The Abrahamic Test

Genesis 22:1-18

Hugh Nibley - Recent studies of the sacrifice of Isaac dwell on the paradoxical nature of the event. The hero dies, but he does not die. He is saved at the last moment by the providential appearance of a substitute; yet because it is the last moment and he has allowed himself to be bound (the akedah), he receives full credit for having offered his life, even as does Abraham on the occasion for showing his willingness to sacrifice his son: "... for now I know that thou fearest God, seeing thou has not withheld ... thine only son from me." (Genesis 22:12) In the Book of Abraham it is Abraham himself who is rescued from the altar at the last moment, and a substitute — the priest himself — is slain in his place; the ancient tradition has it that Abraham willingly suffered himself to be placed on the altar to atone for his own sins.  Then there is Sarah, who makes the same supreme sacrifice by her intention to remain true to her husband to the end, risking her life by mortally offending Pharaoh on his other lion-couch, only to be delivered at the last moment by an angel sent in response to her prayers and Abraham's.  (Abraham in Egypt, p. 26-27)

Truman Madsen – [The Jews] say that Abraham was promised above all else that he would have a posterity that was not just as numerous as the stars but also would shine like the stars-not just quantity but quality too.  Abraham's willingness to go on Mount Moriah and offer his only son-they call that the akeda.  That means the binding.  Their legend says that Isaac asked to be bound, so that he would not involuntarily prevent his father from sinking a knife.  They say that Abraham's and Isaac's response was the greatest willingness and sacrifice in history, and therefore the place which had been flat before became a mountain after; God exalted the place.  They say that Sarah didn't date her life until after the birth of Isaac.  They say that every line in her face disappeared after Isaac was born.  They say that the reason why murder is so wrong is that it destroys not just a life but a race.  (The Radiant Life, chapter 8)
D&C 101:4-5 - Therefore, they must needs be chastened and tried, even as Abraham, who was commanded to offer up his only son.  For all those who will not endure chastening, but deny me, cannot be sanctified.

D&C 136:31 - My people must be tried in all things, that they might be prepared to receive the glory that I have for them, even the glory of Zion; and he that will not bear chastisement is not worthy of my kingdom.
Joseph Smith - And now, beloved brethren, we say unto you that inasmuch as God hath said that He would have a tried people, that He would purge them as gold, now we think that this time He has chosen His own crucible [container for molten material], wherein we have been tried; and we think if we get through with any degree of safety, and shall have kept the faith, that it will be a sign to this generation, altogether sufficient to leave them without excuse; and we think also, it will be a trial of our faith equal to that of Abraham, and that the ancients will not have whereof to boast over us in the day of judgment, as being called to pass through heavier afflictions; that we may hold an even weight in the balance with them; but now, after having suffered so great sacrifice and having passed through so great a season of sorrow, we trust that a ram may be caught in the thicket speedily, to relieve the sons and daughters of Abraham from their great anxiety, and to light up the lamp of salvation upon their countenances, that they may hold on now, after having gone so far unto everlasting life. (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 135-36)


Ezra Taft Benson - Every generation has its tests and its chance to stand and prove itself.  Would you like to know of one of our toughest tests?  Hear the warning words of President Brigham Young, “The worst fear I have about this people is that they will get rich in this country, forget God and His people, wax fat, and kick themselves out of the Church and go to hell.  This people will stand mobbing, robbing, poverty and all manner of persecution and be true.  But my greatest fear is that they cannot stand wealth.”  Ours then seems to be the toughest test of all for the evils are more subtle, more clever.  It all seems less menacing and it is harder to detect.  While every test of righteousness represents a struggle, this particular test seems like no test at all, no struggle and so could be the most deceiving of all tests.  

Do you know what peace and prosperity can do to a people—It can put them to sleep.  The Book of Mormon warned us of how the devil, in the last days, would lead us away carefully down to hell.  The Lord has on the earth some potential spiritual giants whom He saved for some six thousand years to help bear off the Kingdom triumphantly, and the devil is trying to put them to sleep.  The devil knows that he probably won't be too successful in getting them to commit many great and malignant sins of commission.  So he puts them into a deep sleep, like Gulliver, while he strands them with little sins of omission.  And what good is a sleepy, neutralized, lukewarm giant as a leader?  

