Sabbath Sermon of November 23, 2013

By Rev. Dr.  Flint Chika, Bishop

Abraham’s Faith In God

Genesis Chapter 22

This chapter in Genesis records the supreme test of Abraham’s faith and the supreme victory accomplished by faith. In the first verse we read, "And it came to pass after these things, that God did tempt Abraham, and said unto him, Abraham: and he said, Behold, here I am..." One immediately senses that this is going to be much different than any other time God had called on Abraham. The Hebrew word, Nasah, is used here for the first time in the Bible.  The word tempt in this context, means “test.” God gave Abraham a test, not to trip him and watch him fall, but to deepen his capacity to obey God and thus develop his character. Just as fire refines ore to extract precious metals, God refines us through difficult circumstances. When we are tested we can complain, or we can try to learn the lesson in the test. That is how God stretches us to develop our character.

Bitter as the trial had been to “cast out” Ishmael, his son, it was only a preparation for a far more severe test of Abraham’s faith and obedience. For this, the last, the highest, but also the steepest ascent in Abraham’s life of faith, all God’s previous leadings and dealings had been gradually preparing and qualifying him. And, no doubt, it was when on Mount Moriah, the mount of God’s true “provision” Abraham was about to offer up his son, that, in the language of our blessed LORD, he saw the day of Jesus Christ, “and was glad.”

One well could wonder how God could demand a human sacrifice in view of His unalterable opposition to such sacrifices (Leviticus 18 verse 21; Deuteronomy 12 verse 31; 18 verse 10). The best answer is that God actually wanted Abraham to give up his son as a spiritual sacrifice. In other words, God did not want Isaac to die, but he wanted Abraham to sacrifice Isaac in his heart so it would be clear that Abraham loved God more than he loved his promised and long-awaited son. Without this, even a bloody sacrifice would be fruitless and meaningless. What one does proves what he believes. The test, trial, or “temptation” through which Abraham’s faith had now to pass that it might be wholly purified as “gold in the fire,” came in the form of a command from God to bring Isaac as aburnt-offering. Nothing was spared Abraham of the bitterness of his sorrow. It was said with painful particularly: “Take now thy son, thine only son, whom thou lovest;” and not a single promise of deliverance was added to cheer him on his lonely way. The same indefiniteness which had added such difficulty to Abraham’s first call to leave his father’s house marked this last trial of the obedience of his faith. He was only told to get him” into the land of Moriah,” where God would further tell him upon which of the mountains around he was to bring his strange “burnt-offering.”

That Abraham was willing to give up Isaac physically demonstrates beyond question that he had already given him up to God in a spiritual sacrifice (James 2 verses 21-24). God was testing Abraham and the purpose of testing is to strengthen our character and deepen our commitment to God. Through this difficult experience, Abraham strengthened his commitment to obey God. He also learned about God’s ability to provide. Though God’s instructions seemed contrary to His revealed will concerning Issac, Abraham was willing to do what God wanted him to do and let the consequences rest in God’s hands. And Abraham “staggered not” at the word of God; doubted it not; but was “strong in faith,” “accounting,” yet not knowing it “that God was able to raise up Isaac even from the dead; from when he also received him in figure.”


Some have suggested that Abraham was willing to slay Isaac because he thought that God would give him another offspring, as God gave Adam and Eve Seth in place of Abel. This cannot be true, because God had said that Abraham’s progeny would be realized through Isaac (Genesis 21 verse 12), and Abraham had promised his servants that he and Isaac would return to them (Gen. 22 verse 5). Therefore, it is best to understand that Abraham fully expected to put Isaac to death and may have fully expected God to raise him up from the dead again (Heb. 11 verse 17-19). At any rate, we must not detract from the trial by importing into the circumstances our knowledge of the issue. Abraham had absolutely no assurance and no knowledge beyond that of his present duty. All he had to lay hold upon was the previous promise, and the character and faithfulness of the covenant God, who now bade him offer this sacrifice. 

