What we want to understand by the end of this course is what purposes a sacrifice has in Scripture – and how those purposes can help us understand Christ’s work on the cross. The New Testament assumes that the reader already understands the purposes of the sacrifices the Israelites offered to God – and refers to different kinds of sacrifice to explain what Jesus did. In the first three weeks, then, we are going to consider three sites in Scripture that can help us understand those sacrifices. 

In Week 3, we will encounter the workings of the Temple as presented in Leviticus. When God gave the Law of Israel to Moses, he gave restrictions for living righteously, but also prescriptions for living a rich liturgical relationship with Him. But the legal matter in the Torah is quite spare about the meaning behind the actions they prescribe. Traditionally, the Church has seen Israel’s sacrificial system as a spiritual training ground to prepare God’s people to appreciate Christ’s sacrifice, and so to embrace the directly effective system of sacraments He instituted. But for this training to start working, the Israelites must already have had some understanding of what they were doing. Part of this, I will contend, is because the signs involved in Israelite sacrifices are natural, not merely conventional. A natural sign is an action which means what it does not just because of an arbitrary social convention that could have been otherwise, but because of the way we and the world work inherently: for example, a kiss is a natural sign of intimacy and trust, because two bodies touch sensitive areas that carry infection risk and are used for speaking – telling, promising, asking. The actions involved in ancient ritual are like this: for example, when you kneel and bow your head, you expose your neck to someone and make yourself vulnerable, showing you trust them and subject yourself to their will.

But the Israelites’ ability to understand the meaning of the rituals God gave them was also rooted in the experience they already had. We don’t know how syncretized Israelite practice had become during their slavery in Egypt – we know that God calls them out into the desert to worship Him, suggesting that something isn’t working right in their ghetto in Goshen. But whatever was going on by the time of Moses, the Biblical narrative presents the Passover as the first detailed, effective sacrificial ritual God institutes. 

So, in our second week, we will try to work out what the point of the Passover is. The Passover is especially important because it’s one of two sacrificial rituals that are explicitly invoked by New Testament writers as the model for Christ’s Passion. But the Biblical narrative sweeps past the Israelites’ time in Egypt to connect Moses to his ancestors journeying in Canaan – Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. And in the legendary material in Genesis, we find a cult of sacrifice to Yahweh already fully functioning, with some detailed rituals presented. 

In this lecture, I will restrict myself to one sacrifice presented in the chapters concerning Abraham: the most famous – or infamous – sacrifice Abraham undertakes, the so-called “Binding” of Isaac, or Akedah in Hebrew.

Before we zoom in on this passage, one more piece of preamble: methodology. There are many ways of interpreting the Old Testament. But if we can be confident that Jesus understood it a certain way, His interpretation should dominate any opinion from a critical academic, or even a distinguished theologian, which clearly contradicts it. I want to make a weaker claim for St Paul: some critical readers of St Paul like to imagine that they understand the Old Testament better than he did, because he often seems uninterested in the authorial intentions of many of the passages he discusses – and that is standard practice for the New Testament authors. But these authors are the apostles and their immediate disciples, and their writings are canonical because they express the inspired faith of the apostolic era. So in later weeks I will be drawing on the anonymous author of the epistle to the Hebrews – and whether or not he was Paul, or a bishop, or someone else, the Church has given Hebrews the highest imprimatur it can give, by including it in the canon of Scripture. Having said all this, I am going to inevitably draw on some of what we can learn from archaeology and ancient comparative literature. But I want you to be assured that the arguments given for scepticism about the details of the Old Testament narrative are not strong ones – at least where it becomes legend, rather than aetiological myth, from Genesis 12 onward. We can dig into this debate in the seminars if you are concerned about it.[footnoteRef:1] If you started trying to understand ancient Israelite sacrificial rituals by putting questions into Google, your results would be polluted with highly speculative interpretations, which get their main support from the desire of those frightened by the action of the Lord in history, to believe anything about the Old Testament texts other than that they report events which really happened. We’ll address some of these interpretations along the way, so that you can see there are usually good reasons to discount them. [1:  Similarly, the dating of texts, and the hypothesis that the Old Testament texts as we have them are edited during or after the Exile by a school of scribes drawing on multiple sources, representing opposed perspectives. The arguments for the “source hypothesis”, and for late dates of the composition of Genesis or Exodus, are not strong ones. We should read Scripture as a unified whole, with one author; but when the words or expressions are unclear, we are free to try and use our knowledge of the historical cultural context to work out the public meaning of those words and expressions at the time they were written, or at least at the time of Christ and the apostles, whose interpretations are authoritative. 

