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 Our entire focus today is provided by 2 phrases from Genesis. They’re two 

little phrases that each function as big containers for Christian life. The first phrase is, 

After these things. That’s how the chapter begins. At the climax of Abraham's story, at 

the midpoint of the book of Genesis we’re introduced to a shocking story with a phrase 

that doesn’t prepare us very well for the terror that’s about to follow. After these things… 

 You see, that little phrase isn’t there to grab our attention. The story will take care 

of that. After these things is there as a large bucket for everything in Abraham’s life 

so far. It’s a container for his entire life up to this moment; gathering everything and 

drawing it to a single moment of intention, purpose and meaning. 

After his initial call to go to a land of promise. 

After he betrays his wife during a famine & pretends like she’s his sister (twice). 

After he rescues his weak nephew from a band of warlords. 

After multiple promises from God that he’d have descendants, land, and that he’d 

be a blessing to all nations. 

After he & his wife try to “help” God by having a child with Sarah’s slave. 

After decades of promise, trial, failure, & hope.  

After all these things….That’s how the phrase works. It’s a container for life. 

 Have you ever thought about it? What’s included in that phrase for you? What 

details of your life are included in that simple phrase? After these things. What hopes or 

joys? What trials or failures? What doubts, uncertainty, or pain? For you, what’s included 

in After these things…? It’s such a small phrase and such a big container for our life.  
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 But it’s not just a container. After these things is also a threshold. Because 

"after" implies that something is next. It brings us to a transition. In Abraham’s case, it 

brings him to a test. After these things God tested Abraham… You see, one of the truths 

lurking beneath the surface of Abraham’s story is this: “we [all] need testing” in the life 

of faith. Some would even say that, “Untested faith [isn’t really] faith [at all]. Untested 

faith, having the appearance of faith, the feeling of faith, the language of faith, [can just 

as easily be] wishful thinking.”  Faith needs, “repeated testing so that we can discern 1

whether we are dealing with the living God or some fantasy or illusion we have cooked 

up in a mulligan stew of lust and anger, envy and sloth, pride and greed.”  2

 One of the reasons Abraham is still the father of faith for most of the world’s 

religious people — Jews, Christians, and Muslims — is because Abraham’s life was 

filled with testing. Today, after After [all] these things, the test for him — and for us — is 

this: Are we using God or are we letting God use us?  That’s the test of faith. 3

 Remember how God’s already been with Abraham all these years. Two weeks 

ago we explored the way that God was with him. I suggested that God was with Abraham 

all those years in the form of promises & commitments. I will give, I will make, I will 

bless. That’s how God was with him. Abraham lived with those promises for decades — 

until today. This is the first story we have where God isn't just with Abraham in the form 

of promises & commitments. For the first time in Abraham's life, today God is with him 
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in the form of a child; a fulfillment of promise & blessing.  

 The test is whether Abraham keeps trusting God’s promises & commitments 

even when he has another option. We can be horrified by the test. Good. We can be 

disgusted by it. We should. We can even be embarrassed that this test is in our Scripture. 

Fine. But what we can’t avoid is the exact same test in our own journey of faith. The 

details will be different, for sure, but we cannot avoid the same reality of being asked to 

lay down — even put to death — some of our greatest hopes or greatest loves in the life 

of faith. Are we using God, or are we letting God use us? That’s the test. 

 For Christians, “Exhibit A” is Jesus himself. In the Gospels, the ministry of 

Jesus won’t even get off the ground until he’s tested in the desert. For Jesus, just like 

Abraham & all of us, the test is about whether he trusts his own gifts even more than the 

one he calls Father. It’s whether he trusts the future he can make for himself even more 

than he trusts God: turning stones into bread, performing miracles in the temple, using 

military strength to enforce his will. The message for Christians is that even Jesus was 

tested —repeatedly— in the life of faith. 

 We can’t avoid testing. But that won’t stop us from trying. I love a scene in The 

Brothers Karamazov, between Alyosha, the man of faith, and his brother Ivan, the cynic. 