Sharp as the contrast must have been, it was brief. It lasted just one night; and next morning, without having taken “counsel with flesh and blood,” Abraham, with his son Isaac and two servants, were on their way to “the land of Moriah.”  We have absolutely no data to determine the exact age of Isaac at the time; but the computation of Josephus, that he was twenty-five years old, makes him more advanced than the language of the Scripture narrative seems to convey to our minds. Two days they had travelled from Beersheba, when on the third the “mountain round about Jerusalem” came in sight. From a gap between the hills, which forms the highest point on the ordinary road, whch has always led up from the south, just that one mountain would be visible on which afterwards the temple stood. This was “the land of Moriah”, and that is the hill on which the sacrifice of Isaac was to be offered! Upon arriving three days later, Isaac, not knowing he was to be the sacrifice, asked:  “Behold, the fire and the wood; but where is the lamb for a burnt offering. With breaking heart, Abraham answered: “My son, God will provide Himself a lamb . . .”  God who had previously changed Abraham’s and Sarah’s names chose this occasion to give His obedient servant a new name for Himself: Jehovah Jireh, “the Lord will provide!” So God did with Abraham. So He will with us, if we obey Him. 
Twenty centuries later, another Father led His only Son up the same mountain slopes for the identical purpose. This time, however, there was no last-minute reprieve. God led his only Son up this mountain, his son that he loved, but when his Son cried out to him “Father why has thou forsaken me,” God turned his face away from his Son telling him, “Son you must die or billions of my other children will die and go to hell. Just as Isaac voluntarily allowed himself to be bound by his father, so did Jesus voluntarily gave himself to be crucified on the cross. However, in Isaac’s case, a lamb was sacrificed instead of Issac, but Jesus had no substitute. So in this story, symbolically, Isaac was a type of the human race destined to perish, while the lamb was a type of Jesus Christ who was our substitute when he died on he cross for our sins in obedience to his Father’s commandment (John 10:15-18). This leaves us with one question, does it mean that God loves us more than he loves himself? That seems to have always been the case. 

It has been said, “Like father; like son.” Abraham’s simple faith in God is reflected in Isaac’s simple faith in his father. He likely could have overpowered his father and escaped. If it were not for his faith in God and in his father, Isaac might have reasoned that his father had indeed gone mad. This even caused Isaac always to know that God was more precious to his father than he was. The Angel of the Lord who spoke to Abraham was the reincarnate Jesus. Abraham was just as quick to obey and refrain from slaying Isaac as he had been to obey God’s previous command to offer him as a sacrifice. As the result of Abraham’s obedience, the Angel of the LORD called him a second time and confirmed the Abrahamic Covenant to him again. 
God is pleased to make mention of Abraham’s obedience as the consideration of the covenant; and he speaks of it with an encomium or praise: “Because thou hast done this thing, and hast not withheld thy son, thine only son,” God lays a strong emphasis on this, and praises it as an act of obedience: in it thou hast obeyed my voice, and to obey is better than sacrifice. Not that this was a proportionable consideration, but God graciously put this honor upon that by which Abraham had honored him. God now confirmed the promise with an oath. It was said and sealed before; but now it is sworn: “By myself have I sworn; for he could swear by no greater, (Hebrews 6 verse 13). Thus he interposed himself by an oath, as the apostle Paul expresses it in Hebrews 6 verse 17. God did speak with reverence even pawn his own life and being upon it, saying “As I live”, that by all those immutable things, in which it was impossible for God to lie, he and his might have strong consolation. 
Therefore, if we exercise faith in God, He will encourage it. Improve the promises, and God will ratify them. The particular promise here renewed is that of a numerous offspring: “Multiplying, I will multiply thee.” Those that are willing to part with anything for God shall have it made up to them with unspeakable advantage. Abraham has but one son, and is willing to part with that one, in obedience to God. "Well,’’ said God, "thou shalt be recompensed with thousands and millions.’’ What a figure does the seed of Abraham make in history! How numerous, how illustrious, were his known descendants, who, to this day, triumph in this, that they have Abraham to their father! Thus he received a thousand-fold in this life, (Matthew 19 verse 29). The promise, doubtless, points at the Messiah, and the grace of the gospel. This is the oath sworn to our father Abraham, which Zacharias refers to, and in Luke 1 verse 73, 74  etc. And so here is a promise, of the great blessing of the Spirit: In blessing, I will bless thee, namely, with that best of blessings the gift of the Holy Ghost; the promise of the Spirit was that blessing of Abraham which was to come upon the Gentiles through Jesus Christ, (Galatians 3 verse 14). 