In case you are smelling the whiff of fideism here, I will give you two examples to illustrate the weakness of arguments for positions that have become baked into Old Testament scholarship – working hypotheses held even by clergy who are orthodox in their spiritual lives. It is a popular view that the legendary material in Genesis, concerning Abraham, Jacob and Isaac, was unknown to the ancient Israelites, who only had the terms “Jacob” and “Israel” to refer to themselves as a nation, and the vague implication of common descent. The basic argument for this is that specific narratives about Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are not referred to in texts which we can be confident have roots in the times they are traditionally thought to have been composed – such as the Psalms; that the political and social scene described in these legends is not corroborated by archaeological evidence; and that there are other explanations for why we would have a genealogy of the tribes onto which fictional legends could be hung. But the first of these arguments assumes that Biblical authors would be selecting the narratives they want to draw on for imagery, or comment on for theology, in an inclusive or egalitarian way. There is no grounds for such an assumption. The second is essentially an argument from silence, or from very partial archaeological evidence. A few cuneiform stellae left by Canaanite kings should not be presumed to be more reliable just because they are not canonized by Israel and the Church. As for alternative explanations of these legends – other than an oral tradition, that is – they often rely on circumstantial analogies and hand-waving. For example, we know enough about the history of near-eastern tribes in modernity to know that when they make alliances, they confect a common ancestor to justify the alliance as grounded in shared kinship rather than political convenience. As alliance groups get larger, the shared kinship tree stretches back further. But to say that the Israelites must have been following a similar practice during the time of the Judges – around 1200BC – sounds to me, as an outsider to the field, to be ethnic stereotyping of the most extreme sort. All middle eastern culture is the same, apparently, even with a 3000-year gap.] 


On the other hand, my goal in this course is not to present the Church’s teaching on how to understand these rituals. This is because, for the most part, I can’t: I have found researching these topics that the boundaries of orthodoxy leave my questions unanswered. Certainly, there are tendencies in the Fathers and pre-modern commentators to understand them in a certain way, usually in light of the most fashionable theory of the atonement at the time of the theologian’s writing. But although a couple of these theories have been anathematized, none of them have been dogmatically defined. Once the Reformation kicks in, interpretation of Israelite sacrifice becomes a jungle of confusion, and we’ll hunt some of the tigers lurking there in the latter weeks of the course.

First, let’s present the immediate narrative context for the narrative of the binding of Isaac. At this point, Abraham has travelled to Canaan; God has formalized his promise to give him Canaan, and an heir to inherit it from him; he has had Ishmael by Hagar; and Isaac by Sarah. Then, Genesis 22 tells us that “Some time later, God tested Abraham”. How much later than Isaac’s birth, the binding of Isaac occurs, is rather important – but the events the narrative records between this point and the birth don’t give us a good sense. Depictions of this episode from the earliest times show Isaac as a child, but the term often translated as “boy”, na’ar, is really the male equivalent of “maiden” – it doesn’t specify childhood, but youth. 



In comparison to Abraham, that could leave Isaac quite old – the eldest he could have been is 37, given Sarah’s age when he is born and her age when she dies. But he had to be old enough to travel to Moriah for four days with his elderly father, and to carry the wood for the fire up the mountain. So we really are talking about a young man here. He knows what is going on – even though Abraham doesn’t tell him, he knows how sacrifices work, and can see there is no animal at the point where they are building the pyre. 

Now, rather than my read out the whole passage, I invite you to have it in front of you for reference: it’s short enough to fit on one page. Just pause, and fetch it; read it through, then press play after. 

The puzzle of the Akedah is twofold: why does Abraham agree to kill his son, when God asks him? And why does God demand the sacrifice? I would argue that there needs to be one solution to both questions – God cannot have an ulterior motive. We’re going to have to dispense with some responses as being inconsistent with fundamental theology, or at least incomplete on their own.



