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The Preface (paradox)

There is a famous philosophical paradox derived from the custom for an author to acknowledge substantial help in the preparation of a book, and also to accept full responsibility for any mistakes. In other words I believe there are no errors in this book, thanks to my incredible team of experts acknowledged below. I also admit my (and their) fallibility, and therefore I simultaneously believe there are errors in this book. Although this statement itself may be one of the erroneous ones. 

If you can pardon the paradox both that I believe there are, and there are not errors in this book, there is some hope as you tackle the rest of the book. 

As you ponder this paradox, let me say my heartfelt thanks to Ian Metcalfe, a publisher with a passion and a good friend who has helpfully stretched me as an author. Also to my mother June who, as you will read, taught me to pray and trust from the beginning of my life to the end of hers. Also to Olive Baxter, a patient and godly Sunday School teacher whose lessons she taught me when I was seven years old are still being learned today. To Bruce Milne, author of Know the Truth, a book foundational to my adult faith, who has been gracious enough to read mine. To Pete Greig, Mark Galli, Malcolm Duncan, Andy Croft, Adrian Reynolds, Michael Jensen, Ann Holt, David Kinnaman, Alan Hirsch and Lucy Peppiatt, who have given me considerable encouragement (not to mention generous endorsements). To Ruth Roff and Kate Craigie, editors extraordinaire. To my wife Miriam who has cajoled me and crafted the manuscript from conception to completion. To my children, Joel, Luke, Anna, and Elly who I hope will one day read and be encouraged by this book, just as I have learned many of its lessons from them. 

And, yes, notwithstanding these fine contributors, any errors found herein are mine alone. 


Introduction

It was much easier to keep my eyes on the floor than to meet the mother’s gaze as she knelt by the bedside, with thick black lines of makeup smearing down her face. The boy’s father glared accusingly at me as though I was implicated in the tragedy that God had brought to his family. The one-year-old in the hospital bed had been babbling and bubbly just a few days earlier – gorgeously boyish. Now he was blind, crying incessantly, his body rigid. It was supposed to be a routine operation; now his screams expressed how we were all feeling – his piercing cries made audible the pain of the tragedy, the panic for the future, and the ever-present question, ‘Why?’ 

Why does God allow such meaningless suffering?

And what sort of God do we worship, anyway?

I have always struggled to understand God. As a child, I remember sitting on a shrunken brown wooden chair with my hand in the air and my toes just about reaching the polished parquet floor. My young, smiling Sunday School teacher never let on that she was fed up of my regular interruptions to her well-intentioned story-telling. ‘Who made God, miss? Is God bigger than the universe, miss? Why does God tell Abraham to kill his son? Will he tell me to hit my sister? If I do hit my sister, then isn’t God responsible, because he is in charge of the universe? If I’m only half-sorry for hitting her, will I only get halfway to heaven, miss?’ 

My Sunday School teacher always had an answer. One of the following usually seemed to be enough to shut me up, if only until the following Sunday morning:

‘If we could understand God, then we would be God.’

‘God works in mysterious ways.’

‘Don’t be awkward – get on with your colouring.’

As I sat in that hospital, with tragedy all around, I knew I could not pass on her advice. I needed more than a pat answer, a slick one-liner or a handy proof-text. I sat in silent prayer, asking God for wisdom, grace and hope. It was in that moment that I began a journey that would lead me to discover that it is often in the mysteries of life that we learn most about the mysteries of God. It is the very paradoxes of Scripture that help us to come to God most effectively when life itself is a paradox. 

A paradox, just to be clear, consists of true statements that lead to an apparent or real contradiction in logic or intuition. The birthday paradox is a classic example. How can you reconcile these two statements?

The boy has had three birthdays.

The boy is thirteen years old.

They appear to contradict logic and intuition. But once we discover that the boy’s birthday is 29 February, the contradiction disappears. Easy.

However, the paradoxes that come to light when we try to think about God deeply are nowhere near as easy to resolve. How can God both be always with us, and yet so often seem alarmingly distant? How can Jesus’ death bring us life? How can a God who tells us to love our enemies ordain the wiping out of a whole generation, or command genocide? Why do we bring our prayers for healing to a God who, we are forced to recognize from experience, often doesn’t oblige? 

Facing up to hard questions about God can be disconcerting. Believers may feel we are letting the side down if we dare to admit we still have questions. Perhaps we fear that in admitting to unresolved questions in our faith, we might lead other people into doubt and destabilize, or even destroy, their faith. Often we are taught – or at least we pick up by osmosis – that Christian maturity means giving confident, slick answers without a hint of uncertainty. But this is simply wrong. False assurance is no assurance at all, and taking time to tackle the difficult passages of the Bible head on may in fact be exactly what we need to help strengthen and life-proof our faith. If what we believe is true, it will stand up to questioning.

