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SERMON
Second Sunday in Lent

St. Stephen’s Anglican Church, Heathsville, VA
The Rev. Jeffrey O. Cerar, March 4, 2012

Text: Genesis 22:1-14

It is Always Best to Obey God

The story we read from the Book of Genesis this morning is one that evokes a strong
response from everyone who reads it.  Those who approach the Bible with skepticism say
this story cannot be true if God is love.  But for the Christian who is willing humbly to put
himself under God’s Word, the story of the testing of Abraham has much to say.  If I may
summarize what it has been saying to me this week:  This story tells us that it is always best
to trust God and obey Him.  And there are three reasons for that:

• God knows what is good for you.

• God knows what you are capable of.

• And God knows what He is going to do.

So that is how I am going to talk about this story this morning—from the perspective
that it is best to trust God and obey Him, because God knows what is good for us, God
knows what we are capable of, and God knows what He is going to do.

Let’s just recap the details of the story.  Abraham was the man to whom God came
and said, Go to a place I will show you, and I will make a great nation of you by whom all the
world will be blessed. (Genesis 12)  Abraham had been childless, and God promised him a
son, who would bear many descendants.  So Abraham did what God had told him.  He left
his home and migrated to Canaan.  We revere Abraham as a man of great faith.  He
struggled a bit with the promise of a son, because his wife was past child-bearing age, and
had never been able to have children anyway.  But God made good on that promise in a
miraculous way, and Isaac was born when Sarah, Abraham’s wife was 90 years old.

Now, God comes to Abraham and tells him He wants Abraham to sacrifice his son.
And God said it in a way that underscored the enormity of what He was asking.  He referred
to Isaac as “your son, your only son, whom you love.” (Genesis 22:2)  We don’t hear
Abraham’s response; we see only that the next morning he acted as God had told him.

Along the way, in two instances, Abraham said things that indicate he expected God to
fix this so that he wouldn’t have to sacrifice his son.  In verse 5, he left the servants to mind
the donkeys, and took Isaac with him to the place of the sacrifice.  Abraham told them, “We
will worship and then we will come back to you.”   And then in verse 8, Abraham told Isaac,
“God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.”
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What was this man of faith thinking?  Was he saying what he knew God would do?  Or
was he reassuring his son and his servants, so that they would remain calm?

When Abraham got everything ready, he took the knife as if he were going to go
through with this, and an angel stopped him.  The angel said, “Now I know that you fear God,
because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son.” (verse 12)  Abraham
looked up, and there, caught in a thicket, was a ram.  Abraham offered the ram as a sacrifice
instead of his son.  And Abraham named that place, “Jehovah Jireh,” “God will provide.”

Abraham obeyed God, even in this very hard thing.  And it is always best to obey God,
because God knows what is best for us.  He created us.  He created the world in which He
has placed us.  He tells us in His word that if we keep His commands, things will go well with
us.  He knows that—

• when we have no other gods before Him,

• and when we keep holy the Sabbath day

• and we honor our parents

• and do not lie or steal or kill or commit adultery, we will be better off, and the world will
be better.

• He knows that when we love Him with our whole heart and soul and mind and
strength, and love our neighbors as ourselves, we will be better off and the world will
be better.

So when He comes into our life and says, as He said to Abraham, “This is what I want
you to do,” if we obey Him, we will be better off.  And the world will be better off.

And not only does God know what is good for us.  God knows what we are capable of,
far better than we do.  God knew us before we were even conceived in our mother’s womb.
God knows our going out and our coming in.  God knows our every thought before it even
blinks into existence. (See Psalm 139)

I have always believed that when Abraham started out on that journey that morning,

he didn’t know what he was ultimately going to do.

• Isaac was more than just a son whom he loved.

• He was more than Abraham’s only son.

• Isaac was the son of God’s promise.  He was a miraculous gift from God.  He was the
proof that God can be trusted to keep his promises.  Was God now going to take all
that away?



3

Abraham could not have known how far he was willing to trust God.  But God did.  And
Abraham would need that kind of trust.  He was going to carry out the difficult task of
fathering the remnant people of God in a sinful world, and prepare the way for the Savior God
would one day send.  When Abraham came down from the mount of Jehovah Jireh, he, too,
knew how much he trusted God.  And after finding the ram in the thicket, he knew once again
how much he could trust God.

I hear that in my own life, and I am sure you do as well.  God has given us a difficult
task, being His witnesses in a sinful world.  The more we trust Him, the better we are able to
carry out that task.  And sometimes, we don’t know how much we trust God, so we don’t
stretch ourselves to do things He lays before us.

Think about those saints who have been killed because they refuse to deny Jesus. Do
you have that kind of faith and trust in God?  Would you stand firm on your love for Jesus and
let someone take your life?  I’m sure you don’t know.  But God knows.