Of the increase of the church that believers, his spiritual seed, should be numerous as the stars of heaven. Of spiritual victories: Thy seed shall possess the gate of his enemies. Believers, by their faith, overcome the world, and triumph over all the powers of darkness, and are more than conquerors. But the crown of all is the last promise. Of the incarnation of Jesus Christ: In thy Seed, one particular person that shall descend from thee; for he speaks not of many, but of one, as the apostle Paul observers in Galatians 3 verse 16, shall all the nations of the earth be blessed, or shall bless themselves, as the phrase is, Isaiah 65 verse 16. In him all may be happy if they will, and all that belong to him shall be so, and shall think themselves so. Jesus Christ is the great blessing of the world. Abraham was ready to give up his son for a sacrifice to the honor of God, and, on that occasion, God promised to give his Son a sacrifice for the salvation of man.

We note the parallel between the ram offered on the altar as a substitute for Isaac and Jesus Christ offered on the cross as a substitute for us. Whereas God stopped Abraham from sacrificing his son, God did not spare his own Son, Jesus, from dying on the cross. If Jesus had not died on the cross, the rest of mankind would have died. God sent his only Son to die for us so that we can be spared from the eternal death we deserve and instead receive eternal life. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son [Jesus] that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life” (John 3 verse 16). The entire Gospel comes to focus in this verse. God’s love is not static or self-centered; it reaches out and draws others in. Here God sets the pattern of true love, the basis for all love relationships, when you love someone dearly, you are willing to give freely to the point of self-sacrifice. God paid dearly with the life of his Son, the highest price he could pay. Jesus accepted our punishment, paid the price for our sins, and then offered us the new life he had bought for us. 
When we share the Gospel with others, our love must be like Jesus’, willingly giving up our own comfort and security so that others might join us in receiving God’s love. In John 3 verse 18 we read: “He that believeth on him [Jesus] is not condemned: but he that believeth not is condemned already, because he hath not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God.”  My friends, if you are reading this message today, Jesus is saying to you that “if you do not believe in me, that you are already dead.” Remember everything happens in the spirit before it happens in the natural. Everyone who died without accepting Jesus as their Lord and lived for him is no doubt in a place called hell.  Jesus spoke about the dangers of anyone going to hell more than anyone else in the Bible. Jesus describes hell in Mark 9 verses 43-48 saying,  “Where their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched.” Do you still think that this place called hell is a myth?
Abraham received abundant blessings because he obeyed God. First, God gave Abraham’s descendants the ability to conquer their enemies. Second, God promised Abraham spiritual children and grand-children who would in turn bless the whole earth. People’s lives would be changed as a result to knowing Abraham and his “Seed” Jesus Christ. Most often we think of blessings as gifts to be enjoyed. But when God blesses us, his blessings are intended to over-flow to others in the form of the Gospel message of Jesus Christ. The message and mission of God will be heard and experienced as long as the world stands. One of the primary purposes for the writing of Old Testament was to prepare the way for the coming Messiah. 
The life of Isaac serves to illustrate three factors that would be fulfilled by the prophesied Savior. The first was Isaac’s supernatural birth. He was conceived by an old barren woman. Jesus was conceived by a young virgin girl. The second factor was Issac’s obedience. He agreed to be offered up by his father. Two thousand years later Jesus would demonstrate that same obedience to His Heavenly Father (John 10 verses 17-18). The third factor was Isaac marriage. He was content to await the coming of his bride from foreign land, as Jesus in heaven awaits His bride, the church on earth.
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