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Abraham Tested 
Readings: Genesis 22:1-19; Hebrews 11:17-19; John 3:16-21 

 

Sometimes walking around in a clerical dog collar gets you into unexpected 
conversations.  Sometimes after services on Sunday for some relaxation and in search 
of cheap CDs I make my way to the Market in the Showgrounds. 

One Sunday last year a guy that I have bought numerous CDs from in the past 
saw me and beckoned me over.  I expected him to say that there were some interesting  
things in a particular box.  But he said “What was that about Abrahram?”  This is not a 
common question so I asked for more information.  He said that he had been watching 
The Bible TV series and seen the incident where God had tested Abraham by asking 
him to sacrifice his son Isaac.  “How could God do that?” he asked.  “There is nothing 
more important than our children.”  Those who wish to reject the Bible, and thus the God 
of the Bible often use this narrative to establish their case.  Who would want to follow let 
alone worship a God like this. 

We may have similar questions as we hear this incident which being read with its 
horrific possibility of child sacrifice, why is this in the Bible, how could God ask this?   

However we may find that rather than this passage being a test of the Scriptures 
or even God, it will be like it was for Abraham a test of our faith in the promises of God. 

THE TEST OF ABRAHAM 

As we come to this very difficult passage which is known by rabbis as the 
Akedah, the Hebrew word for binding we have to recognise the difficulty of the passage, 
but also that we can’t ignore it.   

 Firstly because of the horror of what is described, a Father with a knife 
poised to kill his son.   

 Secondly because it is structurally central to the story of Abraham, and 
central to our understanding of Abraham as a man of faith.   

 Thirdly because it is so unusual so odd, it is unlikely to have been made 
up, or in the Scriptures for a reason.  We cannot deal with Genesis or 
Abraham without seeking to understand this story.   

So we need to look at it closely. 

Context – After these things 
It is important that we pay attention to the details of the story as we are given so 

few.  We want to rush to the idea of God testing Abraham, but we need to note the 
words that come before, “After these things”.  The things that have happened are 
centred around the birth of Isaac, the long promised son to Abraham and Sarah. 

Prior to the test is the promise.  God had told Abraham that “it is through Isaac 
that offspring shall be named after you” (21:12)  All that God has purposed for Abraham 
of land, descendants and bringing blessing to the whole world depend on this child.  

We need to keep this in mind as the story develops, for it means it is not a simply 
test of “Does Abraham love me more than his child?” but “Does Abraham trust my 
promises despite appearances” for all God’s promises are focused on this child. 

This does not remove the difficulty but it changes the nature of the test. 

The Test 
God calls Abraham in a way that is very similar to the original call back in 

Genesis 12, to go leaving others behind to go to a place of God’s choosing.  But this 
time there are not promises but rather the command to offer the promised child as a 
burnt offering, a child we are heartbreakingly reminded is greatly loved. 
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That Abraham sets out seemingly without comment is quite staggering, and it is 
an enormous testament to his faith in his God to keep his promises. 

The way the story is told does not spare us any emotional turmoil, for we see 
Abraham making preparations, including taking the wood for sacrifice. 

On the third day they see the designated spot.  We see something of Abraham’s 
faith as he says that both he and Isaac will go to worship and they will both return (v5).  
Having said this the soon to be burnt offering Isaac is loaded up with the soon to be 
firewood, whilst Abraham carries the fire, and the knife is unnecessarily but ominously 
introduced into the narrative. 

As they make their way their togetherness is highlighted as in an in an intimate 
scene we overhear their conversation between father and son with Isaac asking the 
obvious question of where is the sacrifice.  The story is told to really work our emotions.  
All Abraham can say in simple trust is that “God himself will provide.” 

Once they arrive at the place the pace slows almost to a standstill as all is made 
ready, to the point that the boy in on altar and the dreaded knife is poised to strike, when 
at the very last moment the angel of Lord intervenes.  

Abraham has not withheld his son and God provides another sacrifice, a 
substitute. 

Abraham and God vindicated 
Hebrews 11 helps us understand this passage. “By faith Abraham, when put to 

the test, offered up Isaac. He who had received the promises was ready to offer up his 
only son, of whom he had been told, ‘It is through Isaac that descendants shall be 
named after you.’ He considered the fact that God is able even to raise someone from 
the dead—and figuratively speaking, he did receive him back.” 

