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Abraham and his faith 

Genesis 22:1-18 

Introduction 

 

“I just do not understand it. How could he do it? Where did it come from? Why can’t I be like 
him?” I am talking about Abraham, of course, and this outstanding display of faith and 
obedience recorded in the account when he was called upon by God to offer up his own son as 
a sacrifice.  
 
This must be the epitome of faith. Whereas Hebrews 11 can discuss the meaning and definition 
of faith as it is thrashed out on the anvil of experience, it is here, in this extraordinary narrative 
that the meaning of faith is displayed. This is no theorising, or assessing or analysing. This is 
faith in action. 
 
I want to expound this passage under a number of simple headings in the form of questions: 
1. Who? For whom was this event intended? 
2. What? What was it all about? 
3. Where? Where did such faith come from? 
 
1. Who? For whom was this event intended? 
 
What I mean by this is who was supposed to benefit from this event? Did the incident take place 
for God’s benefit? I suppose, from reading verses 15-18 it looks as if the One who was to gain 
from this was indeed God. In other words, we would say that God tested Abraham, “After these 
things God tested Abraham saying…..” ( vs 1) so that He might know of the extend of 
Abraham’s faith and obedience. God wanted to know something that He did not formerly know. 
So, following the success of this period of testing God is now much wiser. He now knows that 
He can trust Abraham! 
 
I suggest that this is not an appropriate interpretation of the passage. We know from our reading 
of the Bible that God knows all things. That He is Omniscient. Psalm 139 tells us this, “You 
perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar 
with all my ways (Psalm 139:2-3). God knew the end from the beginning. He knew that 
Abraham would pass the test, He had no doubts. Thus we cannot say that the incident was for 
the benefit of God. God does not learn by experience. He does not need to test and examine in 
order to find a result. 
 
So, for whom was this intended? I suggest that in the first place it was for Abraham himself. 
Abraham needed to know the quality and substance of his own faith in God. Indeed, we are told 
in the NT that God allows us to be exposed to “trials” and tests so as to prove the reality and 
genuineness of our faith. 1 Peter 1:6-7 “….now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief 
in all kinds of trials. These have come so that your faith--of greater worth than gold, which 
perishes even though refined by fire--may be proved genuine….” .  
 
Indeed, it is James who makes much of this story of Abraham’s obedience, although what he 
has to say has proved to be confusing to many people in the past. James 2:21-23 says, “Was 
not our ancestor Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac 
on the altar? You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was 
made complete by what he did. And the scripture was fulfilled that says, "Abraham believed 
God, and it was credited to him as righteousness," and he was called God's friend”. You will 
note here that the words of verse 21 in the NIV have been presented differently from the AV or 
RSV which reads, “Was not Abraham our father justified by works when….”. It means the same. 
But the important point is that James is not contradicting Paul when he speaks of Abraham 
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being “considered righteous for what he did”. James is referring to the account of Genesis 22, 
which, we must remember, occurred many years after Abraham’s conversion that is recorded in 
Genesis 15. In James, Genesis 22 is referred to in verse 2:21, but Genesis 15, where Abraham 
was genuinely justified by faith alone, is referred to by James in verse 2:23.  
 
So, what is James saying? He is saying that the faith of Abraham was “justified”, or vindicated, 
proven and upheld by his obedience to God when he proceeded to offer up his son as a 
sacrifice. 
 
The point is this. We know that salvation is by grace through faith. But, if we think that we have 
expressed faith for salvation how do we know that our faith is genuine? How do we know that it 
is not spurious? How do we know that it is not merely intellectual faith? Or emotional faith? 
 
The answer is in our testing; if we pass the test. The test or trials that God places upon us will 
demonstrate for us whether or not we possess the real saving faith. 
 
In addition, therefore, to this incident being for Abraham’s benefit, I suggest that it is also written 
for our benefit. Recall Romans 15:4 “For everything that was written in the past was written to 
teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have 
hope”. Here is a role model. Here is a supreme example of living faith. Here is something that it 
written, recorded for us to emulate. 
 
2. What? What was it all about? 
 
The question here is difficult to answer. Just take a good long look at what God was calling 
Abraham to do. I know that we can say he never reached the dreadful moment of sacrificing his 
son, yet it was a strange and mystifying command that Abraham had to follow. 
 
“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."” 
(verse 2). Did not God abhor child sacrifices? Was this not one of the abominable practices of 
the pagan nations that surrounded Israel and when any of the Kings practiced this habit they 
were condemned for it? Listen to this, Deuteronomy 12:31 “You must not worship the LORD 
your God in their way, because in worshiping their gods, they do all kinds of detestable things 
the LORD hates. They even burn their sons and daughters in the fire as sacrifices to their 
gods”.  
 
