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Welcome to everyone at all six of our locations. I’m hoping that next week, we will be able to announce the location of our seventh location, and we are hoping to launch that seventh location before Easter Sunday and I think we are in the middle of a miracle. So I’m going to ask you to take my word for that and for us to, just for a moment, pray right now at all of our locations. 

Father, we come before You and we acknowledge that in our hearts we plan our course, but You order our footsteps. God You are sovereign. Lord, You saw every need that we would have before we had it and God we believe that You have good works prepared for us in advance. God, we trust that in this coming week, You are going to make a path clear for us and we are going to walk into the destiny that you have for us as a church. So Lord even though there is still a degree of uncertainty, we trust You and we put our faith in You and God we pray that once again, You would do a miracle in our midst. We pray these things in Jesus’ name, Amen.
You are thinking that I look different. Yes, I did get a haircut since the last time I preached, but there is a little new background that is throwing some of you off, but hang in there, you’ll adjust to it. Welcome to our podcast listeners and webcast watchers! I’m excited about this series we are in titled ‘All In’ so if you have a Bible, turn over to Genesis 22, or at each of our locations you can follow along on the screens as I read. 

 1 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, whom you love—Isaac—and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on a mountain I will show you.” 

 3 Early the next morning Abraham got up and loaded 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. 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.” 

 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. 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?” 

 8 Abraham answered, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” And the two of them went on together. 

 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. 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. 

 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.” 

 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. 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.” 

 15 The angel of the LORD called to Abraham from heaven a second time 16 and said, “I swear by myself, declares the LORD, that because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17 I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies, 18 and through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me.” 

