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Obedience that holds nothing back * Genesis 22 
March 5, 2017 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 
 
It was about a year ago now that John and Alysse Stavropolous came and spoke at our church.  
Remember them?  They’re the young couple who sensed God calling them to pick up and move 
to Mozambique to learn a minority language there so that they could translate the Bible and 
speak the Gospel to those people in their own tongue.  They heard God call and they were 
obedient to that call.  A couple times a month I get emails from them outlining what they are 
doing – just this week I got an update saying they were starting to do visits in the community – 
here’s a snippet –  
 
On our first visit we met some of our teacher’s family and proved to them that we were indeed 
learning their language.  :) We impressed them (maybe not too much) with all the words we 
knew, “that is a cat, that is a boy, that is a roof…”.  They seem pleased!  Afterwards we went to 
visit one of the main religious leaders.  We were able to speak to him using some of our 
Swahili!  We came home feeling mentally tired but encouraged.  
 
They heard God’s call and they are determined to obey. 
 
Now I applaud them and pray for them and am so glad for them, but I confess that when I hear 
stories like that, my heart sinks a little.  I don’t know if I could ever be THAT obedient.  I know 
that that’s the kind of fearless obedience that God deserves and that God desires, but I have a 
hard enough time being obedient in the little things – hanging out in my sweat pants, loving my 
neighbours.  Obedience doesn’t come naturally.   
 
But I want it to and so that begs the question – what enables such confident obedience?  
Where do we find the strength, the motivation, the nerve to do whatever God in His good 
design calls us to?   
 
To answer that question, we’re going to spend our time today with a man who got a lot of 
practice trying to be obedient to God.  Sometimes he got it right, sometimes not so much, but 
we can still learn about obedience from Abraham.   
 
When we first meet Abraham, God calls him to leave his country, his people and his father’s 
household and God would make him great – make him into a nation, bless the world through 
him.  God established a covenant with him – a covenant of blessing.  The only trick is he had to 
go to a land that God would tell him later.  Tell that to your Uber driver and you won’t get very 
far but Abraham obeyed.   
 
Next thing you know, God’s telling Abraham that he and his childless wife Sarah would have 
children, so many in fact that they would they would outnumber the stars in the sky and 
Abraham trusted Him.  These children would be the means through which God kept His 
covenant promised – so Abraham trusted and waited.   
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Now that’s not to say that he was entirely obedient; after a while, Abraham and Sarah decided 
that God was taking too long in making that happen and they got the ball rolling by having 
Abraham produce an heir through a servant girl, Hagar, but God said ‘no, no, that’s not what I 
mean – you and Sarah will have a child’ – so just keep your pants on Abraham – literally.   
 
And then the day came – Sarah and Abraham had a son – the son God had promised.  This child 
was the pinnacle of Abraham’s (mostly) obedience – the key to the covenant God had made 
with him – Abraham had trusted God, left his home, waited for this long coming child – like 20 
years – and here he was, a son.  An heir.  A legacy.   
 
And then the phone rang.  
 
You can join me at Genesis 22 if you like.  Genesis 22 in your Bibles.  Here’s what happened. 
 
Some time later God tested Abraham.  
He said to him, "Abraham!"  
"Here I am," he replied. 
 2 Then God said, "Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love,  
and go to the region of Moriah.  
Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about" (Gen 22:1-2 
NIV). 
 
Abraham’s heart dropped. 
 
Now from our vantage point, we know that God doesn’t intend for Abraham to sacrifice his son 
– verse 1 – this is only a test.  God is setting up this situation to prove that Abraham’s faith is 
real – that Abraham loves God and not just God’s benefits. 
 
We know that – but to Abraham, it’s devastating.  
 
God’s words drill deep into his soul – 
 
Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love and go to sacrifice him there as a burnt 
offering.   
Demonstrate your whole hearted commitment to God.   
 
I can’t even imagine what Abraham must have felt.  As I studied, all I could think of was Ben – 
the father’s love for his son – but with Abraham there’s a second level of significance – Isaac is 
the key to the blessings that God promised Him.  If there’s no Isaac, there’s no heir, there’s no 
descendants, there’s no legacy.  Will he trust God enough to hold nothing back?   
 
3 Early the next morning Abraham got up and saddled his donkey. He took with him two of his 
servants and his son Isaac. When he had cut enough wood for the burnt offering, he set out for 
the place God had told him about. 
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Abraham decides to obey.  It’s interesting though that the narrator slows down to give us all 
these details – he got up, he saddled his donkey, he made preparations with his servants, he cut 
enough wood for the offering – he’s almost like a child finding thing to occupy himself with 
before his parents finally drag him out the door to go to the dentist.  I wonder if Abraham is 
hoping that God will call to him again and call the whole thing off.  But no call… so Abraham 
proceeds.   
 
