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As life amid this pandemic enters its fifth month this week it seems some nerves are fraying around the edges. In many parts of the country infection rates are rising as people – especially young people – rush out of isolation into crowded gatherings without any precautions. The President, anxious for a restart to the economy and his own campaign, disregards the doctors and data to encourage supporters to attend large rallies, refuses to wear a face covering, and belittles states that are cautious in opening up. People who raved about Zoom technology now speak of Zoom fatigue from the multitude of virtual meetings they attend. And I have heard several folks comment in the past weeks, “I am so done with this virus,” though the virus does not seem to be done with us yet, and I wonder: are we being tested, or are we just testy, or both? 

Dean Ramsay tells of an Englishman who was traveling in Scotland; observing the great number of Scottish churches, he remarked to the bus driver, “There must be a great deal of religious feeling in Scotland.” “Na!” replied the driver, “Sometimes it’s more crabbedness.”
 It is sometimes hard to distinguish between religious zeal and crabbedness that divides people from one another, between fervent faith and testy impatience. This virus is testing us – testing our patience, testing our endurance, testing our faith and faithfulness. Is it just the virus, or is it God who is testing us?

Each week we pray: Lead us not into temptation, a petition that is translated in the ecumenical prayer: Save us from the time of trial. The Greek word from which temptation and trial derive means a test that tempts us to sin. Do not bring us to the test is the gist of the prayer. We are not asking God to deliver us from the devil’s tests; we are asking to be delivered from God’s tests. We don’t want to be tested and found wanting; we don’t want to fail God. We don’t want God to ask us to go beyond our comfort zones, because when push comes to shove we doubt that we will go. We don’t want to face the pain and angst of divine testing, for rarely are God’s tests simple or painless. 

There are those who perceive every trying time as a test of faith imposed by God. A diagnosis of cancer – a test of faith! This pandemic – a test of faith! A splinter – a test of faith! The loss of a job, the death of a child, the unfaithfulness of a spouse – just tests of faith to be passed by unswerving faithfulness! Such times may indeed test our faith, but I do not believe they all are divinely inspired. Most are the result of human sinfulness and cells gone awry and adaptive viruses and random acts in a world in which there is a certain amount of freedom and randomness that God allows in God’s wisdom. God is pained as much by them as we are. They may test our faith and make us testy in the process, but God isn’t running around the earth imposing arbitrary suffering and pain in order to do so – which brings us to this text in Genesis about the sacrifice of Isaac.
Beginning next week Sarah and I will be preaching a sermon series called, “I Love to Tell the Story” in which we will consider some of those favorite Bible stories that we learn as children – like David and Goliath, and Daniel in the Lions’ Den. This story of the sacrifice of Isaac is not one of those stories that you tell your children or grandchildren at bedtime if you want them to sleep at night. Of all the tests one might imagine, none is more heart-wrenching than this account of God’s testing of Abraham. The test is laid out by God in clear terms: 

Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.

Think for a moment about what God is asking here. God is asking Abraham to take the child for whom he and Sarah longed, the son for whom they waited and waited, the son who is the living sign of God’s covenant, the son whom they loved more than life itself, and God asks Abraham not just to let him die, but to put him to death by his own hand. Think of your own son or daughter or grandchild – how could God ask such a thing?
If ever there were a time to wonder about God, if ever there were a time to rant and rave at the injustice of God, this is it! The God we know and trust is a God of grace, mercy and love, a God who keeps God’s promises. That is what Abraham and Sarah experienced with the birth of Isaac; it is what Hagar experienced with Ishmael after Sarah exiled her. God keeps God’s promises! Yet, the son who is the sign of God’s promise to Abraham and Sarah seems suddenly expendable as God commands Abraham to take him up on a mountain, put a knife to his throat, and offer him as a sacrifice in obedience to God. When Isaac dies, God’s promise dies as well. It is hard to imagine God asking such a thing, and it is perhaps even harder to imagine that Abraham obeys. What kind of God would make such a demand upon Abraham, who had already proven himself faithful in picking up his tent pegs and following God to an unknown land? What kind of God would ask a father to inflict a mortal wound upon the son he loved? What kind of God would order such brutality as a test of faithfulness? What kind of father would obey such a command?