 19 Then Abraham returned to his servants, and they set off together for Beersheba. And Abraham stayed in Beersheba. 
This is one of the most uncomfortable stories in all of Scripture. There is a tremendous tension because how could a loving God even suggest what He is commanding Abraham? But I have found that it is in the stories that contain tension that we often have the greatest revelations and God is trying to reveal something to us. So I think it is important to wrestle with stories like that.
Let me say this up front – if you grew up between 1963 and 1997, there were moments when you heard this message. “This is a test. For the next 60 seconds, this station will conduct a test of the Emergency Broadcasting System. This is only a test.”  It is very importance to notice at the front of this story, it says that God tested Abraham. This is only a test. God never intended for Abraham to sacrifice his son. Now, I understand that this was a culture where there were pagan religions surrounding the Israelites that practiced human sacrifice. So in that culture, it was maybe a little bit more thinkable as hard as that is to imagine in our culture. But God never intended for Abraham to sacrifice his son. In fact, I don’t believe God would have allowed it. But there are moments when God will test us.
For the record, this is not a story about God’s character, it is a story about Abraham’s character. It is not God’s character that is up for debate. It is not God’s character in question, it is Abraham’s character that is in question. So God gives him a test. Now, Abraham, according to Jewish tradition, took ten different tests and this is the final one. This is sort of the ultimate test, if you will, to determine whether or not Abraham was all in.  I have found that there are moments when God will test us and will determine whether or not our lives are truly submitted to the Lordship of Jesus Christ. Those are difficult tests to take, but they will reveal whether God is still on the throne of our lives or whether He has been displaced by someone or something else. I think God wanted to see if the gift that He had given to Abraham, and please understand, this was a 25 year promise in the making and God finally delivered on that promise and gave Abraham and Sarah a precious little boy named Isaac. Isaac, the same Isaac, the same Isaac God was asking Abraham to put on the altar was a gift from God. 
But if we aren’t careful, the gifts that God gives us can become idols. The blessings that God gives us can become more important than the God who gave them to us in the first place. So God blesses you financially with resources and with money and wealth, I believe that’s a blessing from God, but if you aren’t careful, that blessing can displace God and become more important than God Himself.  God blesses you with a job and He is the one who has given you the skills and the abilities and He is the one who has opened the door, that job may be a gift from God, but if you aren’t careful, that gift can become an idol. It can become more important to you than God Himself. So blesses you with a boyfriend or a girlfriend, good-looking, and you are all excited about that, but if you aren’t careful, that relationship can displace your relationship with God. And in that moment, the gift becomes the idol. Another way of saying it is this – God is the end all and the be all. We exist to glorify God. But you aren’t careful, your relationship with God can become selfish in nature. It can become utilitarian. God can all of a sudden become the means to the things that you want.  So instead of worshipping God, you begin to worship those gifts that He has given to you.  And in this moment, the reason why this is an all-in test is because I think God wants to see, ‘Abraham, who is more important to you, the gift that I have given to you in your son Isaac, or am I still the end all and the be all?’ This is the ultimate all-in test.
There will be moments where God will test us to determine whether or not we are all in.  One of those moments for me is a story I’ve shared before but let me share some details that I never have. When I was a freshman at the University of Chicago, toward the end of my freshman year, they started to push us to declare a major and I chose something called the PERL major. Political, economics, Rhetoric and Law, a really cool major that combined my different interests and I thought it might lead toward politics or law school. Then I had one of those moments where it dawned on me that I had never really asked God what He wanted me to do. I had talked to the counselor at school but I had never talked to the Counselor. I had never asked God what He wanted me to do with my life. So, the first time in my life, I felt like I really put that on the table and I said, ‘God what do You want from me?’ And it began a summer of seeking God and after months of asking God to reveal to me what He wanted me to do, the last week of summer vacation before my sophomore year began, I was praying. I got up early one morning and took a prayer walk, and as I was walking through a cow pasture in the middle of nowhere, I felt like God called me into ministry. It came out of nowhere. If you had told me that two years before, I would have said you were crazy. It wasn’t the interest or what I had planned on doing. But in that moment, I knew. And I knew I had to decide, am I all in? And here’s why that decision was so difficult. I had looked at a school called Central Bible College and I felt like maybe that was the place I needed to go to be able to pursue training for ministry. Here’s why the decision was so difficult for me. This is a little bit embarrassing for me to admit, I hope you take it the right was, but I got one B in high school and it was in an honors class. So by the time I was done, I had a 4.15 gpa and it wasn’t because I was particularly smart, I did ok on the SAT and the ACT. I’m a perfectionist and I strived to work hard and grades were important to me, and when I graduated from high school, I had one objective, I was going to go to the best school that I could get into. So at the time, the University of Chicago was the third ranked university in the country and produced more Nobel Prize winners, not that I had set my sights on that, but it was the third ranked university and they let me in. On paper, it was perfect. Along with academics, the other thing that was incredibly important to me was athletics. I played basketball at the University of Chicago and by the end of my freshman year, I was getting a lot of playing time and I was starting some games, and so here’s what I’m trying to say – on paper, it was everything I had hoped for, worked for, dreamed for, and I had a full ride scholarship! I went to school for free and it was one of the most expensive schools in the country. That’s what made the decision so difficult! You have no idea how easy it would have been for me to rationalize. And I had people saying, ‘You do not want to give up that scholarship.’ ‘Just finish out your time there and then go to seminary.’ But I knew it wasn’t what God had for me. Here’s what’s crazy, it was a gift from God. I absolutely believe that God was the One that enabled me to be able to even get accepted. So it’s this tension, God how can you be calling me to give up something you have given to me. And it was in the tension of that that I made one of the toughest decisions I’ve ever made. And in that instance, I walked into the counselor’s office and said, ‘I’m transferring.’ And when I told them where, they were scratching their heads. CBC wasn’t even a regionally accredited school. It didn’t even have some fundamental academic qualifications. People looked at me like I was throwing everything away.  Like, what are you thinking? I don’t have time to go into great depth, but I look back on that decision and I think as my life has unfolded, I look back at that all-in moment as one of the greatest decisions I ever made. I transferred to CBC and I felt like I was giving everything up, but I wasn’t giving anything up. You aren’t giving anything up if you are walking in the will of God. You have not sacrificed a thing.
So God began to lay a foundation and He began to point me on a different path and I praise God! I love what I do! I would do what I do for free. I don’t mind getting a paycheck but I would do what I do for me. I would not want to be anyplace else doing anything else with anyone else.  I am doing what God has called me to do. But it traces back to one of those all-in moments. 

Here was the turning point for me. I think for many years, I had what I would describe as an inverted relationship with God. I put my faith in Christ when I was five years old after watching a movie called The Hiding Place. For whatever reason, God used that movie to touch my heart and I put my faith in Christ, but if I’m being honest, it really wasn’t about me following Jesus, it was more about Jesus following me. I wanted Him to follow me everywhere I went. ‘Would You please follow me onto the court and bless me and help me jump higher and shoot better? Would You follow me into the classroom and help me on this test that I haven’t even studied for?’ It wasn’t about God’s purposes, it was about God serving my purposes. It wasn’t about God’s agenda for me. But here’s the thing, it was such a subtle selfishness. It was all about my agenda for God. I wanted the God of the universe to revolve everything around me. 