Abraham has been asked to put all his trust in God’s promises and such faith is 
vindicated and God has shown himself trustworthy. 

The chapter ends with the promises to Abraham elaborated further, with God 
swearing by himself, that it will be through this child that will come a great number of 
descendants and through these descendants all nations of the earth will be blessed. 

DIFFICULTIES REMAIN 

We may understand the passage better but we will still wrestle it.  A few further 
thoughts come to mind. 

Judging the passage 
Perhaps though we should ask whether we as humanity really have the right to 

question God on this matter. I recently came across the following poem. 
So Abram rose, and clave the wood, and went, 

And took the fire with him, and a knife. 

And as they sojourned both of them together, 

Isaac the first-born spake and said, My Father, 

Behold the preparations, fire and iron, 

But where the lamb for this burnt-offering? 

Then Abram bound the youth with belts and straps, 

and builded parapets and trenches there, 

And stretchèd forth the knife to slay his son. 

When lo! an angel called him out of heaven, 

Saying, Lay not thy hand upon the lad, 

Neither do anything to him. Behold, 

A ram, caught in a thicket by its horns; 

Offer the Ram of Pride instead of him. 
 

But the old man would not so, but slew his son, 

And half the seed of Europe, one by one. 
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It is called The Parable of Old Man and the Young by Wilfred Owen describing 
the slaugher and sacrifce of WW1.  Are we humans in any position to judge God when 
all to often we sacrifice children in the name of nationalism, politics, religions or simple 
economic rationalism? 

The Language of Sacrifice 
Perhaps one of the reasons that we struggle with this passage is the very 

language of sacrifice: that idea of giving something up and being willing to follow the call 
of God.  Both of these are part of this story, notice the ongoing refrain from Abraham of 
“Here I am”. 

We need to remember that this idea of sacrifice, of casting things off is at the 
heart of New Testament faith. Jesus says that we are to love him above family, we are 
to love him above our own life. 
Paul having spoken of God’s love and mercy says that we are offer ourselves as living 
sacrifices (Romans 12), words that we echo each week in our communion service. 

Do we think about this word, sacrifice?  Eugene Peterson has written that 
“Sacrifice exposes spiritual fantasy as a masquerade of faith.” 

God will not ask us to offer our children but there will be sacrifice, it is part of the 
Christian life.  When we hear the call of God to follow that path are we ready to say 
“Here I am” 

LINKS WITH JESUS 

Finally this passage finds its resolution in Jesus, for it is hard to read this passage 
as a Christian and not see links with him, certainly the early Christians did.  Did you spot 
any? 

Some believe that that the mountain that Abraham was lead to was Mt Zion. 
Ancient Jewish commentators noted that Isaac carrying his own wood was like a man 
carrying his own cross.  Isaac asking “Where is the sacrifice?”, makes me think of Jesus 
in the Garden asking if there was another way.  Isaac’s silence in the whole process 
reminds us that like a sheep before the slaughter Jesus was silent.  And of course God’s 
provision of a sacrifice, not a substitute ram but Jesus as our substitute, the Lord has 
provided.  Also if Abraham figuratively received his son back from the dead, God did in 
reality. 

But most fundamentally we are reminded the promise of blessing to all nations 
comes because THE Father was willing to give his Son to pay the price.  It is the great 
demonstration that God so loved the world, for he gave, gave over his son, and the 
execution was not stayed. 

Paul obviously has the story of Abraham and Isaac in mind when he wrote: If God 
is for us, who is against us? He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for 
all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else?  (Romans 8:31-32) 

Rather than leading us to doubt the goodness of God this story should lead to a 
deeper appreciation of his commitment and love for us.  His love has been tested and 
demonstrated. 

OUR TEST 

Perhaps this leads us to our test, the test of whether we trust the promises of 
God.  For Paul goes on to write in Romans 8 

Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or 

distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it 

is written, ‘For your sake we are being killed all day long;   we are 

accounted as sheep to be slaughtered.’  

No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him 

who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, 
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nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, 

nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us 

from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

This is God’s promise to us, that he loves us he has given the ultimate 
demonstration and he is with us, and we are called to trust that in all the chances and 
changes of this fleeting world.  We may be called to take lonely journeys, to bear costs.  
There will be testing, there will be sacrifice but we are loved, the Lord has provided. 


