
God our Provider: 28 June 2020 (OT 13)

Reading: Genesis 22:1-14

Quite a lot of television programmes these days come with a health warning, don’t they? If 

we watch the 10 o’clock News, we may be advised that a particular report may include flash 

photography, so that we can switch off or look away if that presents a risk to us. Crime 

dramas are preceded by an announcement that the programme to come will feature scenes 

of violence. And there are films which alert the viewer to beware of ‘adult content’. All very 

considerate and helpful. I’ve often wondered whether some passages of Scripture should 

carry a similar warning. And if they did, today’s reading from Genesis 22 would surely do so. 

It is an horrific story, and all the more so for being beautifully crafted and finely honed. As a 

piece of writing, regardless of its contents, it is powerful and compelling. But as a story and 

as Scripture, it is desperately hard to read, to hear and to understand. One temptation, 

when coming across this in the Lectionary, is to push it aside and look for another reading. 

And another temptation is to try to smooth it over and somehow make it more palatable. 

But neither strategy really works. It’s there, and it will always be disturbing. And rightly so.

So what can we make of it? Let me shape our thoughts around two themes.

First of all, the God who tests.

During this time of restricted mobility, our District Chair has set up a theological book club, 

meeting once a fortnight on Zoom. We’re reading and discussing a book on preaching, with 

a series of short chapters written by different people. A couple of sessions ago the subject of

the chapter we were discussing was ‘Preaching that honours the Jewish texts’, and we 

began by considering how often we preach on or hear sermons based on the Hebrew 

Scriptures. Some people in the group were pretty dismissive of the Hebrew Bible, our Old 

Testament. And a passage like this one might reinforce such judgements. A God who tests? 

Dreadful! Primitive! Abhorrent! But think about the most familiar of all of our devotional 

words – words we can say by heart – words given to us by Jesus himself in the Lord’s Prayer:

‘Lead us not into temptation.’ Do not bring us to the time of trial. Do not put us to the test.

But what does that mean? What does it mean to contemplate a God who tests, as God 

tested Abraham?

Well, I don’t think that it’s about God being curious or cruel, testing us as we might test a 

piece of equipment to see how far it can be pushed before it breaks down. God doesn’t 

need to do that, because God knows us through and through. And, more importantly, God 

would not do that because God loves us.

Testing, I think, is about living in a world in which hard things happen, and happen to people

of faith. And it’s about living in a world in which there is competition for our loyalty. In much

of the Hebrew Bible, the language of testing is used as God’s People Israel come into contact

with other peoples and are tempted to borrow stuff from the religion of their neighbours. 

So the test is to hold fast to God in a world of many faiths. In the Gospels, testing is often 

about following the way of Jesus and living out the values of the Kingdom when that makes 

disciples unpopular or uncomfortable. In the rest of the New Testament, testing means 
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proclaiming in word and deed that Jesus is Lord, when powerful vested interests say that 

Caesar is Lord, or else. Living faithfully tests our courage, our commitment and our 

resilience. In these different settings the question is: Who do we follow? Who do we trust?

So that’s the first theme: the God who tests. The second theme is the God who provides.

The pivotal verse in Genesis 22 is verse 8, in Abraham’s reply to Isaac: ‘God himself will 

provide the lamb for a burnt-offering.’ A few minutes ago we remembered a phrase from 

the Lord’s Prayer: ‘Lead us not into temptation.’ Here’s another: ‘Give us this day our daily 

bread.’ In that phrase we recognise our dependence on God, for life, for sustenance, and for

love. Now that’s something we may be reluctant to acknowledge, sometimes. We are 

encouraged to be independent and self-sufficient. We aspire to stand on our own feet. We 

don’t want to be beholden to anyone. Maybe one lesson of the pandemic has been to 

remind us of our limitations and our vulnerability in unexpected and unanticipated ways. 

And that’s a good thing! Scripture affirms that God pays attention to the needs of Creation. 

Psalm 145:15: ‘The eyes of all look to you, and you give them their food in due season.’ 

Words echoed by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, in Matthew 6:25 and 26: ‘Don’t worry 

about what you will eat or drink, or what you will wear. Look at the birds of the air; they 

neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are 

you not of more value than they?’ God provides. And very much picking up the tenor of our 

story today, Paul writing to the Corinthians says: ‘God is faithful, and he will not let you be 

tested beyond your strength, but with the testing he will also provide the way out so that 

you may be able to endure it.’ (1 Cor. 10:13). Living the life of faith in the real world is a test.

But God walks with us, and gives us strength. God provides inner resources. God provides 

mentors and companions. God lightens the load. And when we get things wrong, God picks 

us up, dusts us down, and helps us to start again.

I said at the beginning that this story continues to disturb us. It defies neat and tidy endings. 

As we wrestle with it, and with our own experience of life and faith, we may go from 

Abraham and Isaac on the mountain to Jesus in the garden and on the cross. There we see 

love put to the test against the harsh realities of the world. And there God provides, in his 

own self. In Charles Wesley’s words:

Never love nor sorrow was

     Like that my Saviour showed;

See him stretched on yonder cross,

     And crushed beneath our load!

Now discern the Deity,

     Now his heavenly birth declare;

Faith cries out: ‘’Tis he, ’tis he,

     My God, that suffers there!’

Amen.
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