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Based on Genesis 22:1-14; Matthew 10:40-42

In baseball, over the course of a season, .300 is considered a pretty good batting
average. Though it means you somehow failed 70 percent of the time, most people will
still think you had a decent year at the plate.

Frank Robinson, who enjoyed a successful career as a major league baseball
player, coach, and manager, once said that “Close don’t count in baseball. Close only
counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.”!

But in our culture, we also live with absolutes, absolutes such as STOP signs.

A standard eight-sided STOP sign is 36x36 inches in size, red in color. On an
approach to an intersection where a full stop is always required, you will see one of these
signs. It means what it says; it’s there for a reason. Drivers approaching from the other
side trust that you will in fact stop, despite what we see right outside our front door here.

In the same vein, a roadway speed limit is just that: a limit, not a challenge.

When we talk about the rules of the road, coming close doesn’t count. Coming
close to a stop won’t save your life if the other guy plows into you. A few miles an hour
over the limit probably won’t kill you, but it might get you a ticket and a fine.

Despite our cultural absolutes, in our daily comings and goings, almost is often
good enough.

Not so when it comes to faith.

Faith is absolute. You either trust in God or you don’t. Faith is not something
you pick up and put down on a whim. It becomes who you are.

In the Bible, Abraham is our model for unwavering faith. In him, we see a man
who gave to God his unquestioning obedience and steadfast loyalty.

In Genesis, back in chapter 12, God first called Abraham with the declaration,
‘Go forth...to the unspecified land that I will show you.” And now, toward the end of

Abraham’s story, God’s uses almost identical language: ‘Go forth...to the land of



Moriah...to an unspecified mountain of which I shall tell you.” The phrase go forth
appears nowhere else in the Bible, and it serves to frame Abraham’s story.

Today’s reading from chapter 22 tells us of the ultimate trial of faith.

But the story raises some questions. After what things? Why would God bother
to test Abraham at all, presuming that God already knew how the test would come out?
And did Abraham intentionally deceive Isaac?

The word things in Hebrew can also mean words. So, we can read the verse as
‘After these words, God tested Abraham.” So, what words? What test and why?

As in the Book of Job, we can imagine Ha-Satan making a suggestion to God:
‘Put Abraham to the test to see if his faith is strong enough that he will sacrifice his own
son.” It’s not in the Bible but interpreting the verse in this way clears things up nicely.

As to the question of whether Abraham deceived Isaac, Biblical Hebrew was
originally written without punctuation marks or even capital letters to start a new
sentence. In English translations, Abraham’s answer to Isaac is ambiguous.

As the late Prof. Irwin Corey might say, it’s a two-part sentence, which we can
read as: ‘God Himself will provide. The lamb for the burnt offering [is] my son.” Read
in this way, Abraham unambiguously says, ‘You, Isaac, are the sacrifice.’

And that’s a chilling thought. Even though we know this is a test of Abraham’s
faith, he still has a knife in his hand. In his obedience to God, Abraham is about to
sacrifice his long-hoped-for son whom he loved.

At the last minute, an angel of the LORD called to Abraham from heaven and
stopped him. The angel, who may have been the LORD, said, “now I know that you fear
God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.”

The point of the story: Abraham, having fully surrendered himself to God’s will,
proved himself a genuinely righteous man. Even though the command to sacrifice Isaac
remained unfulfilled, his intent and his actions demonstrated his commitment.

In biblical thought, the idea of righteousness is tied to justice and generally
expresses conformity to God’s will in all aspects of life, including law, government,

ethics, and so on.?



Jesus taught that those who follow his teachings are just or righteous. According
to him, only the righteous are finally acceptable to God (Matthew 10:41), and the
righteousness he means is in their commitment to him.

Jesus also is righteous in that he did all that God required, going one step beyond
what Isaac was apparently prepared to do.

In Genesis, Abraham did not withhold Isaac from God, but an angel of the LORD
stayed his hand. Augustine wrote that “comparing Jesus to Isaac, the apostle Paul says
that God did not withhold his own son” (Romans 8:32), but there was no one to stop
Pilate from doing what he did not want to do. Justice did not prevail then, but without
crucifixion, there is no Resurrection.

One Bible scholar said that ‘a genuinely righteous [person] must deserve that
status through demonstrated action.”> Again, Abraham is our model.

Our faith in God — our trust and devotion and loyalty — must be our first priority.
But what kind of ‘demonstrated actions’ are we talking about? If this were baseball, we
might have to hit a lot higher than .300. We know and expect God to set a high bar.

It turns out that simple, basic acts of kindness are all that God asks of us. Even
something compassionate like offering a cup of water to an overheated traveler will do.
Scripture teaches us to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God; to love God
and to love our neighbor.

But love is not always met with love. The world is shaped by inequalities. There
isn’t much we can do about that except to live a faithful life, extend genuine hospitality to
all, and to remember that we are Jesus’ disciples, always reaching for a higher bar.

Verse 40 in the Gospel reading tells us that the one who is sent represents the full
presence of the one who sent them. Let’s bear that in mind when we’re out and about in
the world. Sent with God’s grace and blessing, we are called to help make a more perfect
world, a little bit at a time.

Amen.
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