Faith Reformed Church
Stevensville, Ontario
December 7, 2008
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 11:17-19
Sermon: Abraham, Isaac and Jesus

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.

Over the course of the past two weeks we have been examining the
faith of Abraham. We are going to do the same today. And as we come to
our lesson this morning we are going to see a pattern emerge. It is going to
become clear that Abraham’s faith has been growing all along; the more he
communes with the Lord, the stronger it becomes. At first, Abraham’s faith
was quite a simple thing. God called him to leave Ur of the Chaldees and go
to a place he would show him so he might be blessed. Abraham believed
God and answered the call. He left his city and all that was familiar to him
to make his way to parts unknown. He believed God. He obeyed God.
Now it is true that Abraham’s faith faltered. After leaving Ur he stayed too
long in Haran. It was a spiritually unprofitable season. But nevertheless he
eventually continued his journey and made his way to Canaan where he
lived like a “stranger in a foreign country” for he was “looking forward to
the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God” (11:9, 10).

Next, God asked Abraham to believe that he could give him a son
when he was past the age of engendering children and Sarah past the years
of fertility. God was asking him to take a greater step of faith than his first
one, for it involved believing God could perform a miracle in his life and in
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the life of Sarah. Abraham believed God’s promise to him. It was reckoned
to him as righteousness. Now, as with his first step of faith, there came a
time when Abraham faltered. Eleven years after this promise had first been
made Abraham took matters into his own hands. Sarah gave him her servant
Hagar and Abraham had a son by her named Ishmael. But God came to him
again, told him to repent and renewed his promise of a son for Abraham and
Sarah. Abraham renewed his faith and his commitment to the Lord and
some 13 years later the promise came true and Isaac was born.

In our lesson today we find Abraham taking his greatest step of faith.
Our lesson says, “By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as
a sacrifice.” God’s test of Abraham is found in Genesis 22.
Some time later God tested Abraham. He said to him,
“Abraham!”
“Here I am,” he replied.
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.”
At this time Abraham was probably some 115 years old. He had loved his
son Isaac from birth. His love had grown stronger over the years as Isaac
had grown to manhood. He loved Isaac because he was a son of his old age.
Think how long Abraham had awaited his birth, longing for it to come about.
More important, he loved Isaac because he was the son of the promise.
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When first called out of Ur God had promised to make Abraham into a
mighty nation. This promise was repeated during the years of his pilgrimage
in the land of Canaan. However, from the time of his call, when he was in
his early 70s, to his 99th year Abraham’s family was, if anything, shrinking.
His father Terah had died. His nephew Lot abandoned him to set up his tents
near Sodom. Hagar and Ishmael had been sent away. But to this shrinking
family, finally, a son had been born. And God confirmed this son as the son
of promise. He said in Genesis 17:19:
“Your wife Sarah will bear you a son, and you will call him
Isaac. I will establish my covenant with him as an everlasting
covenant for his descendants after him.”
Abraham knew that his own hope of heaven was centered in God’s promise
of the Redeemer who would come out of the line of Isaac, and Abraham
rested quietly in that hope for many years. But suddenly his peaceful world
was shattered by the command and test of God—as great a test as anyone of
God’s servants has ever endured.

And consider the command again. “Take your son”—the son you
waited one hundred years for. “Your only son”—the son of the promise who
came not by the will of man but by the will of God. “Isaac”—not Ishmael.
“Whom you love”—not only for who he is, but for the promise and hope of
blessing and eternal life he represents. And kill him. Take him to Mount
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Moriah. Slit his throat. Burn is body. Let me say two things. First of all,
there are many people who are horrified by this command. They say, “How
can a good God do something so wrong?” One of the best answers I have
found to that is found in Richard Philip’s Commentary on Hebrews where he
writes this:
From the perspective of their humanism people with these
questions are never going to receive an acceptable answer. Humanism
is the belief, ingrained in us all, that what is best for the greatest
number of humans is ultimately the yardstick of all good. But God is
not a humanist; he is a theist. God does not think that the greatest
good for man is the greatest good. He thinks that the glory of his own
name is paramount. He thinks that the manifestation of his justice and
his holiness and, yes, his love is worth more than all the stars in the
sky.
When it comes to such disturbing matters as the command God
gave to Abraham, our humanism will never be satisfied. God does not
intend to satisfy our humanism but to drive us out from it. God is not
going to satisfy our queries in judgement of him; God will not accept
a position on the witness stand, while we presume to sit on the bench.
It is only on our knees before a true God that we will receive and be
able to accept satisfactory answers to questions like those regarding
Abraham’s test. Abraham was no longer a humanist; all his years
exercising faith had taught him to kneel humbly before the Lord and
put his trust in him.
The second thing to say it this: The way God phrased his command indicated
to Abraham that God knew exactly what he was asking him to do. God
knew of Abraham’s love for Isaac. God remembered the promise he had
given through Isaac. God knew what such a command would cost Abraham.
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There was no carelessness in the command of God. God knew exactly what
he was asking of his disciple.

