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Text 
Some time later God tested Abraham. He said to him, "Abraham!" "Here I am," he replied. 

2
 Then God 

said, "Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him 

there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about." 
3
 Early the next morning Abraham 

got up and saddled his donkey. He took with him two of his servants and his son Isaac. When he had cut 

enough wood for the burnt offering, he set out for the place God had told him about. 
4
 On the third day 

Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance. 
5
 He said to his servants, "Stay here with the donkey 

while I and the boy go over there. We will worship and then we will come back to you." 
6
 Abraham took the 

wood for the burnt offering and placed it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. As 

the two of them went on together, 
7
 Isaac spoke up and said to his father Abraham, "Father?" "Yes, my 

son?" Abraham replied. "The fire and wood are here," Isaac said, "but where is the lamb for the burnt 

offering?" 
8
 Abraham answered, "God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son." And 

the two of them went on together. 
9
 When they reached the place God had told him about, Abraham built an 

altar there and arranged the wood on it. He bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar, on top of the 

wood. 
10

 Then he reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. 
11

 But the angel of the LORD 

called out to him from heaven, "Abraham! Abraham!" "Here I am," he replied. 
12

 "Do not lay a hand on the 

boy," he said. "Do not do anything to him. Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld 

from me your son, your only son." 
13

 Abraham looked up and there in a thicket he saw a ram caught by its 

horns. He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son. 
14

 So 

Abraham called that place The LORD Will Provide. And to this day it is said, "On the mountain of the 

LORD it will be provided." 
15

 The angel of the LORD called to Abraham from heaven a second time 
16

 and 

said, "I swear by myself, declares the LORD, that because you have done this and have not withheld your 

son, your only son, 
17

 I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky 

and as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies, 
18

 and 

through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me." 
19

 Then 

Abraham returned to his servants, and they set off together for Beersheba. And Abraham stayed in 

Beersheba. 

 

Introduction 
Has anybody else been really enjoying Genesis?  I didn’t really know what to 

expect going into it, but for me one of the biggest surprises has been how it’s not just an 

obscure old book full of ‘begats’ and weird peoples called the shoe-high-mites and the 

knee-high-mites.  But rather it fits together so nicely with the rest of the Bible and it 

addresses the real issues of real life today. 

We’ve been pretty much following one man – Abraham – since chapter 12.  It’s 

been a choppy crescendo of faith – alternating cycles of failure coupled with sheer grace 
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followed by radical obedience.  It started in chapter 12 with a bold promise made by God 

to Abraham to which Abraham responded to by leaving everything and going to an 

unknown land.  There are parallels between that event and today’s in chapter 22, but they 

stand at two ends of a life of faith and in the latter we see the promise is more substantial 

and the stakes are higher.  Throughout his life as Abraham sees more and more of God’s 

sheer grace and his heart is captured more and more by God’s glory we see him able to 

let go of his family… his foreskin… and now today his firstborn because he’s finding 

God to be his all-sufficient delight. 

I was going to start off by reading you a section from C.S. Lewis’ book The Great 

Divorce.  But I thought that instead of me reading it we’d mix things up a bit and so I 

asked Hobin and Helen to do a dramatic reading of it.  I think it will lend itself well to 

this.  Just to set the stage – Lewis is telling of a field trip that a bus-load of people get to 

take from hell to the outskirts of heaven.  Here in this scene the narrator observes the 

meeting of a woman named Pam from hell with her brother Reginald who’s in heaven.  

The background is that Pam’s son Michael had died young in life and went to heaven. 

 

“Oh… Reginald!  It’s you, is it?” 

“Yes, dear,” said the Spirit.  “I know you expected someone else.  

Can you… I hope you can be a little glad to see even me; for the present.” 

“I did think Michael would have come,” said the Ghost; and then, 

almost fiercely, “He is here, of course?”  “He’s there – far up in the 

mountains.” 

“Why hasn’t he come to meet me?  Didn’t he know?” 

