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ABRAHAM #17 GENESIS 22 pt. A     

The Ultimate Test 

 

(Genesis 22)  We look today to one of the most awesome stories to be found in all of the Bible, 

indeed, in all of human literature.  It is a story that has captured the imagination of writers for 

centuries.  It is a story that has often drifted through my mind in these last 35 years or so of being 

a parent, as I consider the incredible grip that our children get on our hearts and the remarkable, 

unfathomable assignment that our Lord gave to His servant Abraham.  We read at chapter 22:1- 

19. 

Now it came about after these things, that God tested Abraham, and said to him, "Abraham!" 

And he said, "Here I am." 2 He said, "Take now your son, your only son, whom you love, Isaac, 

and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of 

which I will tell you." 3 So Abraham rose early in the morning and saddled his donkey, and took 

two of his young men with him and Isaac his son; and he split wood for the burnt offering, and 

arose and went to the place of which God had told him. 4 On the third day Abraham raised his 

eyes and saw the place from a distance. 5 Abraham said to his young men, "Stay here with the 

donkey, and I and the lad will go over there; and we will worship and return to you." 6 Abraham 

took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on Isaac his son, and he took in his hand the fire 

and the knife. So the two of them walked on together. 7 Isaac spoke to Abraham his father and 

said, "My father!" And he said, "Here I am, my son." And he said, "Behold, the fire and the 

wood, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?" 8 Abraham said, "God will provide for 

Himself the lamb for the burnt offering, my son." So the two of them walked on together. 

9 Then they came to the place of which God had told him; and Abraham built the altar there and 

arranged the wood, and bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. 10 

Abraham stretched out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. 11 But the angel of the LORD 

called to him from heaven and said, "Abraham, Abraham!" And he said, "Here I am." 12 He 

said, "Do not stretch out your hand against the lad, and do nothing to him; for now I know that 

you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me." 13 Then Abraham 

raised his eyes and looked, and behold, behind {him} a ram caught in the thicket by his horns; 

and Abraham went and took the ram and offered him up for a burnt offering in the place of his 

son. 14 Abraham called the name of that place The LORD Will Provide, as it is said to this day, 

"In the mount of the LORD it will be provided." 15 Then the angel of the LORD called to 

Abraham a second time from heaven, 16 and said, "By Myself I have sworn, declares the LORD, 

because you have done this thing and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17 indeed I will 

greatly bless you, and I will greatly multiply your seed as the stars of the heavens and as the 

sand which is on the seashore; and your seed shall possess the gate of their enemies. 18 "In your 

seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because you have obeyed My voice."   

 

      The opening statement of this chapter, that provides context for the whole is that God tested 

Abraham.  I should say He did.  This is point one, the test by  God.  We have a God who puts His 

servants through tests.  Bummer!  Exhibit A for us today, just within our own body is Rich Van 

Newkirk who has been fighting a tough battle with cancer for two and a half years. Brandon and 
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Shelly McGlothlin dealing with a very sick little girl. These and more are going through major 

tests. That is how the Bible would have us view these kinds of things, these huge challenges that 

come our way that make us want to throw up our hands and quit. I have had a test of my own for 

about six weeks now and if my view of God was different I may have ended up watching the 

Green Acres marathon all week instead of preparing to preach.  Except that my understanding of 

God and His great love is one that is consistent with challenge and with difficulty and with being 

asked and expected and required to do things that we don’t feel like doing.  When you see people 

in your life incapable of striving against their feelings you should see behind that a faulty view of 

God.  Does your view of God fit this story of Abraham?  Is your God the God of the Bible who 

puts the ones He loves most to the severest of tests? You think about the favorites of the Lord 

that we read about in Scripture, Abraham, Joseph, Moses, David, Elijah, Jeremiah, John the 

Baptist, Peter, Paul and Jesus Himself -- who is there in that list who did not suffer immensely?  

