 The Sacrifice of Abraham
Welcome to session 3
In the book of Genesis, we have one of the more well known, and perhaps one of the more troubling, passages of the Bible:
God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” He said, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.” (Gen 22:1-2, NRSVCE)
The passage even gets a mention in Eucharistic Prayer I as “the sacrifice of Abraham, our father in faith”. Now we know that in the end Isaac is not sacrificed. But, at least as far as the narrative is concerned, Abraham is willing to make the sacrifice, and even gets as far as binding Isaac and putting him on the altar. Indeed, the story is often referred to as the Akedah, the Binding, particularly by Jewish people. Abraham is later commended by God for his willingness to sacrifice Isaac.
The passage has a meaning at many levels. The obedience of Abraham is praised as a model of faithfulness later in the passage. The fact that Isaac is not sacrificed is seen as an indication that God does not require child sacrifice. And the image of the beloved son bearing the wood of his own sacrifice has been seen in Christian reading as a foreshadowing of Christ. The passage is one of those read at the Easter Vigil.
At the same time the willingness of Abraham to sacrifice Isaac troubles us, as does the fact that God appears to command this, even though God stops Abraham seeing it through.
Let us first look at historical context. While the notion of human sacrifice is abhorrent to us, it was clearly a practice in the cultures of the Ancient Near East at the time the biblical narratives were being produced. The Ban, which we looked at last week, has its origin in a sacrificial slaughter of all the enemy in a particular battle or town. And one particular form of human sacrifice, the sacrifice of children, is legislated against on a number of occasions. One example from the book of Leviticus is
Any of the people of Israel, or of the aliens who reside in Israel, who give any of their offspring to Molech shall be put to death (20:2)
There is no need for laws against something that does not happen, so legislation against child sacrifice indicates it was a problem in the community for which the legislation was framed. The OT generally presents this as something learnt from the foreign nations with whom the Israelites ‘mingled’. so in Psalm 106 we read:
They did not destroy the peoples, as the LORD commanded them,
but they mingled with the nations and learned to do as they did.
They served their idols, which became a snare to them.
They sacrificed their sons and their daughters to the demons;
they poured out innocent blood, the blood of their sons and daughters,
whom they sacrificed to the idols of Canaan; 
and the land was polluted with blood. (106: 34-38)
Also relevant to our story is the practice of ‘offering’ the firstborn males of both humans and livestock to God:
All that first opens the womb is mine, all your male livestock, the firstborn of cow and sheep. The firstborn of a donkey you shall redeem with a lamb, or if you will not redeem it you shall break its neck. All the firstborn of your sons you shall redeem. (Ex 34:19-20)
On this basis, the story could also be seen as an archetype for Israelite sacrifice: an animal is offered in place of a human being.
Before we look in more detail at the story, it may be useful to look at another rather different story about someone sacrificing their child. That is the story of Jephthah and his (unnamed) daughter in Judges 11. 
Jephthah is leading a war of Israel against the Ammonites, and we are told that:
Jephthah made a vow to the LORD and said, “If you will give the Ammonites into my hand, then whatever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me, when I return victorious from the Ammonites, shall be the LORD’s, to be offered up by me as a burnt offering.” (Judges 11:30-31)
We are not told whether God approves of this vow. However, Jephthah wins the battle, and when he returns home:
there was his daughter coming out to meet him with timbrels and with dancing. She was his only child; he had no son or daughter except her. When he saw her, he tore his clothes and said, “Alas, my daughter! You have brought me very low; you have become the cause of great trouble to me. For I have opened my mouth to the LORD, and I cannot take back my vow.” (34-35).
His daughter, somewhat surprisingly, does not object to this, only asking that she be given time with her friends to ‘bewail her virginity’ (37)! when she returns we are told rather sombrely that that Jephthah “did with her according to the vow he had made”.
Although the stories are very different, both involve a father’s willingness to sacrifice their child, and in both cases it seems that the emphasis is more on the father, and what they are giving up, than on the fate of the child. Both also refer to the type of sacrifice as a “burnt offering”.
Returning to Abraham, let us now look at some aspects of the text of Genesis 22 in a little more detail.
In the first verse we are told that “God put Abraham to the test”. The use of the word ‘test’ (nasah) here is slightly unusual in that the specific term is more commonly used when referring to the ‘testing’ of Israel by God. Indeed, in the book of Judges (22:22, 3:1.4) it is the native peoples still resident in the land who are the ‘test’ – and one of the temptations coming from them is the practice of child sacrifice! 
In verse 2 Isaac is described as Abraham’s only son. In a sense this is not true, as Ishmael is also his son. However, God has already insisted that Isaac is the son through whom Abraham’s progeny will come. As an aside, in later Islamic tradition, the son in this story is Ishmael rather than Isaac.
The command of God is usually translated “offer him there as a burnt offering”. However that reading can be contested. another, slightly more ambiguous translation would be “take him up for a burnt offering”. This could mean the same as the normal translation, but it could also be interpreted as an instruction that he and Isaac should make a burnt offering on the mountain. Isaac clearly presumes that this is what is going to happen when he asks about the whereabouts of the lamb. Abraham’s dissembling response turns out, of course, to be in a sense prophetic!
Indeed although Abraham is prepared to sacrifice Isaac, there are also signs that he believes that that will not be the end of the story. He withholds the full purpose of his journey from both Isaac an the ‘young men’. And when speaking to the young men he says “we” will return, indicating perhaps that he expects Isaac to be with him. 
In the end, of course, Abraham sacrifices the ram he finds caught in a thicket. But this in a sense means it is not ‘his’ sacrifice. He has not given anything up! The ram comes from God, (“the LORD provides”) and so in a sense one could argue that it is God’s sacrifice. 
The passage as a whole is saying that God does not require child sacrifice. Abraham, the model of piety and faithfulness, was willing to offer his son, but that was not required of him, and therefore is not required of Israel as a whole. 
From a Christian perspective, as I mentioned earlier, there are several aspects of the text that point towards a comparison of Isaac with Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. He is the beloved son. He bears the wood of the sacrifice. There is mention of a 3-day journey. But perhaps above all, it is God who provides the sacrifice. The biggest difference of course is that while Isaac is unaware of what his father’s plans are, Jesus is of course, fully aware of the sacrifice he is to make. He is, after all, not just the Lamb, but the one who offers himself – the Lord who provides.
One final curiosity about this narrative. At the end we are told “Abraham returned to his young men, and they arose and went together to Beer-sheba” (Verse 19). What has happened to Isaac?