“My dear (don’t worry, it will all come right presently) it wouldn’t 

have done.  Not yet.  He wouldn’t be able to see or hear you as you are at 

present.  You’d be totally invisible to Michael.  But we’ll soon build you 

up.” 

“I should have thought if you can see me, my own son could!” 

“It doesn’t always happen like that.  You see, I have specialised in 

this sort of work.” 

“Oh, it’s work, is it?” snapped the Ghost.  Then, after a  pause, 

“Well.  When am I going to be allowed to see him?” 

“There’s no question of being allowed, Pam.  As soon as it’s 

possible for him to see you, of course he will.  You need to be thickened 

up a bit.” 

 “How?” said the Ghost.  The monosyllable was hard and a little 

threatening. 

 “I’m afraid the first step is a hard one,” said the Spirit.  “But after 

that you’ll go on like a house on fire.  You will become solid enough for 

Michael to perceive you when you learn to want someone else besides 

Michael.  I don’t say ‘more than Michael,’ not as a beginning.  That will 

come later.  It’s only the little germ of a desire for God that we need to 

start the process.” 

 “Oh, you mean religion and all that sort of thing?  This is hardly 

the moment… and from you, of all people.  Well, never mind.  I’ll do 
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whatever’s necessary.  What do you want me to do?  Come on.  The 

sooner I begin it, the sooner they’ll let me see my boy.  I’m quite ready.” 

 “But, Pam, do think!  Don’t you see you are not beginning at all as 

long as you are in that state of mind?  You’re treating God only as a means 

to Michael.  But the whole thickening treatment consists in learning to 

want God for His own sake.” 

…. 

 “If He loved me He’d let me see my boy.  If He loved me why did 

He take away Michael from me?  I wasn’t going to say anything about 

that.  But it’s pretty hard to forgive, you know.” 

 “But He had to take Michael away.  Partly for Michael’s sake….” 

 “I’m sure I did my best to make Michael happy.  I gave up my 

whole life….” 

 “Human beings can’t make one another really happy for long.  And 

secondly, for your sake.  He wanted your merely instinctive love for your 

child (tigresses share that, you know!) to turn into something better.  He 

wanted you to love Michael as He understands love.  You cannot love a 

fellow-creature fully till you love God.  Sometimes this conversion can be 

done while the instinctive love is still gratified.  But there was, it seems, 

no chance of that in your case.  The instinct was uncontrolled and fierce 

and monomaniac.  (Ask your daughter, or your husband.  Ask your own 

mother.  You haven’t once thought of her.)  The only remedy was to take 

away its object.  It was a case for surgery.  When that first kind of love 

was thwarted, then there was just a chance that in the loneliness, in the 

silence, something else might begin to grow.”
1
 

 

Let’s give them a hand.  “It was a case for surgery.”  Pam goes on to say later in 

the exchange, “I don’t believe in a God who keeps mother and son apart.  I believe in a 

God of Love.  No one has a right to come between me and my son.  Not even God.”
2
 

Today’s text is a hard one.  Really hard.  It’s God asking Abraham to sacrifice his 

son Isaac.  Man, this is a heavy one.  It’s tough, but it has to be said, because if I don’t I 

don’t love you.  And if what this text tells us is not true, then God doesn’t love you.  God 

is a God of love, but, as I hope you’ll see, the most loving thing God can do is capture 

your heart (sometimes through surgery if need be) so that you find him to be the supreme 

source of your satisfaction. 

It’s so easy for God to be talked about or thought of as merely a means to an end, 

whether that’s a kid or a condition (like peace, forgiveness, freedom, etc…).  In short, 

what we’re going to see today is just this: God wants to be your absolute greatest joy.  

He’s not a means to an end.  He is the end.  God is the goal of all this.  He’s the goal of 

our faith.  Everything we’re about here at this church is being sinners who are 

transformed into a holy people that find our eternal satisfaction in Christ alone.  God 

wants to be your absolute greatest joy. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Blessing 
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 Remember the setting.  Remember what has just happened.  Last week we saw 

that after 25 years God finally came through and delivered the child of the promise – 

Isaac.  Abraham’s life is filled with laughter.  It was a miracle.  God was doing it!  And at 

the end of chapter 21 we saw Abraham blessed.  Even the pagan king Abimelech and his 

military general Phicol recognized that God was with Abraham in everything he did (cf. 

