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Lean on the Promises of God

1Some time later God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!”  “Here I am,” he replied.  2 Then God said, “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about.” 3 Early the next morning Abraham got up and saddled his donkey. He took with him two of his servants and his son Isaac. When he had cut enough wood for the burnt offering, he set out for the place God had told him about.  4 On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance.  5 He said to his servants, “Stay here with the donkey while I and the boy go over there. We will worship and then we will come back to you.”  6 Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and placed it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. As the two of them went on together, 7 Isaac spoke up and said to his father Abraham, “Father?”  “Yes, my son?” Abraham replied. “The fire and wood are here,” Isaac said, “but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” 8 Abraham answered, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” And the two of them went on together. 9 When they reached the place God had told him about, Abraham built an altar there and arranged the wood on it. He bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood.  10 Then he reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son.  11 But the angel of the LORD called out to him from heaven, “Abraham! Abraham!” “Here I am,” he replied.  12 “Do not lay a hand on the boy,” he said. “Do not do anything to him. Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son.”  13 Abraham looked up and there in a thicket he saw a ram caught by its horns. He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son.  14 So Abraham called that place The LORD Will Provide. And to this day it is said, “On the mountain of the LORD it will be provided.”  15 The angel of the LORD called to Abraham from heaven a second time 16 and said, “I swear by myself, declares the LORD, that because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17 I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies, 18 and through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me.”

Minnesotan Garrison Keillor hosts a variety show on National Public Radio called A Prairie Home Companion.  The show is known for its musical guests and Midwestern humor.  One of the skits featured talks about the good years in life.  The good years are not complete without a good bottle of ketchup.  What ketchup has to do with the good years in life, I’ll never know.  But it begs the question, “What are good years?  When are the good years of life?”  Is it that time of life from birth to toddler when you learn things at a lightning fast pace, everything is provided for you, all you have to do is play with your toys?  Is it that time of adolescence from puberty to maturity that was portrayed on the television program The Wonder Years, when you become of age and try to figure out who you really are?  Is it your first few years of marriage, when you begin a new and exiting life together?  Are they the empty nest years, when the kids are out of the house, you’ve settled in, there’s peace and quiet?

For me the good years came right after the birth of my son.  The birth of a child is a special time for a parent.  God in his Word calls children an inheritance from him.  But this birth of my son was specially blessed.  You see, God had promised to bless all nations through my family tree.  The Messiah would be born from my descendants.  So when Isaac was born, that meant the promise of the Savior continued.  This birth was dear to my heart in another way.  You see, when God first promised me a child, I was 75 years old.  When my wife finally had the baby she was 90, I was 100.  God had brought life from two “dead” bodies.  Those years immediately after Isaac’s birth were the good years.  He was a miracle baby.  Everyday I thanked God for him as I watched him coo and smile, crawl, and finally walk.  And when he grew up to be a young man Sarah and I talked about how we wanted to send our son to our relatives to find a good wife for him, so he too could have children and carry on the line of the Savior.  Everything was going great.  Then one day God called me.

“Abraham!”  “Here I am!”  “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and sacrifice him as a burnt offering.” (Gen 22:1,2)   The good years suddenly became the what’s-going-on-here years.  God had promised me, “Through Isaac I will establish my covenant.” (Gen17:21)  There seemed to be a conflict here between God’s promise and this command.  God’s command seemed not only to violate a father’s love for his child but also to cut off any link I might have with my Savior, to be right with God, to eternal life.  The family tree of the Savior could not continue through my family if I had to kill Isaac.  I kill Isaac?  How could God ask me, no, command me to do such a thing?  It would be one thing if he told me a robber would come and steal him away.  I have the hope that he could still be alive.  But if I have to kill my son, my only son, whom I love dearly?  What gross sin had I committed that offended God?  Had I done something so appalling that the faithful God would rescind his promise of the Savior?  Why did God test me in this way?

Why does God test you?  Please notice that I did not say tempt.  God surely tempts no one to sin. (James 1:13)    To test means to attempt to learn the true nature of something.  What did God want to know about me?  What does God want to know about you that he would test you?  How does God test you?  He probably will not tell you to sacrifice your son or daughter on an altar.  He will allow physical affliction to torture you.  He will allow your emotions to be pushed to their limit.  When these things happen you question God.  Why did I lose my baby?  Why did I get cancer?  Why did I lose my job?  Why do I struggle with finances?  Why does my family resemble some kind of soap opera?  Why did I get into that car accident?  Why do I have these health problems?  Why am I in prison?  Why am I in the hospital?  Why am I going through this nasty divorce?  When your trouble conscience looks around it wonders, “What have I done to deserve this?”  Satan is close at hand to torment you.  He assembles all kinds of circumstances as to why, why, why.  He whispers, “You must have done something wrong.  You are not worthy of God’s promises.”  This turns to murmuring against God and the greatest trial, hatred against God.

