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Genesis 22:1-18 

 

This is a very difficult story. On the face of it, we might think it is straightforward and 

easy. God tells Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, and then, seeing that Abraham is willing to do 

so, provides a ram as a substitute, commending Abraham for his faith and trust.  

 

But this straightforward story raises a lot of questions. What kind of God demands that 

his faithful servant sacrifice his child? What kind of God promises a child to Abraham 

and Sarah when they are old, provides the child in a miraculous way, and then demands 

that it be killed? What kind of God demands murder? Why does God who later will 

command, Thou Shall Not Kill, here ask Abraham to kill his own flesh and blood?  

 

Some say, well this story was told in order to teach Israel that child sacrifice was 

unacceptable to God. Israel’s neighbors worshiped the Baals, and regularly sacrificed 

children in worship. And so some will say this story serves to remind Israel not to do that.  

That is true enough, but doesn’t do justice to the story.  

 

Others ask about Abraham’s mental state. Soren Kierkegaard wrote a book, Fear and 

Trembling, in which he wrote various versions of the story, how Abraham may have felt 

and responded to Isaac’s questions. Kierkegaard leads to the paradox in the story: if God 
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commands you to do something evil, do you do it? Is it good because God commands it, 

even though it is against the law?  

 

The story sits in the paradox between God's command and God's providence. God tests 

Abraham. God provides for Abraham. These two are not without conflict: God's very 

command conflicts with his promise.  God commands Abraham to do something which 

will negate the promise. How will Abraham have descendants like the stars in the sky if 

he kills Isaac? 

 

How do we live with this conflict? Most people want a God who provides rather than a 

God who tests. Most religion rests comfortably in the security that God will give us what 

we need.  And indeed, that is what God promises.  But then, what do we do when God 

does not seem to provide? What do we do when we are tested?  Faith that is one-sided is 

not adequate. 

 

Some people avoid the conflict. We are free; we don’t need to be tested. We are 

competent; we don’t need God to provide for us. We are free and competent people, and 

we can take care of things, thank you. That is, I am afraid, the way that many of us live 

from day to day. And that is a denial of faith! 

 

Abraham has great faith, and faith lives in the crack between the command and the 

promise. Abraham obeys the command, even though it goes against all reason and flies in 

the face of the promise. Abraham obeys God because Abraham knows that before God 
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we are neither free nor competent. Before God we are dependent creatures. Before God 

we live only in faith or defiance.  

 

This story also has a prophetic point. You can’t miss the symbolism.  Isaac is the 

promised child, through whom God will bless all the nations. God asks Abraham to 

sacrifice the child on the mountain.  At the end, a sheep replaces the child. Jesus is the 

promised child, the Messiah, through whom God will bless and save all people. Jesus the 

Son is taken to the mountain to die. In his death Jesus becomes the Lamb of God and 

serves to replace the temple sacrifices of animals with his own sacrifice, once for all time.  

 

Faith might find it hard to trust a God who offers such a contradictory command. Faith 

might find it hard to trust a God who offers life through the death of a savior.  Faith finds 

it hard to understand these things; they do not make sense. They are paradoxical. Yet 

faith finds that it is filled with paradoxes: we learn hope and peace through suffering. We 

find life in death. We lose our lives to find them. We give in order to receive. We deny 

ourselves and in doing so become most truly who we are as God's creation. All 

paradoxes.  

 

Will God provide? Yes. But the way that God provides will almost certainly not be the 

way that you expect or plan for. The way that God acts will be unexpected, unusual, 

unforeseen. The way that God provides will be better than whatever you had chosen.  
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Will God test us? Yes. We are given circumstances which will lead us to greater, stronger 

faith. Some of the things that come our way are very hard, very bad. God doesn’t do bad 

things to us. But God does seem to allow hard times to come our way, which can be 

occasions for our faith to grow.  Perhaps God here wants to find out if Abraham loves 

him more than he loves the son he has been given. Perhaps God tests us to find out what 

our true love is.  

 

The last thing about this story is found back in chapter 15, verse 6:  “Abraham believed 

God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.”  The apostle Paul picks up this verse 

as foundational in his discussions of justification by faith.  Abraham’s faith that God 

would provide despite his command, despite the obvious contradiction and conflict, 

despite the horror of what he is told to do, despite the longing for a son, and the love he 

has for Isaac. Abraham believes God's promises, even though this command goes against 

those promises; and Abraham obeys the command even though God's promises weigh 

against it.  This faith that trusts in God above all else is what saves Abraham. 

 

After this story the promise is renewed. It is the promise that stands at the end. 

Generations later, when Israel after many warnings is taken into exile, God does not 

forget or forsake them, but brings a remnant back. No matter what hard commands come 

our way, what tests we face, how long our exile, finally, God's promise remains, and in 

Christ we can trust that promise above all else.  
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In a time of coronavirus we may wonder about God’s providing. Is it true that God will 

protect us? If we get sick, what do we say then? To God? Do we trust him even if we get 

sick? What if we die?  

 

Abraham trusted the promise even as he obeyed God, despite the contradictory nature of 

things. Like Abraham we must trust God even in the midst of a deadly pandemic.  

 

Our lives have been very comfortable, especially because we do not have to face 

disconcerting truths about our lives, and how others are treated in this society. We have 

to trust God as a new world breaks through, where all people are heard.  

 

We tend to read this story and interpret it in ways that do not challenge us, do not make 

us worry about God’s care for us. If we step outside our comfort zones, and read it, say, 

as though we were black people, we might find a different kind of comfort. God does 

make promises, call us to suffer, and then see us through.  

 

So face life bravely. Trust in God even in times of bleakness and testing, in times when 

the right way seems so bad. Trust God in the darkest moments, and God will lead you 

through to the land of promise. Of that we can be sure. Thanks be to God. Amen.  