One of the paradoxes of faith is that years of living the Christian life and studying the Bible do not give us immunity from the troubling questions of faith. In fact, sometimes the longer we have been Christians, the more questions, doubts and struggles we have. Just like in any other field of study, the more you know, the more you know you don’t know. As we will see during the course of this book, the Bible itself gives us many examples of our heroes in the faith who dare to direct their questions straight at God himself. Knowing that it is OK to raise and struggle with the mysteries about God can be extremely liberating. Far from challenging our faith, it can be exactly what our faith needs. If our faith is true – the truth – then our God must be big enough to face our questions. They don’t need to be a dirty secret.

Most of the time, what we hear about in church and what we might study in our own personal reading of the Bible focuses on the same safe Bible passages, with the same comforting texts, even recycling the same anecdotes. We become expert not in wrestling with the big questions of faith, but in filing them away. We put them into a mental folder marked ‘unanswered’.

And then, one day, we find ourselves sitting in an intensive-care unit somewhere, wondering whether we know God at all. Suddenly we realize that those questions weren’t actually safely filed away; instead, the files are overflowing, mounting up and ready to spill over the floor, or like an over-crowded email inbox just waiting to crash the whole system.

Paradoxology was going to be a book of troubling questions that everyone asks. But instead it is a book of troubling questions that many people never ask, because we have become convinced that it is unhealthy to discuss them. We worry that, exposed to the light, our faith will fade away; tested on difficult ground, it may shatter. But if our faith is that fragile, it was never true; if our God is that easily defeated, he is not the true God. Whether we have built castles of doctrine on what prove to be flimsy foundations, or we have metaphorically curled ourselves up in a ball around the fundamentals of the gospel, avoiding good questions is not going to lead to any kind of answers.

What I want to ask is, what if we’ve been going about this all wrong?

What if the tension between apparently opposing doctrines is exactly where faith comes alive?

What if this ancient faith we call Christianity has survived so long not in spite of but precisely because of its apparent contradictions?

What if we have settled for neatly packaged, simplistic answers, instead of seeking out the deep and rich realities of our faith?

What if it is in the difficult parts of the Bible that God is most clearly revealed?

What if it is in and through our doubts that we learn the meaning of true relationship with the God who created us – of true worship?

What if Christianity was never meant to be simple?

Paradoxology makes a bold claim: that the paradoxes that seem to undermine belief are actually the heart of our vibrant faith, and that it is only by continually wrestling with them – rather than trying to pin them down or push them away – that we can really worship God, individually and together. As we search the Scriptures we find that even the most heroic figures, the models of courageous faith in the Bible, those to whom we habitually look for strength, struggled with the conundrums of God’s character. Their struggles illuminate and validate our struggles, and their faith and worship in the midst of despair can help us in our faith and worship too. 

Whether you are exploring the Christian faith for the first time, or have been leading a church for years, the premise of this book is based on the liberating fact that the Bible has more room for doubt, uncertainty and struggle than we have ever allowed ourselves to believe. God is fully able to handle our inquiries and our inconsistencies. We don’t need to protect God or the faith he has given us from our difficult questions.

We can bring our questions into the open with confidence, and with humility we can listen to what God says, following clues the Bible gives us, and our faith will grow, not founder. 

It is my desire that this book, argumentative and opinionated as it is, should be a form of doxology – that is to say, an expression of praise to God. Expressing problems and praise together is not a contradiction, as we will discover. In fact, worry and worship, doubt and devotion frequently go hand in hand in Scripture. As we tackle head on these tough questions about a God who allows suffering, instigates genocide, demands the impossible, promises to speak yet remains deafeningly silent, we will discover that, paradoxically, it is in the parts of the Bible we find most difficult that we find the most treasured and valuable truths about God. When God seems most difficult to understand, it is then that we can see him most clearly and love him most dearly. 

My hope is that Paradoxology will help our faith to grow stronger by daring to flag up some of the paradoxes about God that challenge us, rather than covering them up. My belief and my prayer is that together we can lift our eyes off the hospital floor and up to God who can help us as we face the joys, tragedies and mysteries of life.


Chapter 1

The Abraham Paradox

The God who needs nothing but asks for everything

The teenager stood trembling on the stage, wearing her smart black school uniform, dwarfed by the huge platform and a very tall lectern. Four thousand pairs of eyes were trained on her. Gyeoung1 was born in Pyeong Yang, the capital of North Korea. Her father had the lofty position of being an assistant to President Kim Jong Il himself. But then one day, out of the blue, the president’s attitude towards her father changed – they became undesirables and were immediately subjected to political persecution. Aged six, she and her parents fled as refugees to China. There her parents became Christians. What a good news story – exiled by a dictator from North Korea, only to be converted in communist China – just the kind of poetic justice I like. It proves not only that God is in control of the universe but also that he has a sense of humour.