Who is there that was not put to the test in the most dramatic of ways?  And yet I find myself 

wondering what God is doing when he lets me puts me through minor trials.  How can He really 

love me?!  Let’s seek to get our minds in the word of God and the history of God’s dealings with 

men. Testings are the norm.  And they are not usually of the mild variety.  The God of Scripture, 

described as a God of unfathomable love for His own, is so severe in His testings that it seems as 

if He is indifferent to our pain.  You wind up asking yourself how God could possibly do these 

things He does; yet we are assured that He does them for our good.  James 1:2-3 Consider it all 

joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 knowing that the testing of your faith 

produces endurance. And apparently this endurance thing is considered hugely valuable if it is 

worth some of the pain God puts us through.  In His wonderful book on Spiritual Leadership, 

Oswald Sanders quotes this poem: 

 When God wants to mold a man to play the noblest part; 

 When He yearns with all His heart to create so great and bold a man 

 That all the world should be amazed, watch his methods, watch His ways! 

 How He ruthlessly perfects whom He royally elects! 

 How He hammers him and hurts him, and with mighty blows converts him 

 Into trial shapes of clay which only God understands; 

 While his tortured heart is crying and he lifts beseeching hands! 

 How He bends but never breaks when his good He undertakes; 
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 How He uses whom He chooses and with every purposes fuses him: 

 By every act induces him to try His splendor out -- 

 God knows what He’s about! 

The Bible assures us that our God knows what He is doing.  In this story with Abraham it even 

comes out in the way He speaks to His servant.  In verse 2 He says, “Take now your son, your 

only son, whom you love.”  I think in saying it this way the Lord is letting Abraham know that 

He understands the magnitude of what He is asking Abraham to do here.  God is asking him to 

give up, no, even to destroy by his own hands, what is to him the most precious thing in the 

world.  God was not oblivious to this.  He knew exactly what this would mean to the soul of His 

servant.  But God had His reasons.  And they are sufficient.  And they are rooted in His love and 

directed by His wisdom. 

     The test of God on this occasion is to more solidly fix Abraham’s love and affection on the 

Lord Himself.  There is a danger in times of prosperity to invest our hope and faith and 

affections in the gifts of God rather than in God Himself.  Whenever we do that, no matter how 

wonderful the gifts we have come to love, we lose.  The words of God in verse 12 are quite 

instructive. 12 Do not stretch out your hand against the lad, and do nothing to him; for now I 

know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me.” It was a 

test of Abraham’s values.  I would suggest that God did not really learn anything here.  Psalm 

139:4 Even before there is a word on my tongue, Behold, O LORD, You know it all.  God knew 

what Abraham would do.  The test was not to show God or teach God anything.  It was all for 

Abraham, to re-center, to refocus his heart.  Some have said, “God, it’s no wonder you have so 

few friends when we look at how you treat them.”  He does test those He loves. Hebrews 12:6a  

For those whom the Lord loves He disciplines.  But it is all of love.  It is His mercy, sometimes a 

severe mercy to be sure, but mercy nonetheless, and a mercy that is very powerful. 

     That is the test by God, now let’s look at the conflict in the man.  What would this command 

of God have stirred up inside Abraham?  The Scriptures don’t get into the psychoanalysis but 

you can just imagine the volcano erupting inside.  Possibly I have some advantage here in that I, 

like Abraham have children who are immensely precious and even a first-born only son.  I 

remember a conversation with Andrew just after he finished college and as we drove from 

California to Florida together. He spoke of how he wanted to take advantage of his singleness 

and do something dangerous for the kingdom of Christ. How would you like to hear that from 
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your son, your only son, Christian dad? I want to do something dangerous for Jesus. “Well, 

praise the Lord… I guess.” I began anew to think of how I would feel if the Lord were to call 

him away and I could only see him every few years or, if worse came to worse and the danger 

overtook him.  It was not a pleasant thought.  The words of a hymn came to my mind. They say: 

“Give of your sons to bear the message glorious; give of your wealth to speed them on their way; 

pour out your soul for them in prayer victorious; and all your spending Jesus will repay.”  I said 

to the Lord, “that would be a lot to repay.”  An only son is precious to a father.  From the time 

our children first wrap their tiny hands around our finger, they also get a grip on our hearts like 

nothing else can.  That is why we parents struggle to give up our grown kids to college, or 

marriage or the mission field.  How much more would the struggle be to give up a young child, 

like Isaac, probably around 12 years of age, to death?  We all can understand this.  It is this 

feature that gives the story its pathos, and its power.  There has, possibly, never been a son who 

meant so much to his father as Isaac did.  Abraham had waited for decade after decade for this 

special son.  He had been promised to him by God.  He was the child that would vindicate and 

make real all that God had said about Abraham being the father of a great multitude and so on. 

