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 “The Ultimate Test” (Genesis 22:1-24) 

All the tests of faith, which occurred early in his life, now are climaxed in this ultimate test of 
faith in Abraham’s spiritual maturity. The incident in Genesis 22 with Isaac reveals more clearly 
than any other the maturity of Abraham’s faith. For many years, Abraham’s family had been a 
problem in him fully obeying the Lord, which was a sin (cf. Matt. 10:37). So the timing of the 
test is not without significance, “And it came to pass after these things” (v1). God sovereignly brings 
this trial at a point in Abraham’s life where he has learned through victories and failures to walk 
by faith alone in obedience to God’s perfect word. Obedience to God’s word had at times been 
painful to Abraham, as when he sent Hagar and his beloved Ishmael away.  

In his pilgrimage of faith with Jehovah, Abraham had discovered that nothing was 
impossible to God. He saw time and again that God could make a way when there was no way. 
Abraham now had a quality of faith that trusted and obeyed God even when he did not 
understand His directions and commands. In obedience to this test of his faith, Abraham will 
learn a profound lesson of the love of God in giving His beloved Son to die for the world. This 
is seen in God’s instruction, “Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest.” Sacrificing 
another lamb from his vast herds would not allow Abraham to grasp some of the depth of that 
pain.  Abraham will also see represented in this object lesson his need for a substitute which only 
God can provide, “Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day: and he saw it, and was glad” (John 8:56). 
 
And i t  came to  pass  a f t e r  thes e  th ings ,  that  God d id  t empt Abraham, and sa id  unto  h im,  Abraham: and he  

sa id ,  Beho ld ,  here  I  am. And he  sa id ,  Take now thy  son ,  th ine  on ly  son Isaac ,  whom thou loves t ,  and ge t  thee  

in to  the  land o f  Moriah ;  and o f f e r  h im there  fo r  a  burnt  o f f e r ing  upon one  o f  the  mounta ins  which  I  wi l l  t e l l  

thee  o f .  (v1-2)  

 
These words must have come as an incredible shock to Abraham. Harmony reigned in his home 
and in his relationships with his neighbours. Perhaps he thought he had endured the ultimate test 
of sacrifice when he previously gave up Ishmael. But God had a further and deeper test in this 
new command. In fact, the greatest test of Abraham’s faith comes at a point of his greatest 
spiritual maturity. The life of a believer will be one of constant growth in grace by greater areas 
of spiritual refinement and testing so, “when He hath tried me, I shall come forth as gold” (Job 23:10). 

Although Abraham had been accustomed to human sacrifices in his pagan life in Ur, he 
must have agonised as to how this request could possibly fit into the character and plan of God. 
As Abraham looked upon the long awaited son of promise, it seemed an impossible and even 
illogical request. However, God was not asking Abraham to do anything He Himself would not 
and did not do in giving up His beloved Son. Indeed, it is only by fully grasping the typological 
significance of God’s request here will we understand that God’s command was holy and just. 
God’s ways are not man’s ways. 

The word “tempt” here has more the idea of a testing. The Bible makes clear that God 
does not tempt us to do evil (James 1:13), but He does test our faith to prove it (James 1:3, 12). 
In v12 the Lord reveals one of His purposes in this test for Abraham, “for now I know that thou 
fearest God, seeing thou hast not withheld thy son, thine only son from me.” Spurgeon out it well,  
 

Abraham was a man whose life gave good evidence of his faith in Jehovah, but the Lord 
is a jealous God and He loves to have still more evidence of the fidelity of His people. 
He hungers after clear proofs from them that they really are His—and He works in them, 
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by His Grace, until He casts out all other loves and all other confidences that He may 
have the whole of their hearts—and that they may love Him and trust Him supremely. 
 

God’s purposes in this testing are always good. Indeed, James highlights this event in Abraham’s 
life as evidence of a living faith, “Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered 
Isaac his son upon the altar?” (James 2:21) If we fail a test of faith, it teaches us that we need to trust 
the Lord more. We have the advantage of knowing that this was a test from Jehovah that would 
not be literally fulfilled, but Abraham did not. This testing was for Abraham’s benefit, not God’s. 
The Lord already knew Abraham’s heart and the depth of his faith.  