I’ve got to ask the question – are you following Jesus or is Jesus following you? I think that’s the difference between being all in or holding something back from God. 

Now, why is it that sometimes we are not willing to go all in? Why is it that we aren’t willing to put things on the altar? I think one of the reasons is because we are scared. Going all in is saying to God, ‘I’m willing to go wherever you want me to go and do whatever you want me to do.’ That’s scary because there’s a part of us that thinks God is going to tell us to go somewhere we don’t want to go to go something we don’t want to do. Or is that just me? I think there is this fear that somehow our lives are going to be the opposite of what we had dreamed for and hoped for. You know what? It’s going to take some sacrifice and some risks and I’m not going to tell you that God isn’t going to take you to some places you don’t want to go but I just don’t believe that at the end of the day, God is about making your life miserable. In fact, I subscribe to what Frederick Beatner said. I love this. This has to be taken within the context of if you are living within the guardrails of God’s good and pleasing and perfect will, then here is what I believe – the voice we should listen to most as we choose a vocation is the voice we think we should listen to least. It’s the voice of our gladness. What can we do that makes us the gladest? I believe if it’s a thing that makes us truly glad, then it’s a good thing. Beatner said you need to find the place where your deep gladness meets the world’s deep need.  I love that. So here’s one of the things I tell the church planters because I’m always getting the question, how’d you get from Chicago to here and how do you make a decision about where to plant and what to do? Ok, you’ve got to hear the voice of the Spirit of God telling you where to go. At the end of the day, that’s the deciding factor.  But one of the things I tell church planters is – where do you want to live? Some are thrown off by that. They say, ‘No it’s about where God wants me to go.’  And I say, ‘No, where do you want to live? Do you like the suburbs or the city? Where would you want to live and raise a family and get involved in that community and be buried? Where do you want to live?’  Because maybe, just maybe, that’s where God wants you to be!

I love Washington D.C.! It had to grow on us a little bit but I love it. What I’m trying to say is that you don’t need to fear the will of God. God gives us the desires of our heart. What that means is He begins to download those desires into our heart by the Spirit of God. He creates those desires and we’ve got to listen to those sanctified desires as we pursue God’s will for our lives.

Back to Abraham. He gets up early and he saddles the donkey and they head off. For what it’s worth, according to Jewish tradition, the reason he got up early is he wanted to get up and leave before Sarah woke up. We read these stories and we don’t even think about the dynamics, but I’m thinking if I came to Lora and said that the Lord had called me to sacrifice one of our children, she might have a few questions. Let’s just say that we’ve had arguments over things of lesser significance than what is happening in this story! Now, the truth is, according to tradition, they talked it out and they were both on the same page, but Abraham got up early before she woke up just in case she changed her mind! Not that women do that! Did I just say that? Well, the guys are still listening.
You want to know who else is overlooked in this story? Isaac. He is seen as a passive player in this, but that changes when you understand that most scholars believe he was 25 years old. Some suggest he was the age of 37. What that tells me is this – his dad is a Centenarian. So, who’s going to take who if it comes down to it? Abraham had long since ceased to be the wrestling champion of the Abraham family. According to Jewish tradition, Isaac submitted to the sacrifice. In fact, listen to this. It is believed that he said to his father, ‘Father, bind my hands and my feet for the urge to live is so willful that when I see the knife coming at me, I may flinch involuntarily. I beg you, bind me.’  This isn’t just a story about Abraham going all in. It is about Sarah going all in and it is about Isaac going all in. 

We come to the moment when he reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son, and this is the moment when if you are seeing it in the movie theater, you avert your eyes or you cover your eyes. You don’t want to see it and you hope they don’t actually film this moment. They can’t film this moment. You can’t imagine this moment, but as Abraham raises the knife, God steps in. 

‘Do not lay a hand on the boy. 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 the thicket, he saw a ram caught by its horn. He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son. Abraham called the place The Lord Will Provide.