 4 On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance. 
 5 He said to his servants, "Stay here with the donkey while I and the boy go over there. We will 
worship and then we will come back to you." 
 (Gen 22:3-5 NIV). 
 
6 Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and placed it on his son Isaac, and he himself 
carried the fire and the knife.  
 
The weight of the wood suddenly became very apparent to Isaac.  
 A fresh wave a nausea washed over Abraham as he contemplated anew what lay ahead.   
 
As the two of them went on together, 
 7 Isaac spoke up and said to his father Abraham, "Father?"  
"Yes, my son?" Abraham replied.  
"The fire and wood are here," Isaac said, "but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?"   
 
Obviously he knows enough about this sign of dedication to God called the burnt offering to 
know that something’s missing –  
 
 8 Abraham answered, "God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son."  
And the two of them went on together. (Gen 22:6-8 NIV). 
 
9 When they reached the place God had told him about, Abraham built an altar there and 
arranged the wood on it. He bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood.   
(The action has slowed to gut-wrenching crawl) 
 10 Then he reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. 
 
 11 But the angel of the LORD called out to him from heaven, "Abraham! Abraham!" "Here I 
am," he replied. (Gen 22:9-11 NIV). 
 
No doubt breathlessly relieved to take this call.  It all started back in verse 1, God calling 
‘Abraham!’ and now – ‘Abraham! Abraham!’  Here I am Lord!  Abraham says.   
 
12 "Do not lay a hand on the boy," he said. "Do not do anything to him. Now I know that you 
fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son."  
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[‘Now that I know that you think so highly of God,  
that you trust so deeply in Him that you would obey no matter the cost –  
that you love God for God and not just for what you can get out of Him –  
stop what you’re doing!’] 
 
 13 Abraham looked up and there in a thicket he saw a ram caught by its horns. He went over 
and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son (Gen 22:12-13 NIV). 
 
Abraham did exactly what God called him to – verse 2 says – take and go and sacrifice – and 
verse 13 says – he ‘go’d’ – he went, he took and he sacrificed – but not his son.  A ram instead.  
The Lord provided the sacrifice to die instead of Isaac. 
 
Verse 14.   
 
14 So Abraham called that place The LORD Will Provide.  
And to this day it is said, "On the mountain of the LORD it will be provided." 
 
Powerful account, and it illustrates a really powerful point – God values faith that holds nothing 
back.  God values faith expressed in obedience.   
 
But our question still remains - Where does that faith come from?  How do you get to be willing 
to so radically obey?  What gave Abraham the confidence to hold nothing back?   
 
The answer to that is found in verse 8 - 
 
Isaac had just said ‘uh, dad, where’s the lamb?’ and  
Abraham replies ‘God Himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering.’   
 
Abraham was confident that the Lord would indeed provide, no matter the outcome. 
And that’s where His strength to obey came from. 
 
Abraham was not digging deep in himself to find some hidden reserve of resolve; he wasn’t 
calculating from a purely human point of view; he certainly wasn’t taking hits of Jack Daniels to 
get him through.   
 
What gave Abraham the confidence to obey?  The conviction that God would provide. 
Abraham’s faith that God would provide enabled him to hold nothing back.   
He was absolutely convinced that God would provide and no matter the outcome, God would 
be working for good. 
 
I think we see that lived out in verse 5 – it’s really easy to miss but it’s there – look at verse 5: 
 
5 He said to his servants, "Stay here with the donkey while I and the boy go over there. We will 
worship and then we will come back to you." (Gen 22:5 NIV). 
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We will worship and then WE will come back to you.  What’s the WE mean?  Is he trying to hide 
what he is going to do from his servants?  From Isaac?  Or is he simply acting out of the 
conviction that God will provide?  That maybe Isaac will live.  That even if Isaac dies, God could 
bring him back to life.  That’s certainly what the author of the book of Hebrews thought – 
chapter 11, verse 17 –  
 
By faith, Abraham offered Isaac as a sacrifice when God tested him.  Vs 19 
Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive 
Isaac back from death. 
 
Abraham had faith that God would provide and that enabled him to hold nothing back.  Notice, 
the strength to obey was not rooted in Abraham’s character, but in God’s.  God is the God who 
provides and His provision is always ultimately good.  Knowing that, trusting that, enabled 
Abraham to hold nothing back.   
 
Powerful story, isn’t it?  But let’s drill down a little deeper – where do WE get the confidence to 
obey, to hold nothing back?  Where do we get the confidence to leave our homes and learn 
Swahili if God calls us to that?  Or even more relevant - to love our neighbours as ourselves, to 
love our enemies!  Since He DID call us to that!  Where do we get that confidence? 
 