21:22).  He’s having kids, digging wells, making treaties, planting trees, worshipping 

God.  Life is good. 

How many of you think, “Yeah, that’s what I want.  Build my dream house, 

somewhere in the Sunbelt, have kids, sip lemonade… the good life.”  But God wants 

more than that for us.  He doesn’t want us to miss the point and settle for merely the good 

gifts he so graciously gives so that they become what we are living for.  So in ch. 22 we 

see the blessing turn into a testing. 

 

The Testing 

 “Some time later God tested Abraham” (v. 1).  We, the readers know that.  

Abraham doesn’t.  By the way, what is a test from God?  What is the difference between 

testing and tempting?  A test is something God does to strengthen someone’s faith.  A 

temptation is something Satan does to destroy someone’s faith.  God tests you all the 

time.  God will put you in places that squeeze you to show you what’s really in your 

heart.  And he will throw you in furnaces to heat you up to refine you.  All of this is with 

the goal of taking you deeper into him, not luring you away.  James 1:13 says clearly that 

God tempts no one. 

 So here he is testing Abraham.  “He said to him, ‘Abraham!’  ‘Here I am,’ he 

replied.  [Abraham and God are in that kind of relationship now where it’s nothing for 

God Almighty to just speak to him and Abraham hears and responds]  Then God said, 

‘Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah.  

Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about” (v. 

1b-2).  I told you this was going to be a hard one. 

You’ve got to understand this story in the flow of the larger story of Genesis.  

This is the child of the promise – the long-awaited son through whom God would fulfill 

his oath to Abraham to bless him and make him into a mighty nation through whom all 

the peoples of the earth would be blessed.  He has long sent away his other son – Ishmael 

at God’s command.  And now God asks Abraham to kill Isaac! 

This is huge.  It’s similar to the way God approached Abraham in ch. 12 – “Let go 

of your home and comfort… go to a place I will show you…”  Here it’s, “Go to the 

mountain I will show you,” but God’s asking even more, “Let go of your son.” 

But God’s not only asking Abraham to give up the absolute dearest thing to him – 

“your son, your only son.”  He’s asking him to scratch the whole thing, to give up his 

whole place in the plan of God to redeem the world, to let go of everything he has staked 

his significance and purpose on over the last 40 or so years!  He’s asking him to just give 

it up out of obedience and loyalty to his God.  This is absolutely crazy! 

But what do we read happens?  “Early the next morning Abraham got up and 

saddled his donkey.  He took with him two of his servants and his son Isaac.  When he 

had cut enough wood for the burnt offering, he set out for the place God had told him 

about” (v. 3).  Some people have suggested he’s a bit discombobulated because he 

saddles his donkey and then cuts the wood.  He’s not thinking straight.  It would be like 
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starting the car and then packing your bags for vacation.  Obviously he’s distraught, but 

the point is that he’s obeying immediately.  He doesn’t hesitate.  He gets up early to do it, 

just like he got up early to send Hagar and Ishmael away.  It seems that obeying God 

involves getting up early, did you know that? 

Now we’re not exactly sure how old Isaac is at this time.  Some Hebrew traditions 

place him in his thirties, thus putting more emphasis on him and his part in this story.  My 

guess is he’s probably in his mid-teens.  He’s not married yet.  He has no kids of his own.  

He’s called a boy in v. 5.  Yet he’s old enough to carry a significant amount of wood.  So 

probably about 15 or 16.  And he’s going on a backpacking trip with his dad. 

Three days of hiking.  Just the guys.  This is how guys bond.  I can’t wait to go 

backpacking with two of my college buddies in Montana this summer.  Here is a father-

son trip through the mountains.  It’s a great time, but it’s bitter sweet for Abraham. 

