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17 By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises was in the 
act of offering up his only son,  18 of whom it was said, "Through Isaac shall your offspring be named."  19 He 
considered that God was able even to raise him from the dead, from which, figuratively speaking, he did 
receive him back. 

Introduction  
 If God puts someone to the test, we can be sure of a number of things. We can be sure 
that there will be a good reason for the testing; it will have a goal to which the testing will serve 
as a means. The means will be perfectly fitted to the goal. If God intends to fill a need, then the 
testing will serve that end well. If God intends to bring us along to another level in our 
sanctification, then the way He puts us to the test will be filled with the promise of our growth in 
holiness. However, with men, goals and the means by which the goals are attained do not always 
match. Furthermore, we often have the wrong goals and we may strive after good goals by the 
wrong means. Consequently, we often have difficulty understanding the Lord’s goals and the 
way that He reaches them. We have to keep this difficulty firmly in mind as we consider the 
testing of Abraham that reached its pinnacle in the command to offer Isaac in sacrifice.  
 There are two things to cover about this command: the testing of Abraham’s faith by this 
command, and the obedience of Abraham’s faith to this command.  
 
1A. The testing of Abraham's faith by God’s command 
 There is a book buried in these simple words he was tested (Heb.11.17). These few words 
contain a marked understatement that sends us back to the OT narrative to read the book. The 
test is recorded in Genesis 22, but that chapter does not give us the entire test of Abraham; it 
records the culmination of a long season of testing. To appreciate this fact, we have to go back to 
Genesis 12 and work our way forward. You may find it helpful to turn there in your Bibles to 
follow as I read select portions.  
 From the beginning, God promised Abraham that from him would come a great nation. 
Listen to Genesis 12.2: And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so 
that you will be a blessing. But, after many years had passed and Abraham had no children, he 
thought that his heir might be his faithful servant, Eliezer, but the Lord re-affirmed that "of you" 
in the promise meant that this would come about through Abraham's own son, as is pointedly 
clear from Genesis 15: After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision: "Fear not, Abram, I am 
your shield; your reward shall be very great."  2 But Abram said, "O Lord GOD, what will you give me, for I continue 
childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?"  3 And Abram said, "Behold, you have given me no 
offspring, and a member of my household will be my heir."  4 And behold, the word of the LORD came to him: "This man 
shall not be your heir; your very own son shall be your heir."  5 And he brought him outside and said, "Look toward 
heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them." Then he said to him, "So shall your offspring be."  6 And 
he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness (15.1-6). 
 Although the promise was re-affirmed and clarified, time marched persistently forward 
without fulfillment. Abraham’s wife Sarah was barren and her barrenness led to the Hagar 
incident in which Abraham took a second wife who was not barren and who gave birth to 
Ishmael (Gen. 16). This “solution” only made matters worse. Trying to accomplish God's will in 
the wrong way is a recipe for disaster.   
 Finally, and with a ring of finality, Sarah passed the time of child bearing in her life. 
Now, there was no possibility of having a son: Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in years. The 
way of women had ceased to be with Sarah (Gen.18.11). But surprisingly, after she had reached 
menopause, the Lord appeared to Abraham and made it unmistakably clear that the offspring of 
promise would not only be his own son and not a servant, but his son through his wife Sarah 
(Gen. 18.10: I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife shall have a son). 
Accordingly, and miraculously, Isaac, the seed of promise, was born the next year: 2 And Sarah 
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conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old age at the time of which God had spoken to him.  3 Abraham called the 
name of his son who was born to him, whom Sarah bore him, Isaac (Gen. 21.2-3). What was impossible for 
man was possible with God; He brought it to pass according to His time-table.  
 God made covenant with Abraham and tried Abraham's faith by the time-table of 
fulfillment. God had a purpose and the time-table served His purpose as a means. Abraham and 
Sarah endured a trial that lasted decades from their prime of life well into their old age when God 
gave them life where there was virtual death. Abraham endured a great trial and testing; his faith 
grew stronger by means of the long process of waiting until God gave him a marvelous 
resolution to all the apparent impossibilities. The fulfillment of the promise came to realization 
in Isaac’s birth; Isaac was a child of promise. Moreover, Isaac is the promise of a great posterity: 
it is through Isaac, the son of Abraham by Sarah that Abraham would become the father of a 
multitude of nations (Gen. 17.4).  
 Now the long time of waiting for a son is over. With the birth of Isaac, Abraham laughed 
with joy and named his son “laughter” or “he laughs” (Genesis 21:6-8  6 And Sarah said, "God has made 
laughter for me; everyone who hears will laugh over me."  7 And she said, "Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah 
would nurse children? Yet I have borne him a son in his old age."  8 And the child grew and was weaned. And Abraham 
made a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned).  
 You might think that the trial is now over as well. But the highest point (or deepest depth) 
of this trial was still to come in the test. The writer to the Hebrews summarizes it with the phrase 
“when he [God] tested him” (Heb.11.17). The narrator in Genesis simply notes that God tested him: 
After these things God tested Abraham and said to him, "Abraham!" And he said, "Here am I (Gen. 22.1). Now 
after all of the years of waiting, after learning the hard lessons about patience through suffering, 
and after the birth of a special son, Isaac, God spoke to Abraham in the context of fellowship 
with laughter still echoing in the background. You get the idea of a warm relationship from the 
personal dialogue: God…said to him, "Abraham!" And he said, "Here am I. God makes Himself known by 
speaking to Abraham and He calls him by name. Abraham responds with words expressing 
openness and readiness for some close conversation: Here am I. Most pointedly, in this context of 
special communication between God and Abraham, the moment arrived for the ultimate test in 
the trying of Abraham’s faith.  
 The test came by means of a command. God gave him a command containing words that 
are the most chilling that a parent could ever hear: “go and kill your son.” Listen to Genesis 22.2: 
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. This is an astounding commandment: “Take your only 
son, that is your beloved and preeminent son, and offer him on the altar as a burnt offering.” If 
ever there was a time to balk at God’s authority and command with the claim of unjust, unfair, 
and unreasonable, you would think that this was the time. But that was not the case for Abraham; 
that was not his response. This brings us to the second main point for this message: the 
obedience of Abraham’s faith to God’s command regarding his son. 
  