God reveals Himself as Yahweh or Jehovah Jireh, the God who provides. But it literally means the God who foresees. But beyond that it means the God literally who foresees. Provision is an act of foresight. It is anticipating a need that will exist and meeting that need before it happens. 
Now, I’m intrigued that some Jewish Rabbis taught that this particular ram that was caught in the thicket came from the Garden of Eden. It grazed under the Tree of Life and was created at twilight on the sixth day and was created for the specific purpose of being made provision for in this very moment in human history. I don’t know whether that is literal or figurative but that imagery reminds me of Ephesians 1 where it says in the Message translation:

Long before God laid the earth’s foundations, He had us in mind. Long, long ago, He decided to adopt us into his family. He thought of everything, provided for everything we could possibly need.

That’s impossible for us to comprehend. I remember a few years ago I was reading about C. J. Tan, the guy who led the IBM team that created Deep Blue, the computer that outmaneuvered chess grand master Gary Kasparova and defeated him.  Deep Blue incorporated 32 processing engines that could contemplate 200 million chess moves every second.  I have a hard time with 50/50 questions, like yes/no, true/false, right/left, vanilla/chocolate. I can’t even begin to comprehend 32 processing engines that can contemplate 200 contingencies every second, yet that is laughable to an omniscient God, who before the creation of the universe, understood every contingency that would ever exist, every need that we would ever have was not just anticipated and foreseen but provided by God Himself. If you understand that, then you are willing to put things on the altar because you know that God has already made provision.
See, we miss the language in this story. Abraham knows that God is going to provide. Do you remember when he says that we will go and worship and WE will come back? He knows they are coming back. He knows, ‘God you will provide. I do not understand it but I am here believing that somehow, some way, You are going to provide.’

Here’s what I’ve learned about God. We focus so much on God’s character that we forget that God also has a personality. And part of God’s personality is that He loves to provide but He does it in dramatic fashion. You cannot read the Bible and come to any other conclusion. Why did God wait until the Egyptian Army is right here and the Red Sea right here? They might make a movie about it! It might actually be more dramatic! Why did God wait until a downward motion had begun? Because He wants to test us and see if we trust Him in those moments. If you trust God to provide, this is a trust issue. How much do you trust God? Enough to put your Isaac on the altar? Lora and I were talking about this this week because we’ve been so challenged by this series. If God spoke to you and said, ‘I want you to give your entire life savings by faith, everything you’ve accumulated, I want you to give your entire life savings and put it on the altar and give it to something that I impress on your heart, would you be willing to do it?’  If God said, ‘I know you love that job, I gave it to you, I even gave you the promotion and the paycheck,’ would you be willing to put that thing on the altar and just leave that career? Would you be willing to do it? 
I want to tell you what I’ve discovered. It is not always that God wants to take those things away, but are you willing to give them up? That’s the issue. I’ve found that sometimes I have to die to certain things. I have to put certain things on the altar and die to them for God to give them back. I can tell you story after story of things that I’ve felt like I needed to sacrifice. It goes all the way back to church planting when I was in seminary. That was the dream. That was the thing that God had called me to do, but I’m pretty sure I went into that first church plant for the wrong reasons, and it failed. But that thing needed to be put on the altar, it needed to die so that God could resurrect it a couple years later and then maybe I could do it for different reasons. I have found this in so many different ways. 

Let me share one. Lora and I lived on Capitol Hill for 15 years. We bought a home 15 years ago and I feel bad because we bought when the economy was at bottom. Don’t hate us for that, the Lord blessed us and we lived there for 15 years and we were very happy and very content. Then one day we spotted a home that was a little bit bigger. We were content where we were but as our kids got bigger, our house got smaller and we thought to ourselves that we like that and it would be neat, but we wanted to make sure it wasn’t something that we wanted that God didn’t want for us. Long story short and after praying about it, we put an offer on that home, it was about two years ago and they didn’t take our offer. We felt like God was calling us to walk away from it, not to counter. We were like, ‘God we want this pretty bad but we are going to put this on the altar and die to it.’ And we did. It was about a year later, and I promise you we didn’t obsess about it or even think about it, it was what it was, then one day out of nowhere, we are driving by and Lora said, ‘Do you ever feel like that’s the house that got away?’  We hadn’t talked about it. The next day, there was a For Sale sign in the front yard. Now, that might be more than a coincidence. So we waited a couple of weeks because we didn’t want to look too desperate. But we went back and here’s the thing, it didn’t sell. We didn’t even know that. It was on the market for 252 days but it never sold and they took it off the market, then one day decided to put it back on the market. So we waited a few weeks and we put an offer in and here’s what we did, we told our realtor, ‘We want you to make the same exact offer that we made a year ago. It’s our best and final offer and if they don’t take it, we are going to walk away from it forever.’  So they took the offer and over that year, our house’s value had rebounded a little bit and we made more money on the sale of our house than we would have made a year before, and the thing I was probably most excited about was it meant that as we tithed on our profit on that house, it meant we could give a bigger gift. I learned that lesson once again, that, are you willing to walk away and put things on the altar. You know what? That home, we treat it differently, we steward it differently, we look at it differently, we live in it differently, because we put it on the altar. We said, ‘God, it belongs to You and if You don’t want us to have it, then take it away.’ And He did, but then He gave it back. And sometimes that’s the way that God works.
Is there something that you need to put on the altar before God? Is there something that you need to be willing to sacrifice to God? Here’s what it says in verse 15