Unfortunately, the story didn’t end there. Her hands still shaking, the girl carried on reading. After only a few short months, Gyeoung’s mother, pregnant with her second child, contracted leukaemia and died. Not long after that, her father was arrested by the Chinese authorities and sent back to North Korea. He spent three years in prison, tirelessly sharing his faith, before finally being released and allowed to leave the country. Again, I was ready to cheer; maybe not quite so loudly this time, but God still wins, turning the tragedy of widowerhood and imprisonment into opportunities for others to hear the good news of the gospel. Grief wouldn’t mute this minister of the gospel, prison bars couldn’t contain him. 

But the story was still not finished. Shortly after being reunited with his daughter, Gyeoung’s father felt called by God to return to North Korea to help others come to know Jesus. He was discovered by the authorities in 2006, and he disappeared. In her soft voice, Gyeoung explained: ‘I have heard no word from my father nor about him ever since. In all probability, he has been shot dead on charges of treason and espionage, as is so often the case for persecuted Christians in North Korea.’2 A hush fell over the room as this petite teenager paused to glimpse up from the script she was holding. Now I didn’t feel like cheering. I wanted someone to go and embrace this young girl and let her know that she was not alone in the world after all. Silence descended on the auditorium. 

Questions were crowding into my head faster than I could acknowledge or record them. How far should believers be willing to go to serve God? What price should we put on the cost of discipleship? What would it take to put this situation right? These were closely followed by deeper, darker questions. A big part of why Gyeoung’s story so disturbed me is because as a father and foster carer, I have seen the damage done to children when they are left without parents. I have seen children emotionally crippled and unable to form attachments with others because they felt so abandoned by their parents. Should a father be willing to sacrifice his daughter’s well-being for God? Would God really ask a father to do that? How could this girl stand up there as a follower of a God who would ask that of her, that she give up her own father?

As a young Christian, hearing stories like this would have inspired me – I could afford to be a lot more reckless then about my personal safety. But now, as a husband and father I feel the responsibility of providing and caring for those who depend on me. I find it nerve-wracking enough to cross the road and invite my neighbours to church – I have grave doubts that my courage would stand up to the life-and-death decisions that my brothers and sisters in the persecuted church face every day. On my best days, I’d like to think that with great help from God I might have enough courage to choose to be faithful to Christ even in the face of death. But deliberately taking risks that might orphan my own children seems a wholly different question. 

Gyeoung’s story struck a chord at the Lausanne conference, a global gathering of Christian leaders;3 her story has inspired thousands around the world. So why am I left more perplexed than encouraged? How, after losing his home, his unborn child and his wife and after surviving three years in a North Korean prison, could a father abandon his one and only daughter, whom he loved? Why would one teenage girl have to pay such a high price for her father to follow God?

Why would God demand such an outrageous, impossible thing? What kind of God could possibly need his followers to make these kinds of sacrifices? 

Why does worshipping God cost so much to those who love him, and those whom he supposedly loves? The more we reflect on the nature of God, the less these kinds of sacrifices make sense, as God is supposed to be all powerful and all sufficient. 

This is not an isolated problem. Every day Christians face, not the life of peace and contentment we might hope for, but impossible situations – situations in which God seems to want them to take the hardest path. Not just those who are facing persecution in places like North Korea, Pakistan or Sudan. Recently I met a young woman who had been abused by her foster parents while she was a child in their care, and yet she told me she had felt called by God to phone them and forgive them. How could God ask her to do that? But he did, and she did, and she is now training as a social worker so as to devote her life to helping children in care. I have met countless Christians who have heard God’s call to move into difficult neighbourhoods. I have met single women who have felt God lead them to leave jobs they love and friends they care for to nurse elderly parents. I have met Christians who are trying to break long-term addictions out of honour for God. I have met converts who have been rejected and disinherited by their family because of their new-found love for Jesus. I have met parents who have received physical abuse from adopted children whom they felt led to welcome into their homes. 

To be perfectly honest, when I hear these stories I sometimes wonder if God is insecure, cruel or greedy. 

First, sometimes God seems to behave like a jealous or hopeless lover who demands huge sacrifices and outrageous demonstrations of devotion because he needs reassurance that he is still loved. Perhaps when God asks the impossible of us, he is not actually testing our ability to survive, but testing our affections? Is he just insecure? When we look at the Job Paradox, this possibility will come up again. 

Second, God can appear to be behaving like a nasty child slowly pulling the wings off a butterfly, simply to watch how it struggles, to see how much pain it can endure before it dies. As God asks people to make sacrifices for him, gradually stripping away so much of what they hold dear, it may feel as though he is just testing their resolve, seeing how much loss can be coped with – and all just for the fun of it. There are moments when we experience the terrible cost of worshipping God, or watch while others have to face these impossible decisions, and the idea of a cruel God seems like it might fit the reality better than a loving one. 

