deacons and elders.  And there are at least two ways to hear this text in connection with that emphasis.
The first way to look at this story through the lens of ordination and installation is for us in the congregation to consider the ways that we are offering to God these new officers.  In faith, we place these leaders on the altar, asking and trusting that God will provide what is necessary for them to live into this high calling.

But there’s something a bit unsettling about that way of thinking.  Perhaps there’s another way to hear this story in the context of officer installation.

What will these leaders be asked to sacrifice in their service to God through this congregation?  Perhaps they will be asked to give up long-held assumptions about what they think is the hope of the church.

Or perhaps they will be asked to sacrifice their loyalty to a demographic group or to a Sunday School Class or to the oldtimer/newcomer debate that sometimes comes.
The question for these officers (and for each of us) is this:  do we trust God will provide?  Can we trust God enough to let go of anything that gets in the way of radical obedience to a demanding God?  Can we trust the gracious gift-giving God to provide the resources and the talents we need to bear witness to the resurrection?

Do you see why we will ask them if they will serve with imagination, energy, intelligence and love?  And do you see why we will pledge our prayers for them, and how important it is to encourage them in their calling?

Make no mistake:  God will provide.  May we trust the Giver even as we celebrate today the gifts God has given these officers, and as we celebrate the amazing grace of the God who calls us to be the church in this place.
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