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Year A Proper 8


Genesis 22:1-14

Romans 6:12-23


Matthew 10:40-42


“God tested Abraham.”


• The opening sentence alone is enough to get our attention this morning, 
and perhaps raise our anxiety just a little

• No one likes a test

• I start having flashbacks to taking the ACT, knowing that the results 

will dictate so much for the next four years and beyond

• And then I remember that one finals week after getting to college 

when I had a shingles outbreak due to stress

• Likely due to that differential equations class I was taking…


• It was the last credit I needed to finish my math minor

• And no matter how much I studied, how much extra help I 

received, or how much I prayed for a miraculous understanding

• Diff E Q remained beyond my reach


• Once the terrible final was over, I desperately emailed my professor 
asking for my final grade


• And he sent back with an email that contained a single letter: ‘C’

• I have never been so happy as to get a C: truly it was grace filled 

because I know I did not earn it

• The thought of tests can bring up a lot of memories and feelings- 

we’ve all been there

• And maybe you’re like me, the tests that seem to be the worst are the 

ones that are aptitude based ones- far worse than math tests!

• The kind of test where passing, or getting the right answer is not really 

the goal, but instead the test is measuring us.

• Our character, our potential, our future


• As I approach our text this morning where God tests Abraham, all of 
these feelings about tests come to the forefront

• You couple our own anxieties here with the obvious and inevitable 

mixed feelings about the text it self, and it is a perfect storm

• One of the lectionary podcasts I listen to called this one of the most 

controversial pieces of scripture 
1

 https://www.pulpitfiction.com/notes/proper8a1
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• Phyllis Tickle calls this text the “text of terror.” 
2
• I saw on Facebook a priest friend preferring the stomach flu to 

preaching today

• God tested Abraham…

• Now we get to know from the beginning of this text that God is testing 

Abraham

• But Abraham does not know.

• He is caught in a very difficult situation with no easy way out, and 

perhaps wondering what the right answer is

• This interaction between God and Abraham is strangely captivating 

and worrisome, isn’t it? 

• It bothers us on several levels: first, it causes us to wonder about God

• What kind of God is this?

• Why would God instruct Abraham to kill his son, which is in direct 

violation of his own list of commandments

• Going through with this command would call into question God’s 

promise of many descendants

• But the difficulty that comes with this passage is not limited to 

incongruities with other scripture

• It reminds us of the horrible violence towards children that has 

happened throughout history, and even continues to happen today

• Perhaps we even feel some sympathy for Abraham, having been 

placed in such a catch 22 situation, between a rock and a hard place. 
3

• Having to chose between very difficult options

• There are many aspects here that cause us worry, that raise our 

anxiety

• But what bothers me the most here is Abraham’s silence- he did not 

object at all 
4

• God says go do this, and Abraham gets up the next morning and 
loads up.


• Perhaps, however, this silence is key to understanding this story better

• But first, let’s look at what we have heard about this story before

• First, and probably most often heard, is a discussion of Abraham’s 
faith, and God’s providence as a reward

 http://processandfaith.org/resources/lectionary-commentary/yeara/2011-06-26/proper-8a2

 Challenging Prophetic Literature, Julia O'Brien writes about Lyn, a student of hers.  Juliana 3

Claassens, http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?lect_date=6/26/2011

 Juliana Claassens, http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?lect_date=6/26/20114
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• The theory goes that this test was one of obedience
• God never intends for Abraham to kill Isaac, but wants to know how far 

Abraham’s devotion will go
• If Abraham is obedient right up until the last moment, then God can 

know for sure Abraham is faithful.
• If this is the test God had in mind, then Abraham technically passes, 

but we are still left with the negative fall out.
• It does not sound as though things went well during this exercise- a 

brush with death can leave a big impression on you
• Another theological point many gather from this story is that God does 

not allow human sacrifice
• That while Abraham was worshiping Yahweh, many of the surrounding 

religions would sometimes offer human sacrifices to their gods
• In this over-dramatic way, God begins with what might have been a 

common demand in another religion
• And yet stops it, and makes it clear that worshipping Yahweh is not like 

the other religions
• Yahweh will not accept such sacrifice, and instead provides an 

alternative.
• Even further on along this path, a personal lesson to Abraham about 

his children God has given him
• You remember Abraham turned away Hagar and Ishmael, practically 

sending them to their deaths in the desert 5
• Maybe this is God’s way of making a point directly to Abraham 

regarding these children God has given
• That Abraham does not get to decide their fates

• And yet, surely a better way to teach these lessons could be found.
• One where the cost was not so high…
• Our first concern is for Isaac- what kind of effect did this event have on 

him?
• Not to mention Abraham, and even his wife, Sarah.
• Speaking of which, Sarah is strangely absent from this piece of 

scripture.  
• I once heard a midrash suggesting that while Abraham was bring Isaac 

up one side of the mountain
• Sarah was bringing a ram up the other side!