Finally, they get to the peaks of Moriah.  And Abraham stops.  “He said to his 

servants, ‘Stay here with the donkey while I and the boy go over there.  [He’s going to do 

it!  But then he says something interesting]  We will worship and then we will come back 

to you” (v. 5).  Perhaps he just doesn’t want to let on to what’s happening or he can’t 

accept it himself.  But Hebrews 11:17-18 says that Abraham thought God would resurrect 

Isaac – “By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice.  He who 

had received the promises was about to sacrifice his one and only son, even though God 

had said to him, ‘It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.’  Abraham 

reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac 

back from death.” 

So Abraham thought to himself that somehow, even though this didn’t make any 

sense, that somehow God would take care of things and even though it meant killing his 

son, God was more important to him and more precious to him than even that.  God could 

take care of him and take care of his promises. 

So Abraham obeyed.  He “took the wood for the burnt offering and placed it on 

his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife.  As the two of them went on 

together, Isaac spoke up and said to his father Abraham, ‘Father?’  ‘Yes, my son?’ 

Abraham replied.  ‘The fire and wood are here,’ Isaac said, ‘but where is the lamb for the 

burnt offering?’  [as it went on Isaac started to notice that something wasn’t quite right; 

and then Abraham gives this great reply]…  ‘God himself will provide the lamb for the 

burnt offering, my son’” (vv. 6-8).  God will provide.  Keep that phrase in your head.  

We’ll come back to it.  Just note that Abraham saw God as the infinite Supply that made 

could make up for any loss. 

“When they reached the place God had told him about, Abraham built an altar 

there and arranged the wood on it.  He bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar, on 

top of the wood” (v. 9).  How compliant was Isaac in all this?  We can only speculate.  I 

have to believe that he was able as a teenager to out wrestle and out run his 100 + year 

old father, but I don’t know… 

The narrative slows down as it approaches this moment and in v. 10 “‘even the 

single movements’ are captured.  It is consummate story-telling throughout.”
3
  “Then he 

reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son” (v. 10).  Realize that presenting a 

burnt offering meant that you slit the throat, drained the blood, removed the bowels, and 

then burned the rest of the carcass until there was nothing left but ashes.  Can you 

imagine?! 
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Abraham has the knife to Isaac’s throat… and then “the angel of the Lord cried 

out to him from heaven, ‘Abraham!  Abraham!’”  It’s the double address that we see so 

many times in Scripture when God wants to get someone’s attention (cf. Acts 9:4).  

“‘Here I am,’ he replied.  ‘Do not lay a hand on the boy,’ he said.  ‘Do not do anything to 

him’” (vv. 11-12).  I think part of the reason for this odd event and this story is as a way 

for God to teach his people that he doesn’t operate this way, that human sacrifice is not 

an acceptable way to worship him.  Remember: Genesis is just the introduction to the 

larger work, the Pentateuch, so we have to read it together with Exodus, Leviticus, 

Numbers, and Deuteronomy and several places in there Moses makes it very clear that 

child sacrifice is forbidden (cf. Lev. 20:1-5).  In Dt. 18:10 the prohibition is couched in 

terms of not imitating the depraved cultures around them.  This was commonplace at this 

time. 

And before you go and think, “Oh that’s barbaric!  How could people do that?”  

Just remember that our own culture murders 25% of it’s children every year.  We just do 

it before they’re born.  So if you think about it it’s easy to see how you could quite 

literally sacrifice your children to a god of comfort or career or money.  God, the real 

God, never approves of this.  This incident was a unique lesson that shows that; that 

teaches that human sacrifice is never acceptable.  God doesn’t do that. 

But God does test us.  This incident is first and foremost a lesson, a graphic and 

poignant lesson that God wants to be our absolute greatest joy.  This test is a way of 

showing that God has captured all of Abraham’s heart.  We see that God is more 

important to him than even his son and potentially his place in the plan of salvation.  

“Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your 

only son” (v. 12).  Thomas Mann says, “[God] asks whether Abraham’s trust is really in 

God, and not simply in what God has promised.  Abraham has built altars before and 

sacrificed to this God, when God renewed the promises.  Is he willing now to build an 

altar and sacrifice the promises themselves, embodied in his son, in order to demonstrate 

his unswerving trust in the God who stands behind the promises?”
4
  Abraham has come 

to the place where he treasures God above even God’s greatest gift to him – the miracle 

baby Isaac. 

 

The Provision 

 Just then “Abraham looked up and there in a thicket he saw a ram caught by its 

horns.  He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his 

son.  So Abraham called that place The Lord Will Provide [Yahweh Yireh or maybe 

you’ve heard it called Jehovah Jireh].  And to this day it is said, ‘On the mountain of the 

Lord it will be provided’” (vv. 13-14).  It’s significant, as one person put it, that “he does 

not call this site ‘Abraham-shama’ (Abraham obeyed’),”
5
 but Jehovah Jireh (the Lord 

will provide).  God has come through.  He has shown himself to be the source and 

supply.  It’s about God. 

 “The angel of the Lord called to Abraham from heaven a second time and said, ‘I 

swear by myself, declares the Lord…” (v. 15).  It’s like – “I swear to tell the truth, the 

whole truth, and nothing but the truth so help me… ME.”  And God reiterates his 

promises to Abraham.  And then everyone returns home. 

 

The Principle 
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So that’s the story.  Here’s the principle.  God wants to be your absolute 

greatest joy.  This is the goal of your Christian life – to come to such a place where you 

truly have God as your highest delight – a means to nothing and the end of everything.  If 

there’s one theologian that’s helped articulate this concept more than anyone else, it’s 

Jonathan Edwards.  He says that true Christians rejoice in God; they “have their minds, in 

the first place, inexpressibly pleased and delighted with the sweet ideas of the glorious 

and [admirable] nature of the things of God.  And this is the spring of all their delights, 

and the cream of all their pleasures.”  But it’s so easy for people to, as Edwards puts it, 

“first rejoice… that they are made so much of by God; and then on that ground, he seems 

in a sort, lovely to them.”
6
 

Some of you may be thinking, “This sounds a little selfish and egotistical of God, 

to demand that he be first.”  But let me say three things. 

(1) Have you really thought about the idea that God, in and of himself, is the 

substance of joy and delight and satisfaction of which any pleasure you’ve ever known is 

only a faint shadow; that he’s the pinnacle of beauty compared to which everything 

you’ve ever gazed upon in wonder is but a pale reflection?  If you try thinking of things 

from this angle, it changes everything.  Trust me. 

(2) If this is who God is in and of himself then the absolute most loving thing he 

could ever do would be to beckon you to trace your eyes up the sun beam and to the sun.  

If he didn’t ask that he be the epitome of your affections, your greatest joy, then he would 

hate you.  He would be withholding from you your greatest joy. 

(3) This God, this All-Sufficient Being in whose presence there is fullness of joy 

and at whose right hand there are pleasure forevermore (Ps. 16:11) wants to have a 

relationship with you – a real, loving relationship.  And what kind of a relationship sees 

the other person as merely a means to an end.  This morning I was up early and sitting in 

the living room when Lucy got up.  Instead of running to daddy with hugs and kisses, she 

ran to the cupboard and pointed at the cereal.  Is it wrong of me to want her to love me 

for me?  Would it be ridiculous for a husband to want his wife to love him for him and 

not because he’s rich or he has a nice car or he gets her a tax break?  But God is better 

than any human relationship.  He’s the real deal, and yet we cast him aside or chastise 

him for demanding that he be our greatest joy?  Isn’t it amazing that he wants to be in a 

relationship with us? 

If you consider yourself a Christian, let me just ask you, “Is God himself the 

cream of all your pleasures?  Or do you value him as a means to other things, even things 

like getting your sins forgiven, avoiding hell, and getting in to heaven where you’ll see 

your now deceased loved ones.  Listen: heaven won’t be a place you’ll want to be if you 

don’t want Jesus more than anything else.  God says to us through this story of Abraham 

and Isaac – “Make me your supreme treasure.  Don’t set your heart on anything else as 

your joy or sense of worth or hope.” 