The matter is made emotionally confusing for Abraham in the words that God chooses to use, 
“"Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love…”. The Greek LXX uses the words labe 
ton uìon sou ton avgaphton, ò[n hvgaphsaj, ton Isaak. “Take your son, the beloved one whom you 

love, Isaac”. The Hebrew, from which the English is translated has , an"û- xq;  ‘^ n>B i- t a , 
Ü̂d >y x i(y >- ta, ‘T ' b .h ;’a'- r v, a]qx 'êc.y I- ta ,  “take now your son, your only one whom you love, 

Isaac…”. Now the interesting point here is that in the Hebrew translation of “only” in the NT of 
John 3:16 has the same Hebrew word as in Genesis 22:2 (d+yxy) is used for “only”. Indicating 

that for the Hebrew translators, Christ was regarded as God’s “only Son”.  
 
The point of all this is to show that Isaac was no ordinary child. He was the “only” child of 
Abraham. He was the child of promise for whom Abraham and Sarah had waited years to be 
born. He was the child of a miraculous birth with the father at the age of one hundred years and 
the mother ninety years. He was the child destined to be the continuation of a great nation. And 
more, as the LXX and the Hebrew bring out, Isaac was the child greatly loved. Abraham’s 
”beloved son” (to.n uìo,n sou to.n avgaphto,n o]n hvga,phsaj “your beloved son whom you love”).  
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Can you begin to imagine what must have been passing through Abraham’s mind when this call 
of God came to him? The inner confusion; the questions; the fear and, most of all, the heart 
aches. 
 
And yet, look at Abraham’s reaction. What is most surprising is the silent obedience. We look in 
vain for the arguments; the questioning; the shouting; the temper; the rage and the despair. 
There emerges from Abraham unquestioning obedient, silent resignation, complete trust and 
hope. 
 
Some of this is demonstrated in the passage itself. The moment God has issued the command 
we read, “So Abraham rose early in the morning….” (verse 3). He did not wait, think it through, 
discuss it with Sarah or seek advice from some other source.  
 
I find the words in verse 4 quite agonising, “On the third day….”. Abraham had been travelling 
with the precious son by his side for three days. He had not confided in Isaac about what was 
going to happen; he neither sought nor was he given any counselling or assistance with this 
emotional travail. For three whole days Abraham must have wrestled with this problem. Did he 
sleep? Could he eat? How did he feel as each day brought the dreadful event nearer and 
nearer? 
 
Notice the pockets of faith emerging as Abraham refused to believe that this was the end of 
dream of being the father of a great nation, or the termination of the promises of God, or that 
God had deserted him. Look at the words of verse 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." He had no idea how God would handle it, but he knew Isaac would live. Hebrews puts it 
like this, “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, even though God had said 
to him, "It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned." Abraham reasoned that God 
could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death” 11:17-19. 
 
Then, when faced with that awkward question from Isaac, “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?" (verse 7), quick as a flash, Abraham came back 
with this brilliant answer, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son." 
Abraham believed God and never ceased to believe. 
 
God’s intervention was not about to appear until the very last second of the event. Abraham had 
to build the altar (vs 9) and then he tied up his son ( vs 9), and then laid him on top of the wood. 
I often wonder how he managed to tie up Isaac who by now must have been getting pretty 
scared and would be asking questions, getting frustrated, anxious and may even have tried to 
put up a fight.  
 
But this was the yet the end. Abraham had to proceed to the point of taking up the knife and be 
ready to strike his son dead (vs 10). At this point, and only at this point, did God intervene and 
find a replacement, a substitute sacrifice instead of Isaac. 
 
Yes, it was a most severe test of Abraham’s faith and obedience. How easy for us to sit and 
read it (or preach it!), but how difficult for Abraham to suffer it. 
 
Are you confused? If you did not read it here, would you have believed that such a thing could 
ever have happened? If this was really up for debate I reckon that many of you would be saying 
something like this, “My God would never allow such a thing to happen”. Or, “God is a God of 
love, He does not let people suffer in such a way, it is immoral, no, God could never do such a 
thing…..”. But, whether you like it or not, it did happen, God did instigate it. God was 
responsible. 
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When people use this expression, “My God would never allow such a thing to happen”, they are 
of course telling the truth. Because many people do construct a God of their own making and for 
them many of the events that take place in the Bible are not ascribed to “their God” just 
because, instead of being the God of the Bible, He is just “their God”.  
 
Sometimes I feel like saying, “Will the real God stand up and come forward”. The temptation to 
create a God of our own making who will or will not do such and such is very tempting. Whether 
we like it or not, we must accept the God who is really there. And the God who is really there 
does do some very strange things. It is He who said, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
neither are your ways my ways," (Isaiah 55:8). 
 
God is a strange God, so unlike any of us. He does do extraordinary things, like this trial 
imposed on Abraham. For further examples look at the story of Joseph and his sufferings; or of 
Job and his trials. The Bible is full of God’s most strange behaviours. He tells Hosea to marry a 
prostitute who then deserts him; Jonah to preach to Israel’s political enemy Assyria. 
 