So Abraham had a dilemma. He was faced with a conundrum. And it
was not merely that Abraham loved Isaac; it was much deeper than that.
Look at it this way. God had promised that all future blessings—including
the blessing of salvation—were to come through Isaac. God told Abraham
that Isaac was to live, marry and have a family and that from that family a
deliverer would come. There would be an advent of the Messiah through the
line of Isaac. And so, for the first time, Abraham experiences a conflict
between God’s command and God’s promise. Earlier Abraham had been
asked to believe he and Sarah would give birth to a son when they were well
past the age. It was a test and a hard one, but not as hard as this. This test
involved a seeming contradiction or conflict within the words of God
himself. God had promised posterity through Isaac. God had commanded
Abraham to kill him.

How could this be resolved? Abraham could do one of two things.
He could have concluded that God was erratic, wavering from one plan to
another, unsure of his own mind. To put it another way, he could have
concluded that God was untrustworthy. This, however, had not been his
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experience of God. God’s faithfulness to him had been amply demonstrated
over the years. On the other hand, Abraham could conclude that although
he, being finite and sinful couldn’t see the resolution to the difficulty, God
could—and could be trusted to have a resolution which he would disclose in
due time. So that is what Abraham did. He acted in a manner consisted with
his knowledge and understanding of God. He acted knowing that God is
trustworthy, that God keeps his promises, that God is almighty and is able to
think and to do far above what man can think and do. God had shown
himself to Abraham as a friend and not an enemy and so Abraham would act
in accordance to the will of his friend and leave the resolution of the
difficulties up to God.

Abraham acted with dispatch. Genesis 22:3 tells us that “early the
next morning Abraham got up and saddled his donkey.” He didn’t wait. He
got right to work. Then he cut the wood for the sacrifice. He did it himself.
He didn’t ask his son or his servants to do it. Sometimes people think best
when they are doing something physical. Going for a walk. Riding a bike.
Chopping wood. Abraham was thinking while he chopped the wood. “How
can God be true to his promise if I sacrifice Isaac? What is going to remain
of God’s honour and integrity if I go through with his command?” He was
pondering these questions as he made the three day journey to Mount
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Moriah. I don’t believe he was thinking of the sacrifice itself. I don’t think
he was wondering if he would have the strength to go through with it. I
think he was focused on the question, “How can God remain true to his
promise if I obey his command?”

On the third day, as Mount Moriah came into view, Abraham had his
answer.
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.”
We will worship. We will come back. Abraham reasoned that the outcome
of the sacrifice would not be the end of Isaac. He knew that both he and
Isaac would return. As it says in our lesson, “Abraham reasoned that God
could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back
from death.” This is Abraham’s thinking:
1. God is not a liar.
2. God cannot be mistaken.
3. God told me, beyond question, that I would have a son, and here he is,
walking beside me, a pile of wood on his shoulders.
4. This is the son through whom God said he would fulfill all his
promises.
5. Therefore Isaac must live or God will prove to be false.
6. Yet God has commanded his death.
7. Humanly speaking, we have a contradiction, but there is no
contradiction is God. There is power in God. There is wisdom in
God. There is majesty and glory in God. But there is no contradiction
is God.
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8. Therefore God must perform a miracle and raise Isaac from the dead.
A resurrection is not incompatible with the nature of God. God is life
and the author of life. It would be a small thing for God, who made
man out of the dust of the earth, to remake Isaac from the ashes of a
sacrifice. That is the only possible solution to the dilemma.
9. We will both come back from the mountain.

It didn’t work out exactly as Abraham had thought. At the last minute,
after Abraham had demonstrated his total willingness to offer up his son, his
hand was stayed. The details are given in Genesis 22:9-12:
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. Then he reached
out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. But the angel of the
Lord called out to him from heaven, “Abraham! Abraham!”
“Here I am,” he replied.
“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.”
When Abraham looked up he saw a ram caught in a thicket. The ram was
sacrificed in the place of Isaac. And Abraham called that place JehovahJireh, the “Lord Will Provide.”

