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Genesis 22:1-14 
After these things God tested Abraham and said to him, “Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.”                 
He said, “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 of which I shall tell you.” So                   
Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men with                 
him, and his son Isaac. And he cut the wood for the burnt offering and arose and went to the                    
place of which God had told him. On the third day Abraham lifted up his eyes and saw the place                    
from afar. Then Abraham said to his young men, “Stay here with the donkey; I and the boy will                   
go over there and worship and come again to you.” And Abraham took the wood of the burnt                  
offering and laid it on Isaac his son. And he took in his hand the fire and the knife. So they went                      
both of them together. And Isaac said to his father Abraham, “My father!” And he said, “Here I                  
am, my son.” He said, “Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for a burnt                   
offering?” Abraham said, “God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.”                
So they went both of them together. 
 
When they came to the place of which God had told him, Abraham built the altar there and laid                   
the wood in order and bound Isaac his son and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. Then                     
Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife to slaughter his son. But the angel of the Lord                   
called to him from heaven and said, “Abraham, Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” He said,                 
“Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him, for now I know that you fear God,                     
seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.” And Abraham lifted up his                 
eyes and looked, and behold, behind him was a ram, caught in a thicket by his horns. And                  
Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son. So                   
Abraham called the name of that place, “The Lord will provide”; as it is said to this day, “On the                    
mount of the Lord it shall be provided.” 
 
“Fortified Faith” 
The grass withers and the flower fades, but the Word of the Lord remains forever. Friends, this is                  
the Word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God. May the words of my mouth and the                     
meditations of all our hearts be pleasing and acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our Rock and our                  
Redeemer. Amen. 
 
In 1653, the Dutch artist, Rembrandt van Rijn, painted a scene from the story of the sacrifice of                  
Isaac. This was early in Rembrandt’s career and he depicts the Patriarch as holding down Isaac                
by the face using his left hand. His right hand is off to the side, open, and the knife he was                     
holding is actively dropping. Abraham is looking up in shock, for an angel is coming out of                 
heaven and with one hand grasping Abraham’s knife hand, the other is the air as if to say,                  
“Halt!” The angel almost looks like he’s about to slap Abraham over the head. It’s a very                 
dramatic painting that screams of action. Over the next twenty years, Rembrandt would marry,              
he would bury three of his four children, lose his wife to tuberculosis, take up relations with his                  
former maid, and file for bankruptcy. In 1655, for some reason, he revisits the story of the                 1

sacrifice of Isaac. This time, he crafts an etching depicting Abraham as cradling Isaac’s head               
against his bosom. In his left hand he wields a formidable knife. The angel isn’t barreling out of                  

1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rembrandt#Life  
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heaven like last time. Abraham here has a look of relief as the angel surrounds him, embracing                 
him, as if to say, “You don’t have to do this, you have proven your faith.” This is a very touching                     
etching that speaks of compassion and sadness. 
 
Rembrandt experienced hardship in his life. His fame brought him money, but he lived beyond               
his means. In the end, he died a poor man and was given a poor man’s burial in an unmarked                    
grave. Rembrandt’s experience of loss is not too dissimilar from what many people face today.               
Maybe even some of you have lost a spouse, a child, or financial security. A lot of bad things                   
happen to a lot of people, good people. This is the unfortunate reality of the world in which we                   
live. God didn’t create evil in the world, sin did that. Man’s turning from God allowed                
wickedness into this world. There are, however, a few times when it seems God is acting cruelly. 
 
For instance, why would God ask Abraham to sacrifice his own son Isaac? We know the story                 
and we know the answer, but place yourself in Abraham’s shoes for a moment. God promised                
Abraham a son. Abraham produced two sons, but here God calls Isaac “your only son.” For all                 
intents and purposes, Isaac is Abraham’s only heir. And he was promised by God. And now, God                 
tells Abraham that he wants him to kill Isaac. What kind of mess is this? There are folks out                   
there who claim they would be able to do like Abraham did if they were in his shoes. Calvin                   
even mentions that. In his day, he said, “We find, indeed, all men ready to boast that they will do                    
as Abraham did; but when it comes to the trial, they shrink from the yoke of God.” I know it                    2

would be very hard for me to be in Abraham’s shoes, and I don’t even have kids. I cannot say for                     
certain I’d be able to do what he did. Let me add a little caveat here, too. If you hear someone                     
who says God told them to kill somebody or sacrifice some unusual thing, be suspicious of them.                 
The sacrifice of Isaac was a foreshadowing of Jesus’ sacrifice; and Christ’s sacrifice was once               
and for all. Meaning, God will never ask anyone to do what he asked of Abraham and what Jesus                   
has already done for us. 
 