 15 The angel of the LORD called to Abraham from heaven a second time 16 and said, “I swear by myself, declares the LORD, that because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17 I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies, 18 and through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me.” 

Do you realize that we are children of Abraham? Have you connected that dot as I’ve been talking? I think sometimes we fail to do that. If your faith is in Christ, then you have been grafted in to the family of Abraham and he is your father. The blessings that you enjoy as a child of God trace back to a moment, once again, where someone was willing to go all in. See, you never know how your step of faith is going to affect the people around you. It is not just about you, it is about how your life can influence others around you for the redemptive purposes of God. And when you go all in, you never know how God is going to use your act of obedience. God says you have not withheld. In other words, you are not holding out and you are not holding back. Is there something you are holding back? Is there something that has become more important to you than God? And would you have the courage to put that thing on the altar? I can’t tell you what will happen. No, when I put that scholarship at the University of Chicago on the altar, God totally took it away. It was tough at the time but I’m grateful that he did. When we put that home on the altar, God gave it back a year later. I don’t know, because I’m not God, but I know at the end of the day, we hold out on God because we think we are going to miss out if we don’t have our little things that are important to us. But the truth is, if you are holding out, you are missing out. It is only when you put everything on the altar.
Some of you are wondering why don’t I feel the fullness of God’s grace or why have I not experienced God’s power working through me the way that I read in Scripture? I think one of the reasons is that if we are holding back, then you do not allow yourself to be the full conduit of God’s grace and power, the things that He wants to do in you and through you, He can’t do because you aren’t fully on the altar. You haven’t placed yourself in that place where you are willing to give God anything and everything.

Here’s how I want to close. This little thought – we read this story and here’s the great irony, we can’t imagine how God would even propose this kind of scenario. How could God even think up this kind of sacrifice? Then we read twice where it says, you have not withheld your son, your only son, twice it says your only son, and you would think it would jog our memories to recall another place in Scripture where someone else gave their only Son and yet we read this and we never even see what is revealed. But here’s the deal, all other religions are about what you can do for God, but that isn’t what Christianity is about. It is about what God has done for you in the person of his Son, Jesus Christ. Christianity is not about what you can do for God, it is about what He has already done for you. 

For God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten Son that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. 

So the very scenario that we cannot even begin to image, God, the Father, has done for us in the person of his son, Jesus Christ. God is all in. The question is – are we all in? Let’s pray.

Father, we humble ourselves before You and I pray, O God, that your Spirit would speak to us and Lord You would help us to identify the Isaac, to identify the thing we need to put on the altar that is so important to us, maybe even more important to us than You. God I pray that we would have the courage to let go of that thing, to put it on the altar and to trust that if You want to give it back, then You will make provisions for us; and if not, then it is a thing we don’t want to have. So God we give it back to You.  Lord, for those this weekend, that maybe for the first time, want to go all in with God, want to put their faith in Christ, want to cross that line of faith and go all in with You, God we celebrate that decision, that step of faith. And God I pray for each person who is making that decision, that You would confirm that decision in their hearts right now, that in this very moment as their eternal destiny is being altered that God, your Holy Spirit would seal in their hearts what it is that You are doing right now, that they are a child a God, a child of Abraham to as many as have received Him, to them He gave the power to become children of God. Lord today we celebrate that we are your children. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