Our lesson from Hebrews concludes with these words: “Abraham
reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking he did
receive Isaac back from death.” The words “figuratively speaking” literally
translated are “as a parable.” “Abraham reasoned that God could raise the
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dead and, as a parable, he did receive Isaac back from death.” What we see
in Abraham, Isaac and Mount Moriah is a parable. It is a story that points to
something else. And what it points to, of course, is Jesus Christ. And that is
why God commanded Abraham to offer up his son. He wanted to reveal
divine truths to Abraham and to us.

Abraham was a father asked to sacrifice his beloved son. “For God so
loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in
him shall not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). On the journey to
Mount Moriah Isaac carried wood on his back. The Apostle John writes,
“So the soldiers took charge of Jesus. Carrying his own cross, he went out
to the place of the Skull (which in Aramaic is called Golgotha.)” When God
eventually gave his Son for us, it was on the very mountain where Abraham
had made his sacrifice. We know this from II Chronicles 3:1 which
identifies Mount Moriah with Jerusalem.
Then Solomon began to build the temple of the Lord in
Jerusalem on Mount Moriah, where the Lord had appeared to his
father David.
In Abraham’s day there was no temple on this mountain. There wasn’t even
a city on it; it was a deserted, barren place. But it was here that God
intended to build his city and his temple and it was here that he intended to
have his own son die to maintain his righteousness and to pour forth his
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grace. Abraham and Isaac’s journey through the valley of the shadow of
death lasted three days. For three days the body of our Lord say in the tomb.
Abraham ultimately offered up a ram caught in a thicket; that ram pointed to
the true Lamb of God who was going to make a sacrifice that would avail to
cover all the sins of all of God’s people.

God called Abraham to sacrifice his son so that he and those who
followed after him would grow in their knowledge, understanding and faith
in the Lord. God called Abraham to this dreadful task in order to glorify his
own holy name and to bless his people down through the ages with a parable
—a lesson—about Jesus Christ. Abraham was given this command for our
sake. Think of it this way. We are in the season of Advent. It is a time
when we think back to the first coming of our Lord. It is a time to sing
lovely Christmas carols, like “Infant Holy, Infant Lowly.” It is a time of
celebration, when children dress up in old bath robes or halos and wings to
recreate the first Christmas when a baby was born in a manger and angelic
hosts proclaimed glad tidings of great joy to a band of scruffy shepherds.
But our lesson reminds us that Jesus was born in order to die.

Here is the key to the Christian faith. Listen carefully and hear me
through. I don't want you to come to the wrong conclusion and I don't want
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you to be startled by what I say: There is no salvation to be found in the birth
of Jesus. There is no salvation in his sinless, pure and holy life. His
teachings cannot save. Yes, he came to earth to make a fuller revelation of
God. And yes, he taught the truth in a remarkable way, "as one with
authority." And yes, through his example he showed us how to live and he
healed the sick and ministered to the needy and preached to the poor. But all
those things together cannot save. More than all of these, he had to suffer
and die.

Beloved, if Jesus had not willingly embraced the cross the rest would
not have mattered, for our sins would still be upon us. Jesus had to suffer
and die, taking upon himself the punishment that we deserved. He had to
die to pay our debt of sin. John MacArthur puts it in a powerful way. Listen
to what he says:
Here's a side to the Christmas story that isn't often told: those
soft little hands, fashioned by the Holy Spirit in Mary's womb, were
made so that nails might be driven through them. Those baby feet,
pink and unable to walk, would one day walk up a dusty hill to be
nailed to a cross. That sweet infant's head with sparkling eyes and
eager mouth was formed so that someday men might force a crown of
thorns onto it. That tender body, warm and soft, wrapped in
swaddling clothes, would one day be ripped open by a spear. Jesus
was born to die.
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That’s why our Lord commanded Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. It was
to teach us of his holiness and justice which require payment for sin and his
love which provides a substitute to pay the price we cannot. It was to
remind us that if Abraham loved Isaac, God loved Jesus even more. It was
to fill us with awe and wonder that a God who loved his only-begotten this
much would refuse to stay the executioner’s hand and let his Son suffer the
pains of death and his judgement against sin so that for Abraham and Isaac
and all who turned to him there would be no condemnation.
Abraham’s faith was submissive. It was trusting. It was obedient. It
was replete with understanding. He knew God. He trusted God. He obeyed
God. God give us grace that such faith might be ours. In Christ’s name.
AMEN.
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