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Listen to this quote and see if you agree with it or not:  “Those who believe in God but without passion in the heart, without anguish of mind, without uncertainty, without doubt, and even at times without despair, believe only in the idea of God, and not in God himself.” (Madeleine L’Engle)  My guess is that most of us would agree with that statement.  Most of us here consider ourselves to be believers.  We believe in God.  We believe God exists, that he is the Creator, and that he is good.  But that doesn’t mean we haven’t had our doubts.  
My grandfather was a church planter, a pastor and a man of great faith.  Many times as I was growing up I had the privilege of praying with Grandpa and of listening to him pray.  It was uncanny to me how many times the things Grandpa prayed for happened just as he prayed they would.  As Grandpa entered into retirement and as his body began to slow down considerably, I remember him telling me that he was only asking God for three favors – first, that his mind and his memory would stay intact; second, that he would be able to continue to live in his home; and third, if he did have to move to a retirement facility, that God would not make him – a stubborn Norwegian – live in a Swedish rest home.  

Some time later, Grandpa had a stroke, and for the rest of his life Grandpa struggled to think and speak clearly, and had great difficulty remembering things.  It soon became apparent that my grandparents would not be able to care for themselves in their old home in downtown Minneapolis, and so we helped them, to Grandpa’s great disappointment, to sell their home.  After the home was sold and before we took him to the rest home my grandparents would live in for the remainder of their lives, Grandpa asked me to do something for him.  He wanted to say good bye to his house.  So I drove him to his old house; we parked in the back alley and sat their in silence for ten minutes or so as Grandpa relived the many years he had lived in that home.  Finally he said, “Goodbye house; you’ve been a good house.”  And then we drove away and headed off to his new home, a place called Grandview Christian Home in Cambridge, Minnesota, which – oh, by the way – was a Swedish rest home.

