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“Faith Willing (part 2)”

Hebrews 11:17-19

I’m sure we’ve all heard the phrase, “You can never have too much of a good thing.” And I’m sure we all realize that’s simply not true. Just think of a buffet. Case closed.

Last week as I prepared for the evening sermon on Abraham’s greatest test of his faith, I ran into that very problem: I had way too much good material to fit into one message! After the service, a few of you asked if I planned on continuing the message this week. At the time I honestly answered, “No,” because I had not even considered it. But the more I thought about it, the more felt the Lord leading me to continue and complete that message entitled, “Faith Willing.”

So let’s return to our text from last Sunday evening, Hebrews 11:17-19,
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. 
Without question, the primary subject of this paragraph is Abraham, who was called to sacrifice his son, Isaac, as a burnt offering to the Lord. Yet, as Derek Kidner observes, “Both father and son stand revealed with special clarity at this supreme moment.”
 Warren Wiersbe adds, “We must not ignore the obedient faith of Isaac.”
 

Yet we do. 

Why is that? Why do we pass over Isaac’s role in this story? I think there are two reasons. The first is a misconception. Many of us can relate to Chuck Swindoll’s words:

When I was a boy in Sunday school, I remember seeing framed pictures of this story. Invariably, Isaac was a little boy scampering beside his daddy as the old man trudged up the hill. But a little boy wouldn’t be able to carry enough wood to burn an offering. Isaac was no little boy. Isaac was half grown, a young adult, old enough to converse with his father, understand the significance of the ritual, and carry the load of heavy firewood.

If we imagine Isaac to be a small boy in this story, he becomes a helpless victim rather than a cooperative component. Scholars place Isaac’s age anywhere from late teens to mid-thirties (I don’t know where they get any of those numbers), but you get the idea.

The second reason we tend to ignore Isaac has to do with his personality. Wiersbe writes, 

Isaac was the son of a famous father and the father of a famous son, and be​cause of this seems to lack the luster and adventure that we associate with Abraham and Jacob. Isaac lived 180 years, longer than his father or his son, and yet those years weren’t especially eventful. “Abraham is more interesting than Isaac,” said G. Campbell Morgan, “and Jacob is more interesting than Isaac—to us, but not to God.”


Isaac was not ignored by the Jewish scholars around the time of Christ. In the apocryphal book 4 Maccabees as well as other rabbinic writings, Isaac’s willingness to be sacrificed was commended.
 But the author of Hebrews does not mention it (though he does devote verse 20 to Isaac) and down through the years Isaac’s willing faith has been largely overlooked. Tonight, I want to consider three aspects of faith that Isaac’s willing spirit demonstrates.

Isaac’s Willingness Displays a Parental Faith

First, Isaac’s willingness displays a parental faith. As Bob Russell, longtime pastor of Southeast Christian Church in Louisville, Kentucky, writes in his book, Find Us Faithful, “The story of Abraham and Isaac provides an excellent ex​ample of a father demonstrating priorities, and passing the ba​ton of faith to the next generation.”

We know all about the faith of Abraham—we’ve been studying that for the past three Sunday evenings—and now we see that same faith displayed by his son. Obviously, Isaac learned his theology well from his father—a father who released his son because he completely trusted his God. By the way, Isaac didn’t learn such faith on his way up the mountain that morning. He’d been cultivating it over the years, thanks to his father who modeled it often.

Even though the Ten Commandments would not be established for several centuries when this took place, Abraham obeyed the first commandment: “You shall have no other God before Me.” We tend to think that idolatry is a sin of the ancient world, or perhaps in remote, uncivilized corners of the globe today. “After all, who bows down in front of a statue today?” we think. Yet we read in 1 John 5:21, “Dear children, keep yourselves from idols.” Actually, I think The Living Bible’s paraphrase brings it close to home: “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God's place in your hearts.” You see, anything (or anyone) can become an idol if it takes God’s rightful place in our hearts. As we noted last week, “The more beautiful a thing is, the more capacity it has to become an idol. The more I fear losing it, the more likely I am to worship it.”
 