Third, and perhaps most complex of all to try and work through, when God asks the impossible, it makes him look greedy. With all the riches at his disposal, why would he ask for more? I would feel a lot happier sacrificing my coat to a homeless person shivering in the tube station, than offering it to a fellow commuter huddled over his laptop because he left his designer jacket in the office. When a poor person asks you to give them something, you may not feel comfortable about it but you can see the point; the request has greater plausibility than when a wealthy person asks.

The Bible makes it very clear that God needs nothing from us:


I have no need of a bull from your stall 

or of goats from your pens,

for every animal of the forest is mine, 

and the cattle on a thousand hills.

I know every bird in the mountains,  

and the insects in the fields are mine.

If I were hungry I would not tell you,

for the world is mine, and all that is in it.4



In the New Testament Paul explains that God ‘is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything. Rather, he himself gives everyone life and breath and everything else.’5 The term that captures this idea is ‘aseity’ which, according to theologian J. I. Packer, means that God ‘has life in himself and draws his unending energy from himself’ (a se in Latin means ‘from himself’).6 God needs nothing – yet he demands everything.

Here lies the heart of the paradox: an all-powerful, self-sufficient God who asks for costly worship. This paradox challenges us not just at an intellectual level, but at an emotional one. It strikes at the core of our faith, because it is about the very character of God. Is God loving, kind and compassionate? Or is he cruel, insecure and greedy? If we don’t resolve this issue we will either become miserly towards God – refusing to give him what he demands – or miserable with God – resenting giving him what he deserves. 

The Bible, however, acknowledges and indeed encourages us to explore this paradox of a God who asks the impossible. In fact, it is highlighted early on in Scripture when we are given a heart-rending account of a dark episode in biblical history – when a father is asked to participate in child-sacrifice in the name of devotion to God. 

Abraham is a key figure in the Old Testament. His story is the first in-depth biography we come to in the Bible, and is thus significant as the bridge point between the primeval story of creation and the history of the patriarchs of the Jewish and Christian faith. Abraham’s story is the link between cosmology and genealogy.7 We are given a long and detailed account of Abraham’s family tree. It gets more space than was given to describe the creation from nothing of billions of constellations and galaxies.8 But then, after we have heard over and over about who ‘begat’ whom and went on to ‘beget’ someone else, there is an abrupt stop. This family line will not continue, because Sarai, Abraham’s wife, ‘was childless because she was not able to conceive’.9

In an ancient culture where your identity was defined by your ancestors and your future would be defined by your descendants, being childless was a particularly heavy burden to carry.10 In today’s culture, of course, some make a conscious decision to live a childless life. But sadly, there are many other families who do want children and live with the continual pain of childlessness. Our televisions, social networks, supermarkets and workplace policies constantly take for granted the expectation that we will get married, have babies, raise a family, have children to make small talk about. It is an unspoken heartache, because the corollary of the Me Culture is that you can’t talk about things that haven’t worked out. Too many people silently identify with the prayer of Rachel, wife of the patriarch Jacob: ‘Give me children, or death.’11 The sense of shame and public exposure as one who cannot have children was then, and still is now, unbearable for the many women who suffer it. 

For Sarai and Abram, without children there was quite literally no future – they had no one to pass on their inheritance to, no one to care for them in old age.12 They would become a genealogical dead end. Despite being materially wealthy, they carried a huge burden of shame. They may well have felt their lives had been worthless – we are told Abram’s body was ‘as good as dead’,13 and Sarai’s womb ‘was also dead’. Into this story of an elderly couple entering their twilight years and about to fade into the night of genealogical obscurity, God steps in.

The God who created the stars in Genesis chapter 1 asks Abraham to count the stars in Genesis chapter 15. The Creator’s promise to this humble and ageing creature is that his offspring – none of which are yet born – will one day outnumber the stars. The cosmic, universe-creating God becomes intimately involved in the life of an elderly couple living in an out-of-the-way corner of a major landmass in the northern hemisphere of the third rock from a pretty ordinary star in a forgotten backwater of one of the spiral arms of the Milky Way. Abraham’s story links the big story of the creation of the universe and the one-on-one story of God’s involvement in the creation of a new family.

The God who spoke the stars into being gives Abraham a new name, a new vocation and a new location. The God of creation becomes the God of the covenant, establishing relationship with one man from amongst the wealth of his creation.

The LORD had said to Abram, ‘Go from your country, your people and your father’s household to the land I will show you. I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.’14

Our nightmare story begins like the ultimate fairy tale. An elderly couple are plucked from obscurity and told their dreams are coming true: they will be given significance, inheritance and innumerable descendants in God’s plans for the world. This feel-good plotline could be the story of Cinderella, or Pretty Woman, or Harry Potter. A nobody will become a somebody. When we are first introduced to Abraham, the details are sparse. Even his name is shorter than it becomes later: at the moment, he is just plain Abram. 