The first response is this: that the request to sacrifice Isaac is a test, like a school exam, to find out whether Abraham has sufficient trust in God to be worthy of God ‘s keeping the covenant God made with Him earlier. This seems legitimated by the text itself: “Some time later, God tested Abraham”, it begins; and it ends with God saying “because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you,” and God goes on to list the other terms of the covenant He has already made. 

This interpretation faces a dilemma: on the one hand, Abraham does not trust God with respect to any specific outcome of his following the command. Then, Abraham’s faith becomes a matter of raw, irrational obedience, as the correct response to God’s sovereignty. This is the traditional interpretation in Islam. True faith in God means obedient defiance of whatever we might think love and justice and rationality demand of us, all of which are a temptation from the Devil, or a compromise with the world.

This is clearly unacceptable. And it also makes Abraham into a monster, not because we do not owe God this kind of obedience, but because in the narrative context, Abraham’s primary evidence that El is the perfectly righteous creator of the universe is El’s own claims, and the fact that El has helped him win various battles and have some heirs in his old age. The “proof” that El is God only really kicks in in Exodus, with the ten plagues narrative.

The second horn of the dilemma is that Abraham trusts God to react in some way which makes trust a reasonable risk. Now, we might think that given any uncertainty about God’s reliability and power, no such offer could be worth the risk of killing your own son for nothing. Indeed, we should probably think that no outcome could be worth killing your own son at all!

Finally, if we are assuming that El really is God, this interpretation is absurd because God does not need to make us sit any exams to find out how strong our faith is. God knows our inmost heart – this is not just a claim Scripture makes elsewhere; it’s an analytic truth entailed by God’s perfection, the kind of perfection that would justify the kind of trust Abraham is expressing. This reasoning might strike you as an imposition on the text. But here’s a confusion in the text which forces the reader to question the motivation implied in verse 1. In verse 22, we read God saying “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him, for now I know that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son from me.” But we cannot read fear in its normal sense here. El has never threatened to harm Abraham; and fear would be a completely new motivation from trust. Being willing to kill his own son to protect his own skin from an invisible monster would not make Abraham the father of faith – it would make him a coward. To make sense of this verse, we have to make fear mean awe or respect. But then, it is not faith in the sense of trust to fulfil a promise which is at stake. 

The same problem occurs for the way the Akedah is softened by the author of Hebrews: he writes that Abraham could infer from God’s existing promises, that He would raise Isaac from the dead after the sacrifice. This, however, leaves the Akedah as a test to see whether Abraham trusts how powerful God is. A tradition of Christian commentary from Hebrews down to Soren Kierkegaard takes this line, but the difficulty is that it leaves the killing of Isaac itself as an intrinsically pointless chore; Abraham’s only reason to do this horrible task is because God asks Him to.

A different way of mitigating the severity of the narrative is to emphasise Isaac’s maturity, and readiness to die; but this emphasis only repeats, in Isaac’s own case, Abraham’s irrational readiness to kill him. 

Another way is to suggest that Abraham’s faith consists in trusting God to reject the sacrifice – this is one Talmudic interpretation. The request to kill Isaac is really a request for Abraham to give up a possession at least as precious as what would be demanded by the most demanding pagan deity. Child sacrifice was practiced by the Phoenicians, Moabites and Ammonites. Abraham’s faith in El is a trust that El, in His goodness, will not finally make this demand. God stops Abraham at the last minute to show him He wants just as much devotion as any other deity, but that he rejects child sacrifice. 
The question remains, however, why a child sacrifice is the proper expression of this devotion; and how God can be both consistent in demanding it in the first place, and rejecting it at the last minute.

Before I attempt to address this riddle, I want to say something about commentary on the Akedah in the Church Fathers. Following a hint in St Paul’s letter to the Romans, they read the binding of Isaac typologically – and much Christian sacrifice has followed suit. It is easy to flesh out the parallels: Isaac and Jesus are in the same life stage when they climb the hill; the hills are traditionally very close, if not, according to some traditions, the same hill; Jesus bears a load of wood on his shoulders as he climbs; Jesus is bidden to carry, climb and die by His father. 