Now you are in my sandals.  You now know what I was feeling when God tested me.  You can imagine how heavy my heart was.  I did not sleep much that night.  The very next morning I got up early, so I wouldn’t have to tell Sarah.  She wouldn’t understand.  I packed up the donkeys with the rope I would use to bind my son’s hand and feet; with the knife I would have to use slit my son’s throat, like some animal; with flint that would be used to start the fire.  Every slice of the ax on the wood brought heavy blows on my heart, wood that would be used to burn my son’s body to ashes.  Our three day trip to Mount Moriah sure gave me plenty of time to think.  As we reached the mountain I instructed the servants that Isaac and I would be the only two to go up and worship.  They would not understand God’s command either.  I packed the wood on Isaac’s back, trying to hold back tears.  The wood he carried would be the very wood he would be sacrificed on.  I gathered the flint, knife and rope into my pack and we began our trek up the mountain.  The nagging question still lingered in my mind, “Why had God told me to do something contradictory to his promise?”  I kept repeating His promise in my head, “Through Isaac I will establish my covenant.”

Then he spoke.  “Father,” he said.  I knew what he would say.  “Yes, my son?”  “We have all the stuff for a sacrifice, but where is the sacrifice?”  The question cut my heart like the knife in my pack.  With considerate love I sparred my son the brutal details.  Yet in confident faith I leaned on the promise of God, “Through Isaac I will establish my covenant.”  So I said to him, “God himself will provide the burnt offering.” (vs8)  We reached the top of the mountain.  I gathered rocks together and built an altar, to the LORD, the God of promise.  I arranged the wood on the altar.  I told my son to lie down on the altar.  I tied his feet and hands together, just as I would an animal to sacrifice it whole to the LORD.  I looked in his eyes.  He may have had the same questions in his mind.  Oh, my son.  My only son, whom I love so dearly…  How can a father kill his own son?  I repeated the promise I my mind, “Through Isaac I will establish my covenant.”  I pulled out my knife.  I held it close to his head, about to draw it across his neck….

“Abraham!  Abraham!”  A voice from heaven called out my name!  My hand trembling I called out, “Here I am!”  I looked and saw the angel of the LORD.  He said to me, “Do not lay a hand on the boy.  Do not do anything to him.”  (vs12)  What an overwhelming sense of relief!  Why did the LORD allow me to get to the point were I was about to kill my son?  The angel of the LORD said to me, “  Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son.” (vs12)  God allowed the situation to develop this far so that I could show complete obedience to God’s will, to show holy awe and reverence to him.   I feared God.  That meant that I held the LORD with great respect.  I had full confidence in his promise that even if I killed my son Isaac and burned his body to ashes, God had the power to raise that body back to life.  All I had to do was look at the life he brought out of death.  A baby was born to two “reproducibly dead” parents.  I surrendered my will and wisdom to God’s promise when I told my servants, “We will worship and then we will come back to you.” (vs5)

The New Testament scriptures shed light on this in Hebrews 11:17-19, “17 By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice. He who had received the promises was about to sacrifice his one and only son, 18 even though God had said to him, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.”  19 Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death.”  

Why did God test me?  This testing was not for His benefit.  He already knew what was in my heart.  This test was for my benefit, my spiritual benefit.  It forced me to put complete trust in God, to commit totally to the LORD and his promises. My love for Isaac could have crowded out my love for God.  But his test proved otherwise and drew me closer to God.  It made me lean on God’s promises.

God’s promise is the staff and rod you lean against as you walk throughout this life.  When trials assail you…lean against that staff.  It is your strength.  If Satan strikes it out of your hands you have no place left to stand.  When Satan tempts you to question “Why, why, why?  What have I done wrong?  Why does God hate me,” lean on God’s promises. When the good years turn into bad years…lean on God’s promises.  Lean on the promise you have in baptism.  God promised you, “This water by the power of my Word has washed away all of your sins.  You are my child.  I love you.  I will always love you.”  Lean on that promise, it will hold you up when God tests you.  Lean on the promise you have in the Lord’s Supper.  The promise in the Lord’s Supper is that Jesus’ body and blood are present, the very body and blood that he offered as a sacrifice for your sins, in your place.  The promise given in the Lord’s Supper is that your sins of doubt, grumbling against God, sins of despair and wondering if God still loves me, those sins are forgiven for Jesus’ sake.  Satan will try to convince you that you are not worthy of those promises.  The sacraments of baptism and Lord’s Supper tell you otherwise.  You are worthy because Christ died for you.  Lean on that promise.

When God tests you, lean on these promises from his Word: “For I am convinced that neither life nor death, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future (which is unknown), nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Rom 8:38,39)  The children sang those very words this morning, “There is no mountain high enough, no river wide enough to separate me from God.”  Have a child-like faith and trust in God.  Let go of your reason and your will.  Submit full obedience to God’s will.  No matter what happens lean on God’s promises.  Another one of God’s promises, “I am the resurrection and the life.  He who believes in me will live, even though he dies. And whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” (John 11:25,26)  Dear friends, you may look back on your life and try to figure out which were the good years.  God tells us that the good years have not even arrived yet.  Lean on God’s promises while you wait for eternal life.  Amen.