Ivan tells Alyosha a story about his cynical view of the world & religion; a story of the 

Grand Inquisitor. It goes like this. Ivan, the cynic says, imagine Jesus shows up in 16th 

ce. Spain and begins performing miracles in the town square but, he gets arrested by the 

Church because the Grand Inquisitor tells Jesus that he failed his test in the wilderness.  
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 “The Grand Inquisitor says that most people are too weak to live by the word of 

God when they are hungry. Christ should have taken the bread and offered mankind 

freedom from hunger instead of freedom of choice.… the Grand Inquisitor says that 

Christ should have given people a miracle [in the temple], for most people need to see 

the miraculous in order to be [secure] in their religious faith… The Grand Inquisitor says 

that Christ should have taken the power [of an army], but since he did not, the Church 

has now has to take [power] in his name, in order to convince men to give up” their 

freedom for their security instead.  It’s a good story, that illustrates both the cost & the 4

benefit of testing. 

 Testing is the price of faith. So we need a phrase big enough to contain everything 

in our lives & bring it to a single moment. We need a phrase big enough to remind us that 

testing is the heartbeat of faith; that testing is to faith what eating is to nutrition.  We need 5

a phrase both as simple and as large as, After these things… 

 But there’s also another phrase in the life of faith; the phrase, Here I am. After 

these things God tested Abraham. [God] said to him, "Abraham!" and he said, "Here I 

am.” Here I am is just as big of a container for our lives. “Here I am" is the container big 

enough for our full response to God. It’s a phrase that draws all our longing & hope (not 

just experiences) to a single moment of response.  

 Here I am is a way of saying that Abraham is fully present to God. Because so far 

 http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/brothersk/section7.rhtml4
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Abraham hasn’t been fully present to God. He’s been motivated at least as much by fear, 

doubt, pain, or just plain fatigue. Here I am brings him full circle in the story of faith. 

The first word in Abraham’s story was the command to “go”.  That command, “sent 6

Abraham off into the land of promise; the second [command] sends him off now to bring 

an end (apparently) to the promise altogether.”  The question is how he’ll respond. Will 7

he present himself (again, repeatedly) to the God of his faith?  

 We need to remember, this isn’t the first time God has promised to bring life out of 

death for Abraham. We could say the entire saga of Abraham’s story is about God’s 

determination to bring life out of death. The story of Isaac’s birth is certainly told that 

way. Abraham & Sarah both laugh at the promise of a child in their old age, because as 

we hear much later from St. Paul, their bodies were already "as good as dead" (Rom. 

4.19). But, we hear, they grew in their faith in “the God who gives life to the dead and 

calls things into existence that don’t [even] exist,” (Rom. 4.17). 

 The question for them & for us is whether we’ll keep presenting ourselves — again 

& again — to this God; the God who gives life to the dead and calls things into existence 

that don’t exist? Or, to put it another way, as we hear in Romans today, whether we’ll: 

“present yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life,” (Ro 

6:13). Six times today in Romans Paul commands these early Christians to "present" 

themselves to God; to no longer "present" themselves to false gods that demand their 
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loyalty. He says, No longer present yourselves to sin as instruments of wickedness, but 

present yourselves to God. He’s inviting them to look at God and to say, Here I am. 

 It’s the same invitation in Genesis & Romans (one, a terrifying story; the other, an 

equally terrifying command); the invitation to make our lives fully present & fully 

available to the God of our faith because, Paul says, whoever we present ourselves to 

ends up being our master. On this holiday weekend, think about it like this. On July 5th 

1776 any colonist could have “presented” themselves as loyal subjects of King George — 

and some did. It didn’t go very well. And looking back, it also didn't make any sense. 

Because the Continental Congress had already declared independence from that King. 

Paul’s using the same logic in Romans. He says we’re independent of any powers that 

enslave us to sin & death. We might act like we’re still subject to evil, sin & death but it 

doesn’t make any sense, because we’re already dependent on God, who gives life. 

 You see, Christian freedom is the act of bringing our entire lives (After all 

these things) and presenting ourselves to God in an act of full availability (Here I 

am). Our entire lives (After all these things). Fully available (Here I am). Again & again. 

As Christians, our declaration of independence is about repeatedly presenting ourselves 

to God, as those who’ve already been raised from the dead. And in return, our promise & 

our hope both now & in the future is that God will return our lives as a gift whenever we 

place our dependence on the God who gives life to the dead and calls things into 

existence that don’t even exist. Amen.


