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The God of the Ordinary  
- Isaac 

Readings: Genesis 24:1-18; Galatians 4:21-31. 

 
There is a scene in film “This is Spinal Tap” where the members of the rock band 

after which the film is named are standing at Elvis’ gravestone.  As they glumly stare at 
the headstone one of them says “Puts things in perspective” to which another replies “a 
bit too much perspective” or words to that effect. 

The events of recent weeks will have give us all cause to pause and be reminded 
of the brevity and value of our lives.  We may be reminded of Psalm 103 used in funeral 
services that “the days of man are but as grass, he flourishes like a flower of the field; 
the wind blows over it and it is gone, and its place remembers it no more.”  That can feel 
like a bit too much perspective. 

For what are we worth? Not many of us are great in the world’s eyes and often 
not in our own and this is not a perspective that we enjoy.  Do our little lives really 
matter? I hope that as we look at the character of Isaac we will find the Bible’s answer to 
that question. 

ISAAC: A LIFE 

Isaac is one of the Patriarchs of Israel.  Along with Abraham and Jacob, he is 
present in one way or another from Genesis 17, where the prophecy of his birth is given, 
through to his death in Genesis 35.  He lives the longest of all the patriarchs, he is 
mentioned in 21 of the books of the Old Testament and is mentioned 19 times in the 
New.  Surely this is a great man. 

Yet how many sermons have you ever heard on Isaac?  I have heard only one by 
Barry Webb at Moore college, a sermon to which this one is heavily indebted. 

In a moment we will see why this might be the case but first let us survey his life, 
a kind of eulogy for Isaac. 

He was the beloved son of Abraham and Sarah’s old age, the way in which God 
describes Abraham’s love for Isaac is the same as the Bible uses to describe God the 
Father’s love for Jesus (22:1).  Abraham in an act of great devotion and trust in God’s 
good purposes gave him to God and received him back. 

We are not told much else, we read of how Isaac gets a wife, the birth of his 
children, how he loved his eldest son, Esau, and Rebekah loved the younger, Jacob, 
which caused division between them and between the brothers. His son Esau’s choice 
of wife caused both him and Rebekah great consternation.  We read of Isaac being 
tricked into blessing his younger son who has to flee for his life.  His family is a mess but 
before his life’s end there is reconciliation within his family. 

BORING BORING ISAAC: A LIFE LESS LIVED 

Even in this brief summary we start to see why Isaac is never preached on, he is 
too ordinary, basically boring.  Unlike his father, Abraham, who is noble, unlike his 
famous son, Jacob, who is a scoundrel, Isaac is simply dull. There seems to be a 
progression downwards in the Patriarchs through Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, noble, 
nondescript then naughty, or perhaps honoured, ordinary then unsavoury.  Noble is 
worthy of attention, the schemes of Jacob often read like a gangster heist movie and are 
as interesting but boring is simply boring. 
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PASSIVE 
The text seems to recognise this about Isaac.  While he may be present in many 

chapters he gets little attention only really coming to the fore in Genesis 26 & 27.   No 
sooner does he take centre stage after the death of Abraham than we are introduced to 
his far more interesting sons. 

Part of the reason that Isaac appears this way is that he is essentially a passive 
figure.  Firstly he is born in which, like most of us, he was passive.  But remember his 
sons weren’t, they fought in the womb and on the way out.  They are interesting from the 
moment they arrive and are named so that the manner of the birth will not be forgotten, 
Esau – hairy, Jacob – grasper (Gen 25:19-26). 

Next Isaac was circumcised, passive yet again.  He is the cause of Ishmael, his 
half brother, being sent away.  But he doesn’t do anything he is just picked on.  He is 
almost offered in sacrifice by his father, where we hear his first words spoken asking 
where the lamb for the sacrifice is.  It is the voice of the passive, innocent victim which 
only adds to the drama 
and possible tragedy of 
the story.  There is even 
no record of a struggle as 
he is laid on the altar, he 
just seems to lie down. 

We know nothing 
about his growing up.  
Ishmael, his half brother, 
grows up in the desert and 
becomes an archer 
(21:20).  Isaac just grows 
up, the only thing we really 
discover about him is that 
he liked to eat wild game, 
especially when prepared 
by someone else. 

When it is time for 
him to be married a wife is 
got for him, he has nothing 
to do with it.  In fact we 
end up knowing more 
about the faith of an 
unnamed servant, and of 
Rebekah than we do of 
Isaac.  The servant prays 
that he would be able to 
complete his task, and 
Rebekah like her relative 
Abraham is willing to leave 
family and home to follow 
God’s call.  Both seem 
immediately more 
interesting than Isaac. 
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IN HIS FATHER’S FOOTSTEPS 
Isaac’s later life seems to be a pale imitation of his father’s.  His wife is barren but 

she conceives with the Lord’s help.  He plans to go to Egypt in the midst of a famine.  
Like his father, when in Philistine country he pretends his wife is his sister much to the 
exasperation of Abimelech who has already been through this once with Abraham.  He 
reopens the wells that his father had dug. 