2A. The obedience of Abraham's faith to God’s command 
  Two main things are here about his obedience: the quality of his obedience, and the 
ground of his obedience (with regard to his only son). 
 1B. The quality of his obedience 
 Consider Hebrews 11.17-18: By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had 
received the promises was in the act of offering up his only son, 18 of whom it was said, "Through Isaac shall your 
offspring be named". On one hand he offered up Isaac. On the other hand, he was in the act of 
offering up his only son. In point blank obedience, Abraham placed his son on the altar to kill 
him in the place where animal offerings were killed. This son was as good as dead by the hand of 
his father. Isaac was an offering on the altar in worship to the Lord God of heaven and earth. 
 Again, in the OT account, Moses summarizes Abraham’s obedience in brief but powerful 
terms. He tells us that Abraham rose up early the next morning to do precisely what God 
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commanded him to do: 3 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 (Gen. 22.3). Remarkably, there is not even the slightest hint that Abraham 
wavered or hesitated before the outrageous prospect of offering his son on the altar in death. The 
book of Genesis gives us nothing explicit about the inner workings of his heart; it only reports 
the high quality of Abraham’s outward actions that manifest his resolute obedience.  
 When he arrives at the place of this sacrifice and sees it from a distance, he leaves his 
servants behind, takes Isaac with him to worship, and the record gives us a brief but powerfully 
touching glimpse of the conversation that took place between Abraham and Isaac. It has 
elements that are similar to the conversation of the Lord with Abraham: 7 And Isaac said to his father 
Abraham, "My father!" And he said, "Here am I, my son." He said, "Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb 
for a burnt offering?"  8 Abraham said, "God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son" (22.7-8). 
This conversation reveals Abraham's determined obedient faith by showing the tenderness that 
existed between him and his young son. The quality of his obedience is remarkable. The tender 
conversation also directs our thoughts to the ground of his obedience. 
 2B. The ground of his obedience 
 How could Abraham do what he did? What was he thinking when he got up early and 
marched off to slaughter his son like an animal? We have a hint into his thoughts in Genesis 
when he told his servants to wait for him and the lad to return from the place of sacrifice and 
worship (Gen. 22.4-5, On the third day Abraham lifted up his eyes and saw the place from afar.  5 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."). The writer to the Hebrews fills out the story telling us what Abraham was thinking: 19 He 
considered that God was able even to raise him from the dead (11.19). “If I am to offer my beloved son to 
death as a sacrifice, then God will raise him up from death.” That firm trust in God gave him 
strength to overcome all emotional tugs and sympathies that would surely pull him, 
understandably but sinfully, in the direction of disobedience.  
 He has his heart set on two things and how they fit in the same heart may be difficult to 
untangle. On one hand, he expresses this thought to Isaac: “God will provide the lamb, my son” 
and on the other hand, he thinks this thought to himself: “God will raise up my son from the 
dead.”  
 What he said to Isaac is loaded with implications that go far beyond what Abraham had 
in mind. These words to Isaac carry the implication that “my son, Isaac” is the lamb that God 
will provide on the altar by His command but God will raise him up from the dead. These words 
also lunge forward and carry the implication that my son, the greater Isaac, the seed of Eve, Jesus 
Christ is the lamb that God will provide on the altar by His command and He will raise Him up 
from the dead. 
 He knew that He offered up the very one through whom the promise of a great posterity 
was to come. That promise was made clear and forged indelibly into Abraham’s heart by the 
long testing process. He offered up Isaac knowing that Isaac was not only a fulfillment of 
promise, but also a promise of greater things yet to come. Abraham knew that Isaac was the key 
to the future of the promises that God gave, clarified, confirmed, and stamped onto his heart by 
adding oath to promise in giving the sign of circumcision (as Gen. 17 and Heb. 6 tell us). He that 
cannot lie has put promise on top of promise that through Isaac Abraham will become the father 
of a multitude of nations so that through him and his offspring all families of the earth will have 
God’s blessing. Accordingly, the Lord stopped Abraham as he was in the act of offering up his only son 
(Heb. 11.17). Then, God provided a ram that Abraham sacrificed as a substitute.   
 