 https://www.pulpitfiction.com/notes/proper8a5
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• Or maybe she was at home fearing the worst.
• All we know is that in the very next chapter, Sarah dies after living 127 

years
• No matter how you look at it, this experience was a painful one for all 

involved.
• It is a lot of pain for a simple test of obedience

• With these concerns about Isaac and even Sarah’s wellbeing, and more 
so considering Abraham’s silence as mentioned earlier, 

• I want to propose a thought experiment:
• What if Abraham only barely passed this test from God
• Similar, if you will, to that Diff E Q test I had… I passed, but I did not 

get it at all 
• I think God was hoping for a little more from Abraham.
• After all, we are not told what outcome God desired in this test. 6
• Perhaps this was not a test of blind obedience, or a commandment 

against human sacrifice; but a test of character
• God needed someone to lead this new people and nation he promised 

to Abraham
• Someone who could think for themselves, and Abraham comes up 

short this time
• Maybe Abraham could have at least argued with God, or negotiated, or 

even cried out in anguish- anything but remain silent
• I wonder if God was hoping Abraham would talk it over as he did with 

Sodom and Gomorrah
• Just two chapters before Abraham asks God: Would you destroy the 

righteous along with the unrighteous
• If I find only fifty righteous, would you save the city for those fifty?
• What about 45, 40, 30, 20-- what if I find 10 righteous.
• And God, at each step, agreed to Abraham’s proposals
• I can only imagine how this story might have gone differently if 

Abraham was willing to do the same for Isaac
• Good leaders are more than robots that follow orders, more than yes 

men and yes women: 
• God needs disciples with passion and initiative.  

 David M. Gunn and Deanna N. Fewell (1993). Narrative in the Hebrew Bible.  Oxford: Oxford University Press 6
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• These leaders for God can exercise their God-given free will to 
participate alongside of God in changing the world.

• This is what God needed from Abraham- this is what God perhaps was 
trying to teach Abraham

• And this is what God needs from us
• Our reason, our entire being
• To brainstorm about how to do as God commands
• To consider not only what God wants, but to come up with creative and 

effective ways of doing it.
• To ask the question when it does not make sense, and to talk to God 

when things are hard
• Our goals may be in accordance with the kingdom of God, but how we 

obey is a challenge we must tackle head-on
• I will tell you- this is the harder kind of test, the kind that measures 

character rather than seeks simple correct answers
• The kind that wants more than obedience, and may not have one 

simple correct answer
• You know, I think we can see this in the teachings of Jesus as well
• Jesus moves us away from just following the law, and instead tells us 

to love God and love our neighbor
• Thats much harder, isn’t it? 
• I guess this is on my mind this week, because just recently the State of 

Arkansas installed a 10 commandments monument on the grounds of 
the capital

• Of course, within 24 hours it was intentionally destroyed by a man 
driving a car  who had a history of destroying 10 commandment 7

monuments 8
• Certainly this brings questions about separation of church and state, 

and the religious freedom and tolerance that our country claims to 
embrace

• But even with those civil issues aside, for Christians, the 10 
commandments should be the bare minimum

 http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/06/28/534697858/arkansas-ten-7

commandments-monument-lasted-less-than-24-hours

 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2017/06/28/why-one-man-keeps-8

ramming-his-car-into-ten-commandments-statues-on-government-property/
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• The 10 commandments say to not lie, not covet, steal commit adultery, 
or murder- all very good things to not do.

• Christians should definitely follow the 10 commandments
• But Jesus said all of these commandments hang on this: 
• Love your God, and love your neighbor- what would you do for love?
• Jesus took us far past 10 simple rules, one simple test, didn’t he? 

• I come back around to that terrible test for Abraham
• It can teach us about loyalty, obedience, and faith
• About how God provides even when it seems that all hope is lost
• It makes clear that God does not desire human sacrifice
• And I think it teaches us about the kinds of people God needs
• Like Abraham, we are sent out, not as mindless drones, but as agents 

of Christ.  9

• We are empowered, and our character is being tested.
• We have gifts that can make a difference- gifts that can help change 

the world
• We are functioning at our best when we are actively seeking ways to 

use those gifts, to challenge ourselves and those around us
• Not to be idle, or just doing what we are told, but engaged and 

invested.
• That initiative can start with something as small as giving a cup of cold 

water to someone in need
• And together, organized as a church, we can do even more
• I believe we can learn just as much from Abraham’s test even if he did 

not exceed expectations- even if he barely passed at all 
• Because God still calls us, still wants us to follow
• And wants us to bring our whole selves: our faith, our creativity, our 

sense of adventure
• Because passionate, faithful disciples and churches can make the 

world a better place
• We can help make it more like the Kingdom of God.

Amen.

 Elisabeth Johnson, http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?lect_date=6/26/20119
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