He was the child whose coming blew away the shame of Abraham’s wife.  How precious was 

Isaac?  He embodied all of his father’s faith, hope and dreams.  And God says to sacrifice him.  

What do you think Abraham was feeling?  It is no wonder to me that verse 3 says Abraham rose 

early in the morning. How could he sleep with this dreadful duty ahead?  What is the most 

difficult thing you ever had to do?  What child, what dream, what precious possession have you 

ever had to give up, lay down or turn over?  The pondering, the deciding, the waiting and the 

doing all had to be gut-wrenching for Abraham. 

     Then there was the additional factor that surely must have been there, which was the ethical 

dilemma involved.  Abraham didn’t have the law of God like we have but I expect he understood 

enough to realize that murder was not acceptable conduct.  This was the second time God had 

commanded him to do something that seemed morally wrong.  There was the sending away of 

Hagar and her son which occurred in the previous chapter, and now this.  What do you do when 

God tells you to do something that is morally offensive to you?  The answer is you do it.  If I had 

been Abraham’s pastor and he had come to me for counsel I would have said, “No way!”  But if 

Abraham had been so unsure of God’s will that he needed my counsel that would have been the 

right thing to say.  But there was no cloud around God’s will here.  Abraham was sure he had 
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heard correctly.  And in the commandment which came straight from the living God there is the 

suspension of the ethical.  God is above ethics.  God is above the law.  The law owes its 

existence to Him.  Abraham did the right thing, but it would have felt like the wrong thing which 

makes the sacrifice, the willingness to obey that much more impressive and mind-boggling. 

     On to our third consideration from this amazing story.  Here we look at the call to unrivalled 

devotion.  There are two primary things that God is communicating to us in this chapter, and this 

is one of them.  If we are engaged readers, if we are reading this with our hearts, as we ought, we 

are faced with the questions, “Could you obey God under these circumstances?  Could you do 

what Abraham did?”  And if laying down your life in battle is what Lincoln called, “the last full 

measure of devotion” then this somehow goes beyond.  I would rather die than obey this 

command.  But this is precisely the kind of unabridged loyalty and devotion that the Living God 

demands of His followers and deserves from His followers because He has shown in deeper 

bolder hues that kind of loyalty and devotion to us when He laid down His Son on our behalf.  

Jesus said Luke 14:33 So then, none of you can be My disciple who does not give up all his own 

possessions. Matthew 10: 37-38 He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of 

Me; and he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me. 38 "And he who does 

not take his cross and follow after Me is not worthy of Me. Devotion to your Lord, affection for 

your Lord must be preeminent in your life.  Above all else!  When Jesus teaches on this, He 

brings out the challenge found in our love for family, our love for money and our love for self.  

Maybe you know which of those would be hardest for you to sacrifice.  My hunch is that for 

Abraham it was Isaac.   God called for the greatest possible sacrifice.  What would that be for 

you?  Whether the Lord calls for you to lay it down literally as He did with Isaac, you are still 

responsible to lay it aside in your heart.  Parents are not to put their children before God. True 

confession time.  I am a Presbyterian. But, as a Baptist would see it, about the only nutty thing 

Presbyterians do is baptize their babies. There are reasons for it, but for now understand just this. 

When parents bring their babies for baptism, they hand that child over to the pastor and in so 

doing they are figuratively and spiritually giving that child back to God.  Oh, that’s hard!  And 

that is something we parents must do over and again.  Letting go.  The child’s emotional health 

depends on it.  And so also the parent’s.  When you find your heart getting too wrapped up in 

anything but God Himself it is time to go back to the altar.  Place yourself spiritually where 

Abraham was, and lay that precious idol down.  That child, that spouse, that career, that house, 
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that achievement.  Lay it down out of devotion to your God!  I want to read you a portion out of 

the biography of Keith Green, the musician who died in a plane crash in the early 80s.  His book 

is entitled, “No Compromise”   His wife writes about a pivotal weekend in her husband’s life, 