We have too many potential spiritual giants who should be more vigorously lifting their homes, the kingdom, and the country.  We have many who feel they are good men, but they need to be good for something—stronger patriarchs, courageous missionaries, valiant genealogists and temple workers, dedicated patriots, devoted quorum members.  In short, we must be shaken and awakened from a spiritual snooze.  (Quoted in Larry E. Dahl’s chapter in A Witness of Jesus Christ: The 1989 Sperry Symposium on the Old Testament, p. 58)
Harold B. Lee - We are tested and we are tried, we are going through some of the severest tests today and we don't realize perhaps the severity of the tests that we're going through.  In those days, there were murderings, there were mobbings, there were drivings.  They were driven out into the desert, they were starving and they were unclad, they were cold.  They came here to this favored land.  We are the inheritors of what they gave to us.  But what are we doing with it?  Today we are basking in the lap of luxury, the like of which we've never seen before in the history of the world.  It would seem that probably this is the most severe test of any test that we've ever had in the history of this Church. (Witness, p. 60)
David Brooks - The average household headed by someone with a college degree has an income of about $72,000 a year.  If you live in that household, you are richer than 95 percent of the people on the planet.  You are probably richer than 99.99 percent of the people who have ever lived.  In comparative terms, you are stinking rich.  (On Paradise Drive, p. 80)
Helaman 12:1-2 - And thus we can behold how false, and also the unsteadiness of the hearts of the children of men...  Yea, and we may see at the very time when he doth prosper his people ... then is the time that they do harden their hearts, and do forget the Lord their God, and do trample under their feet the Holy One—yea, and this because of their ease, and their exceedingly great prosperity. 

Neal A. Maxwell - In time each person will receive a 'customized challenge' to determine his dedication to God. (Witness, p. 60.  In Elder Maxwell’s book A Time to Choose, p. 4, he uses a favorite phrase, “the quiet hedonism of suburbia.”  He·do·nism is the doctrine that pleasure or happiness is the sole or chief good in life.)
Boyd K. Packer - The crucial test of life, I repeat, does not center in the choice between fame and obscurity, nor between wealth and poverty.  The greatest decision of life is between good and evil.  We may foolishly bring unhappiness and trouble, even suffering upon ourselves.  These are not always to be regarded as penalties imposed by a displeased Creator.  They are part of the lessons of life, part of the test.  Some are tested by poor health, some by a body that is deformed or homely.  Others are tested by handsome and healthy bodies; some by the passion of youth; others by the erosions of age.  Some suffer disappointment in marriage, family problems; others live in poverty and obscurity.  Some (perhaps this is the hardest test) find ease and luxury.  All are part of the test, and there is more equality in this testing than sometimes we suspect.  (Ensign, Nov. 1980, p. 21)
Truman Madsen - I believe there are those even in the Church who would say in their hearts that the test of Abraham is too much; that a loving God would not require such a thing of any man, least of all someone as faithful as Abraham.  Those who have such thoughts had better think again.  Modern revelation indicates at least three times that each of us who seeks eternal life must one day be tried, even as Abraham.  I put the question once to President Hugh B. Brown, when we were in Israel: Why was Abraham commanded to go up on that mountain (traditionally Mount Moriah in Jerusalem) and offer as a sacrifice his only hope for the promised posterity?  President Brown wisely replied, "Abraham needed to learn something about Abraham.”  By being tested, all of us will one day know how much our hearts are really set on the kingdom of God.   (Joseph Smith the Prophet,  p. 92)
E. Douglas Clark - To achieve the glory of Abraham, Latter-day Saints are commanded to come to Christ by "do[ing] the works of Abraham," whose life constitutes a pattern (D&C 132:32; see Isaiah 51:1-2; John 8:39; Koran 16:120-23). These works begin with baptism and reception of the Holy Ghost, whereupon the recipient must "press forward" (2 Nephi 31:19-20) in righteousness, as did Abraham, by obeying God, receiving the priesthood and temple ordinances, honoring covenants, building a family unit, teaching children, keeping sacred records, preaching the gospel, and proving faithful in opposition (Abraham. 1-2; Genesis. 12-25).  Progression along this path brings increased identification with Abraham and Sarah and the blessings promised to them.  For example, anyone who is not a descendant of Abraham but receives the Holy Ghost becomes the seed of Abraham (Teaching of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 149-50; Abraham 2:10; see Galations 3:29), while each man magnifying the Melchizedek Priesthood likewise becomes Abraham's seed (D&C 84:33-34). And each couple married eternally in the temple is promised the blessings of Abraham - posterity as the stars of heaven and sand of the seashore, meaning an eternal increase of posterity in the Celestial Kingdom (D&C 132:30; Journal of Discourses 11:151-52; 15:320).  (From his entry titled “Abraham” in the Encyclopedia of Mormonism, p. 8)
Joseph Smith - The other Comforter spoken of is a subject of great interest, and perhaps understood by few of this generation.  After a person has faith in Christ, repents of his sins, and is baptized for the remission of his sins and receives the Holy Ghost, (by the laying on of hands), which is the first Comforter, then let him continue to humble himself before God, hungering and thirsting after righteousness, and living by every word of God, and the Lord will soon say unto him, Son, thou shalt be exalted.  When the Lord has thoroughly proved him, and finds that the man is determined to serve Him at all hazards, then the man will find his calling and his election made sure, then it will be his privilege to receive the other Comforter, which the Lord hath promised the Saints, as is recorded in the testimony of St. John, in the 14th chapter, from the 12th to the 27th verses. (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 150) 