Conclusion 
 In Hebrews 11.19b, the door opens to some application of this example of faith: 11a, He 
considered that God was able even to raise him from the dead, 11.b, from which, figuratively speaking, he did receive him 
back. How would you respond if you were Abraham? Well, we know how Abraham responded. 
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He responded with obedient faith. He has been walking with God and learning the lessons of 
obedience and hope-filled faith. Test by test, God had perfected him making him stronger as he 
endured each test. In this way, God fashioned not only an example of faith but also an 
encouragement to faith by making this striking event into a rich embodiment of the gospel. 
 Therefore, the text presents us with both the work of God in Christ and a call to faith. 
 1) First, Abraham's example is an embodiment of the gospel 
 It gives us a look at the heart of God-giving His only beloved Son from fellowship to 
death. It also reveals the work of Christ in death and resurrection. God so loved the sinful world 
that He gave His only begotten Son, His preeminently loved Son to save the world in the 
formation of a new human family in the glory of the new heaven and the new earth. Therefore, 
all who are of the faith of Abraham are the children of Abraham and heirs with the greater Isaac, 
heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ.  
 2) Second, Abraham's example is a call to faith 
 It is a call to follow his example and it gives encouragement to do so. His example 
fleshes out what it means to believe and be saved. 
 Granted, Abraham's faith in regard to his son was unique in the history of redemption. 
God does not require the sacrifice of firstborn sons on an altar by means of a sharp knife. But He 
does require the sacrifice of your first born if you are a parent. We have to pause on this point. 
 Now we see what true faith involves. The Lord does require the willing sacrifice of all 
that you hold precious and dear to your heart. As Jesus said, you cannot serve two masters: either 
you will love one and hate the other; you will hold to one and despise the other (Mat. 6.24). 
There is no middle ground. To walk with God in Christ, you must give your very self away to 
Him in all things. You must make the choice of love for God above all earthly things. This 
means that you devote yourself to learn from Christ, to learn how to live by His law always 
saying, case by case, “not my will but yours be done.” So, at this time in your life, today, what 
motivates you, what do you desire with strong desire? Whatever you desire most, God requires 
that from you in willing submission. Remember, it was a willing hand holding a determined 
knife that God restrained when Abraham offered up his beloved son. By faith Abraham, when he was 
tested, offered up Isaac. 
 Of course, the third petition of the Lord's Prayer pertains to the outward circumstances in 
life over which you have no control and where you say, “your will be done.” It is that but not 
limited to that. "Not my will but thy will" relates to everyday life and every word and deed of 
your daily life. Thus, true faith is marked by submission, by submission to learn how to live 
under the authority of the risen Lord Jesus and for His glory.  
 Willingly giving up what means most to you in this world is not a pleasant thought from 
one angle. But from the angle of faith, submission to God and to His holy will with a willing and 
open heart is a delight. The commitment to God is absolute and totalitarian: this is the 
commitment of love to God with your whole heart, soul, mind, and strength. Abraham’s example 
calls you to absolute self-surrender, to the giving of yourself away to God in willing submission 
to Him as your king. Therefore, pray the song, “I surrender all”: “I surrender all, I surrender all, 
all to thee, my blessed Savior, I surrender all.”  

Let us fall down before the majesty of God in complete self-surrender because He who promised is 
faithful; may the Holy Spirit teach us humble submission to Jesus Christ the seed of Abraham who 
died and was raised from the dead to bring the blessing of restoration from the fall to all families of 
the earth. To the triune God be all glory both now and forevermore, amen.  

 