“What God really seemed to be after on this weekend was more of Keith himself.  Was he willing 

to lay down everything for the Lord, including me?  Including Josiah?  What Keith had read 

several months ago about Rees Howells giving up his own son came back to him.  Keith had to 

struggle with being willing not only to lay down his own life for the gospel, but also laying down 

his love for me and Josiah...Keith wept for a long time about his willingness to let the Lord have 

full rights to Josiah...But when he finally came to the place of willingness he wrote a song in the 

form of a prayer--weeping the whole time.”  That song was based on the words of Joseph Parker 

who said that any man who makes repentance his message should expect opposition and so must 

first of all pledge his head to heaven.  Here is Keith Green'’ song: 

         Well, I pledge my head to heaven for the gospel. And I ask no man on earth to fill my needs. 

 Like the sparrow up above I am enveloped in his love, 

 And I trust Him like those little ones He feeds 

 

 Well, I pledge my wife to heaven for the gospel. 

 Though our love each passing day just seems to grow. 

 As I told her when we wed, I’d surely rather be found dead, 

 Than to love her more than the One who saved my soul 

 

 Well, I pledge my son to heaven for the gospel 

 Though he’s kicked and beaten, ridiculed and scorned. 

 I will teach him to rejoice and lift a thankful, praising voice. 

 And to be like Him who bore the nails and crown of thorns. 

 

 Well, I pledge my son...I pledge my wife...I pledge my head to heaven for the gospel. 

 

Have you?  Have you determined to let nothing come before the Lord in your heart?  Wesley 

translated a great hymn that says, “Jesus, Thy boundless love to me No thought can reach, no 

tongue declare; O knit my thankful heart to Thee, and reign without a rival there!  Thine wholly, 

Thine alone I’d live, Myself to Thee entirely give”  This is what the Lord was calling Abraham to 

do.  And you. This is the test, this is the challenge, this is the call of God -- unrivalled loyalty and 

devotion. 
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     Abraham passed the test!  Abraham, amazingly, did what God said.  Our fourth point then is 

the test results.  Father Abraham got an F.  But this F is not for Failure, it is for Faith.  It was 

faith that enabled him to do as he did.  The faith of Abraham is not mentioned in our passage but 

it is mentioned twice in the New Testament.  In James 2:21  Was not Abraham our father 

justified by works when he offered up Isaac his son on the altar? That verse seems to contradict 

what Paul teaches about justification by faith alone, but it really does not.  James is here talking 

about the proof of one’s faith.  He is talking about being justified, or shown to be righteous 

before others.  James 2:18 But someone may well say, "You have faith and I have works; show 

me your faith without the works, and I will show you my faith by my works.”  That is exactly 

what Abraham did.  He showed his faith in this remarkable giving up of his son.  The 

psychological power to do as he did is ascribed by the writer of Hebrews to the strength of our 

father’s faith.  Hebrews 11:17-19 By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and 

he who had received the promises was offering up his only begotten son; 18 it was he to whom it 

was said, "IN ISAAC YOUR DESCENDANTS SHALL BE CALLED." 19 He considered that God 

is able to raise people even from the dead, from which he also received him back as a type. Did 

you follow that?  In his internal debates over how the commandment of God could fit with the 

promise of God,  Abraham had decided that the only way God could be true to His word was for 

him to raise Isaac from the dead.  And on the basis of that confidence Abraham moved out in 

obedience.  That is incredible faith.  But that is just the kind of faith that we are called to exercise 

and can exercise.  We aren’t to just say, “Wow, isn’t Abraham something!”  We are called to 

imitate him!  We are made of the same stuff as Abraham.  We are enabled by the Holy Spirit of 

God.  FB Meyer writes, “So God put him to a supreme test, that all men might henceforth know 

that mortal man could love God so much as to put Him first, though his dearest lay in the 

opposite scale of the balance of the heart.” And so I exhort you to move out in obedience to 

God, even when his word doesn’t make sense to you, even when it feels like you are dying to 

obey it, even when you can’t see the provision of His promise.  Trust and obey. 