This test would stretch Abraham’s faith to the limit. God gave no reason or explanation 
for His command. How would he look Sarah and his servants in the face again if Isaac died? 
There is nothing in this world more painful or unnatural than for parents to kill their children. 
Nothing would be more precious to this old man than his beloved son. I am sure Abraham 
would have willingly given his life to replace his son’s life. The Lord is gracious even in his 
command, “Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest.” These words noting “thine only 
son…whom thou lovest” although painful thrusts into his heart also reassured Abraham that God 
knew the depth of the sacrifice that He was asking. Abraham faced two options here – 
obedience or disobedience.  
 

And Abraham rose  up ear ly  in  the  morn ing ,  and saddled  h i s  ass ,  and took two o f  h i s  young men wi th  h im,  

and Isaac  h i s  son ,  and c lave  the  wood for  the  burnt  o f f e r ing ,  and rose  up ,  and went  unto  the  p lace  o f  whi ch 

God had to ld  h im. Then on the  th i rd  day Abraham l i f t ed  up h i s  ey e s ,  and saw the  p lace  a far  o f f .  And 

Abraham sa id  unto  h i s  young men,  Abide  ye  here  wi th  the  ass ;  and I  and the  lad wi l l  go  yonder  and worsh ip ,  

and come aga in to  you .  (v3-5)  

 
There are many ways in which Abraham could have reacted to God’s message. He could have 
doubted that it was God who was speaking to him, as God had never before had required 
human sacrifice. Secondly, he could have set aside the request because it did not make sense. It 
violated every aspect of God’s covenant promises given in Ur and renewed in Haran and in 
Canaan. He knew that in Isaac was the promise of a future Saviour of the world. Thirdly, 
Abraham could have offered an alternative sacrifice. Finally, he could have agreed to obey 
subject to God giving him a detailed explanation. After all, he would have to explain to Sarah 
why her beloved son was dead. Since God always had given Abraham assurances, Abraham 
could have declared obedience was reasonable only if God explained how the covenant would be 
kept if Isaac died. As Chrysostom put it, “The things of God seemed to fight against the things 
of God, and faith fought with faith, and the commandment fought with the promise.”  

Yet, Abraham reacted in none of these ways. He recognised that it was not his 
responsibility to advise God or understand what God had not chosen to reveal. Despite his 
earlier tendency of incomplete obedience and the fact that nowhere had God promised to spare 
his son, there is no scriptural record of any wavering here. Abraham raised no arguments but 
followed the biblical injunction to simply, “Trust in the Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine 
own understanding” (Prov. 3:5). Indeed, the wording here gives every indication of instant and 
complete obedience as he left “early in the morning” and with Isaac he “clave the wood for the burnt 
offering” and “went unto the place of which God had told him.” His faith was not blind, but based on his 
knowledge of God’s character “Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?” (Gen. 18:25) and on 
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God’s word. As G. Campbell Morgan put it “faith is not blind unbelief…faith is not 
superstitious…faith works by reason.” 

In Hebrews we are given the Divine commentary of Abraham’s thinking that he, 
“reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death” (Heb. 
11:19). That is why we read here that he assured his servants that they would see Isaac again, “I 
and the lad will go yonder and worship, and come again to you.” Doubtless, the devil assailed his mind 
with all kinds of unbelieving thoughts, but Abraham had such confidence in God that he 
believed that out of the ashes of the sacrificed Isaac that he would be restored to his father to 
fulfill the promises of God. Faith believes God’s character and promises and leaves the “how” in 
the hands of a sovereign God.	  Another aspect that guided Abraham in his instant obedience was 
that he saw God’s command as an act of true worship, “I and the lad will go yonder and worship.” 
Abraham’s thoughts were centred on God’s glory in this matter. It was not about Abraham’s 
feelings but what pleased God. No sacrifice was too great to please Him.  
 
And Abraham took the  wood o f  the  burnt  o f f e r ing ,  and la id  i t  upon Isaac  h i s  son ;  and he  took the  f i r e  in  h i s  

hand,  and a kni f e ;  and they  went  bo th o f  them toge ther .  And Isaac  spake unto  Abraham his  fa ther ,  and 

sa id ,  My fa ther :  and he  sa id ,  Here  am I ,  my son .  And he  sa id ,  Beho ld  the  f i r e  and the  wood :  but  where  i s  the  

lamb for  a  burnt  o f f e r ing? And Abraham sa id ,  My son ,  God wi l l  prov ide  h imse l f  a  lamb for  a  burnt  o f f e r ing :  

so  they  went  bo th o f  them toge ther .  And they  came to  the  p lace  which  God had to ld  h im o f ;  and Abraham 

bui l t  an a l tar  there ,  and la id  the  wood in  order ,  and bound Isaac  h i s  son ,  and la id  h im on the  a l tar  upon the  

wood .  (v6-9)  