How can you tell if you’re doing this?  Is there anything in your life that you 

would tell God, “No, you can’t have this?”  Or if he took it away you would be angry and 

complain, “How could you do this to me?” 

A child?  I can’t imagine losing Lucy, but I have to hold onto her loosely.  God 

gave her to me not to worship but to love her by teaching her to worship God and also to 

teach me about God’s Father-heart. 
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A spouse?  Every engaged and married couple should read Sheldon Vanauken’s A 

Severe Mercy.  It’s an autobiography of a man who lost his wife to cancer.  She had 

become his idol.  And in a letter C.S. Lewis wrote to him that this was a severe mercy 

from God. 

A job?  I feel like he made me to do this and has called me to do this, but if he 

ever called me to give it up, could I do it?  Or has my identity and self-worth become tied 

to this in a wrong way. 

A dream? 

 Your health? 

 Your reputation? 

 Your success? 

If you know God, because he’s the real deal and because he loves you and 

because he wants to have a relationship with you he will test you.  He is teaching you to 

say, “Because I have you, I can live without this.”  He wants us to learn to cry with the 

Psalmist – “Whom have I in heaven but you?  And earth has nothing I desire besides you.  

My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion 

forever” (Ps. 73:25-26).  He wants you to see him not as the dispenser of goodies and 

trinkets, but as the prize itself! 

 

God’s Ultimate Provision 
Now, is anyone like this perfectly?  No!  And this is where Jesus comes in.  Did 

you see Jesus all over this story?  One person has said, “The Genesis record of 

Abraham’s testing…is rather like the first drawing of a great artist, who has in mind a 

master work.  The pencil sketch is perfect in its own right, yet the finished painting far 

surpasses the original drawing in which the same hand can be seen to have been at 

work.”
7
 

Isaac is the pencil sketch.  Jesus is the masterpiece painting.  Let me just point out 

a few ways we see Jesus foreshadowed by Isaac: 

 

• both are born as a result of a promise 

• both are born miraculously – Isaac by an elderly woman; Jesus by a teenage 

virgin 

• both are firstborn 

• both are beloved sons 

• both willingly submitted to their fathers 

• both went to Moriah = Jerusalem (2Chron. 3:1) to be sacrificed 

• Isaac was forced to carry the wood he would be burned on; Jesus was forced 

to carry the cross he would be crucified on 

• But while Isaac was promised that God would provide a lamb, Jesus was lamb 

of God that took away the sins of the world; Isaac was provided with a 

substitute but JESUS WAS THE SUBSTITUTE 

• And while Isaac was brought back from dead figuratively, Jesus was brought 

back literally 

 

Paul draws the parallels in Romans 8:32 when he says, “He who did not spare his 

own Son, but gave him up for us all – how will he not also, along with him, graciously 
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give us all things?”  The “all things mentioned there” is not new cars and big houses.  It’s 

the full measure and experience of God’s eternal love in Christ. 

We’ve all loved the gifts more than the Giver.  We’ve exchanged the glory of the 

immortal God for idols.  That is sin – snubbing God for cheap substitutes.  And the 

penalty for that is death.  But God, as the infinite Source and Supply, has provided!  He 

has provided a substitute for us – someone to die in our place so we can be forgiven of 

our sins and given life.  But ultimately 1 Peter 3:18 says that “Christ died for sins once 

for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.” 

Jesus is the great Provision.  His grace captures our hearts.  And for all eternity 

we will be looking at him and saying, “Oh wow!  Oh… my… God!” 

Abraham’s trust and his knowledge of God is ever expanding as he experiences 

more and more of God’s mercy and forgiveness and finds him to be more and more his 

highest joy, chief delight, greatest contemplation, most enthralling beauty, highest 

treasure.  I pray that the same is true for us as we peer more into the mercies and 

majesties of Christ… 

God wants to be your absolute greatest joy. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, April 6, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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