As God’s plans come to pass, Abram and Sarai become the poster couple for the transforming power of God. 

God is revealed as the Lord of the second chance, no matter what stage of life we are at. God turns mourning into dancing, obscurity into fame, shame into glory, tragedy into triumph and barrenness into a family that he promises will expand to stellar proportions. God is the one who invented the rags-to-riches plotline. God is the one who gives the impossible. 

At the end of their lives, this living-dead couple are offered a new start, and after several scrapes – a sexual liaison with a servant girl, a surrogate child, Abram pretending his wife is really only his sister, not forgetting a rebrand to the new names ‘Abraham’ and ‘Sarah’ – the couple are finally en route to the Promised Land with their new-born son, their miracle baby, Isaac.

When you think about it, it seems like a picture-perfect patriarch origin story. There can be no doubt that the nation of Israel owes its existence not to human endeavour or wisdom, but to the direct intervention of God. The God who speaks the universe into being from nothing, creates his nation from scratch too. God has stepped in to rescue Abraham from obscurity, anonymity and genetic redundancy. Here is hope for the living dead. 

I have heard preachers use this passage to promise everything from fame to fertility, from recognition to riches. This part of the story, they argue, reveals God as the deity who knows our dreams and longings and wants to meet them. This is the kind of God we like the sound of. It’s the American dream,15 if you like, embodied in a personal transformation – one family given the ultimate opportunity to achieve ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’.16 This is the kind of faith that makes total sense – trusting a God who will fulfil our dreams.

This is the kind of God we can love without question – a God who enables the ugly duckling to become a beautiful swan, the prostitute to marry the millionaire, the washed-up boxer to become the world heavyweight champion, the busker to become a multiplatinum-selling recording artist. Our culture loves these stories of people achieving the impossible; they fill our cinemas, our television screens and our imaginations.

This way of thinking starts young: a recent survey found that ‘the top three career aspirations for five- to eleven-year-olds in Britain were sports star, pop star and actor, compared with teacher, banker and doctor 25 years ago’.17 Thanks to TV talent shows, these zero-to-hero stories form part of the narrative that shapes us as citizens of the twenty-first century. From a young age children are offered the hope that they too can be plucked from obscurity and become household names, and see their disappointments turn to dreams.

End the story here and we can cheer for a God who fits our expectations neatly. 

But God is not just a chaplain to our consumerism, or a catalyst for our consumption.18 We are only part-way through this story. God gives the impossible – and he also demands the impossible. We need the painful paradox of the story, the challenge of what is yet to unfold, in order to see God most clearly. While God is busily fulfilling our dreams, it is easy to trust him. When his actions fit with our aspirations and conform to the flow of our culture, it is easy to ask people to follow him. The danger is that rather than worshipping the true and living God who created us, we have simply created our own designer god, a god who meets our specifications and measures up to our expectations. 

This is why paradoxes are so critical for us. When things are going smoothly we can assume we have a good relationship with God – but we may just be worshipping a projection. Sociologists like Émile Durkheim have long challenged believers, claiming they construct gods that suit their needs; psychologists such as Freud have accused Christians of worshipping their own desires. So when God surprises us – when God demands of us what we would never expect – this is a good sign that we are connecting with the real God. When God acts as an iconoclast – smashing our self-constructed idols – we know we are really in a relationship with the true and living God. 

We are about to see that the God of Abraham is a dream-shattering God. This part of the story makes for uncomfortable reading; God does not always give fame or fortune or fertility, as many of us know from bitter experience. He is the God who both gives the impossible and asks the impossible. 

All seems to be going so well for Abraham; then, out of the blue, God makes an apparently ridiculous demand. This story, too, is well known and yet at its heart it is way off-beam – a paradox that is hidden in plain sight. It’s a Sunday School story staple and a foundational story for Judaism, Islam and of course Christianity, yet it illustrates a conflict of values that draws us right into the most important and fundamental questions of life – what is God really like, and what does having faith in him mean practically? Here we come face to face with the God who needs nothing, yet asks the impossible. Having given so much to Abraham, God demands it back, smashing that image of God as a supernatural sugar daddy.19

Take your son, your only son, whom you love – Isaac – and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on a mountain I will show you.20

This command effectively conveys three death sentences. Innocent Isaac will be killed. So will Abraham’s aspirations, and Sarah’s maternal pride and joy. In a few words from this God they’d been learning to trust, all joy, hope and life were being snatched away from this tiny family.

