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Texts:  Genesis 22:1-14; Hebrews 11:8-19


This Is a Test

You may remember the radio announcements of the Emergency Broadcast System.  A voice would say, “This is a test.  This is only a test.  If this were the real thing, you would have been given instructions to do this or that.” This announcement seems a good description of life.  “This is a test.  This is only a test.  If it were not a test, you would have been given better instructions.”

Today’s Old Testament text begins: “After these things God tested  Abraham.”  This is the story of the sacrifice of Isaac by his father.  It is a harsh, terrifyingly primitive story.  

* * * *

It’s a very old story about “the father of us all.”  That’s what the New Testament calls Abraham.  Abraham’s story is lifted up to us as a model of faith, how we are to live faithfully in this world.

“After these things God tested Abraham.”  Actually, God had been testing Abraham for a long time, ever since God surprised Abraham and Sarah, with an abrupt summons to go a distant land, “and they went, not knowing where they were going.”  

Abraham was 75 years old when he started out, and he never got there.  He kept getting sidetracked.  Along the way, God elaborated on the promise.  Not only would they have a land of their own, but they would be given descendants “as numerous as the stars.”  So they continued on their journey to a land they couldn't imagine, to have children they couldn't conceive.

Old Abraham was perennially optimistic about all this.  Sarah becomes progressively cynical, but Abraham is always upbeat, hopeful.  He keeps saying, “The Lord will provide. The Lord will provide.”  Sarah says, “If you say that one more time, I’m going to throw up.”

Now, that’s not recorded.  But this is.  Angels visit them to renew the promise that they will have descendants.  By now, Abraham is 99; Sarah is 90.  An angel says, “In due season, you will have a son,” and Sarah laughs,  cynically.  But God  has the last laugh.  They have a baby.  They call him  Isaac, which in Hebrew means “laughter.”  So Abraham's faith that the Lord will provide  is vindicated.

A happy ending.  Except . . . the story doesn’t end there.  This story  isn’t just entertainment, or a diversion.  It’s  a showcase of what faith looks like in the world as it is, where laughter  fades, and tears come.  In real life, we may get what we want, but sometimes what we have is taken away.


* * * *

So, our Old Testament text begins:  “After these things God tested Abraham.  God said, “Abraham!  Take your son, your only son, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him . . . as a burnt offering.”  So Abraham gathered some wood, and set off,  along with his son, Isaac.  They got there.  Abraham took the wood and a knife, and started walking up the mountain.  Isaac asks, “Where is the sacrificial lamb?”  Abraham says, “The Lord  will provide the lamb for the offering.”

We parents have a terrible time with this story.  But understand, this is more than a story of a father and a son.  This is a portrait of that time when the future is taken away from us.  For those called “patriarchs” and “matriarchs,” the future is their descendants.  To understand this story, take any promise that’s come to you, that you count on – good health, good job, security, love of your family, children, friends, reputation, respect of others.  One day, it's gone.  At that moment, you are Abraham, and you must now  trust the Giver and not the gift.  Isaac was the gift.  God is the Giver.  That’s the ultimate test of faith, trusting the Giver to give again.

What we see in this jarring story is faith so absolute it was willing to let go of the gift, knowing that the Giver would provide again.  The story ends with God's voice saying, “’Abraham, Abraham!  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 only son from me.’  And Abraham looked up  and saw a ram caught in the thicket by its horns.  Abraham got the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering  instead of his son.  So Abraham called that place  ‘The Lord will provide.’”

And this is life.  We never know what the future will bring.  Faith  means trusting that God will provide the future.  That is clear.

But there is one other thing that is equally clear, and that is that our faith that God will provide will be tested.  In the New Testament, the Apostle Paul writes to the Corinthians, “God will not let you be tested  beyond your strength, but with the testing  [God] will also provide the way out so that you may be able to endure it” (I Corinthians 10:13).  Which means, Paul expected us to face these tests.  He takes it for granted.  But he gives this reassuring counsel, “You won’t be tested beyond your endurance.”


* * * *


These are encouraging words – encouraging for a congregation that has had to endure a season of losses this year, first Jeff (your pastor and friend in ministry for 27 years); and, soon after, Amy (who had become  so important for newer, younger members, and for families); and then James,  and now Jo Ann.  There are layers of grief  here among us. But, Paul affirms, “You won’t be tested beyond your endurance.”  Encouraging when your numbers have dwindled over the years and you wonder whether these pews  will ever again be filled with worshipers the way they used to be;  encouraging in a season when  a newcomer, a stranger arrives to accompany you on this  largely uncharted interim journey; encouraging too as this year’s stewardship season finds you newly without  two of your five top givers.

I’m remembering another church for whom I was pastor in challenging times.  It seemed to them their best days were behind them.  The culture had changed.  People weren’t flocking to church as they used to. And the neighborhood had changed.  No longer upper-middle class and Caucasian.  Membership and worship attendance and church school enrollment were all  way down.  It was discouraging. To top this off, the pipe organ was on its last legs.  So they organized a campaign for a new organ and building repairs,  with a generous allotment also for mission, for others.  But right then, a fire broke out under the sanctuary, and the damage exceeded half a million dollars!  It could have broken them.  But it didn’t.  That congregation dug in, and got to work.  The members started praying a remarkable prayer.  It went like this: “Lord, what do you want to do through me for the sake of your church? . . .”  They prayed it, and prayed it.  And they raised substantially more money than their goal.  But even more.  Their spirit, their hopefulness,  their capacity  for doing ministry, all of these were revived.  God gave them back their future.


I’m thinking of my experience with cancer.  I’m a cancer survivor.  As are some of you.  I remember, after the initial shock  and the first visit with the oncologist and the first chemotherapy, somehow finding the strength to believe I was going to get through it.  And I realized I could help other people  by carrying on without feeling sorry for myself.  Or getting pessimistic.  One Sunday morning, I sat on the chancel steps with the children, preparing them for the disappearance of my hair – that is,  the rest of my hair (.  I did it in terms of the old video game, Pac-Man.  I explained that chemotherapy was like a  not-very-bright Pac-Man.  Chemo couldn’t tell the difference between  cancer cells  and hair!  It helped me to be that casual and hopeful about it all.  I just carried on.  And through doing that  I also discovered a new depth of trust  in God.  God will provide – and does provide – a future for us.


* * * *

I once saw a television documentary about Outward Bound.  High school students were participating in survival training in the Rocky Mountains.  At one point they had to climb a rope to the top of a cliff.  It was the first rock climbing any of them had ever done.  It was hard enough getting up, but it was much more difficult coming down.  Coming down is the real test.  When you come down, you have to let go.  You have to jump off the top  and fall  about 20 feet,  let the rope go through your hands, then grab it.  Which brings you back to the rock face.  Then you kick off with your feet and fall some more.  That takes courage.

The camera showed one boy who refused to do it.  He panicked.  He was dressed in the uniform of a gang.  He was a tough kid.  But when he had to let go and fall, when he had to trust something outside himself – or, perhaps, trust something deep  inside himself – the camera revealed he was  a small, frightened boy.

The instructor finally pushed him off the cliff.  So he did it.  And when it was over, and he was safely down, he was a different person,  because he had faced the test, endured it, and discovered there was a new person being born inside him.  

He would never have become that new person if there had not been  a test.  And neither will you.  Neither will I.  Neither will we.  Which is why,  “After these things God tested Abraham.”
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