 

The three days journey must have added to the conflict in Abraham’s heart as he made his way 
to Moriah. There is no indication that God spoke to him on this long journey to reassure him. 
The story slows to an excruciating pace and suspense. Isaac is clearly more than a boy. The 
Hebrew word used to describe him as a “lad” could refer to someone as old as 25 years of age. 
He was likely much stronger than his aged father. Yet his trust in his father’s leading here 
foreshadowed the picture of the Saviour on the Cross (cf. Isa. 53:7).  

Isaac seemed to sense there was something amiss in the planning, “Behold the fire and the 
wood: but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” Abraham could have been emotionally touched by 
this pitiful inquiry preceded by “My father” that he hesitated. Yet, his faith in God’s sovereign 
wisdom is evident in his reply, “My son, God will provide himself a lamb for a burnt offering.” He did not 
know how God would provide but he knew his God would. In the midst of the great spiritual 
battle raging in his soul, there is a beautiful expression of hope and faith by Abraham. It is at this 
point that we see Abraham’s faith at its highest and best.  
 

And Abraham s tr e t ched for th  h i s  hand,  and took the  kni f e  to  s lay  h i s  son .  And the  ange l  o f  the  LORD 

ca l l ed  unto  h im out  o f  heaven ,  and sa id ,  Abraham, Abraham: and he  sa id ,  Here  am I .  And he  sa id ,  Lay not  

th ine  hand upon the  lad ,  ne i ther  do  thou any th ing  unto  h im: for  now I  know that  thou f eares t  God,  s e e ing  

thou has t  no t  wi thhe ld  thy  son ,  th ine  on ly  son f rom me.  And Abraham l i f t ed  up h is  ey e s ,  and looked ,  and 

beho ld  beh ind h im a ram caught  in  a  th i cket  by  h i s  horns :  and Abraham went  and took the  ram, and o f f e r ed  

h im up for  a  burnt  o f f e r ing  in  the  s t ead o f  h i s  son .  And Abraham ca l l ed  the  name o f  that  p lace  J ehovah- j i r eh :  

as  i t  i s  sa id  to  th i s  day ,  In  the  mount  o f  the  LORD it  sha l l  be  s e en .  (v10-14) 

 
At the last moment when Abraham now revealed the depth of his faith, God intervenes. This 
publicly revealed the surrender of his heart to the Lord, “for now I know that thou fearest God, seeing 
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thou hast not withheld thy son, thine only son from me.” There was no further benefit in letting Isaac die 
as he was an imperfect sacrifice and Abraham’s faith had been fully tested. Abraham had proven 
that he would put his God ahead of his son. So, God now provides a substitute for Isaac in the 
ram that Abraham, “offered him up for a burnt offering in the stead of his son.” Abraham’s faith that God 
would provide a sacrificial offering had been honoured. The ram provided by God represents 
Christ, who died in sinful man’s place.  

Abraham discerned the deep teaching from such a test. He can understand his desperate 
need for a substitute provided by the Lord. He does not praise himself for his obedience but the 
Lord who has intervened. Out of thanksgiving for delivering Isaac and for providing a substitute, 
Abraham named that place, “Jehovah-jireh” meaning “the Lord who sees” or “the Lord who 
provides.” Isaac must have been thankful also as he would know that without God providing a 
substitute he would die. As sinners, we also must acknowledge that we have a great need; but 
God has provided an even greater Saviour! At this incident the Lord cried, “Lay not thine hand 
upon the lad, neither do thou any thing unto him” but at Calvary there was no such intervention. The 
Father allowed His sinless beloved Son to die.  

 
 Many hands were raised to wound Him, 

 None would interpose to save ;  
 But the deepest  s troke that pierced Him  

Was the s troke that Just i c e  gave .  
 