God knows exactly what he is asking Abraham. Three times he specifies just who he’s talking about in his demand: God asks not just for a son, but for Abraham’s ‘only son’, not just his only son but the son ‘whom you love’. It’s easy to see where the charge of divine cruelty comes from. God has given a precious gift to an elderly couple and now he is going to snatch it back. It seems petty and unexpected, like a jealous child demanding back a gift at the end of a friend’s birthday party. 

When God asked Abraham to leave his country and go to a new place, Abraham didn’t really have much to lose. In the stories the ugly duckling, the washed-up boxer and the busker are always willing to take a risk – they have hit rock bottom. But in Abraham’s story, it is only after the happy ending has arrived that the story really hots up, and when God asks for a child-sacrifice, Abraham has everything to lose. His reputation would no longer be as the founder of a great nation, but as a fool, even a murderer, who killed his only child when he knew he was too old to have another. Abraham would no longer be known as blessed by God, but instead as someone cursed by God. Instead of seeing his family line multiply, it would be cruelly cut short. Abraham may have given up his past without qualms, but when he was asked to raise the knife to Isaac, ‘he was asked to surrender his future as well’.21 

Had the God that Abraham knew and trusted turned into a monster? Atheist Christopher Hitchens uses this story as ammunition to argue his case that God is not Great.22 He is appalled by the fact that ‘All three monotheisms … praise Abraham for being willing to hear voices and then to take his son Isaac for a long and gloomy walk. And then the caprice by which his murderous hand is finally stayed is written down as divine mercy.’23

If Abraham did as God asked, he had everything to lose – including his faith. What sort of God is it that asks a father to kill his young son? Who would want to follow a monster like this? Now the contradictions come thick and fast. Is the God that forbids murder24 telling Abraham to kill his son? Is the God that expressly forbids child-sacrifice25 demanding the blood of an innocent boy? Are all the promises that God made to Abraham now to be revoked? When God asks the impossible, what are the faithful to do? Do we just close our eyes and hope for the best? Is faith in God ultimately irrational? 

The nature of Abraham’s faith is pivotal as we consider these paradoxes. Abraham is given the nickname ‘father of faith’ in the New Testament26 – he is held in high esteem as an archetype or ‘worked example’ of faith in the Old Testament. We are told: ‘Abraham believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness.’27 It was because of Abraham’s faith that he was promised a son, and it was also because of his faith that he was prepared to go through with God’s incongruous and apparently irrational demand that he execute that son. So what kind of faith is he the father of? A blind, unquestioning faith? Or what? 

We are told that Abraham sets out ‘early the next morning’28 for Mount Moriah to do the terrible deed. The terse story-telling does not enlighten us as to how Abraham agonized over the issue. We can only imagine his internal turmoil. Did he unquestioningly take a blind leap of faith?29 Does Abraham’s example of belief demonstrate that pursuing faith is intellectual suicide?30 Can the ‘life of faith’ be reduced to the simple maxim, ‘When God says jump, I jump’ – no questions, no hesitations? 

The belief that faith is by definition a blind leap into the unknown is so prevalent that often unbelieving friends will say things to me like, ‘I wish I could believe like you do, but I think too much.’ This might sound like a gracious compliment but it is actually an insult – perhaps unwitting – and might be better phrased: ‘I respect your faith, but I’m just not as gullible as you.’ They may as well have said: ‘I used to believe in the tooth fairy too.’

Many people have described faith as believing what you know isn’t true. Richard Dawkins, the vocal atheist and zoology professor, dismisses it as ‘the process of non-thinking called faith’.31 But the Bible refutes this.

Looking more closely at Abraham’s story, there are three things that we can establish about the nature of true faith.

First, faith is not a leap in the dark. The Bible’s stories, including this episode in Abraham’s life, are all intended to refute this mis-definition of faith. The Bible is full of testimonials that present reasons for trusting in God. Jesus himself described his words and his miracles as ‘evidence’ for belief.32 The step of faith is an informed decision. This may sound like a paradox, but it is one we live with every day. Take, for example, the mundane but potentially life-changing decision to cross a road. 

We cross the road every day without even thinking about it, but in a philosophical sense we cannot be certain that we are going to make it to the other side. There are all sorts of factors that might prevent a successful crossing. A reversal of gravity that sends you flying up off the surface. Some super-powerful glue on the road that you get stuck in and, wouldn’t you know it, a steamroller inching its way towards you. A falling meteor fragment that blows a crater in the road right in front of you. Or something more commonplace, like a pothole in the road in which you catch your foot and sprain your ankle, or a speeding car careering round a blind corner. We can never be 100 per cent certain – but this lack of absolute certainty doesn’t mean that the only option is to just leg it without looking, sticking your fingers in your ears, closing your eyes and screaming at the top of your voice.

