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The Test of Obedience (22:1-2)

In Genesis chapter 22 we come to the high-point and pinnacle of the
entire story of Abraham. It is at this point that the covenant which
began in Genesis 15 is at last fulfilled. The promises had been first
given in Genesis 12:1-3, and had been twice renewed before there
was any mention of a covenant ™. Then God started covenant-
procedures at the heart of which were the same promises 22 but it is 17
clear that the final oath had not been given. The covenant had yet to 22 155, 7, 13-
be ‘established’” ©°. The promise was still on offer ®*. The sign of Z
circumcision was added in Genesis 17:9-14, and the promises were 21722
confirmed ™° Abraham continued to receive encouraging and 0% 17.4-8
increasingly detailed predictions ©°. Then at long last Isaac was born. @5 47:15-16
However, even after Isaac’s birth there was no oath confirming with @6 18:10, 14
total certainty that the covenant was going forward. Abraham was still

living on the promises of God but no oath had been given. Now some

time after the weaning of Isaac (22:1 lets us know that some years had

gone by) there comes the greatest test of Abraham'’s life, and when it

is finished Abraham receives the oath and the promise is finally

secure. God comes to Abraham and asks Abraham to sacrifice his

own son.

1. Before we experience God’s oath and ‘enter into rest’ we are
likely to face a severe test of our obedience. The time is a few
years after the weaning oL \we may guess that Isaac is at least ten @1 55,1 5
years old, old enough to ask intelligent questions ©2. Then God ‘tests’ 82 o.q 557
Abraham.

God saves us by sheer grace. Abraham believed God and by faith —
and faith only — he was justified, totally covered with a righteousness
that was not his own.

God continues to deal with us in sheer grace. He restores us (as
Abraham experienced God’s restorations after his mistakes). In sheer
grace He takes our worst blunders (such as Abraham’s going to
Hagar) and overrules them for good.

Yet at the same time God asks us willingly and voluntarily to ‘walk
before Him’ and get every area of our life right ©*. He still deals with us 2! see 17:1-2
in great mercy sometimes giving us our greatest blessings after our
worst mistakes (as Genesis 21 follows 20:8-1 8).

However all along the way God is wanting us to get to a high level of
obedience. If a person cleanses himself from every sin he gets to be a
utensil that God will greatly use. He becomes ‘sanctified, useful to the
Master, fit for every good work’ @! God does much for us even without @1 see 2
our sanctification, but God likes us to get to high levels of godliness Timothy 2:21
before He gives us life’'s greatest blessings. Then His ‘oath of mercy’
might come to us. Although we have got to where we are by the
continuing grace of God, and even God’'s rewards are a matter of
grace, yet it is also true that God likes to reward us. He likes to lead us
into radical, extreme, daring, obedience.

So we must not be surprised if before we experience God’s oath and
‘enter into rest’ we discover that we are being severely tested.
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2. God’s test may make no sense to us. It seemed weird and
extreme for God to ask Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. If anyone came to
us today and said ‘God has told me to sacrifice my son’, we would say
‘That wasn’t God; that was the devil’, and we would be right! It is true
that — in the end — God was not asking for human sacrifice. God
stopped the procedure before it came to its end. There is no tolerance
of human sacrifice anywhere in the Bible.

But God wants to see what we are really like, how obedient we are
willing to be. God seeks to discover what is in our hearts and whether
we really will keep His specific command to us or not (see something
similar in Exodus 16:4, and another example under the Mosaic law in
Deuteronomy 8:2). People who today think that God is asking them to
do something criminal would rightly be taken as in need of psychiatric
help. God’s commands are appropriate to the age in which we live,
and we no longer live in the days of Abraham when child-sacrifice was
thought to be great devotion to God! Still, God’s test might well be
extremely painful and it might well make no sense to us.

3. God’'s test may well seem to involve the sacrifice of
everything we have lived for. It was amazing that God should
demand the sacrifice of young Isaac. For more than thirty years God
had been promising ‘a seed’ to Abraham. It had been a stormy
pathway. Sometimes Abraham was greatly daring, sometimes greatly
doubting. Sometimes it was great faith, sometimes great failure. And
yet Abraham had come through it all and at last Isaac had been born.
But now God is asking Abraham to throw it all away! Everything for
which he has lived for decades! Was the miraculous birth of Isaac to
the elderly Sarah all for nothing? If Abraham loses Isaac it is not likely
that Sarah will have another child! She was ninety-nine before; now
she is one hundred and nine or more! How can God ask Abraham
throw away what he has been waiting for all his life? Sometimes the
supreme test of our faith will be a matter of putting obedience to God
above something we have lived for all of our lives. Sometimes it will be
to bring a phase of ministry to an end that we have been thoroughly
enjoying for years and years. Sometimes it will involve doing
something that might to everyone else seem foolish and ridiculous.

But before the greatest blessing of our life comes, there is likely to be
a test of our obedience.
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