LENT 1, B – February 21, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Genesis 22:1-18; James 1:12-18; Mark 1:9-15
      Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial, for when he has stood the test he will receive the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love him… Do not be deceived, my beloved brethren. Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. Of his own will he brought us forth by the word of truth, that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures. James 1
Raise your hand if you like tests. Well, you’ve just been tested! A test is an evaluation; and evaluations are unavoidable. They begin immediately: minutes after birth an Apgar test is given to evaluate a baby’s health. Other tests are given by a pediatrician as the child grows. Then, you enter school, and your understanding is tested regularly, and for years. Job interviews are tests. Dates are tests; and are sometimes testy! Throughout our lives we are tested. It should come as no surprise, then, to hear that God tests His believers. “Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial,” says James. He can say this, and we can believe this, because of Jesus – because He, the eternal Son of God, not only became man and lived among us; He joined Himself to us in Baptism, and then submitted to being tested, just like us. Because of Jesus we can say with confidence:
WE ARE BLESSED IN EVERY TEST!

Again: because of Jesus, and only because of Jesus.

Now, you might think that, because you believe in Jesus and in Him are God’s child, tests and challenges to your life and faith – severe ones, especially– are things you won’t have to worry about. Well, the devil is behind that idea! Throughout the Bible we both see and are told that this is not true. Just consider Jesus. “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased,” God the Father said to Him at His baptism… and then the Holy Spirit drove Him into the wilderness to face severe temptations from the devil. Tests do not come because you are ungodly, but because you are God’s, are pleasing to Him.
Now: how will you be tested? Will it be by a sickness… an injury… the loss of an ability? Perhaps by a tragic event that affects many, and not just yourself, and makes you wonder: how can a good and loving God allow this? There seem to be no lack of such tragedies these days. Will it be the sin of a leading church member, or of a pastor, that leads you to question your church and your faith? Or, since we’re now in Lent, the time when many Christians choose to give up something: what if following God calls you to give up something that is really good? Sometimes a teaching or a story in the Bible becomes a test. A friend or a colleague who doesn’t share your faith asks you to explain it, and you squirm with discomfort. God’s test of Abraham in Gen. 22 surely ranks at the top of such stories! The demand for a human sacrifice: how can we explain this, or consider good and loving the God who demands this of His devoted follower?
· And, by the way, it’s his beloved son whom Abraham is called to sacrifice. Family members often are the source of the greatest tests of our faith. How are we to deal with those closest to us, especially if they are challenging our faith, and still love and obey God?
With Abraham God, of course, intervened and prevented him from killing his son. He had to do more than breathe a sigh of relief! But, notice: although God intervened, and even provided an alternative sacrifice, He didn’t explain Himself or tell Abraham why He had tested him in this way. Talk about an uncomfortable God! And, He’s our God… the same God for us. “There is no variation or shadow due to change [with Him,]” James says. Don’t expect, then, that He’ll make your life comfortable!
What you can expect is that He will deal with you through Jesus, and always through Him. You can expect this because of your baptism and His baptism, which was the same as yours: a baptism for sinners, and done by a sinner. When He was baptized by John Jesus joined Himself to us sinners and made Himself one with us; and so, like us, He was tested. Immediately after His baptism He entered into the worst of tests: with the devil himself, and in the wilderness where there were wild animals, and not loving and supportive friends. Through every test Jesus remained faithful to His heavenly Father, and so He received the comfort of His Father’s angels.

This Jesus was with Abraham in his great test. He’s “the Angel of the Lord” in Gen. 22 who called out from heaven and spoke as the Lord. He kept Abraham from slaying his son by providing a ram as a substitute sacrifice, and in this Jesus gave to him – and to all who would hear of and read his story – a picture of Himself and all that He would do for us. 
· Just consider how this story was written. Abraham and Isaac come to the place of sacrifice “on the third day.” The place itself – a mountain in Moriah – is where the city of Jerusalem would eventually be built, and where Jesus would be nailed to a cross. The son carries the wood of his own sacrifice. The father offers up his son, and the son agrees to die (Isaac was a young man by this point, and surely could have run away from his father if he had wanted). Of course, death does not end Isaac’s life, and so this above all becomes a place, and a story, of resurrection and life.
Because of this event, and His personal intervention as the Angel of the Lord, Jesus could say to the Jewish people centuries later, “Your father Abraham rejoiced that he would see my day. He saw it and was glad.” (John 8:56) And, seeing Him and receiving His blessing, Abraham received this promise: “By myself I have sworn, declares the Lord, because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you, and I will surely multiply your offspring… and in your offspring shall all the nations of the earth be blessed.” By trusting Him and obeying Him in this great test, Abraham was made a blessing for many others; and so, as James says, “a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.” Firstfruits were the first, and best, of the harvest. By setting them aside for the best of uses, God’s worship and His work, the rest of the harvest was consecrated to the Lord and blessed by Him. And so, by this test Jesus set aside Abraham for God’s worship and His work of blessing and saving sinners. As He tests you, and you honor Him with your humble trust and obedience, the Lord will also make of you a firstfruits, a blessing to others.
I doubt that Abraham would have chosen this as the way he would be blessed and would become a blessing. But, His God and our God is “the Father of lights,” and not darkness. From Him comes “every good gift and every perfect gift” – Jesus, above all! He always looks upon you and deals with you in Jesus. You are His beloved child and He is well-pleased with you in Him! So, be assured that, whenever you are tested – even if the test is difficult, and perhaps heart-breaking – this is God’s good and perfect gift. Believe this, and so don’t fight against or reject God’s test to seek your own comfort. That’s the devil’s will for you. Following him will not only result in sin and evil and the punishment of God; it will also result in harm, and not God’s blessing, for you and for others.
In Jesus we are victors; already! In Jesus we are victors even when we suffer loss. James promises: “Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial, for when he has stood the test he will receive the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love him.” God has promised, and He never fails to keep His promise.

So, from God’s Word this day take this thought home: the kingdom of God is at hand, even when – especially when – you are tested. Especially then, for Jesus is there! Repent, then! Turn away from your own desires and your own ideas of what is good, and believe in His Gospel! Your Lord will bless you with the crown of life: here and now, and in its fullness in heaven! To the glory and honor of Jesus, the Angel of the Lord who ministers to us always. Amen.
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