Neal A. Maxwell - These really are our days, and we can prevail and overcome, even in the midst of trends that are very disturbing. If we are faithful the day will come when those deserving pioneers and ancestors, whom we rightly praise for having overcome the adversities in their wilderness trek, will praise today's faithful for having made their way successfully through a desert of despair and for having passed through a cultural wilderness, while still keeping the faith. (If Thou Endure It Well p. 28)
Neal A. Maxwell - Moreover, Latter-day Saints need to remember that we who live now are being called upon to work out our salvation in a special time of intense and immense challenges—the last portion of the dispensation of the fulness of times during which great tribulation and temptation will occur, the elect will almost be deceived, and unrighteous people will be living much as they were in the days of Noah… Therefore, though we have rightly applauded our ancestors for their spiritual achievements (and [we] do not and must not discount them now), those of us who prevail today will have done no small thing.  The special spirits who have been reserved to live in this time of challenges and who overcome will one day be praised for their stamina by those who pulled handcarts.  (Notwithstanding My Weakness p. 18)
Mosiah 3:19 - … Willing to submit to all things which the Lord seeth fit to inflict upon him, even as a child doth submit to his father.  (See “willing” in the Topical Guide, e.g. Mosiah 18:8-9, 21:35.)
George Q. Cannon - Why did the Lord ask such things of Abraham?  Because, knowing what his future would be and that he would be the father of an innumerable posterity, He  was determined to test him.  God did not do this for His own sake for He knew by His foreknowledge what Abraham would do; but the purpose was to impress upon Abraham a lesson and to enable him to attain unto knowledge that he could not obtain in any other way.  That is why God tries all of us.  It is not for His own knowledge for He knows all things beforehand.  He knows all your lives and everything you will do.  But He tries us for our own good that we may know ourselves; for it is most important that a man should know himself.

He required Abraham to submit to this trial because He intended to give him glory, exaltation and honor; He intended to make him a king and a priest, to share with Himself the glory, power and dominion which He exercised.  And was this trial any more than God himself had passed through?  (Conference Report, April 1899, Overflow Meeting)
 (Lesson by Misty and Zan Larsen)

Presentation Notes

In the military, how do you rate the effectiveness of a weapon?  Is it by how loud of a bang it makes?  Then reconsider President Benson’s statement, “Ours then seems to be the toughest test of all for the evils are more subtle, more clever.”  He also quoted  2 Nephi 28: 21 - 

And others will he pacify, and lull them away into carnal security, that they will say: All is well in Zion; yea, Zion prospereth, all is well—and thus the devil cheateth their souls, and leadeth them away carefully down to hell.
In the ward where you live, what is the activity rate?  In other words, about what percentage of your ward’s members attend Sacrament Meeting?  (Overall in Utah it is about 50%.  In England it is about 30%.)  Now consider this quote from a military perspective in the first Iraq war –

Many Iraqi divisions were suffering severely under Allied air attack (as prisoner interrogations were already revealing) and over time, the effective strength of these Iraqi divisions was sinking below 50-percent combat strength level, via deaths, wounding, desertions, and surrenders.