C. S. Lewis illustrated this in his book The Great Divorce (which, by the way, has nothing to do with the dissolution of a marriage). It’s a book that examines why people choose for or against giving their lives to a full commit​ment to God. He shows that what we’re doing is standing at the very gate of Heaven and choosing between the eternal glory of God and the empty illusions of earth—what he calls “the great divorce” between Heaven and earth.

In the book, Lewis climbs onto that bus with a group of fellow ghosts who have finished their earthly lives. They will be dropped off at a kind of way station in which they will make their decisions about eternity. (Lewis is not teaching that salvation works this way, of course; his book is a kind of extended parable.)

For each newcomer, there is a bright, shining figure who steps out of Heaven to receive his or her old friend, and to encourage them to make the full journey to the presence of God. These are not angels, but acquaintances from life who have been saved.

Pam is a woman who is disappointed to see that her younger brother, Reginald, greets her. She wanted it to be her departed son Michael, to whom she devoted her life.

Reginald explains that she isn’t ready for that yet. She must first be eager to see God himself, then all the other wonderful blessings of Heaven will be available. God isn’t simply a way to get to Heaven; Heaven is a way to get to God, and Pam must approach it that way.

Reginald says, “I’m afraid the first step is a hard one. But after that, you’ll go on like a house on fire…when you learn to want someone else besides Michael.”

Pam doesn’t know what her younger brother is talking about. She says, “Well, never mind. I’ll do whatever’s necessary…. The sooner I begin it, the sooner they’ll let me see my boy.”

Reginald says that it can’t begin with that kind of attitude “You’re treating God only as a means to Michael,” he points out, She must learn to want God for his own sake. He can’t come sec​ond in her affections; he can’t even be tied for first.

“You exist as Michael’s mother only because you first exist as God’s creature,” Reginald says. “That relation is older and closer.” He goes on to explain to Pam that “human beings can’t make one another really happy for long… You can’t love a fellow creature…fully till you love God.”

It becomes clear that Pam’s love for her son was something of an obsession in life. After the boy died, she kept his room just as he left it for ten years. She neglected her other children, her husband, and her parents, to the pain and disappointment of them all. All of this was sacrificed on the altar of her adoration of her son.

“No one has a right to come between me and my son. Not even God,” Pam declares. And it’s very clear that this woman is so set on this view that she has chosen her own eternal destination [C. S. Lewis, The Great Divorce (New York: HarperOne, 2009), 96-103]. In Lewis’s view, it’s not so much that God won’t let us into Heaven; it’s that we won’t let ourselves in. If we can’t learn how to say, “Thy will be done,” then finally God must sadly say, “Okay, then thy will be done.” The mother had to find her primary love for God before she could be allowed to see her son or anyone else in Heaven. As things stood, she had made something beautiful—a mother’s love for a child—into an ugly idol that dis​torted all her other relationships.
 It’s not a matter of loving our children (or any other significant person) less; it’s about loving God more.

There was one message that Isaac learned that day on the mountain: Abra​ham’s faith in God was the foremost priority in his life. Isaac knew that he was loved, but on that day Abraham demon​strated that he loved God even more than he loved Isaac.

Perhaps that is the reason Isaac didn’t rebel against his fa​ther’s faith. He didn’t say, “My dad’s fanatic religion nearly cost me my life! I want nothing to do with God; I don’t want to put my children through what I’ve been through.” Isaac em​braced his father’s faith because he saw that it was, without question, the most important factor in his life.

Until young people sense that obedience to God is first in our lives, they will probably object to all of our lecturing and sermonizing, and in turn, they will reject our values. But how do we do that in practical ways? Russell gives these ways:

Priorities are demonstrated by our attitude toward the church.

Priorities are demonstrated by the atmosphere created in the home.