     Finally, we come to look at the reward. Genesis  22:15-17a   Then the angel of the LORD 

called to Abraham a second time from heaven, 16 and said, "By Myself I have sworn, declares 

the LORD, because you have done this thing and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17 

indeed I will greatly bless you. And then he describes anew those covenant blessings with which 

we have become so familiar.  II Chronicles 16:9 For the eyes of the LORD move to and fro 
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throughout the earth that He may strongly support those whose heart is completely His. Man, 

when you lay it all on the line for the Lord there will be coming your way treasures that other 

men don’t even know to dream of.  Jesus promised his disciples that they could never outgive the 

Lord.  At this point I want to take some liberties with the story and suggest to you two other 

rewards of this experience not mentioned here.  The first of these was an increase in personal 

confidence and assurance.  He gained through his testing something I certainly don’t have.  He 

learned that he could face the greatest test and come out a winner.  Few of us know for sure if 

our faith could endure this kind of trial.  But Abraham could say, “been there, done that.” Can 

you imagine the confidence in which Abraham would live after this? He would look back and 

see this testing then as a great gift of God.  I Peter describes it this way 1:6,7 In this you greatly 

rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been distressed by various 

trials, 7 so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold which is perishable, even 

though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and honor. A faith proved 

genuine, having gone through the fire.  That is an enormous reward.  One of our well-known 

hymns says, When through fiery trials thy pathway shall lie, My grace all sufficient shall be thy 

supply: The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design thy dross to consume and thy gold to refine.  

How valuable for us to remember that in the midst of the trial!  We will come out with a stronger 

faith, purified by fire, and proven genuine. 

   The second reward for Abraham would have been the blessedness of possessing nothing.  This 

is a term I get from A W Tozer’s second chapter of Pursuit of God.  He means by it the capacity 

to cling, in a tight-fisted way, to nothing.  This he says is a key to happiness.  And he illustrates 

his point by reference to Abraham.  Tozer says, “Possibly not again until One greater than 

Abraham wrestled in the Garden of Gethsemane did such mortal pain visit a human soul.”  After 

describing the event of which we have read Tozer concludes, Now he was a man wholly 

surrendered; a man utterly obedient; a man who possessed nothing.  He had concentrated his all 

in the person of his dear son, and God had taken it from him.  God could have begun on the 

margin of Abraham’s life and worked inward to the center; He chose rather to cut quickly to the 

heart and have it over in one sharp act of separation...I have said that Abraham possessed 

nothing. Yet was not this poor man rich?  Everything he had owned before was still his to enjoy: 

sheep, camels, herds, and goods of every sort.  He had also his wife and friends, and best of all 

he had Isaac safe by his side.  He had everything, but he possessed nothing.  There is the sweet 
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theology of the heart which can be learned only in the school of renunciation.”  The blessedness 

of possessing nothing. 

     Where does all this leave you today?  Can you pick up your Isaac and march to the mountain 

and go to that altar and lay him down and reach for the knife?  Do you believe God’s word like 

that?  Will you risk it all on the promises and the love of your Lord?  I want you to think about 

what your Isaac is today.  What is that one thing in your life that most rivals the place of Christ 

in your heart?  That one thing you would most dread having to relinquish.  Lay it down.  Lay it 

down!  God may give it back even as he did Isaac, but you lay it down to secure that top shelf in 

your heart for God and God alone.  Everything else you may have is a temporary, fragile 

treasure--God’s gifts to show you his love.  Don’t let them keep you from experiencing God in 

fullness. I close with this poem by Charlotte Elliot:  If Thou shouldst call me to resign what most 

I prize, it ne’er was mine, I only yield Thee what was Thine: Thy will be done.  Let’s pray: 

 Father, your love has called us to a hard place today.  We marvel at the faith of your 

ancient servant, but tremble to go where you called him.  Persuade our hearts that this call to 

self-renunciation is the call of your love, inviting us to the fullness of the knowledge of You.  

Reveal our hearts, expose those idols to which we are clinging, and draw us into and over the 

river that we might emerge free.  Equip us with faith even now as we say YES!  To the voice of 

your Spirit, as we say NO to the whimperings of our cowardly flesh.  We want to know the 

reward of Abraham and so we bring his sacrifice.  The top shelf in our hearts we give to you.  

Knit our thankful hearts to thee and reign without a rival there.  Thine wholly thine alone I’d 

live, myself to thee, my spouse to thee, my child to thee, my wealth to thee, entirely give.  Amen 

 


