27th June 2010
Gen 22:1-19

Biblical characters in difficult situations

Abraham and Isaac

If we are honest this is a terrible story and the full horror of it came home to me when as a father I read it for the first time.  God is demanding a human sacrifice – does that shock us? These nineteen verses taken together are a heartrending story in which we are mercifully spared a lot of detail.

The story raises a number of questions for us; isn’t God deceiving Abraham? How did Abraham feel? Did this request really come from God? Does God ever sanction the taking of a human life? What was Abraham thinking – better to let the boy think I’m the monster rather than God?  This story appears to suspend morality and could be viewed as on the edge of insanity.
And the writer in his sparse narrative doesn’t seem to answer these questions either. So the story opens up varying degrees of interpretation – to whatever thoughts the reader is inspired to.
Notable painters have been inspired by this story, for example Rembrandt gave life to this notion of interpretation with his three treatments of the story each one seen from a different perspective. However, one painter who has given us an interpretation which is very powerful is Caravaggio. He gives in his paintings a characteristic ‘darkness riven by shafting light, the realism of detail, expression and narrative, idealism abandoned in favour of dirty feet and fingernails’.
 

To view Caravaggio’s portrayal of the story is to see the full horror of what is taking place here. Isaac is bound and pinned down by Abraham with such force that his face is contorted in pain in the realisation of what is about to happen. The knife is poised to cut Isaac’s throat. Caravaggio’s treatment enables us to see what the sparseness of the narrative does not – we are there. The picture can help us understand things that the mere reading of the text does not.
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Although the writer spares us much detail there are elements of significance – verse 2 ‘Take your son…your only son, Isaac, whom you love so much.’  
With hindsight we know the end of the story but in the rawness of this command there is no uncertainty, not at least on God’s part.
Early Jewish interpreters graphically illustrated this using an imaginary dialogue between God and Abraham.

‘Abraham, take your son!’

‘Which one, God, I have two sons?’

God replied, ‘Take your only son!’ 

‘But Lord,’ argued Abraham, ‘Ishmael is the only son of Hagar, and Isaac is the only son of Sarah.’

‘Whom you love,’ answered God.

‘Lord, I love them both.’

‘Isaac!’ was God’s solemn reply.

There is poignancy here. God is fully aware of what he is asking Abraham to do. In the harshness of interpretation Isaac is almost a non-entity, dead already. If we jump to verse 19 he isn’t even mentioned as Abraham and his servants return to Beersheba. I can’t help wondering what effect this had on Isaac in later life.
Verse 2 echoes the promise given to Abraham in chapter 12: 1-2, but this demand from God seems to negate that promise and creates the question of what is God doing here? If you remember, Abraham was 75 years old (12:4) when the promise was given that he would father many nations and 100 years old when Isaac was born (21:5); the fulfilment of that promise. So he had lived with that promise for 25 years – I don’t know about you but if I’m promised something for that long I’m inclined to believe it. But for all that, Abraham obeys God’s demand and notice there is no reluctance on his part. He gets on and does what he is told to do. 

This little group then, travel to the region of Moriah, later identified as the temple mount in Jerusalem (2 Chr 3:1), which is now occupied by the Dome of the Rock, a Muslim mosque built in 691AD. Another element of significance if we recall God’s vision to David that he was to build the Temple there and later his son Solomon does exactly that in 2 Chr 3:1. It is to be the place where God is to be seen and provide for his people, a theme that is echoed constantly throughout the psalms and it is also the place of obedience to the word of God.
What about us, where does this story fit as post resurrection people? Does it speak to us of sacrifice? If so what kind of sacrifice?
Within the context of the story is it perhaps important to recognize the relationship of Abraham and Isaac. In early Israel children were an extension of the head of the family. Isaac is a part of Abraham. God appreciates this when he says ‘your only son’; it is the value of this boy to Abraham that is so significant. This child is Abraham’s past, present and future bound up. To give him up is to lose the meaning to his life – remember God told Abraham to offer Isaac as a burnt offering, a sacrifice where everything is consumed by fire unlike other kinds of sacrifice mentioned later in the OT. The implications of this would not have been lost on Israel. They were being asked to give themselves totally to God. 
Where does all this leave Abraham and his relationship with his son? How can it speak to us? If we look at Abraham as a Christ figure then a clearer picture can emerge. Christ like Abraham was apparently following a road which will undo all – a road out into God forsakenness. An echo here with Christ on the cross – My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?

Abraham like Christ was to take up his cross leaving everything – the raw reality of discipleship. He was to obey God unconditionally. So just as God called Abraham so God in Christ calls us to a path of obedience; this is the acid test of discipleship for us. If we want to be his disciples we must accept his authority over every part of our lives. With Jesus it is all or nothing. This then is surely the point of our story; Abraham was prepared to give up everything he saw as his past, present and future. With such a call on our lives it is perhaps not surprising that we will try and modify Christ’s call by taking a more reasonable approach in the light of modern culture. We could be tempted to tell ourselves it’s so different intellectually and theologically now or we could interpret the teaching of Jesus so skilfully that we avoid its direct and disturbing challenge.

David Watson sums up the temptation to avoid this call to a  path of obedience in this way ‘Its important we say not to take this all too literally –  Jesus may have said, ‘love your enemies’ but what he really meant was ‘don’t take active revenge against someone who has wronged you’ or when he said, ‘I am the way…no one comes to the Father, except through me’ what he clearly meant was ‘I am the one way by which you may come to God, but of course there are many others’ or when he said, ‘but seek first his kingdom’ what he really meant was ‘although there are many other things that you must seek in order to have a normal life, make sure that you don’t leave God’s kingdom out of your life altogether.’
 

Through all of this comes the need to reject our own desires and to break with the temptations of the world. In Christ we are as Paul says ‘new creations.’  As Bonhoeffer says in his view of this story
, Abraham physically comes down from the mountain with Isaac as he went up, but the whole situation has changed. In NT terms Abraham was now ‘in Christ’; he had brought the very life of his son under the lordship of Christ and in doing had brought himself under that same lordship. He went away to live his life but not conclusively in the same way as before. He had been challenged at the deepest core of his being – and as a result the old had passed away and the new had begun. And the same is available for us through the grace and working of the Holy Spirit in our lives, changing and re-shaping us. But for that to happen we need to be prepared to face the challenge from God when it comes and in whatever form that may be.
Because it is only when the very core of our lives has been challenged in this kind of way that we can be fully ‘in Christ’.  This then is the point of this seemingly horrendous story of a man willing to sacrifice his only son.
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