There is a verse that has confronted me for a long time. It is found in 1 Corinthians 1:25, “For 
the foolishness of God is wiser than man's wisdom”. What is this “foolishness of God”? Is the 
account of Genesis 22? And all the strange things that God initiated? 
 
But, if we really want to look at something strange and apparently “foolish” we must look at the 
cross of Calvary. There is a sense, and I say this with caution, in which God did allow a “child 
sacrifice”, for he sacrificed His only Son. How can a God of such love and mercy allow His only 
Son, His beloved Son, to suffer such agony? Surely, if this happened God must have mitigated 
His sufferings in someway, softened the blow, tried to protect Him from the full weight of 
distress?  
 
Well, one writer put it like this, speaking on Romans 8:32 “He who did not spare his own Son, 
but gave him up for us all…”. God spared Isaac and found a substitute, but did not spare His 
own Son, but “offered Him up for us all….”`. There was no diluting the agony of the sufferings of 
Christ. God made Him to be sin, He who knew no sin. He made Him to be the object of the full 
weight of divine wrath against sin. The Father even went further, “Christ redeemed us from the 
curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: "Cursed is everyone who is hung 
on a tree." Cursed of the Father – how can it be? 
 
Let me ask you this question, “Would your God do such a thing?”  
 
Now, when you come to look at your own life’s experiences you must be prepared for anything 
that God might do. But what is even more important is our reaction. How unlike Abraham we 
are. If we find ourselves in a difficult and unpleasant predicament we are apt to argue, become 
depressed, shout, cry, feel sorry for ourselves and become angry. We may even want to protest 
against God and say something like, “I thought being a Christian meant that I would be 
preserved from this kind of thing that is happening to me? I thought You loved me? Where is 
Your power? Why don’t You do something now?” 
 
It is time we came to our third point. 
 
3. Where did such faith come from? 
 
“Oh to be like Abraham, to quietly wait upon God in the darkness of the unknown and believe 
Him. Why can’t I be like him?” 
 
So, from where did Abraham’s faith come? Did it grow overnight? Did it come as a gift? Was he 
born with such faith? Was this merely his nature? 
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No, none of these reasons. Abraham achieved his high standard of faith through the “University 
of Life”. In other words, faith like this grows through the hardness of experience. If you trace the 
life of Abraham you will find that he was not always like this. When, in chapter 12, he and Sarah 
went into Egypt he lied about Sarah being his wife and told everyone she was his sister. He did 
this through fear. He could not trust God. In chapter 16, because Sarah could not conceive a 
child, he listened to her directions and slept with her maid from which Ishmael was born and did 
nothing to prevent Sarah from throwing the maid and her child out into the wilderness. 
 
However, it was through these failures and the hard knocks of life that Abraham grew in faith. 
Listen to the comment made by the apostle Paul when referring to Abraham’s faith in trusting 
God for the birth of Isaac. Romans 4:20 “Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the 
promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God”.  
 
This meant that Abraham had so many experiences of God that he was becoming accustomed 
to His ways. When the “test” period arose, it is as if Abraham was able to say, “Oh, here we go 
again. I know what to do. I have been here before. I know that I can now trust God. I know what 
He is like”. This is why he was able to demonstrate such faith in God when he took Isaac and 
told the servants that he and the boy would return again. This is why Hebrews can say that 
Abraham believed that God could raise Isaac from the dead if He needed to. 
 
Such faith does not materialise from nowhere. It has to grow in the soil of experience. You have 
to nurture it through lesser experiences and trials. You have to check yourself when tempted to 
complain or argue or resort to slandering God whenever something unpleasant or unexpected 
happens to you. You have to obey God in the lesser matters, show faith as a daily practice. Get 
used to God. Begin to anticipate Him. Know that His ways are not your ways. Refuse to rely on 
mere intelligence and reason when looking at your circumstances. See with spiritual eyes. 
Adapt to a spiritual perspective. Live in the presence of God, practice the presence of God. Tell 
yourself that God is at work in you and for you. In the darkness trust Him and believe in Him. 
 
Conclusion 

 

In our world intelligence, wisdom and reason are the hallmarks of progress and achievement. 
That which pleases the world is strength, fortitude, skill and power. If you want to make 
progress this is expected of you. This is what pleases the world. 
 
 In God’s world it is faith. What God wants of us is trust. Indeed, the Bible says, “And without 
faith it is impossible to please God” Hebrews 11:6. Then listen to Paul, “…everything that does 
not come from faith is sin” Romans 14:23. When wisdom and knowledge have passed away, it 
is “faith”, that will endure; “..And now these three remain: faith, hope and love”, 1 Cor 13:13. 
 
Go and build on your faith.  
 
Richard Lee 
 
 


