Home Service Sheet for Sunday 28 June 2020 
Call to Worship Psalm 13 
Father God, please forgive us when we have not given you the praise and attention which is your due. Help each one of us to listen carefully to your word. Help us prepare our hearts to receive your truth and let your Holy Spirit guide us. Clear our minds of anything which might distract us. Let us come before your throne of grace to kneel humbly at your feet and marvel that the Creator of the world loves each one of us enough to sacrifice his Son so that we may have fellowship with Him. Give us ears to hear and a readiness to change as the light of your truth shines into our hearts. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen. 
Sing or read this hymn (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yqfvlmePJO4&feature=youtu.be) 
	1 How firm a foundation, O saints of the Lord, 
Is laid for your faith in His excellent Word! 
What more can He say than already he’s said, 
To all who to Jesus for refuge have fled? 
	2 "Fear not, I am with you; O be not dismayed, 
For I am your God and will come to your aid. 
I'll strengthen you, help you, and cause you to stand, 
 

	3 "When through the deep waters I call you to go, 
You will not be swamped by the rivers of woe; 
For I will be with you, your troubles to bless, 
And sanctify to you your deepest distress." 
	4 "The soul that on Jesus has leaned for repose 
I cannot, I will not desert to his foes; 
That soul, though all hell should endeavour to shake, 
I'll never abandon, no never forsake!"



The Lord’s Prayer 
Our Father, who art in heaven, Hallowed be thy Name. Thy Kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth, As it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our trespasses, As we forgive those that trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation, But deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, The power, and the glory, For ever and ever. Amen. 
1st Bible Reading Genesis 22:1-19 
2nd Bible Reading James 1:2-18 
Why? Why did God ask Abraham to sacrifice his long-awaited son? We can all see the parallel with the sacrifice of God's own Son, Jesus, but is that all there is to this well known story? God condemned murder yet he told Abraham to sacrifice Isaac (verse 2).

God's promises to Abraham were to come through Isaac.

Genesis 15:4-5 ".... your very own son shall be your heir..... Look toward heaven, and number the stars, ... so shall your offspring be"
Genesis 17:16 "I will bless her (Sarah), and moreover I will give you a son by her. I will bless her, and she shall become nations; kings of peoples shall come from her."

So Abraham was torn between love for his son and love and obedience toward God.

So let's walk with Abraham and Isaac as they go to Mt Moriah. It was a journey of about 50 miles and took 3 days. That's a very long time to consider killing your son. What might be going through Abraham's mind? I know what I would be thinking. Would I have turned back?

Abraham carried the fire and knife. Isaac carried the wood. How Isaac's question in verse 7 must have pierced Abraham's heart. How many times did Abraham wonder if he had heard God correctly? How Abraham must have felt like the Psalmist (Psalm 13:1b-2a). Step by step on that journey faith and hope must have triumphed over fear and doubt because they made it to the top of Mt Moriah.

The altar was built, the wood laid on it; Isaac was bound and laid on the wood and the knife raised. Isaac's arms that had been lifted for a hug were now bound. What would Abraham have given rather than have to lay Isaac on the firewood? And then – God stepped in. (verses 11-12) "Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him" and Abraham saw the ram caught in the bush by its horns.

One other thing which has always surprised me is that Isaac had not struggled or tried to flee. Again we can compare this with Jesus' attitude as he went to the cross. He had prayed in the garden that he would not have to face the separation from His Father. Yet he was obedient. Both Father and Son accepted the sacrifice and pain. Both Abraham and Isaac accepted the situation with complete faith. What an example Abraham set for his son. With what gratitude Abraham must have sacrificed that ram.  Their faith was not in vain.

God had given no reason for the command to sacrifice Isaac. Abraham gave no reason to his son. Was this test for God to discover who Abraham loved more – Isaac or God? But God knows what is in each man's heart. This trial was not for God to learn about Abraham but for Abraham and Isaac to learn about God and themselves.

So what did they learn? Abraham's faith was firmly established. He had walked with God and been learning for many years. He knew where his heart lay. How much his faith must have grown through this trial.  He learned that God will provide. Abraham received abundant blessings because he did not hold back, but obeyed God. First God gave Abraham's descendants the ability to conquer their enemies. Second God promised Abraham children who would in turn bless the whole earth. People's lives would be changed as a result of knowing the faith of Abraham and his descendants.

In the book of James we are told that we will face trials – not if but when – and it is possible to profit by them. Tough times can teach us perseverance. God wants to make us mature and complete not keep us from all pain. Struggles are opportunities for growth. James tells us to turn our times of hardship into learning. We can ask God to help us solve our problems and patiently wait knowing he will stay close and help us to grow. To be wise in trying times is a special gift of God but we have to ask for it. We have the greatest encouragement to do this because God gives wisdom to all people who ask. No-one is refused if their goals are God-centred. Ask as often as you like for as much wisdom as you like and you will receive. God does not grant every thoughtless or selfish request. We must have confidence that He will align our desires with His purposes.

Obeying God is often a struggle and does not come naturally. It may mean giving up something we really want. Anything which might distract us or become more important than God in our lives. Maybe we are nursing a grudge when we should forgive and let go. Maybe we spend time and effort on pastimes which encourage us to think on topics which drive us from God instead of drawing us closer. It is difficult to let go of what we truly love but God tells us to love him above everything else. When we do give to God what he asks, he returns to us more than we could ever dream of. The spiritual blessings far outweigh our sacrifices.

Most often we think of blessings as gifts to be enjoyed but when God blesses us, his blessings are intended to overflow to others. How many people have benefitted from the trial of Abraham and Isaac? We are still reading it today as so many have over the years. What about our own lives. Are we examples for others to follow? Think about your conversations with others. Have you been thinking about your own difficulties to the exclusion of everyone else's? Have your prayers reflected your concerns for others?

Conclusion: why did God test Abraham? To deepen his knowledge of himself and God. To deepen his capacity to trust and obey God. To develop his character. God refines us through difficult circumstances. When we face trials we can complain and let the difficulties bring us to our knees in defeat. Or we can let the experiences refine us as we look to God and drop to our knees in prayer.

What did Abraham and Isaac gain? Imagine their journey home. We are not told how they felt or what they talked about but we can imagine their joy. It must have drawn them closer to God and each other. They could not have shared such an experience and not be changed by it.

So what about each of us? Our love and devotion to God must be stronger than anything else. Are we being tested at the moment? Are we finding things difficult? I think we all are. How are we responding? Are we letting our difficulties draw us closer to God? Are we allowing God to draw closer to each of us as we trust him and ask for his wisdom?

God uses times of trial to help us learn to have faith in him. Let your faith grow.

Prayers of intercession

Friends in Christ, God invites us to hold the needs of others as dear as our own. Loving our neighbours as ourselves we offer praise and worship as well as our petitions on behalf of the church and the world. Lord God, friend of those in need, your Son, Jesus has untied our burdens and healed our spirits. We lift up prayers from our hearts for those still burdened, those seeking healing, those in need within the church and in the world.

We also think of those who need your wisdom. Leaders who are seeking the way forward through the crisis of this pandemic, riots, war and terror. God of healing, peace and justice may those in power seek your help and guidance.

May those suffering sickness and grief be open to receive the comfort you offer. May each of your people be willing to be your hands and feet to meet those needs. We pray that these difficult times will encourage people to seek you – the Living God.

Hear our prayers, O God of power, through Jesus Christ, our Lord, Amen.

Prayer of blessing

Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. (Ephesians 3:20) 