While God is not acting cruelly against us, we are, nevertheless, susceptible to trials and               
temptations. These are, again, unfortunate facts of our reality. While God will not ask of us to                 
sacrifice our own children, he will ask of us to seek after him. And while some Christians may                  
experience material blessings in life, we are not a prosperity gospel and many, if not all                
Christians will experience turmoil. Calvin so eloquently says, “The Lord, indeed, is so indulgent              
to our infirmity, that he does not [like he did with Abraham] severely and sharply try our faith.”                  
While we may not experience Abraham’s challenge and trial, there will most certainly be times               
when our faith will be challenged and tried. Maybe some of you are currently going through such                 
a chapter. What Calvin is trying to do is provide an ounce of comfort in such trials. God uses                   
Abraham “to propose an example by which he might call us to a general trial of faith.” We will                   3

not experience Abraham’s trial of faith, but we will experience lesser trials of faith. And by                
“lesser” I mean less extraordinary not any less painful or trying. 
 
Abraham presents us with a model of sorts, and I think Rembrandt picked up on it. When tragedy                  
strikes or temptation befalls us, we are not to turn against God in despair, but instead, turn to                  

2 John Calvin, Commentary on Genesis Volume 1, Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/calcom01.html. 435 
3 Calvin, 437. 
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God for our guidance. For instance, the Bible tells us that Abraham journeyed for three days on                 
this quest to the mountain that God would reveal. Three nights and three days of agonizing over                 
God’s command to sacrifice his son. I find it doubtful he stoically marched on for three days                 
straight. He had to be pondering, turning over in his head the very words of God. Without a                  
doubt, Abraham wrestled with the contradiction of God’s promise of a nation born from his seed                
and the command to sacrifice his only heir. There are challenges that we face, with which we                 
need to wrestle. God commands us certain things, while society tells us to do the opposite, to                 
accept the opposite. Calvin’s descriptions are again on point here. He says of Abraham’s three               
days, “Innumerable thoughts might come into the mind of the holy man; each of which would                
have overwhelmed his spirit, unless he had fortified it by faith. And there is no doubt that Satan,                  
during the darkness of the night, would heap upon him a vast mass of cares. Gradually to                 
overcome them, by contending with them, was the part of heroical courage.”  4

 
I really like that last phrase. Heroical courage was what Abraham demonstrated by his              
faithfulness. It takes a lot of courage to be faithful. And these go hand-in-hand. Faith is necessary                 
to produce courage. “Whatever temptations assail us,” encourages Calvin, “let us know that the              
victory is in our own hands, so long as we are endued with a firm faith; otherwise, we shall be,                    
by no means, able to resist.” My friends, victory is ours because we belong to Christ. We can                  5

push through temptations and trials because of our faith in Jesus Christ. I don’t think Rembrandt                
had that distinct comfort in his own life, but I do think he recognized its existence when, after                  
years of strife, he etched the angel comforting Abraham. Fortitude in faith is something we all                
need to possess, but it’s not something that just comes to us without trying. It takes knowing                 
your Bible, being in constant communication with God, and regular fellowship with other             
disciples. Faith, especially a fortified faith, takes work to develop, but we can develop it. Alistair                
Begg says, “A person who lives near the cross will be marked by holiness, love, and endurance.”                

The cross is not a happy place, but because of the cross, we can have happiness, we can have                    6

faith. Abraham was a unique circumstance, and God won’t ask any of us to go through the trials                  
of Abraham. But in the Patriarch, we can find a man whose love for God and dependence on                  
God’s grace and providence can indeed be modeled in our own lives. 
 
That is my encouragement for you today. Therefore, let us pray. God of Abraham, Isaac, and                
Jacob; God of Peter, Paul, and Mary, we often call upon your name when turmoil and strife are                  
in abundance. Hear our pleas and fortify our faith, so that we may walk with courage through                 
shadowy valleys. Lord, reveal your loving grace and providential care through the words of              
Scripture and through the fellowship of your saints on earth. Help us to seek you out and                 
encounter your Spirit not only in the joyful times, but also in the painful. Help us to develop a                   
faith and a courage like that of Abraham and of the Lord Jesus. It is in his holy and blessed name                     
we pray. Amen. 

4 Calvin, 438-439. 
5 Calvin, 435. 
6 Alistair Begg, “Preaching the Cross” in Atonement, Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2010. 137. 
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