And the  ange l  o f  the  LORD ca l l ed  unto  Abraham out  o f  heaven the  s e cond t ime ,  And sa id ,  By myse l f  have  I  

sworn ,  sa i th  the  LORD, for  be cause  thou has t  done  th i s  th ing ,  and has t  not  wi thhe ld  thy  son ,  th ine  on ly  son : 

That  in  b l e s s ing  I  wi l l  b l e s s  thee ,  and in  mul t ip ly ing  I  wi l l  mul t ip ly  thy  s e ed  as  the  s tars  o f  the  heaven ,  and 

as  the  sand which i s  upon the  s ea  shore ;  and thy  s e ed  sha l l  posse s s  the  ga te  o f  h i s  enemies ;  And in  thy  s e ed  

sha l l  a l l  the  nat ions  o f  the  ear th  be  b l e s s ed ;  be cause  thou has t  obeyed  my vo i c e .  So Abraham re turned unto  

h i s  young men,  and they  rose  up and went  toge ther  to  Beersheba ;  and Abraham dwel t  a t  Beersheba .  And i t  

came to  pass  a f t e r  these  th ings ,  that  i t  was  to ld  Abraham, say ing ,  Beho ld ,  Mil cah ,  she  hath a l so  born 

ch i ldren unto  thy  bro ther  Nahor ;  Huz his  f i r s tborn ,  and Buz h is  bro ther ,  and Kemuel  the  fa ther  o f  Aram, 

And Chesed ,  and Hazo,  and Pi ldash ,  and J id laph,  and Bethue l .  And Bethue l  begat  Rebekah:  thes e  e i gh t  

Mil cah d id  bear  to  Nahor ,  Abraham's  bro ther .  And h is  concubine ,  whose  name was Reumah,  she  bare  a l so  

Tebah,  and Gaham, and Thahash ,  and Maachah.  (v15-24) 

 

Abraham’s supreme act of obedience drew out a wonderful statement of promised blessing to 
Abraham. God not only re-stated His promised blessings by intensified them with an oath. We 
can only imagine the joy of the reunion with his servants and finally with Sarah. The end of this 
chapter gives an insight into another provision of “Jehovah-jireh” of a godly wife for Isaac. Trust 
and obey leads to future blessings from the Lord.   
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This story is one of the most familiar in all of Scripture. That is because the truths resonate in 
the hearts of every true believer. It pictures the greatest sacrifice of all. F. B. Meyer wrote, 
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So long as men are in the world, they will turn to this story with unwaning interest. This 
is only one scene in history by which it is surpassed: that where the Great Father gave 
His Isaac to a death from which there was no deliverance. 
 

It is at this moment in his pilgrimage we find the apex of the testing and faith of Abraham, 
where he had come to the point where he is not only willing to give up Terah and Lot at the call 
of God, but where he is ready to lay his Isaac upon the altar! This is absolute surrender of the 
dearest idol of his heart. We should carefully note that here was a man over 100 years old with 
the son for whose birth he had yearned for over 25 years. This young man represented all of the 
hopes and the dreams of Abraham’s entire life. Grace had triumphed, for grace alone can bring 
the human heart into entire submission to the Divine will.  

The same is true for us. God sometimes must bring us to the point where we, like 
Abraham, must totally depend upon Him for deliverance. Abraham was not told how God 
would keep His promise to bless the world through Isaac or why God even wanted Isaac 
sacrificed. He knew that he must obey fully and immediately God’s command. The Patriarch 
could not live by feelings as his feeling told him to do the opposite of what God commanded. 
Abraham just trusted the character and promises of God that He would work all things together 
for good in His own way. Likewise, we live by promises not by explanations. There are times 
when we just have to trust God one step and a time and leave the consequences to Him. 

Sacrifices by their very nature are painful. Yet they are our “reasonable service” (Rom. 12:1) 
for the One who has given the ultimate sacrifice for us. As Isaac Watts put it, “Love so amazing, 
so divine, demands my soul, my life, my all.” The dearest and best things of life must take second 
place to the pleasure of knowing God. Even good things can become idols in our hearts. Our 
families are especially precious to us, but He alone must have pre-eminence. We must learn to 
hold lightly the things of this world, as we will have to soon bid farewell to them all. None of us 
can predict the future. All can go in a moment of time. Sanctification is a process in which God 
breaks the idols of our heart one by one. God will bring us to Mt Moriah over and over again. 
These truths take a lifetime to learn. Surrender to God the Isaacs of your heart. 
 

The deares t  idol  I  have known, 
Whate ’er  that idol  be ,  

Help me to tear i t  f rom thy throne,  
And worship only Thee .  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. Why was this incident such a difficult test for Abraham? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
2. Is it reasonable for God to ask us to give up precious things for Him?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
3. What is the most difficult area you’ve had to surrender to God? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 