  Grandpa continued to have a deep faith in God until the day he died.  But I can assure you that he and I both struggled with the irony that this devout man of God couldn’t catch a break from God in his dying days.  Grandpa never said it out loud quite like this, but I knew what he was thinking: “God, after all I’ve done to serve you over the last 80 years, why a Swedish rest home!  Why not German, or even Irish, but couldn’t you do just this one favor for me!”  I know that in many ways this sounds like a very silly request for a man of God to even make, but I can assure you that for whatever reason this really bothered my grandfather.  And it bothered me a great deal that my devoted grandfather asked the God he loved for just three things, and to each request God said an emphatic, “No.”  
Of course, it wasn’t the first time I had doubts about God.  It certainly wasn’t the last.  And you’ve had them too.  You may very well have some serious doubts about God right now.  So let me just say this right up front this morning – it’s OK to doubt.  In fact, just as a general rule, we should doubt.  We should doubt because not everything people tell us is true.  Not everything people tell us about investing our money is true, as everyone who has ever made an investment knows.  Not every claim you hear made on TV infomercials are true, as everyone who has ever bought something from an infomercial knows.  Have you seen the infomercial for the “Ab Belt,” this electrical belt you put around your waist that uses electrical charges to turn your belly fat into pure muscle?  Please tell me that you have doubts about that!  The only healthy way to live life is with a healthy skepticism.  It is healthy to ask questions, to put truth claims to the test, to wonder and ponder and contemplate and to weigh the evidence.  
But while it is healthy to doubt, when it comes to believing in God, sooner or later we have to make a choice.  Sooner or later we have to decide whether we are in or out.  This is a decision we don’t get to abstain from.  This is what William James called a “forced decision.”  Let me give you a very simple example of a forced decision.  Let’s say you are trying to decide whether to get in shape.  You ponder the options.  One option is to join a gym, lift weights, do crunches and do cardio, all of which will get your body toned and in shape.  The other option is to not exercise, which means your body will get out of shape.  But you can’t decide.  You go back and forth in your mind, weighing the pros and cons.  This process goes on for weeks; you’re having a hard time deciding one way or the other.  But the reality is that you have decided, haven’t you?  While you were thinking about it, your body decided for you that it’s going to get out of shape.  This is one of those times where to not decide is to decide; it is a “forced decision.”  
Belief in God is like that – to not decide is to decide.  It is normal to have doubts about God.  It is healthy to ask questions and to weigh the evidence.  But sooner or later each of us comes to that moment when we have to choose, that defining moment when we decide to stake our eternal destiny on our belief or our disbelief in the existence, nature and promises of God.
Abraham had that moment.  It is one of the most famous such moments in recorded history.  Even if you’ve never had the chance to read much of the Bible, you’ve most likely heard about Abraham’s defining moment, the moment when God commanded Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac on an altar.  This was one of those forced choices.  There was no middle ground for Abraham – either he believed God, or he didn’t; either he obeyed God, or he didn’t; either he sacrificed his son, or he didn’t.  Let me take you through Abraham’s defining moment, and let’s see what we might be able to learn from him about handling those doubts that trouble our minds and torment our souls.
Abraham’s Dilemma
We met Abraham last week, back when his name was still Abram, a name which means “exalted father.”  In Genesis 17 God changes his name to Abraham, which means “father of many nations.”  You might also recall that God gave Abraham and his wife Sarah a promise, a promise to bless all the peoples on earth through them, a promise to make his descendants as numerous as the dust of the earth and the stars in the sky.  But nearly 25 years after God made that promise to Abraham, Abraham and Sarah still didn’t have any children.  In that culture, names were tremendously significant.  So it must have been a bit humiliating for Abraham when people called his name: “Hey, Father of many nations, how are things coming along?”  It’s like giving a bald person the name “Harry.”  Every time someone says your name, you’re reminded of the fact that you don’t have any hair.  
Then, quite remarkably, when Abraham was 100 and when Sarah was 90 and was, the Bible tells us, unable to conceive a child, Sarah had a baby boy, just as God had promised.  And according to Genesis 17:19, God is the one who names the child; God commands Abraham to name his son “Isaac.”  This is my favorite biblical name; do you remember what the name “Isaac” means?  It means, “God makes me laugh.”  Do you recall why God chose that name?  It was because when God told the 99 year old Abraham and the 89 year old Sarah that they were going to have a son, both of them laughed.  They thought God was crazy.  So God said, “OK, here’s the deal.  When you have the son you don’t believe I will give you, I want you to name him ‘God makes me laugh’ so that every time you call him and every time you think about him you will remember what a ridiculous, incredible miracle I did for you.  Whenever you call your son’s name you will remember that you didn’t believe that I was going to do for you what I had promised you.  You will remember that you doubted me.  And you will remember what great joy I brought you.  Name the boy ‘God makes me laugh.’”

Now here’s something else we need to understand about Isaac.  God not only promised Abraham that he would be the father of one son; he promised Abraham that he would be the father of many nations.  And God was very specific about this one point – it would be through Isaac that Abraham would become the father of many nations.  Before Isaac was born Abraham and Sarah, because of their doubts about God’s promise, came up with a plan to help God fulfill his promise to them.  The plan was for Abraham to sleep with his maid, Hagar. Abraham did, and Hagar had a child named Ishmael.  But Sarah and Abraham’s plan was not God’s plan, and God made it very clear that Ishmael was not the son of promise and that Abraham would not become a father of many nations through Ishmael.  The son of promise through whom all the nations of the world would be blessed would be Sarah’s son Isaac, and no one else.  

Have you ever seen parents spoil a child?  I have to imagine that Isaac was very spoiled.  After all, Abraham and Sarah had probably tried for 70 years to have a kid before they finally had Isaac.  They must have cherished every moment with Isaac.  They probably sat up all night some times just to watch him sleep, just holding hands and smiling and enjoying the privilege of being parents.  