The danger for us is to note these parallels and think they help us explain the passage: that God organized the episode in order to prophecy by type, and pick out Jesus as the singular seed of Abraham, by similarity to Isaac. By type, here, I’m referring to a method of New Testament and Patristic exegesis called typology. This understands events in the Old Testament which are not prophetic in their authors intention – who may be transcribing a legend or recording history – as a type or tupos of an event in the New Testament, called the antitype. Tupos is the Greek term for the stamp a coinmaker presses into the metal; the image realised, the antitype; in the metaphor, history itself is the hot metal. 

Typological interpretation of the Old Testament can be exciting, and its results a thing to delight in, for appreciating the craft God has put into our salvation. But it does not help us understand what was meant by the human author of texts in the Hebrew Bible; nor does it often help us understand how Jesus or the other New Testament writers would have understood those texts, except where they propose such interpretations themselves. Now, I am assuming throughout that we should assume Jesus carefully planned the way His life was ended; and so the parallels between the Akedah and His Passion can help us understand His intentions in it. Paul clearly understood the intention for Jesus to identify Himself with Isaac – but in what way? We cannot answer that question through typology. We need to understand how an Israelite might have read the Akedah; how God and the human authors of Genesis present the narrative to make it clear why God asks for Isaac, and why Abraham agrees. 



Only if we already understand the purpose of the akedah, can we understand what Jesus is trying to say about why He dies. The alternative is that we take our working theory about Jesus’ purposes for His crucifixion, and then impose them on Genesis. We will see that back-to-front habit of interpretation all over attempts to find Biblical support for the idea that Jesus’ crucifixion is some kind of punishment, and Jesus a substitute for us. In the Akedah, just as in other Israelite sacrifices, there is no indication that the victim is being punished. God does not tell Abraham to beat Isaac; neither Abraham nor Isaac nor their clan are accused of any sin by God; and the ram killed in Isaac’s stead is not punished: he is slaughtered normally, then burnt whole.

This final fate of the ram is, I argue, the key to understanding the point of the Akedah, and raises a detail of the passage which is often overlooked, and makes the Akedah such a great example to begin our investigation with. In the Old Testament we find a range of terms for different kinds of sacrifice, more literally offering, and each has a term corresponding to its purpose in the Israelite’s relationship with God. In Genesis 22 verse 2, translated as literally as I can, God tells Abraham to offer him as a burnt offering.



Of course, Abraham understands this to mean killing his son and burning his whole body on the pyre, without eating any himself. It’s obvious because that’s what people in the Ancient Near East did when they gave their sons as gifts to a god. Indeed, it seems he’s right to understand it this way: God reacts to the binding of Isaac, and to Abraham’s drawing the knife, when he intervenes to tell Abraham “because you have not withheld from me your only son”. But the binding and killing is only the means to an end: it’s not what God is after when he “tests” Abraham. To understand that, we need to understand what is meant by a burnt offering, in Hebrew an olah.

Helpfully, Leviticus presents us with a catalogue of different rituals we can call “sacrifice” because they involve setting consumables apart for God, and destroying them. Less helpfully, it says very little about the purpose of each ritual. So we have to glean that by comparing them with each other, with rituals Israelites might have been familiar with from their neighbours, and with hints elsewhere in Scripture. The olah ritual has some distinctive features: firstly, the animal must be the best the worshiper can find and afford – if they can afford livestock, it must be unblemished. Secondly, unlike many other animal sacrifices, the entire body is burnt up. None of the meat is eaten by the priest or worshiper.[footnoteRef:2] A burnt offering is made on two occasions – on the one hand, by any Israelite when they choose, for a range of different reasons: to beg for help, or to repent of a sin one knew about – we don’t have a list of the types of sins a burnt offering was thought to suffice for – or just as a “freewill offering”, that is, ‘just to say I love you’ to God. The second occasion is mandatory: the priests had to offer a lamb or kid every morning and evening – practically, this meant there was always an animal on the altar, burning away day and night. [2:  The blood is drained and splashed at the altar. In this case, it could be to expiate for killing the animal. Or it could be a gift of the blood, whether as part of the animal’s life/value, or as a magical reagent handed over. The altar isn’t being cleaned of accumulated impurity, so it’s the side not the horns.] 


