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THEY SAW THE WOOD 
The Glory of God’s Grace 

Through Angel Eyes (Part 2) 

Text: Genesis 22:1-14; Matthew 1:20-21; Luke 2:4-7 
 

The question we are asking this Advent season is: “What did the angels see that first 
Christmas that we may tend to miss if we are not careful?  And how does seeing what 
they saw help us to live differently than we might otherwise?  Last week, I suggested 
that it was the CHILD the angels noticed first.  They saw that this child born to Mary 
would change everything for whoever made Him their persevering focus.  I want to 
press further into that idea this morning by looking with you at another encounter 
between an angelic messenger and one of the other central figures in the Christmas 
story.  
 

Father and Son 
 
The first chapter of Matthew’s Gospel records that, “An angel of the Lord appeared 
to [Joseph] in a dream and said, ‘Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to 
take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the 
Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name 
Jesus.’” The name “Jesus” is the Latin translation for the Hebrew word “Yeshua” or 
“Joshua,” which literally means “the Lord saves.”  Name this child “Jesus,” the angels 
said, “because he will save his people from their sins" (Matt 1:20-21).  
 
I think it is safe to say that at the time these words were spoken, Joseph had no idea 
how this baby to be born could possibly do what the angel claimed here.  When, 
months later, Joseph was actually staring into the eyes of the promised child in that 
Bethlehem stable, it is doubtful that he still had any clue as to how this baby could 
possibly fulfill the prophecy contained in His name. But if Joseph could have stepped 
back and seen the setting of that birth in a larger context… If he could have looked at 
this picture through angel eyes, as I hope we will this morning, I think he would have 
dropped to his knees in awe before the magnificent glory of God’s gracious plan.   
 
As I said last week, the angels who are the invisible witnesses to our gathering today 
have seen a lot through the ages.  Long before they stood around that manger with 
Joseph and Jesus in Bethlehem, they were witness to another famous encounter 
between Father and Son.  Two thousand years before the time of Joseph, God had 
spoken to another humble man – an ancestor of Joseph’s named Abraham.  Abraham 
was an old man with only one child, living in an obscure land that did not yet have a 
name.  But seeing his faithful, obedient spirit, God had made what also must have 
seemed at the time an impossible promise: “I will surely bless you and make your 
descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the 
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seashore… and through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed" 
(Genesis 22:17-18). 
 
By the time of Joseph, this promise had been remarkably fulfilled.  The descendants of 
Abraham had multiplied far beyond their father’s dreams – creating the nation of Israel 
which, by the first century, was now spread out across the entire Middle East.  But the 
ultimate implications and reach of God’s promise were still no clearer to Joseph than 
they’d been to Father Abraham.  Only the angels saw the magnificent signpost God had 
placed on the great Storyline of history on the day He issued His promise to Abraham.  
Let’s turn back to Genesis 22 to try and see it for ourselves. Pay close attention to the 
words I’ve highlighted in CAPITAL letters.   

 

Then God said [to Abraham], "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." 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. ON THE 
THIRD DAY Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance…   
 

The Pain of Gain 
 
Now let me stop right there for a moment and make an observation that is absolutely 
critical to understanding those times and the times in which we live today.  Most of us 
are aware that primitive cultures regularly made sacrifices to address problems in 
themselves and their environment.  They made burnt offerings of grains in hope of 
bringing forth a greater harvest.  They sacrificed prisoners of war in the hope of 
absorbing their strength.  They sacrificed maidens in hope of bringing greater fertility or 
rain.  They sacrificed pigeons, oxen, and sheep in order to atone for sin. We call these 
kinds of practices primitive or pagan because they seem so obviously cruel or 
superstitious -- and they often were.   
 
But what early cultures DID seem to grasp – even though sometimes skewed -- is that 
great gains do require significant sacrifice.  We are in danger of forgetting this today.  
We increasingly live as if freedom or prosperity can come without someone shedding 
blood, and God forbid it should be us.  We want health and good looks without diet and 
exercise.  We want better marriages, kids, or families, without making cuts in our 
activities, entertainments, or pride.  We want a richer inner life without spiritual 
disciplines.  We become religious consumers instead of devoted disciples.  In our 
homes, workplaces, and politics we demand our entitlements, rack up more debt, and 
refuse to compromise if it might cost us more.   
 