Then we come to Genesis 22.  Isaac is now about 12 or 13 years old.  Mom and Dad could not love him more.  They are so proud of him, and they are more than a little protective of him.  He is, after all, the child of promise.  It is through him that God is going to bless the world.  They better take good care of him.  And then, one day, everything changes.  Here’s the story from Genesis 22:  “Some time later, God tested Abraham.  He said to him, ‘Abraham!’  ‘Here I am,’ he replied.  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.’” (Genesis 22:1-2)  
Surely God isn’t serious?  This makes no sense whatsoever.  First of all, God is very clear in a number of places in the Bible that child sacrifice is absolutely wrong, that it makes God ill.  So how is it possible that God would ask Abraham to do something that God himself says is evil?  Secondly, this is the promised son.  God has said very clearly that it is through Isaac that he is going to bless the world – through Isaac and no one else.  So what’s going to happen to God’s great plan if Isaac is dead?  As we move on through the Bible we discover that the Messiah comes from Isaac’s line; we discover that Jesus comes from Isaac’s line.  So how can God ask Abraham to put to death for no good reason the person through whom the savior of mankind will be born?  
So if you’re Abraham, what do you do?  What do you even think?  Do you ever watch the TV show “House”?  Gregory House is a brilliant but obnoxious doctor who saves people no other doctors are able to save.  But he makes life miserable for the people who work with him.  In one episode he asks the team of doctors who work for him to do some particularly onerous tasks.  When they finally get up the nerve to question him, House explains that he’s trying to teach them to stand up to him, that he needs them to develop some backbone and to tell him he’s wrong if they think he’s wrong.  In the next scene House tells his associate Chase to begin a certain treatment on their patient.  Chase, who thinks it’s the wrong treatment, finally stands up to his boss and says “No.”  To which House says, “Don’t stand up to me now; stand up to me when I’m wrong.”
So is that what’s going on with God and Abraham; is God trying to teach Abraham to stand up to him?  The Bible tells us that this is a test – is that the test?  Does God want Abraham to say, “God, there is a line I will not cross, not even for you.  This is my son; I would do anything for him.  I would die for him.  No one is going to hurt my son, and especially not me.  God, this time you’ve gone too far.  This time you’re wrong.  I have always obeyed you in the past, even when I didn’t understand what you were asking me to do.  But this, God – no, I’m sorry, this I cannot do.”

So what would you do?  Let’s jump into the story; let’s trade places with Abraham.  What would you be thinking?  Would you doubt your sanity?  Would you doubt whether you had heard God correctly?  Would you doubt God’s goodness, his heart, his compassion, his character?  
Nicholas Wolterstorff is a professor at Yale and a follower of Jesus.  He is also the father of a 25 year old son who died in a fall while climbing a mountain.  In response to a fellow believer who was going through a period of doubt Wolterstorff wrote these words about the death of his own son:

I cannot fit it all together by saying, “[God] did it,” but neither can I do so by saying, “There was nothing [God] could do about it.”  I cannot fit it together at all … I have read the theodicies produced to justify the ways of God to man.  I find them unconvincing.  To the most agonized question I have ever asked I do not know the answer.  I do not know why God would watch him fall.  I do not know why God would watch me wounded.  I cannot even guess.  My wound is an unanswered question.  The wounds of all humanity are an unanswered question.
And we know what Nicholas Wolterstorff means.  We each have our wounds; we each have our unanswered questions; we each have our doubts, those doubts that trouble our minds and torment our souls.  And Abraham most assuredly had his.
Abraham’s Decision
That’s Abraham’s dilemma; now it’s time to discover Abraham’s decision.  This is, he surely knows, a defining moment.  Now the text tells us what Abraham does, but not what he thought.  So if you will indulge me for a moment, let me speculate about what might have gone into Abraham’s decision-making process.  
When God gives this test to Abraham, the first thing that goes through his mind was surely his son.  All he can think about is Isaac, the son he loves with all his heart.  What does the name “Isaac” mean?  It means “God makes me laugh.”  And why did Abraham give him that name?  Actually Abraham didn’t give him that name; God did.  And why did God give him that name?  Because when God told Abraham and Sarah that he was going to give these two sterile senior citizens a son, they laughed.  They laughed at God not because they thought God was funny; they laughed at God because they doubted God.  So for the last 13 years, every time Abraham called his son, he was reminded that although he had doubted God, God had come through.  Of course, Abraham and Sarah had good reasons to doubt God.  The evidence certainly seemed to be against God.  What God promised made no rational, logical sense to them.  It was only natural to doubt God.  So they laughed – who wouldn’t have laughed.  And yet, God did what he said he would do.  God gave them a son, the son named Isaac – “God makes me laugh.”
And now God is telling Abraham to again do something that makes no sense. Logic, morality, everything seems to be contrary to God on this one.  And yet, Abraham thinks, I doubted God before and he came through even when I didn’t understand him.  I still don’t understand him, not in the least.  But I have learned one thing – God is a God I can trust.  Yes, I have doubts.  But this time, I will not laugh.  This time I will embrace my doubts.  This time I will simply obey.  Here’s the text; here’s what Abraham did:

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.  On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance.  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.”  (Genesis 22:3-5) 
Did you notice what Abraham says in that last sentence, what he tells the servants?  He tells them, “We will worship and then we will come back to you.”  Abraham doesn’t understand all this, but here’s what he believes.  He believes that somehow, when all is said and done, even though he’s about to sacrifice Isaac on the altar, that he and Isaac will come back.  He doesn’t say, “I will come back.”  He says, “We will come back.”  The story continues:

Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and placed it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife.  As the two of them went on together, Isaac spoke up and said to his father Abraham, “Father?”  “Yes, my son?” Abraham replied.  “The fire and the wood are here,” Isaac said, “but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?”
Abraham answered, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.”  And the two of them went on together.

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.  Then he reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son.  But the angel of the Lord called out to him from heaven, “Abraham!  Abraham!”  “Here I am,” he replied.  “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.”

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.  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.” (Genesis 22:6-14)
The New Testament gives us some insight into how Abraham was able to do what he did, how it was that he was willing to sacrifice his son’s life on that altar.  In Hebrews 11:19 we read, “Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death.”  Mind you, God hadn’t told Abraham that he would raise Isaac from the dead.  All Abraham knew was that he could trust God.  All he knew is that in one way or another God would provide.  And when Abraham embraced his doubts and obeyed God, Abraham discovered again that God is good and that God’s heart is a heart of love.  Abraham didn’t understand God, but he chose to trust him anyway.
Abraham’s Descendant
Which brings us to Abraham’s most important descendant – Jesus, the son of God and the lamb of God.  When you read the story of Abraham and Isaac you can’t help but notice the parallels between their experience and the experience of another Father and Son.  The Bible calls Isaac Abraham’s only son; it calls Jesus God’s only Son.  Isaac carried the wood on which he would be sacrificed on his back up a mountain; Jesus carried the wood on which he would be sacrificed on his back up a mountain.  Isaac rose from the altar; Jesus rose from the grave.  
And it is Abraham’s descendant Jesus who teaches us this – God can be trusted even when he can’t be understood.  Let’s be real about this – we have doubts about God.  We have good reason to have doubts about God.  And while God invites us to ask him the hard questions, just as Job did and as the Psalmist did and as the prophets did, God doesn’t always answer our questions other than to point us to the Cross.  “Look at the Cross,” our God says, “and see that I love you.  Look at the Cross and see that I am willing to sacrifice my own Son, my only Son, to rescue you from pain and suffering and disappointment and even from death.  Look at the Cross and know that I am not immune to your pain; I share your pain.”

A theologian named Cornelius Plantinga has written this: “We do not refer each other to the cross of Christ to explain evil.  It is not as if in pondering Calvary we will at last understand cancer.  We rather lift our eyes to the cross, whence comes our help, in order to see that God shares our lot and can therefore be trusted.”  
So do you have any doubts this morning, doubts about God, doubts about what in the world he’s doing in your life, doubts about why your life has turned out so differently from what you had hoped and dreamed, doubts about why there is so much pain and heartache, doubts about why God has asked you to do things that make so little sense?  Good for you.  We should have doubts.  We should ask questions.  We should wonder and debate and shake our heads.  Do you remember the quote I started with this morning?  “Those who believe in God but without passion in the heart, without anguish of mind, without uncertainty, without doubt, and even at times without despair, believe only in the idea of God, and not in God himself.”  Here’s the thing.  I’m not trying to persuade you to believe in the idea of God; I’m trying to persuade you to put your trust in God himself.  When Abraham embraced his doubts, he discovered just that – he discovered that God could be trusted even when he could not be understood.  And that’s what we can discover for ourselves when we come to the Cross of Christ.  We discover that God is good.  God is gracious.  God can be trusted.  On this side of eternity we will never know everything we want to know about why God does what he does.  But because of the Cross we can know all that we need to know.  Let this be a defining moment for you.  God is beyond our understanding, but he is not beyond knowing and loving and trusting.  Make the choice – put your trust in God himself.
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