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Genesis 22 
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1) Introduction to Genesis 22 

 
a) This chapter, according to Sibley Towner, “is the most powerful and 

memorable of all that is told us about the patriarch.” Jewish interpreters refer 
to this passage as AKEDAH, the Hebrew term referring to “the binding” in 
verse 9 describing that horrendous scene when Abraham binds his son Isaac 
in preparation for sacrifice. This is the climactic story of Abraham’s 
biography. The command in verse 22:2 to “go” matches the same expression 
in 12:1 when Abraham is 1st called by God’s command. He responds to both 
commands without questioning. 
 

b) Though Towner and Brueggemann disagree, many other interpreters of this 
chapter see this as an announcement that human sacrifice has no place in the 
religion of Israel. The sanctification of a human offering is not uncommon in 
Near Eastern cultures and even occurred on rare occasions in the history of 
Israel according to 1st Kings 16:34 and 2nd Kings 16:3, 21:6. In this passage 
such a horrendous practice seems to be ended by divine decree. 
 

c) This chapter is a late addition to the Abraham material being written by the 
Elohist or E writers in the 9th century BC. That is 100 years after the 
Yahwist or J writers. The E writers used the term “Elohim” for God, which 
is used here as well as one of their favorite phrases, “the fear of God.”  
 

d) I will follow the commentaries of Towner and Brueggemann, but I will 
conclude by emphasizing the interpretation offered by the Danish 
philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855). He refers to Abraham as the 
“knight of faith,” based on the events in this chapter. 
 

2) Genesis 22:1-19 – The Sacrifice of Isaac 
 
a) In verse 1 the reader is told that what happens in this episode is a “test” of 

Abraham. The patriarch of Israel, however, will only uncover that truth at 
the conclusion of these events. Brueggemann defends this concept of divine 
testing and notes it is found elsewhere in Scripture, as in the case of Job. 
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b) Verse 2 underscores the horrendous nature of what God is asking when Isaac 

is described as the one “whom you love.” It is difficult to read this passage 
even knowing that it is a test without picturing God as cruel and sadistic. 
Towner comments, “It is essential that the key sentence of the story, ‘God 
will provide’, be borne in mind at all times.” Verse 2 also mentions “the land 
of Moriah.” Moriah is about 3 days journey from Beer-Sheba where 
Abraham was living at the time. Moriah is mentioned in 2nd Chronicles 3:1 
as the place where Solomon decided to build the temple in Jerusalem. The 
temple mount is the same location where the sacrifice of Isaac occurred. A 
beautiful Islamic shrine, the Dome of the Rock, now marks that precise 
location of this central event in the life of Abraham. 
 

c) Verses 3-6 provide the details of Abraham’s sacrificial preparation. He took 
2 of his servants along with his son Isaac and a donkey. He cut the wood for 
the burnt sacrifice and began his journey to the appointed place. 
Approaching the spot, Abraham asked his servants to stay behind while he 
proceeded with his son, the wood, and a knife. The servants are told to go no 
further for 1 of 2 reasons. Either the mountain was too holy for their un-
sanctified presence or Abraham didn’t wish for them to witness a murder. 
 

d) In verses 7 and 8 a difficult conversation is recorded between Abraham and 
the young boy Isaac who asked, “where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” 
The father and son walked calmly toward the place of sacrifice as Abraham 
responds, “God himself will provide.” Many commentators focus on the 
Latin words behind the English translation of the term “provide”– Pro 
(forward), Videre (see), which form the theological concept of 
“Providence.” It is important, though difficult, to keep the doctrine of 
providence in mind while reading the story. 
 

e) In the frightful verses 9 and 10 there is no dialogue as Abraham builds an 
altar, places the wood on the altar, binds his son Isaac, and places him up on 
the altar. Then comes the horrendous scene where Abraham lifts his knife 
preparing to slay his son of promise. 
 

f) Finally, in verses 11 and 12, following these frightening preparations, the 
voice of God is heard calling to Abraham, “Do not lay your hand on the boy 
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or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God.” Abraham has 
passed the test. Brueggemann emphasizes that God has also passed the test – 
the God of Israel will not permit Isaac to be sacrificed. The parallels to the 
sacrificial death of Jesus cannot be avoided with the father preparing to 
sacrifice his innocent son. According to Brueggemann the resurrection of 
Christ is another example of God’s ultimate providence. “The resurrection is 
the miracle by which God provides new life in a situation where only death 
is anticipated. The dialectic of testing/providing in our narrative becomes the 
dialectic of crucifixion/resurrection in the faith of the church.” 
 

g) In verse 13 we see the fulfillment of God’s providence: a lamb is provided. 
On this occasion the sacrificial lamb is not offered as a sin offering for guilty 
persons, but as a substitute for the innocent Isaac. 
 

h) Verse 14 celebrates the providence of God as Abraham names the place 
where he built the sacrificial altar, “The Lord will provide.” The name can 
be translated in numerous ways including “God sees,” or “God is seen.” The 
writer of the story wants to emphasize the providential nature of the 
sacrificial lamb that appears and not the strange test where God asked for an 
innocent human sacrifice. 
 

i) In verses 15-18 a heavenly voice was heard restating the earlier promise to 
Abraham 1st announced in Genesis 12:3 that his offspring will be “as 
numerous as the stars of heaven.” The angels go on to pronounce that 
because of Abraham’s faithful obedience all the nations of the earth will be 
blessed. 
 

j) In verse 19 Abraham returns to Beer-sheba with his servants, as if 
everything now returns to normal even after these earth-shattering events. It 
is interesting that Isaac is not mentioned at all in the aftermath of the 
sacrifice. 
 