At that point, a military unit – even a remarkably resilient and motivated one – is so damaged as to be essentially unusable; thus, there was no real point in bombing them below the 50- percent level combat effective.  (Storm Over Iraq, Richard P. Hallion, p. 244)
Interestingly the ratio was also 50% in the Parable of the Ten Virgins (Matthew 25:1-13)
Of course attendance at church is not the final measure of who stands approved before the Lord, and enduring to the end is not a military struggle.  However the implications of loss of strength and of individual friends and family for the saints is sobering and sad.  

Mention our nephew Brandon’s specialty in the military, that of chemical defense.  He is trained in gas masks, protective clothing and behavior when attacked by a chemical weapon (which is an example of an “unimpressive” weapon in that it does not make a big boom or flash).  Military officers are happy to scream in a soldier’s face if he or she wears the gas mask poorly.  Perhaps each of us sometimes needs something like that to awaken us to not be sloppy in our obedience to the basic commandments.  (
This lesson is an excellent setup or precursor to a lesson on obeying the basic commandments.  List on the board responses by the students of what things we can do to avoid becoming “casualties” in our day.

Extra Material

John Chrysostom - But if Abraham so many years before, believed "that God is able to raise from the dead," much more ought we to believe it.  (Homilies on the Epistle to the Hebrews. John was a notable Christian bishop and preacher from the 4th and 5th centuries in Syria and Constantinople.)
Bruce R. McConkie - In all history there is scarcely a more soul-wrenching moment than that on Mount Moriah nearly 4000 years ago when faithful Abraham, at God's command, raised his knife to slay Isaac, "his only begotten son." (Gen 22:1-19) Who can conceive of a more severe test of faith than the heaven-sent order to sacrifice the heir of promise, the heir whom God must then raise from the dead that his promises concerning Isaac might be fulfilled. (Genesis 21:12) Is it any wonder that in all succeeding generations the seed of Abraham have looked back with awe and reverence upon a scene which tested mortal man almost beyond mortal power to obey?

Why did Deity devise such a test?  Certainly it was for Abraham's blessing and benefit.  There can be no question that the harder the test, the higher the reward for passing it. And here Abraham laid his all on the altar, thus proving himself worthy of that exaltation which he has now received. (D&C 132:29)  And immediately following his conformity to the divine will, he received a heavenly manifestation of the glory and honor reserved for him and his seed. (Genesis 22:15-18)
Certainly, also, Abraham's willingness to sacrifice Isaac was intended to be an example forever of that perfect obedience which the Lord expects of all the heirs of promise.  "Abraham," the Lord said to Joseph Smith, "was commanded to offer his son Isaac; nevertheless, it was written: Thou shalt not kill. Abraham, however, did not refuse, and it was accounted unto him for righteousness." (D&C 132:36)  And in principle, the Lord tests and tries all his saints to see if they "will abide in" his "covenant, even unto death," that they "may be found worthy." (D&C 98:14) "They must needs be chastened and tried, even as Abraham, who was commanded to offer up his only son. For all those who will not endure chastening, but deny me, cannot be sanctified." (D&C 101:4-5)  And for those whose sacrifices are acceptable, the Lord provides an escape, a ram in the thicket, so that they and their righteous works are preserved. (Genesis 22:13; D&C 32:50)
But in Abraham's case the Lord did something more than provide a supreme test of faith by which the Father of the Faithful was able to sanctify his soul; he did more than create an example of perfect faith and obedience. In addition he established a "figure," a "similitude," to typify the future sacrifice of his Only Begotten Son.  As Jacob expressed it, "Abraham" was "obedient unto the commands of God in offering up his son Isaac, which is a similitude of God and his Only Begotten Son." (Jacob 4:5) And thus for all generations of time whenever men think of Abraham's test on Mount Moriah, they think also that God himself gave his Only Begotten Son as an infinite and eternal sacrifice for the sins of the world.  (Doctrinal New Testament Commentary, v. 3, p. 208)
Joseph Smith - We admire the confidence and love which our brethren have manifested in them [i.e., in letters], in giving us sharp, piercing, and cutting reproofs, which are calculated to wake us up and make us search about ourselves, and put a double watch over ourselves in all things that we do.  And we acknowledge that it is our duty to receive all reproofs and chastisements given of the Spirit of the most Holy One.  And if being chastised and reproved of what we are guilty seems not to be joyous for the present but grievous, O, how wounding and how poignant must it be to receive chastisements and reproofs for things that we are not guilty of from a source we least expect them, arising from a distrustful, a fearful, and jealous spirit. (The Personal Writings of Joseph Smith, p. 315)
Joseph Smith - In the spirit of my calling, and in view of the authority of the Priesthood that has been conferred upon me, it would be my duty to reprove whatever I esteemed to be wrong, fondly hoping in my heart, that all parties would consider it right, and therefore humble themselves, that Satan might not take the advantage of us. (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 2, p. 340) 