The first occasion, or range of occasions, makes clear the purpose of a burnt offering: that it is, fundamentally, a gift. And we give gifts for a range of reasons. Gifts are not symbols of the action we perform by giving them. They are essential to the action. The second occasion suggests an explanation of the distinctive details of the olah, but also of God’s request of Isaac in the Akedah – and, in turn, of one of the roles of the Crucifixion in reconciling humanity to God. Why would there need to be a burnt offering being constantly offered? Because our right relationship to God is such that we have every reason to give Him a gift, at all times – everything we hope for will come from Him, and we can never trade or bargain; so we are always in a state of begging. Everything we have is given by Him, so we always owe gratitude. And the loyalty and obedience we owe Him is absolute, so that if we can express sufficient contrition through giving a heartfelt, penitent gift, we should try. A gift can be a simple expression of love; God is worthy of the limit case of our love, that is, worship. In other words, the facts about the difference between God and us, and what God is to us, mean that a right relationship between us and God involves us giving the best we can give, as far as we can – the unblemished lamb, the firstborn son – and giving it over completely, laying it on the altar to go up entirely in smoke, without remainder. Whatever we give God, we cannot give enough to meet a debt; we can only give our best, as best we can. In the end, even that is only one tiny piece returned from all that God has given us.

There is evidence in the narrative context of the Akedah that we should understand Abraham’s sacrifice in this way – that is, as a trial not of irrational obedience, or terror of an invisible monster, or selfish willingness to trade a child’s life for future victories in battle – but as an absolute gift of love, doing any or all of the things we must give gifts to do, in a loving relationship. It is not a test for God to find out what Abraham is like, but a trial for Abraham to find out, and become in its taking, an adequate lover of God. Throughout the narrative, Abraham is required to give up more and more to grow closer to God: first his home, and the social place it means; then, from his own wealth, as he sacrifices livestock; then, from his own flesh, as he is circumcised. Isaac, his long-awaited heir, is himself the top of a mountain of giving Abraham has climbed. Understanding this allows us to interpret properly God’s saying that “now I know that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son from me.” We are to read fear here as the word that expresses the absolute devotion God deserves from us. It also allows us to understand how God can be both consistent in asking for Isaac, and rejecting his killing. What God literally asks for is this: “Take your son, your only son, whom you love—Isaac—and go to the region of Moriah. Offer him there as a burnt offering on a mountain I will show you.” Many English translations just take the term offer and interpret it with reference to the olah ritual, so giving us “sacrifice him there”. And God knows this is how Abraham will understand it, since in the surrounding culture child sacrifice is normal – in fact, it’s the highest form of sacrifice, which shows to spirits the most fear, the most need, the most gratitude. God cannot explicitly ask for less, while still asking Abraham for the kind of gift Abraham needs to be ready to give. But God can wait until Abraham has fully committed, has expressed and developed his devotion, before teaching him that God is faithful to His promises, and faithful to His own expressed will for humans’ dignity. Remember that in Genesis 9, God has told Noah that He has created humans with such a dignity that anyone who sheds human blood must have his blood shed in turn.

The last issue I need to discuss is how understanding the Akedah can then help us understand Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross. Jesus identifies Himself with Isaac by arranging to carry his own pile of wood up a mountain in the region of Moriah: the wood on which he will go up. The sacrifice of the Cross is the only way humanity can give a total gift good enough for God: by giving God Himself. Consider this: even if Adam had never sinned, it would still be appropriate for Adam to give God such a gift. We might not talk of owing someone a gift when they are expressing gratitude, or praise; but it is still right and just to give it. 

But there are, of course, some important differences between the Crucifixion and a burnt offering ritual. Pointing out these crucial differences paves the way for the next week’s lecture, on the Passover. Jesus goes up on the cross, but it will take him another 42 days to take his life and body up to heaven in smoke. Perhaps his suffering on the way to the Cross is His way of showing He is giving over everything about His humanity – all His human desires for comfort and dignity – even though He cannot make it more obvious that He is giving Himself as a burnt offering by having His body burnt on the altar outside the Temple. His blood, too, is not splashed against the altar of the Temple – it goes straight on the rock of Moriah – and to two other places: up to the heavenly Temple, and into the gullets of the faithful. One final, crucial difference: Jesus’ life, body and blood are a gift for all of us to give. But none of us could bring Him to the mountain like Isaac, or the Temple like an Israelite. So He needs to implement a way for all of us to share in His act of giving. The antecedent of the Passover is going to allow Jesus to design a mechanism for this His immediate audience would have understood.