Priorities are demonstrated by our adherence to God’s commands.

As we witness Isaac’s willing faith we see that Abraham successfully passed his faith onto his son.

Isaac’s Willingness Displays a Personal Faith

There’s more to it than parental faith, however. Isaac’s willingness displays a personal faith as well. Like the old saying goes, “God has no grandchildren.” Regardless of how great a parent’s faith may be, unless the son or daughter exercises personal faith of their own, they will not be saved.

How is Isaac’s personal faith displayed? By his willingness to be bound and laid on the altar by his father. As mentioned previously, this is no little boy overpowered by a larger, stronger adult. Whether he was a teenager or a man in his mid-thirties, Isaac could have physically overpowered his father—at least 115 years old by now! Adam Clarke observes in his classic commentary, “In this case we cannot say that the superior strength of the father prevailed, but the [faithful] obedience of the son yielded.”
 Isaac was not forced up Mount Moriah, dragged in chains, struggling and resisting. Here we see a full-grown man, with a mind and will of his own, submitting to his father’s will.
 

Sound familiar? In the same way Jesus submitted to His role of being the Son under obedience to His Father, even unto death.
 As mentioned last week, Moriah was later the site of Golgotha, or Calvary, where the Son of God would be sacrificed, and this time there would be no last-second reprieve. The similarities are stunning: Isaac and Jesus are both referred to as “only begotten” (meaning “one of a kind”); both were born by miraculous (though not identical) means; both had to carry the wood of sacrifice (for Jesus it was His cross); and both were willing to die in submission to the father’s will. Just because Isaac was spared does not make his faith any less willing.

Isaac’s Willingness Displays a Practical Faith

Finally, Isaac’s willingness displays a practical faith. This was no sentimental or theoretical belief, nor was it a religious performance for an hour or so a week. “Faith without works is dead,” James boldly pronounces. Does Isaac’s faith rate as a “living” faith?

We might be tempted to think of Isaac’s faith as inactive since it is measured not so much by what he accomplishes but by what he allows. Yet in this way Isaac comes briefly into his own—not by how he succeeds but by how he suffers.
 Major Ian Thomas writes,
Willingness to die is the price that you must pay if you want to be raised from the dead and live and work and walk in the power of [God], shar​ing the resurrection life of Jesus Christ on earth. In this you are identified with Him in the relentless unfolding of God’s redemptive purposes, which are to find their final consummation in the glorious appearing of our triumphant, risen Lord.

We honor as heroic those who are willing to lay down their lives for others on the field of battle, in the line of duty, or even as a passerby trying to save a stranger at the risk of losing his or her own life. One trait all of these folks have in common is that, at the critical moment, they are not afraid to die. Some, in fact, do die, while others survive. This does not make one’s heroism greater than another—it is the willingness to die for another that is honored.

Isaac’s quiet obedience to his father illustrates this beautifully. He gave himself over to the will of his father and allowed himself to be placed on an altar without a fight. He did not fear death. As our faith matures, we won’t, either.

 In some ways, though, it is easier to die for our faith than it is to live in it. Death comes once then (for the Christian) we are with the Lord. But living one earth is so daily. Every day we have to fight the same fights, dethrone self and make sure God is allowed full control, and resist Satan’s temptations to sin. But that is what faith is all about: that whether we live or die, we are the Lord’s.

I’d like to close our service tonight with a prayer by A. W. Tozer as found in his classic book, The Pursuit of God:
Father, I want to know Thee, but my coward heart fears to give up its toys. I cannot part with them without inward bleeding, and I do not try to hide from Thee the terror of the parting. I come trembling, but I do come. Please root from my heart all those things which I have cherished so long and which have become a very part of my living self, so that Thou mayest enter and dwell there without a rival. Then shalt Thou make the place of Thy feet glorious. Then shall my heart have no need of the sun to shine in it, for Thyself wilt be the light of it, and there shall be no night there. In Jesus’ Name, Amen.
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