
LIFE IS GIFT

Genesis 22:1-14


It was the third session of the fall semester in the dreaded but required course at Samford University-- Survey of the Old Testament. After lecturing for two introductory sessions about the study of the Hebrew Bible, I started at the beginning of the history of the three faith groups: Jews, Muslims and Christians. The story of faith begins not with Genesis 1 but with Genesis 12 with a quotation about Abraham from Deuteronomy 26:5--"A wandering Aramean was my ancestor." 


On that September day I jumped into the story of Abraham and Sarah, the story of blessing, the promise of land and wealth and nation. It is the story of the promise of a son to a childless couple. I told that story. And I told the story of Abraham you have heard here today. Abraham rises early in the morning and saddles his donkey. He gathers the wood, brings the fire, sharpens the knife, secures the ropes, travels three days and walks to the top of the mountain with his son--his only son. The father builds an altar there on Mount Moriah. According to 2 Chronicles 3:1, Moriah is in Jerusalem and is the site today where, in 691 C. E., the Muslims built The Dome of the Rock. He ties Isaac with a rope, lays him on the altar on top of the wood, and raises the sharp knife above his only son.


At that moment, the bell rang to signal the end of class. As you know, when the bell rings, the professor might as well stop talking because the class has quit listening. I stopped talking and the students filed out. After everybody else had left, one young woman walked up with terror in her eyes and asked, "How does that story end?" She really wanted to know; so I told of the ram in the bushes and the safety of Isaac. After she left, I realized the suspense and power of this story. She was worried about the boy! 

Most of us don't like this story about Abraham and Isaac, especially on Father’s Day!  Perhaps you prefer to delete Genesis 22 from your Bible. The story of Abraham's attempted murder of his only son Isaac is in our Bible, however. We have struggled with this story. Think about it for a minute. If someone on your street loaded up his red truck with some firewood, matches, rope, a sharp knife and his son and headed up to Lost River Retreat Center, we wouldn't think much of it. Sounds like a Father's Day camping trip to me!


And yet, what would we think if that father was two seconds from killing his son as a sacrifice to his god? Fairfax County’s Department of Social Services would take that man to court and to a full psychiatric evaluation. And that son would not have much to do with his father or his father's god for a long, long time. And we call Abraham the "father of our faith" for Jews and Muslims and Christians.  This high example of religious devotion almost commits murder because he believes he hears God asking him to sacrifice his son.


Now, for me to identify with the characters of the Bible and for me to understand the constancy of God, I do not believe that Abraham or Moses or any of those early religious leaders heard God in a clear, human-like voice. I don't believe that God called them on an 800 telephone line or sent an e-mail or text message. The Bible tells us that God's voice often comes in the thunder and in the wind and in dreams. Often some persons heard God speak when the other persons around them did not. 


So we have Abraham ready to kill his son because he believes that God wants Isaac sacrificed. Abraham has a dream one night and hears Yahweh tell him to sacrifice his son. He believes it with all his heart, but no court in Virginia will allow such evidence as legitimate proof that Abraham should be free to kill his son if so inclined. Every court I know would stop him in a minute, as would anyone here today.


Some say that Abraham "misheard" God. G. Henton Davies gives this interpretation in the first volume of the Broadman Baptist Commentary of 1969. Davies states that God really did not tell Abraham to sacrifice his son; for this was Abraham's understanding of faith--not God's request to him. Southern Baptists recalled that commentary (I have a copy right here.) and printed a new one by Clyde Fransisco.  

I think that the intent of the text is to place this test directly in God's hands. Passages like Genesis 22 are important to biblical faith precisely because they challenge our neat, compartmentalized theologies. And Genesis 22 challenges our incorrect views of God as a doting grandfather who doesn't expect much from us and doesn't really get involved much in our lives.

COMMAND AND PROMISE

This is a story about a God who expects something of us. Notice in verse 1 Yahweh calls "Abraham!" and Abraham responds, "Here I am." and the Lord says, “Take your son, your only son.” And in verse 11 an angel calls, "Abraham, Abraham!" and Abraham responds "Here I am." and the angel says, “Do not lay your hand to the boy.” Mark it down! It is an inescapable fact in biblical faith that when you and I hear the call of the Lord and respond, then God will give us a command that tests our very faithfulness. Yes, our Lord is a God of dark command. 


And yet this text tells us that this God is also a God of high promise. Yahweh not only tests; for Yahweh also provides. We find three episodes in this story of call, response, and command. As we have just seen, the first and third episodes are between the Lord and Abraham. The second is between Isaac and Abraham. In verse 7 Isaac calls to Abraham, "Father!" and Abraham responds, "Here I am, my son." And Isaac asks a question, "The fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?" 