We get the confidence to obey through the knowledge that God has provided.   
 
See, here’s the situation.  The kind of faith that Abraham showed is the kind of faith that God 
desires and the kind of faith that God deserves.  But you tell me – is that the kind of faith that 
God gets?   
 
Think about it – if God called your neighbour like in verse one and tested him, would he pass?  
Would God discover a reverence for God that holds nothing back, like in verse 12?  No.   
 
I confess that if I look honestly at my own life, there are times when I try to qualify obedience 
and stretch the rules – and I’m a pastor!  Not even Abraham obeyed this completely, all the 
time. 
 
But God created each of us in love.  He knit us together in our mother’s womb.  He has walked 
with us, provided for us every day of our lives, whether we knew Him or know and so He 
deserves our obedience. 
 
But now we have a problem – our failure to obey the God who has tenderly created and cared 
for us is sin.  And sin deserves separation from God who is the source of life.  Sin deserves 
death. 
 
Like Isaac, we were to die, but for entirely different reasons! 
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Isaac was going to die because Abraham held nothing back from God but we deserved to die 
because we held everything back.   
 
Do you see that?  Isaac was going to die on account of obedience, but we deserve to die on 
account of disobedience. 
 
But God, because He is rich in mercy, provided a Lamb. 
 
God provided a Lamb to die in our place.  A substitute to die so that we could live. 
 
And not just lamb, but the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world. 
 
Not just any lamb, His only Son.  His one and only Son, whom He loved, Jesus. 
 
God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son – to die instead of sinners - so that 
whoever would believe in Him would not die but have everlasting life.   
 
God freely gave His Son to die in our place for our sin so that we could live. 
 
On the Cross, there was no voice from Heaven, saying ‘stop what you’re doing!’  There was no 
last minute reprieve.  The agony Abraham felt must have been multiplied a million times over – 
the Father and the Son had been together since eternity – and He did not withhold Him from us 
but allowed Him to die so that we might live. 
 
God Himself provided a Lamb – have you made Him yours?  Imagine if Abraham had seen the 
ram in the thickets and said ‘no, it’s ok; I’ve got this under control.’  It’s ridiculous isn’t it?   
 
God has provided a lamb; claim Him.  Trust Him as the sacrifice who died in Your place to make 
you right with God – you can pray this morning, like this – God, I recognize that I don’t always 
obey You.  I don’t even often obey You.  But I want to.  Thank You for giving Your son to die for 
my sin.  In light of your great love, help me to obey You.   
 
If you’ve made that commitment, trust Jesus to die in your place, to give you life, then you have 
what it takes to obey.   
 
And this is the big idea that I want you to take home –  
 
Faith in the God who gave His own Son enables obedience that holds nothing back.   
 
Think about that.  While we were still sinners, God gave up His own Son, His only Son, Jesus, 
whom He loved, to give us life with Him.  That shows incredible love.  Tremendous grace.  A 
selfless commitment to our best interests.   
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He had our best interests in mind when He gave up His own Son; when He asks us to obey now, 
why would He have anything but our best interests in mind? 
 
Do you see that logic?  God’s posture towards us when we were still against Him was utterly 
sacrificial, always working for the best – how could His will be anything but gracious now that 
we are His children, called to be obedient?   
 
That lies behind what Paul says in Romans 8:32 –  
 
32 He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all--how will he not also, along 
with him, graciously give us all things? 
 
And what’s more, Jesus died in our place not just to reconcile us to God but to empower us to 
obedience.  When we trust Him, God works in our hearts so that we desire what He desires and 
to work towards that end (Phil 2:13).  for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work 
for his good pleasure. (Phi 2:13 ESV). 
 
God Himself enables us to obey Him.   
 
Faith in the God who gave His own Son enables obedience that holds nothing back.   
 
I know that in the Corinthians series, we’ve dealt with some big issues and it has surfaced some 
areas where God is calling us to be obedient.   
 
We are called as a church to deal seriously and sacrificially with sin.   
We are called as a church to deal seriously and sacrificially with conflict. 
We are called as believers to love each other with a love that is patient and kind and humble 
and self-giving and those are big calls.  You don’t have to go to Mozambique to be radically 
obedient – we’re called to radical obedience here in Langford.   
 
But faith in the God who gave His own Son enables us to hold nothing back.  He is for us, ever 
working to prosper us, according to the values of His Kingdom.  He is working in us to will and to 
work according to His good pleasure.  He did not withhold His own son from us but gave us 
everything – let us obey Him, holding nothing back. 
 
 
 
 
Benediction 
 
16 May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace gave us 
eternal encouragement and good hope, 17 encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every 
good deed and word. (2Th 2:16-17 NIV).  