In his classic work Fear and Trembling Soren Kierkegaard wrestles with some of those questions and the difficulties this passage presents. He asks whether there is such a thing as an absolute duty to God. Are we to be obedient to God’s commands regardless of the consequences? He offers for reflection four scenarios that are variations on this story. In the first Abraham feigns madness so that Isaac will blame him and not God in the moment of death; in the second Abraham obeys but finds no more joy in life for he cannot forget what God asked him to do; in the third Abraham seeks forgiveness from God for what he almost did; and in a fourth scenario Isaac loses faith because he recognizes that it is God who commanded his sacrifice. Each of these scenarios raises interesting questions about what was running through the minds of Abraham and Isaac before and after that fateful moment when the knife was raised above Isaac’s head on the altar. Each suggests something about Abraham and something about God. None of them is the scenario described in Scripture. Scripture doesn’t tell us whether Isaac ever again trusted his father to tuck him into bed at night or whether he insisted that his mother travel with them on any new father-son outings thereafter. It does not tell us who let Sarah know what had happened there on the mountain, or whether she ever knew. It tells us only that Abraham obeyed and God was pleased. It tells us that Abraham was blessed because of his faithfulness. It tells us that in the final moment when the knife was poised, God provided a ram to save Isaac from death.

I don’t have any rational explanation for why God would make such a brutal request of Abraham in the first place. Even John Calvin suggests that here the command of God and the promise of God are in conflict.
 There are no easy answers to this conundrum. All we know is that God is God and whatever God wants to do or demand, God can do or demand. This request to sacrifice Isaac seems particularly barbaric, an impossible demand. But God makes a lot of seemingly impossible demands upon us, as when Jesus tell us: love your enemies; 

pray for those who persecute you; 

turn the other cheek; 


give up your reliance on riches; 


love your neighbor as yourself. 

Those too are difficult demands, tests of our faith and faithfulness, and truth be known, we’re not doing all that well at obeying those! As a Church, we are divided among and within denominations. As a nation we are polarized between liberals and conservatives, democrats and republicans, rich and poor. As a world we are split among the first-world haves and third-world have-nots. We have a hard enough time liking some of our neighbors, let alone loving our enemies. 


Living in our prosperous society and fractured world tests our faith each and every day. As Walter Brueggemann puts it:

The testing times for Israel and for all of us who are heirs of Abraham are those times when it is seductively attractive to find an easier, less demanding alternative to God. The settings which come in history (and which are from God) drive us to find out whether we mean what we say about our faith being grounded solely in the gospel.

If our faith is grounded in the God of Abraham, Sarah and Isaac, 

in the God of Mary, Joseph and Jesus, 

then we, like Abraham must obey God’s commands and trust that God will provide for us. We must stop thinking that we are the masters of our own destinies, that we alone are in control of our lives, that somehow we know better than God what is good for us. If we are to be faithful, then we must start doing what God asks of us and trust that God will provide what we need as surely as God provided a ram for Abraham and Isaac at Moriah.

God knows us better than we know ourselves. God knows, as we do, that the faith of Abraham does not burn in us, that if we are put to the test we may be found wanting, that our prayer in trying times is often: Lord, I believe, help my unbelief or Save me from the time of trial! In such times we have Abraham to look to as an example of faith and faithfulness to inspire us. In such times we remember Jesus who was obedient even in death, but who was raised to new life. God did not spare Jesus from death on the cross at the hands of broken humanity and Jesus did not flee that fate. He was obedient to the end – even forgiving those who crucified him, and thus we are saved – not from being tested – but from being condemned by our failures. 

When God provided the ram to be used in Isaac’s place, Abraham called that place Jehovah Jireh (The Lord will provide). On the cross too God provided a lamb to take away the sins of the world, a lamb who was God’s son. That was two thousand years ago, and over the centuries the same claim made by Abraham has been made by saints in the face of whatever tests have arisen: the Lord will provide. Five months into this pandemic that truth remains unchanged! So be patient, keep the faith, wear your face covering, wash your hands, keep your social distancing, be faithful, and trust the promise: Jehovah Jireh. In this pandemic too, the Lord will provide! Amen
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