We are certainly wise to debate which sacrifices makes the most sense, but to behave 
as if it must never be ours, is more primitive than the pagans we now scoff at.  It is 
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beyond and beneath selfishness or superstition.  It is sin – the core problem of human 
nature.  It is not possible to close the gap between left and right, between rich and 
poor, wife and husband, young and old, weakness and health, a holy God and sinful 
man, without blood being spilled – and the greatest ones are those willing to let it be 
theirs. 
 
Somehow, Abraham seemed to grasp something of this.  That father’s “only son” was 
his own blood, precious to him beyond description.  The fact that he told his servants 
that “WE” – meaning he AND Isaac – “will come back to you” (Gen 22:5) is 
evidence that he prayed that God would not require of him the ultimate blood-letting.  
But to close the gap between the God he knew and the God who was calling him, 
Abraham was ready to take a step toward even greater sacrifice. 
 
Abraham took the WOOD for the 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 offering?" Abraham answered, "GOD WILL 
PROVIDE HIMSELF THE LAMB, MY SON." And the two of them went on 
together. 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 [Abraham] 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." 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. And to this day it is said, "ON THE MOUNTAIN 
OF THE LORD IT WILL BE PROVIDED."  
 

The Babe On the Wood 
 
Two thousand years later, the Bible says, “Joseph also went up from the town of 
Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he 
belonged to the house and line of David,” which is also to say, of Abraham. “He 
went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and 
was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to 
be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths 
and placed him in a manger” (Luke 2:4-7).  
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I don’t suppose Joseph was thinking much of Father Abraham as he stood there in that 
stable.  Even the most important stories have a way of going out of our minds when the 
urgent affairs of life are pressing in. But if he could have looked through angel eyes, he 
would have gotten it, as I hope we will today. I think the angels saw that crude 
manger, made of sticks and logs as feeding troughs were in those days and flashed 
back to the altar of wood that once stood on a hillside not far from where Bethlehem is.  
I think they gasped as they gazed upon Mary’s little lamb lying there on that dry hay 
that almost looked like kindling.   
 
All along, the story of Abraham and Isaac had pointed toward this moment.  And this 
moment pointed beyond itself too.  It pointed beyond itself to another hillside, where 
this same perfect lamb would be laid down on the crossbars of an even more rugged 
wood.  God had not required the sacrifice of Isaac because the sacrifice truly needed 
was one so much greater than any earthly father or son could supply.   
 
To close the incalculable distance between the unimaginable goodness and glory of the 
God who cares for “all the people” (Luke 2:10) and the blind sinfulness of every one 
of us “What’s in it for me?” people, Someone very great had to sacrifice.  Someone who 
had no need to lay down His justifiable rights and deserved entitlements…  Someone 
who no government could ever compel to relinquish His status and comfort for the sake 
of others… Someone who could never have been forced into doing good to His enemies 
or be guilted into paying the debts of those who did not truly earn such blessing… 
Someone like THIS had to sacrifice if humanity was to gain the hope of healing.  
Someone had to bleed the kind of love that is our only salvation and our desperately 
needed inspiration.   
 
“Who would actually do this?” you have to ask yourself.  And the Father and the Son 
cry in unison, “I would.”  This is something of what the angels who gathered around 
that manger saw.  They saw the “wood” on the hillside at Moriah, at Bethlehem, and at 
Calvary.  They saw all it tells us of the greater “WOULD” in the heart of God, and 
everything was crystal clear to them: “God will provide Himself the lamb, my only 
Son” (Gen 22:8).  “On the mountain of the Lord it will be provided” (Gen 22:14). 
“You are to give Him the name Jesus, because He will save His people from 
their sins” (Matt 1:21). 
 
The issue, I suppose, is how much this salvation really means to us – how much it has 
really penetrated us.  Here’s how you can tell. When the Spirit of God asks YOU to 
sacrifice something more to address the needs of our time…  When YOU have to make 
a choice between taking a sacrificial step to close the gap between you and someone 
else or letting the division stand… When God says, “I came to Earth to be like you; 
would YOU be willing to sacrifice in order to be more like Me?” will your answer be, “I 
won’t” or “I would”?  The angels saw that it is on this wood/would that Christmas came, 
and Good Friday happened, and the hope of this world still finally rides. I pray that we 
see this too. 