Joseph Smith - If I did not love men, I would not reprove them. (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 6, p. 240)
Joseph Smith - I have no enmity against any man.  I love you all; but I hate some of your deeds.  I am your best friend, and if persons miss their mark it is their own fault.  If I reprove a man, and he hates me, he is a fool; for I love all men, especially these my brethren and sisters. (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 6, p. 317)

Heber C. Kimball - I want to say to you, my brethren, the time is coming when we will be mixed up in these now peaceful valleys to that extent that it will be difficult to tell the face of a Saint from the face of an enemy to the people of God. Then, brethren,” he went on, “look out for the great sieve, for there will be a great sifting time, and many will fall; for I say unto you there is a test, a Test, a TEST coming, and who will be able to stand?” (Life of Heber C. Kimball by L Orson F. Whitney, p. 446)
Deuteronomy 8 –

8 A land of wheat, and barley, and vines, and fig trees, and pomegranates; a land of oil olive, and honey;

11 Beware that thou forget not the LORD thy God, in not keeping his commandments, and his judgments, and his statutes, which I command thee this day:

12 Lest when thou hast eaten and art full, and hast built goodly houses, and dwelt therein;

13 And when thy herds and thy flocks multiply, and thy silver and thy gold is multiplied, and all that thou hast is multiplied;

14 Then thine heart be lifted up, and thou forget the LORD thy God, which brought thee forth out of the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage;

17 And thou say in thine heart, My power and the might of mine hand hath gotten me this wealth.

18 But thou shalt remember the LORD thy God: for it is he that giveth thee power to get wealth, that he may establish his covenant which he sware unto thy fathers, as it is this day.

Spencer W. Kimball - There never has been a land, from the days of Adam until now that has been blessed more than this land has been blessed by our Father in Heaven; and it will still be blessed more and more, if we are faithful and humble, and thankful to God … (Faith Precedes the Miracle, p. 29)
Genesis 22:1-18, Amplified Bible
1. AFTER THESE events, God tested and proved Abraham and said to him, Abraham!  And he said, Here I am.

2. [God] said, Take now your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah; and offer him there as a burnt offering upon one of the mountains of which I will tell you.

3. So Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men with him and his son Isaac; and he split the wood for the burnt offering, and then began the trip to the place of which God had told him.

4. On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance.

5. And Abraham said to his servants, Settle down and stay here with the donkey, and I and the young man will go yonder and worship and come again to you.

6. Then Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and laid it on [the shoulders of ] Isaac his son, and he took the fire (the firepot) in his own hand, and a knife; and the two of them went on together.

7. And Isaac said to Abraham, My father!  And he said, Here I am, my son.  [Isaac] said, See, here are the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for the burnt sacrifice?

8. Abraham said, My son, God Himself will provide a lamb for the burnt offering.  So the two went on together.

9. When they came to the place of which God had told him, Abraham built an altar there; then he laid the wood in order and bound Isaac his son and laid him on the altar on the wood.

10. And Abraham stretched forth his hand and took hold of the knife to slay his son.

11. But the Angel of the Lord called to him from heaven and said, Abraham, Abraham!  He answered, Here I am.

12. And He said, Do not lay your hand on the lad or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear and revere God, since you have not held back from Me or begrudged giving Me your son, your only son.

13. Then Abraham looked up and glanced around, and behold, behind him was a ram caught in a thicket by his horns.  And Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up for a burnt offering and an ascending sacrifice instead of his son!

14. So Abraham called the name of that place The Lord Will Provide.  And it is said to this day, On the mount 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 have sworn by Myself, says the Lord, that since you have done this and have not withheld [from Me] or begrudged [giving Me] your son, your only son,

17. In blessing I will bless you and in multiplying I will multiply your descendants like the stars of the heavens and like the sand on the seashore.  And your Seed (Heir) will possess the gate of His enemies,

18. And in your Seed [Christ] shall all the nations of the earth be blessed and [by Him] bless themselves, because you have heard and obeyed My voice.
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