When it comes to crossing a road, we gather evidence with our eyes and ears, and when we are reasonably confident that it is safe, we step out in faith and aim for the other side of the road. Similarly, when as Christians we take a step of faith, we use judgement based on gathered evidence and previous experience, and, trusting in our convictions, we move forward. Abraham had his eyes wide open when he decided to lead his son to Mount Moriah and offer him as a sacrifice. He had evidence that God would fulfil his promises. He had already experienced the miracle of God’s provision of Isaac. He had seen that God could bring dead things to life. He knew that his future was safest in God’s hands. So it was an immensely challenging, but not an intrinsically irrational, step to keep trusting God.

Second, Abraham’s faith was not only based on evidence that he had seen, it was also set within the context of a relationship. One of my earliest memories is of being taken to a musty room with an odd smell. My mother was present, and two strangers. There was some brief discussion, which I did not understand, and as my mother looked on, one of the strangers proceeded to stab me, causing intense pain. My eyes welled up with tears, and my mother took me home. At the time I could not understand why my mother had allowed this to happen, yet I don’t remember feeling angry with her. Despite understanding that she had knowingly and willingly allowed something painful to happen to me, I did not assume she had evil intent – I trusted her. I had only experienced good things from my mother up until that point, and our home was a happy one. In the years to come I would meet the same stranger again and have other vaccinations that protected me from all manner of unpleasant diseases. The wider relational context helps me to understand the strange episode stored up in my memory. All events take place within a bigger story, and it is impossible to understand the snapshot without knowing the bigger story within which it is set. 

When God asks Abraham to do the impossible, there is a narrative and a relational context. Abraham had heard many times from God. He knew first-hand of God’s power, of God’s ability to intervene, of God’s kindness, of God’s patience, and, too, of God’s unusual ways of working. More than that, he had developed over time a trust-based relationship with God, which meant that even when God seemed to act out of character, Abraham had enough experience to continue to trust. Perhaps in this light it is easier to understand why Abraham was willing to go to such great lengths to follow God’s call on his life. 

Third, what we see in Abraham’s obedient actions may in fact be not a bypass of but an engagement of his critical faculties. The New Testament letter to the Hebrews describes a ‘hall of fame’ of men and women who were distinguished for their faith in God. Abraham, constantly held up in the Bible as the model of faith, takes up the lion’s share of the wall space in this virtual room. In Hebrews we are given insight into the inner working of Abraham’s mind and heart as he approached his test of faith.33 First, Isaac is referred to specifically as the starting point for a nation of descendants – Abraham knew that Isaac was essential to the fulfilment of God’s promise.34 Second, Abraham is referred to both here and in Romans as ‘as good as dead’.35,36 In Isaac’s very existence, Abraham had already experienced the power of God overcoming the power of death. The writer to the Hebrews says: ‘Abraham reasoned’.37 There was no disengaging of his brain here. The three-day journey to the top of Mount Moriah gave him plenty of time to think this through. His conclusion was that he knew that God had the authority to demand the impossible; he knew that God had the power to perform the impossible; and he knew that God had been unchanging in his love and faithfulness in the past. So even though he couldn’t understand the reason why, he still needed to trust God’s promises and lift the knife to kill his son. 

Faith in God is not unreasonable – it is based on evidence, on the character of God, and on our experience of him in our lives; it is seeing the bigger picture and knowing that God is bigger than any earthly outcome. God can give us the impossible, and God can demand the impossible, and based on all that we know about God, we can make a considered judgement that either way, he is to be trusted. 

However, that still leaves us with the question of why God demands so much of us in the first place. When Abraham has climbed the mountain and built the altar and laid out Isaac as a sacrifice and raised the knife, God intervenes and tells him to stop and use a ram instead. What was the point? Why submit Abraham to all that emotional torment, only to let him off right at the end? What did God achieve by putting Abraham through this ordeal?

C. S. Lewis wrote: 

We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.38

These words are taken from Lewis’ celebrated essay ‘The Weight of His Glory’. Lewis concludes that the problem with humanity is not that we desire great things, but that we settle for mediocrity. Our desires should lead us to God, but instead we take as the objects of our affections the gifts that God offers us, rather than God himself. We allow this to happen, not because our desires are too strong but because they are too weak. If we discerned the true trajectory of our desires we would see that only God himself could satisfy them. Sometimes God asks us to give up what seems impossible for us to give up, only so that we can appreciate all that he has for us. The appetites mentioned by Lewis – sex, drink and ambition – are not bad in themselves, they are good gifts from God to be enjoyed and celebrated. But these good gifts of God can be misused, and when they prevent us from relating with God himself, then they cease to be good for us. Lewis reminds us that our worship is to be directed at the God who gives the gifts, not the gifts themselves. Abraham’s choice between God and Isaac forces him to recognize that the Giver is always more important than the gift. 