In his old age he is almost a pathetic figure, obviously not in control of his family: 
seemingly estranged from his wife, upset with his favourite son and in his blindness can 
only be helped and deceived by others.  At the end of his life once more he is passive as 
we all are as he is buried by his two now reunited sons. (35: 29) 

This then is life of the promised son, the one of which the reader would have had 
so much hope when he was born, an ordinary, flawed at times almost pathetic figure.  
My sister once had a boyfriend who I rather unkindly described as having had a 
personality bypass.  It seems that Isaac is from a similar mode.  A man who could never 
escape the shadow of his father and is quickly eclipsed by his sons. 

THE GOD OF ISAAC: BLESSED BECAUSE OF ANOTHER 

Yet this ordinary, boring patriarch is blessed by God. 
He is blessed by God for his very existence, he is truly a miracle child.  It was 

only by God bringing life to Sarah’s dead womb that he is alive at all.  But he also owes 
his life doubly to God who provided a substitute for him when Abraham is about to 
sacrifice him.  It is no surprise then that Isaac when faced with the barrenness of his 
own wife turns in faith to the God of Abraham and God answers his prayer. (25:21)  His 
family’s continuation depends only on God’s blessing. 

Isaac also owed his material blessing to God.  He has some enormous harvests 
of 100 fold, because, we are told, the Lord was with him (26:12). 

Why is he blessed?  Certainly not because of anything in Isaac.  Isaac is blessed 
because God will keep his promises that this was the line of blessing.  God is working 
his sovereign purpose out to fulfil the promise of descendants, land and blessing to this 
family and to the world.  It is through this disappointing passive patriarch that God will 
achieve his purposes.  God reaffirms his promises to Isaac, promises that were first 
given to Abraham.  (26:1-6) 

These promises and command well illustrate the difference between father and 
son.  Abraham is told to go, Isaac is told to stay.  But Isaac does have a faith of sorts 
even if it not a great faith.  He stays in the land, rather than leave it, he recognises that it 
is God’s to give (26:22).  He had already prayed to this God and will call down God’s 
blessing on his children.  But it is a flawed faith.  He struggles with God’s choices.  His 
one moment of self assertion is when he goes against God’s plans and desires Esau to 
be head of the family.  But as we will see over the coming weeks, if you fight God you 
tend to lose.  

He does have a faith then, but a flawed faith.  But it is not his own faith that brings 
blessing, rather it is the faith of another.  It is because of the faithfulness of Abraham 
that he is blessed (26:5 &24). 

THE GOD OF BORING, ORDINARY BELIEVERS 

So what are we to learn from Isaac. 

GOD KEEPS HIS PROMISES 
Firstly his very passivity reminds us that God’s blessing does not come through 

our own effort.  This is part of what Paul is getting at in Galatians where the believers 
are wanting to not only believe in Jesus but also follow the law. He reminds them that 
they are children of promise, children of grace, miracles of new birth not the product of 
human effort.  Isaac was the recipient of wonderful promises that God would keep, 
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likewise we need to hold the promises of God before us.  Here are just a few of the 
promises of God that we can hold on to. 

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, 
who have been called according to his purpose. (Romans 8:28,). 

God has said, "Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you." (Hebrews 13:5). 
“… my Father's will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him 

shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day." (John 6:39-40). 
Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you. (1 Peter 5:7). 

BLESSED BECAUSE OF ANOTHER 
But we can also helpfully remember that like Isaac we are not blessed because 

ourselves but because of the faithfulness of another.  All the blessings of the Christian 
life, forgiveness, peace with God, eternal life, hope come because of the faithfulness of 
Jesus Christ.  Isaac then despite his rather disappointing nature actually helps us deal 
with our pride.  We are blessed not because of ourselves but because of another. 

THE GOD OF THE ORDINARY 
Yet there is a more direct application for us.  For Isaac is the patriarch most like 

most of us here.  Many of us here do not have great stories of faith, many of us would 
have been born into believing families like Isaac.  We have faith but not great faith, we 
are not likely to go on epic journeys for God.  We know disappointment, contention 
within our family, we are not always in control.  The wonderful thing is that God is not 
afraid to be known as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  He is the God of the 
ordinary boring believer, and as with Isaac he works his purposes of blessing out 
through us. 

Today if you are feeling insignificant, if you are feeling small, if you feel that you 
are dull, this is your God.  This is the perspective that we are to have.  God in being 
happy to be known as the God of Isaac is willing to be known as the God of the 
disappointed and the disappointing, the average, the normal. He wants to be your God.  
And it is in that relationship that we find our true significance. 

At the start of the sermon I reminded you of the words from Psalm 103 which 
speak of the transitory nature of life, of the insubstantial nature of our existence but we 
need to put that reality in the perspective of the God of Isaac. 

“As a father has compassion on his children, so the LORD has compassion on 
those who fear him; for he knows how we are formed, he remembers that we are dust.  
As for man, his days are like grass, he flourishes like a flower of the field; the wind blows 
over it and it is gone, and its place remembers it no more. But from everlasting to 
everlasting the LORD's love is with those who fear him, and his righteousness with their 
children's children” 

This is our God, a God who, when we may be perfectly forgettable to the world, 
will never forget us because we are his children.  That is God perspective, it may be too 
much perspective for us to take in but it is true, the God of Isaac is our God. 