I remember the time in Uganda presenting a seminar for 500 leaders on how to
preach.  These men and women had traveled long distances, many by foot.  They had made
great sacrifices to come to this seminar.  They had slept outside on the ground, and they had
brought their family’s only blanket.

It had been a good seminar.  But as I was wrapping up the last session, something felt
incomplete.  And God opened my eyes to the fact that they hadn’t grasped a very important
point.  They hadn’t grasped that a sermon must leave the listener wanting more of God.  I
didn’t know what to do.  I had no more notes.  I was going to have to demonstrate.  And so I
whispered a silent prayer and started to preach.  Never had I preached without written notes.
I didn’t know I could do it.  But God did.  And He made that the best part of the whole three
days, because the main thing He wanted these preachers to hear and to pass on in their
preaching was the goodness and love and glory of God.  I didn’t know that was why He sent
me there; but He did.  I would have picked someone else to do that.  But God picked me, and
showed me what He knew I was capable of.

And what was it I was capable of?  Certainly not preaching like that under that
circumstance.  Whatever I said that day was totally the work of the Holy Spirit.  What I was
capable of was saying, “Yes, I’ll do this.”  God knows that we are capable of saying yes,
when we are not at all sure we have it in us.  And that is one of the reasons it is always best
to obey God.

The third reason is that God knows what He is going to do. God knew what He was
going to do with Abraham and Isaac.

• He knew He was going to walk beside this faithful man up that mountain.

• He knew He was going to keep Abraham from falling apart as he gathered the sticks
for the fire.
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• And He knew that He was going to supply the ram in the thicket for the sacrifice.

God has a plan.  The whole Bible, from the words, “In the beginning” to the last amen,
tells us that God has a plan.  It tells us all about God’s creation, and what has happened to it.
And it tells us what God is doing to redeem it.  And it tells us how God is going to finish the
work and bring it to perfection as only He can do.  There is nothing that does not come under
God’s plan.

The journey our congregation has been on these last six years is, to me, a lot like the
story of Abraham and Isaac.  After a period of serious discernment, this congregation took a
vote that separated us from our denominational leadership.  That was in December of 2006.
We saw this step as a call from God. For many of us, God was asking us to make a very
great sacrifice.  We didn’t know what He would ultimately do with that.

We voted as a body to stay in these buildings on this property.  The result of that
decision was five years of defending ourselves in court.  At one point, it looked as if we had
prevailed, and we said, at least to ourselves, “Ah, we see what God is doing.”  But then the
Supreme Court of Virginia reversed the decision, and it was harder to see what God was
doing.  But we continued on the road.  Then, in January 2012, the judge issued an opinion
that told us none of this was ours.  And so we have to move.  The question is still there:
What is God going to do with our trust in Him?

The first thing He has done is to provide us with a place to go.  We will be moving in
with First Baptist Church of Heathsville on March 30.  We will hold our first worship service in
their large fellowship hall on Palm Sunday.  But we can’t stay there forever.  What is God
going to do?  The vestry has been exploring options since March 2011.  We have looked at
land.  We have looked at vacant buildings.  We think we have a plan, which I will tell you
about at coffee hour.  But the reality is that only God knows what He is going to do.  The
Bible tells us, “Many are the plans in a person’s heart, but it is God’s purpose that prevails.”
(Proverbs 19:21)  Because of that, we are always best off if we obey Him.

I believe with all my heart that we have obeyed God thus far.  And I believe that we will
faithfully discern God’s plan for us, and move forward in obedience.  And through all of it, it is
our job to trust in God.  He knows what is best for us.  He knows what we are capable of.
And He knows what He is going to do.  And we can trust Him, because He is all good.  He
loves us beyond our ability to understand.  And He will see that His glory is displayed by all
who trust and obey.

And speaking of God’s glory, let me point out something else about this story of
Abraham and Isaac.  This is one of those many places in the Hebrew Scriptures that point to
Jesus.  When God told Abraham to sacrifice His son, He was foreshadowing what He Himself
would one day do.  “Take your Son, your only Son, whom you love…”  He told Abraham.

• Do you hear God the Father speaking to Jesus at the Jordan River, “You are my Son,
whom I love?  With you I am well pleased.” (Mark 1:11)
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• Do you hear Jesus saying, “For God so loved the world that He sent His only son…”
(John 3:16)

• As you read, “God Himself will provide the lamb,” do you hear John the Baptist saying,
“Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world?” (John 1:29)

• And do you recognize the Lamb who sits at the center of the throne of heaven?
Revelation chapter 5:

Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne,
encircled by the four living creatures and the elders…. And they sang a new song:
“You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and
with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people
and nation.”

Brothers and sisters, Behold the Lamb of God.  It is our infinite blessing to know Him.
It is our blessing to be called by Him to trust in His goodness and love.  He is the King of
kings and the Lord of lords, and He holds the future.  To Him be honor and glory and praise,
forever and ever. Amen.
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