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What’s Really 1st in Our Hearts? 
(Genesis 22:1-14 and Matthew 6:19-21, 31-33) Key verse – Matthew 6:20-21 

 
 Summertime is when most people plan time to get away and go on 
vacation, up to the mountains, over to the coast or some other place out in 
nature.  We all look forward to getting away from our jobs and routines for a little 
while.  But hopefully our vacation away from home and work isn’t also a vacation 
from God.  So when you go, do you pack a Bible or some devotional material?  
Some people have told me that they do some devotional reading or journaling 
during their time away on camping trips.  Others have told me they truly worship 
God when they’re out in nature and they even look for a church to attend on 
Sunday mornings when they’re away.  I think that’s great. 
 Often when Gary and I get away on a weekend we will look for a church 
nearby to go for worship.  Once when we staying in San Francisco for the Cherry 
Blossom Festival in Japan Town we attended a nearby Assembly of God Church.  
When we visited Mendocino we attended a service at a nearby Catholic Church.  
In Tacoma WA we once visited a nearby Lutheran Church.  It’s interesting going to 
different churches. 
 Because I’m in the habit of being at church every Sunday as a Pastor, even 
when I’m out of the pulpit and away on vacation, it just doesn’t seem right not to 
be in the Lord’s house on Sunday mornings.  Worshipping on Sunday sets the tone 
for the whole rest of the week.  It’s a way of putting God 1st, like saying to God, “I 
love you and I need you to direct my steps this week,” just like bible reading and 
praying in the morning sets the tone for our whole day.  When we develop these 
healthy routines and habits, devotions in the morning and worship on Sunday, our 
interests and desires stay focused on the things of God, not on the things of this 
world.  Then our priorities and passions will be directed toward serving God and 
neighbor, not just on serving ourselves.   

And that’s very important because the Bible warns in I John 2: “do not love 
the world or anything in the world; if anyone loves the world, love of the Father is 
not in him.”  (that sounds pretty harsh, but then John goes on to explain what he 
means by “world”; he says “For everything in the world, the cravings of sinful 
man, the lusts of the eyes and the boasting of what he has and does, comes not 
from the Father, but from the world.  And the world and its desires pass away, but 
the one who does the will of God lives forever.”  So here John is contrasting 
worldly passions and desires versus God’s passions and desires.  And that’s a very 
tricky thing to discern.   
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Sometimes we are really unaware of how easily we become distracted and 
our first love for God begins to fade and that’s when God begins to allow unusual 
or difficult circumstances to come into our lives, circumstances that cause us to 
reconsider and hopefully rekindle our passion for God and renew our relationship 
with Him. 

Let’s consider, for example, the story of Abraham and Isaac.  Abraham and 
his wife Sarah had become so restless waiting for God to fulfill His promise to 
them regarding the birth of a son that they took matters into their own hands:  
Abraham got Sarah’s servant Hagar pregnant and the boy Ishmael was born.  But 
God’s promise was that Sarah herself would have a baby and in God’s timing 
Sarah did conceive and Isaac was born to Abraham and Sarah in their old age. 
They had waited a long time to see this promise of God be fulfilled; Abraham 
finally had an heir, a male child to produce descendants as numerous as the stars, 
according to God’s word.  They must have been so happy; Isaac was their pride 
and joy.  And you’d think God’s provision and work in them had come to 
completion through the birth of Isaac. But that wasn’t the case.  Years went by 
and God still had more for Abraham to learn about obedience and faith. 

The story in Genesis 22 may be a difficult one for us to swallow, a bit 
difficult for us to understand why this testing of Abraham’s faith by being willing 
to sacrifice his son Isaac was necessary.  Some people have even become 
outraged by this story, thinking that it condones human sacrifice.  After hearing 
another pastor preach on Genesis 22 someone once said to me that they couldn’t 
understand how a loving God would ever ask anyone to take their son up to a 
mountain and offer him as a sacrifice to God.  Listening to this person complain 
about it, I realized that they must not have stayed awake during the sermon to 
hear the end of the story, because at the end of the story God prevents Abraham 
from sacrificing his son Isaac. 