In his dealings with us, God pursues our affections through both his provision and his withholding of that provision. Every good thing that we experience in life is a gift from God. Life, breath, even the fact that the sun’s rays warm our planet sufficiently to sustain life at all – all this is a gift that God offers humanity.39 God provides for us through nature so that our hearts will be filled with joy, and he provides for us through the circumstances of our life so that we might seek him and find that his love and compassion are not far from us.40 A genuine gift is not given because it is deserved or merited, and so God’s gifts are given freely. But God’s gifts are given to help us experience his loving kindness. 

Sometimes, though, it is not abundance that helps to deepen a relationship most effectively, but absence. As the old proverb puts it, ‘absence makes the heart grow fonder’. Sometimes we really don’t appreciate what we have until it is gone. This principle is at play in the spiritual discipline of fasting and the idea of the Sabbath, where God asks believers to forgo the undeniable goods of food and work in order to deepen our relationship with himself, turning or expressing our hunger for food or for satisfaction or for identity into a hunger for God. When God asks Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, the same principle is at work – God knows that in being prepared to forgo something good and valuable, Abraham will discover a greater intimacy with God, a greater appreciation of both the Giver and the gift. 

Whether we experience the pleasure of God’s abundant gifts, or the pain of their absence, we have an opportunity to encounter God in more profound ways. We can learn to direct our affections to him, and know his affection for us. But why is this affection so important that it is worth losing so much? Why does God so desperately want us to know him – even calling us to make seemingly impossible sacrifices for him? Is God insecure, egotistical or both?

As foster carers,41 Miriam and I welcome children into our home who are in most cases very needy. We can give them balanced and tasty meals, clothes that fit and that they enjoy wearing, pocket money and advice on how to spend it, playmates, help with homework, a place to store their precious things and a room of their own, but all this doesn’t even begin to meet their real needs. What those children crave is a parent-figure who will love them and pour themselves into their lives.42

It seems counter-intuitive, but it is plain truth that I am the best thing that I can give a child – my attention, my commitment, my time, my discipline, my love. Of course, no analogy is perfect, but in a much more profound way God too sees our lives and our needs and knows, as our Creator, that he himself is the best thing that he can give us.43 Gifts, talents, relationships and property are all secondary to the love he can invest in us. We have often seen that fostered children find it difficult to trust us and accept the love and affection that we want to invest in their lives. When God adopts us into his family, he knows that we are broken and needy and he wants to help us learn to trust him and accept his affection and love. This is not out of some petty insecurity or narcissist preoccupation but because that is the best thing for us. This bond of trust and love and affection and commitment is the heart of true worship – worship that both we and God can enjoy together. 

Sometimes it is hard to give God our affections, because they are already reserved for other things or other people. It is possible God may need to help us reorient those affections – he may need to loosen our grip on the things we cling to instead of him. As we shall see when we explore the Job Paradox, it is simplistic, not to mention judgemental and arrogant, to assume that all suffering and difficulties can be explained by God’s discipline or punishment in a person’s life. For example, we cannot simply argue that Gyeoung’s father was idolizing his wife and daughter to such an extent that God forced him to sacrifice them and punished him by sending him as a missionary to North Korea. As we shall see, God has harsh words for those who dare to assume they know his mind and assert that suffering is a cause of discipline. If we believe God is acting out of cruelty, greed or insecurity, then we will react with fear and suspicion. But if we believe he is acting out of our best interests, out of perfect love and compassion, perhaps even the most painful of God’s demands can become more bearable. 

Psychopaths and surgeons have something in common – both can inflict considerable pain with a knife, both can cause scarring, loss of limbs and terrible disfigurement. But whereas we would fight off an attack by the psychopath, we would willingly put ourselves under the surgeon’s knife because we trust their expertise and their motives. We recognize that in order to save a life, sometimes pain and loss have to be endured.

As the father of faith lifts his knife to kill the son of the promise on the Mount of Moriah, Abraham trusts that his God is more like the surgeon than the psychopath. But at the last moment, the angel of the Lord calls out to Abraham to stop the killing. In place of his one and only son, God tells Abraham to sacrifice a ram caught in a nearby thorn bush. En route to the mountain-top, the inquisitive Isaac had asked where the sacrificial lamb would come from. Abraham had replied to the young boy with the words, ‘God himself will provide.’44 In this terse dialogue these words are pregnant with meaning. God had provided Isaac, without a shadow of doubt. Now God seemed to be asking for Isaac back, but Abraham knew that God had promised to provide him offspring through whom all the nations would be blessed, and he knew him to be a God who kept his promises. So Abraham both knew and foresaw God’s provision. The letter to the Hebrews argues: ‘Abraham reasoned that God could even raise the dead.’45 Because of his unrelenting trust in God, Abraham believed God would return Isaac to him. He led his beloved son up the mountain and raised the knife because he had unshakable confidence in God’s character, and a vision for the future. 
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