Every episode has three parts--a call, a response, and either a command or a question. But here in verse 8 is a fourth element that stands alone in the text and stands out from the rest of the story. Abraham says, "God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son" (22:8). The high promise of the Lord is that the Lord will provide for our needs.

And here is the heart of the whole story. Abraham has complete confidence in a God who provides and who keeps promises. The word "provide" here in the Hebrew text is related to the word for "see."  The Latin word provideo means "see to" and is the basis of our English word "provide." God will "see to" our needs. God will provideo--God will provide.  


The amazing aspect of Abraham's faith here is that all of the Lord’s promises to Abraham rest on the living Isaac, whom the text twice calls "your son, your only son."  Yahweh promises Abraham a land, a nation, and a child. Without the child, Abraham cannot keep the land and cannot have a nation of grandchildren. All the promises of God rest on the physical life of Isaac, his son, his only son.

Still, Abraham gathers the wood, brings the fire, sharpens the knife, secures the ropes, and walks to the top of the mountain confident that God will provide and will keep all of God's promises. The scholar Walter Brueggemann reminds us that to trust in a God who provides requires as much faith as to trust in a God who commands. 1 We may be tempted to want only half of God: the Lord who tests or the Lord who provides. Abraham believes in a God who tests and provides, who commands and promises. Abraham goes up the mountain to worship a God who gives life and who demands a response for such a gift.
LIFE IS GIFT

One of my mentors, John Claypool, preached a sermon on this text. He says that what God was trying to teach Abraham here and throughout his whole existence was that life is gift--pure, simple, sheer gift--and that we are to relate to life accordingly. Only when life is seen as a gift and received with the open hands of gratitude is life the joy God meant for it to be. This sermon by Claypool has had an enormous influence on my life and shapes how I view my life and the lives of each of my family members. 

I know what you are thinking--"That's easy for some preacher to say, since most of you clergy-types don't live in the real world. It's easy for you to tell us life is gift as you stroll through your calm life." Let me tell you about John Claypool. At the time that he gave this particular sermon, he was the pastor of Crescent Hill Baptist Church in Louisville, Kentucky. John and Lue Ann had two children--Rowan and Laura Lue. On the day she finished the second grade, eight-year-old Laura Lue felt tired, but then she stayed tired. Three days later the Claypools sat in Children's Hospital in Louisville and heard two dreaded words: acute leukemia. 


His book, Tracks of a Fellow Struggler, consists of sermons John preached during Laura Lue's illness and treatment. The subtitle of the book is, "How to Handle Grief." Ten-year-old Laura Lue died in her own bed in her own room eighteen months after that day of diagnosis. I know of no sadder times than the burial of a child. I look out today and see many here who have buried your son or daughter. 

It took John a month before he could preach again. With what words did he break that prolonged silence? The text was Genesis 22 and the sermon's title was "Life is Gift” 2 Claypool said that Sunday that what God was trying to teach Abraham here was that life is gift--pure, simple, sheer gift--and that we are to relate to life accordingly. Only when life is seen as a gift and received with the open hands of gratitude is it the joy God meant for it to be.


He concluded that sermon with these words: "I am here to testify that this is the only way down from the Mountain of Loss. I do not mean to say that such a perspective makes things easy, for it does not. But at least it makes things bearable when I remember that Laura Lue was a gift, pure and simple, something I neither earned nor deserved nor had a right to. And when I remember that the appropriate response to a gift, even when it is taken away, is gratitude, then I am better able to try and thank God that I was ever given her in the first place. . . . As I see it now, there is only one way out of this darkness--the way of gratitude." Claypool asked, "Will you join me in trying to learn how to travel this way?"


Coming down the mountain in Moriah, Abraham calls the place "Yahweh Yireh"--"The LORD will see; The LORD will provide." Where is your "Yahweh Yireh" when you discovered that life is gift--pure, simple, sheer gift? 

1 Walter Brueggemann, Genesis, 1982, page 193

2 John Claypool, "Life is Gift,” in Tracks of a Fellow Struggler, 1974, Word Books, pages 79-80

HYMN: When We Are Living
Blessing from John R. Claypool IV (1930-2005)

As you are going, know this:

By the grace of God you were brought into this world,

By the mercy of God you have been sustained to this very moment, 

And by the love of God, fully revealed in the face of Jesus, you are being redeemed.

Robert E. Albritton, Ph.D.

Vienna Baptist Church

Vienna, Virginia
June 15, 2008
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