And far from condoning human sacrifice, I think this story actually teaches 
the opposite.  I think it teaches that in contrast to many of the surrounding 
culture’s pagan gods, the God of Abraham did not require human sacrifice.  That 
was dramatically shown when God called out to Abraham at the exact moment he 
was going to kill his son and told him not to lay a hand on the boy.  Then God 
showed Abraham an animal to sacrifice as a burnt offering instead.  Scholars have 
even pointed out that this story serves as a foreshadowing of God calling his son 
Jesus to die as an atoning sacrifice for our sins:  In the case of Isaac his life was 
spared, but in the case of Jesus, his was not spared. 
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But, if God never really intended Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, why tell him to 
go do it in the first place?  Of course God had a reason, and that reason is stated 
right away at the beginning of the story- God was testing Abraham.  God was 
testing not only Abraham’s obedience, but Abraham’s faith.  Would Abraham 
continue to trust God even if something God had promised to give him was taken 
away; even if all his dreams were shattered and his heart was broken, would 
Abraham continue to trust and obey God? 

And I think beyond all that, something else was being tested, God was 
testing what was really 1st in Abraham’s heart.  Was Abraham’s first love his son 
Isaac, his family, or his promised inheritance?  What was it that was driving 
Abraham’s priorities, where did his passion really lie?  What would it have said 
about Abraham if he had argued with God, or refused to obey him?  That 
Abraham thought he knew what was best, not God?  Implying pride.  Or that 
Abraham didn’t trust that God’s intentions were for good and not evil?  Implying 
doubt?  Or that Abraham loved Isaac more than he loved God? Implying idolatry? 

Yes, I said idolatry.  Are you surprised?  Did you know that all of us here 
have probably been guilty at some time in our life of the sin of idolatry, the sin of 
worshipping other gods?  I’m not talking about worshipping pagan statues; I’m 
talking about whatever it is that takes 1st place in our hearts other than God-
whether it’s a relationship like with a husband, a wife, or a child, or a job, a house, 
a sport, a hobby or any other pursuit.  Whatever has first place in our heart is 
going to dictate the way we spend our time, the way we use our energy and the 
way we focus our attention.  And God knows that anything that occupies first 
place in our hearts, other than Himself, is ultimately going to leave us unsatisfied, 
broken and disillusioned.  That’s why God made Abraham go through that testing, 
and that’s why God also allows us to go through difficult periods of testing.  He’s 
giving us an opportunity to take stock of what’s really important in our lives and 
to confirm our love, faith and obedience to Him. 

And Jesus understood how easy it is for us human beings to begin to focus 
on all the things in our lives, all our fascinating and enjoyable material 
possessions.  That’s why he warned us not to store up for ourselves treasures 
here on earth where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, 
but to store up for ourselves treasures in heaven; for where our treasure is, there 
will our hearts be also.  And Jesus understood how easy it is for us to get 
distracted by all the difficulties, all the worries and concerns of home and work.   
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That’s why he said, even in regards to life’s necessities, “seek first the 
kingdom of God and his righteousness, then all these things (the things that you 
need) will be added to you.” 

Just think of all the people you know that seem to be working so hard to 
store up treasures here on earth.  It seems like money, or possessions, or status is 
all they could ever think to live for.  Have you noticed former pro-athletes who 
once retired but then try to make a go of their sport again, as though they just 
couldn’t live without the notoriety they received from doing their sport?  Maybe 
some of them would say they just have a real passion for doing their sport.  But, 
in a way that makes me sad, because they could be focusing their time and talents 
in so many other important ways.  Instead of trying to return to their sport, they 
could concentrate on coaching or training others, or they could use their fame to 
promote worthy causes, like fundraising for cancer research or helping abused 
children. 

When athletes stay retired they can give more of their time and attention 
working to support important causes, then if they tried to return to “performing” 
sports.  One famous example and one of my favorites is Eric Liddle who was the 
Olympic athlete depicted in the movie “Chariots of Fire”.  After winning at the 
Olympics many people tried to convince Eric to remain in athletic competition 
longer, you know, carry on his notoriety and make some money from it.  But his 
priorities and passions were in a different place.  God called him to be a 
missionary to bring the news of Christ to others.  And Eric Liddle left the world of 
sports and went to China as a missionary.  Later he died in a Japanese internment 
camp during the 2nd World War, having had Christ first in his heart.  I’d say he was 
truly a rich and famous man, a man whose treasure and acclaim were not stored 
up here on earth, but kept for him in heaven. 

And what about us?  What is it that really has first place in our hearts? If it’s 
not God, would we be willing to give it up?  Like the way Abraham heard and 
obeyed God and was willing to make the ultimate sacrifice of the son whom he 
deeply loved, are we willing to lay down on God’s altar the things that we deeply 
love, the things that are displacing love for God in our hearts?  Just as God didn’t 
ultimately intend to take Isaac away from Abraham, God’s intention is not to take 
away the things we love in life, he only wants us to put those things in proper 
perspective-to focus on him, to obey him and have faith, and to love him above 
anyone and everything else. 
 


