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Sermon 7 8 & 9 17 

 Ah, the Abrahams! Quite the saga! A soap opera! We missed an episode last week for 

Independence Day, but you can read all about it right here in your program later.  

(The following was in the insert for our program this week. 

The Abraham Family 
   We’ve been following the family of Abraham for the past few weeks. And it’s getting more 
exciting. Because we celebrated Independence Day last Sunday we left the Abraham family 
alone for a week and we missed the drama of God testing Abraham.    
   God ordered Abraham to take his son, his precious miracle son Isaac to a mountain and to 
sacrifice him as a burnt offering on an altar. No reason was given and Abraham didn’t 
question God. He just set out, surely with great sorrow, to do what God told him to do.  
   Do we ever wonder, “What is God thinking?” “Why did God let that happen?” “Where is 
God?” Certainly Abraham had questions, but he did as he was told. They took three days to 
get to the mountain for the sacrifice. It must have been torture for Abraham. But he went 
on.  
   Finally, Abraham left the rest of his servants and put the kindling for the sacrifice on 
Isaac’s back to carry it to the place God set aside. Isaac even asked him, “The fire and the 
wood are here, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” Abraham said, “God himself will 
provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.”  How agonizing!   
   Abraham proceeded to build the altar and was just about to take the knife to Isaac when 
an angel stopped him. God was satisfied that Abraham was willing to do the difficult, the 
impossible thing. We are never told why God tested him. Often, we are never told why God 
tests us.  
   Abraham looked up and saw a ram caught in a thicket. He sacrificed the ram and named 
the place, “God will provide.” We are never told what Isaac thought of the incident or if 
Sarah was ever told of it and it’s never referred to again. 
   Isaac lived on to marry Rebekah as we hear today.  He went on to father Jacob and Esau, 
two brothers who fought, even in the womb! Stay tuned!) 
 
 Our first reading for today tells of the beautiful, pastoral, romantic meeting of Isaac 

and Rebekah. You can almost see them running through the fields to each other, arms 

outstretched,… in slow motion. Like a Hallmark channel movie! Our Lectionary even adds 

the beautiful verses that are often chosen for weddings from the Song of Solomon: “Arise, 

my love, my fair one, and come away.” Beautiful. Stay tuned. 

  And then we get Paul. Here’s my take on Paul. He was brilliant. And all of us, we’re 

all the better for it. Much of what we know and accept as bedrock theology comes from 

Paul.  

 And yet, as is often the case with brilliant people, he must have been difficult. The 

dearly departed head of our Theater Department at Columbia College in Chicago, where 

both Brad and I taught, was like that. Too smart for his own good. A college grad at 17 with 

an MA at 19. An improv genius who worked with Second City. I co-taught with him. I co-

directed with him. He was wonderful! I loved him dearly. He was so articulate. But he could 
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be impatient and so rude. And there were times when I could have cheerfully throttled him.  

Sheldon Patinkin.  

 I always see Sheldon when I think of Paul. In fact, my memories of Sheldon help me 

to understand Paul. Paul took three, maybe four great missionary journeys, and quite 

possibly made it all the way to Spain. He was always accompanied by another apostle, but 

nobody ever went with him twice. They might have started out with him, but they didn’t 

finish with him. That’s indicative of something! 

 There are questions as to which of the Epistles attributed to Paul were actually 

written or dictated by him. No one really knows for sure. Nothing can be proven. Often, 

unknown authors would write “in the style of” or “in honor of” someone they admired and 

their work would be attributed to whoever they wanted to honor. Books, theses, all sorts of 

articles have been written, trying to figure out exactly what Paul wrote and what he didn’t – 

all sorts if investigation. But nobody can be sure. It’s always open to discussion and 

argument. The Bible is a document of faith – the Old Testament and the New Testament and 

the Apocrypha. Faith requires faith.  

 Paul was so prolific, he wrote so much that I believe he frequently resorted to 

dictating his letters as writers of that time often did. I also believe that occasionally his 

scribes wrote down things he said that he may not have intended for public reading, at 

least not exactly as he said them at the time. He may have said things that he intended to 

“polish up” later. 

 I think today’s reading from Romans may be one of those times when the person 

writing it decided to just write what they heard, for good or ill. “I don’t know how to make 

sense of this. Here! You figure it out!”  And that’s how it came to us.  I find it refreshing and 

very honest. 

 These are the musings of a person who is very frustrated with himself.  One thing we 

can note is that if an idea confuses Paul, he repeats it. It’s like he’s trying to wrestle it to the 

ground. And he’s basically asking himself, “How do I fit with God, with Jesus, with my 

faith?” I think we all have these moments of frustration. Paul is recognizable. 

 “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very 

thing I hate. Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good. But in fact it is no 

longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells 

within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the 

good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no 

longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me.”  

 Paul wanders onto some dangerous ground here. He wanders into the land of “the 

Devil made me do it” and we all know that there are those who absolve themselves of 

responsibility for their actions with statements like “but the Devil made me do it.” But Paul 

also refers to his “inmost self” that knows right from wrong. Then he talks about the 

struggle between his body and his mind. And then he praises God for rescuing him from his 

own worst impulses. Paul can be confusing and even irritating, but he’s worth it because he 
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speaks to us as one of us.  He reminds us that those we honor as saints were human – just 

like us. 

 Jesus too was dealing with frustration in our gospel today. He knew that both he and 

John the Baptist, both being well known public figures, were subject to unfair criticism. He 

knew that there were/are many people who, if they stop to really think about what he asks 

of them, to follow him will be too hard. Jesus knows that. He knows that following him is 

basic and simple, as simple as a child, but so hard to do – so hard to live up to. 

 This is why, in the midst of our lives, in the midst of our day-to-day struggles, Jesus 

asks us to look to the simple, the child-like aspects of our lives, to help us clarify. And then 

he asks us to look up, to get our eyes out of the mire and muck that surrounds us and to 

look up and learn from him – from his gentleness and humility. That is where calm, where 

rest is to be found.  Rest isn’t found in struggling and fighting. Rest is found in letting go – in 

prayer – in saying to God, “I can’t handle this. Please take it for me. I trust you. I give it up to 

you.”  And Jesus offers to take our burdens onto himself. You’ve heard the saying, “Let go. 

Let God.” That’s what C. S. Lewis was referring to when he said, (and this is on the front of 

our program today). “It’s not the weight that breaks you, it’s how you carry it.”  

I put that quote from C. S. Lewis on the front of our Sunday program. “It’s not the weight 

that breaks you, it’s how you carry it.”   

God doesn’t want us to carry our burdens – our worries, our guilt, our sorrows, our 

depressions, our anxieties alone.  Jesus asks us to share our burdens with him.  God wants 

us to find rest, rest for our souls. “Come to me, all of you that are weary and carrying heavy 

burdens, and I will give you rest.” 

Ever logical, C. S. Lewis saw the logic of the solution that God offers. “It’s not the 

weight that breaks you, it’s how you carry it.”  

So don’t.  

Share it.  

Don’t ever carry your burdens alone.  

 

 

 