3) Genesis 22:20-24 – The Children of Nahor 
 
a) This addition to the story of sacrifice provides a brief family history 

concerning the children of Abraham’s brother, Nahor. These verses establish 
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the pedigree of Rebecca who will be married to Isaac and through whom the 
promise will be fulfilled. 
 

b) These verses also emphasized the relationship of Abraham to Aram, 
representing the Aramaeans or Syrian people whose kinship to the children 
of Israel and Abraham is attested in the phrase repeated by Jewish children 
found in Deuteronomy 26:5, “a wandering Aramaean was my ancestor.” 
 

4) What Does Genesis 22 Mean? Why Is This in My Bible? 
 
a) As you would expect of a good Presbyterian, Sibley Towner focuses on the 

issue of providence. He describes Genesis 22 as the “most powerful of all 
the patriarchal narratives,” demonstrating the precarious nature of God’s 
promise made to Abraham. Prior to this story the promise had been 
“challenged by poverty, perfidy, barrenness, and the false start with Ishmael. 
Now it hangs to its fulfillment by a mere thread as a knife flashes over 
Abraham’s head.… People stumble along in following God’s call, but God 
provides.” While Hagar, Abraham, and Sarah took matters into their own 
hands and got a son for Abraham by their scheming, the providence of God 
resulted in the birth of Isaac and in the rescue of Isaac on the sacrificial altar. 
Chapter 22 teaches us that “Providence stands beside us in the daily round 
and in the extreme crisis.” 
 

b) Walter Brueggemann interprets the story as a commentary on “The Mystery 
of Testing and Providing.” According to Brueggemann, God both tests and 
provides. “God tests to identify his people, to discern who is serious about 
faith and to know in whose lives he will be fully God.… God provides, 
giving good gifts which cannot be explained or even expected. We are not 
permitted by this narrative to choose between these characteristics of God.” 
It may seem unreasonable and rationally inconsistent, but for Brueggemann, 
that is the nature of God who both tests and provides. 
 

c) I would suggest a much different interpretation of this passage based on the 
thought of Soren Kierkegaard who saw Genesis 22 as providing the very 
definition of faith and thereby informing our key biblical doctrines of grace, 
incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection. 
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i) A lower level of faith, which Kierkegaard labels as “Religiousness A,” 
interprets God’s command to murder Isaac as an act of fate, to be carried 
out in despair and resignation. The tragic hero of Greek drama would be 
the prime example of “Religiousness A.” The Greek tragic hero resigned 
himself to his fate by seeking to reconcile himself to the capricious nature 
of the gods. From the viewpoint of Abraham, the meaning of God’s 
command to murder Isaac was unreasonable and unjust. If the long-
awaited heir were to be killed, all would be lost. 
 

ii) Abraham did not play the part of a Greek tragic hero. As described in 
Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, “He resigned everything infinitely, 
and then he grasped everything again by virtue of the absurd.” He 
entrusted himself to what he could never rationally grasp. He made the 
absurd decision to kill the promise while at the same time believing in the 
promise. Rationally, that is impossible to believe. This was Abraham’s 
“leap of faith” that was beyond all rational comprehension. This is what 
Kierkegaard refers to as “Religiousness B.” Abraham, utterly alone 
before God, accepts responsibility when he forsakes rationality, breaks 
with all temporal logic, and chooses in faith to obey God. While 
sacrificing the promise he still holds on in faith to the promise. 
 

iii) As Abraham carried out God’s command, he went against all accepted 
moral standards. There was great risk involved in labeling an action as 
“sacrifice,” which others would brand as murder. Moreover, Abraham 
was responsible for deciding whether the command was indeed from God 
or from some other source, such as the evil God Malik who called for 
child sacrifice. 

 
iv)  Kierkegaard defined Abraham the “Knight of Faith.” That is, Abraham 

took responsibility for his choices and acted from a unified center of 
being. In a leap from what he could understand to an affirmation of the 
absurd, the faithful individual entrusted his whole being to the mystery of 
a reality he could not rationally explain. 

 
v) Following Martin Luther’s insistence on “faith alone” and Luther’s 

emphasis on a spiritual religion of the heart, Kierkegaard aligned himself 
with Pascal who spoke of God as perceived by the heart and not by 
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reason alone. Kierkegaard was not opposed to the use of reason in 
consideration of factual and secular issues, but in the consideration of 
issues of faith, he spoke of the uselessness of reason. The key issues of 
faith – divine grace, incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection – all of 
these are illogical, irrational, and unreasonable. 
 

vi) Because of the failure of rationality, believers must turn elsewhere. 
Kierkegaard suggested that persons of faith must turn to passionate 
subjectivity. “It is subjectivity that Christianity is concerned with, and it 
is only in subjectivity that its truth exists.” The intention of Kierkegaard 
is to argue for the necessity of personal involvement in matters of faith 
and belief. He makes this point by looking at the difference between the 
New Testament faith and the church of our own day. In the New 
Testament times, there were only a very few true believers, but they 
turned their world upside down. Nowadays, everyone supposedly knows 
the truth, but it doesn’t make much of a difference to anyone. 

 
vii) To further illustrate the contrast of rational faith based on objective 

evidence and subjective faith based on personal and risky encounter, 
Kierkegaard referred to the 1st disciples of Jesus who had all the objective 
evidence one could ask for. They saw Jesus, they heard Jesus, they were 
close enough to smell Jesus. But that was not the basis of their belief and 
faith. Remember, there were others that saw Jesus and heard Jesus, and 
they went away screaming that he was speaking the words of Beelzebub. 
Having direct rational evidence about Jesus did not determine how one 
responded to Jesus. Those 1st disciples came to believe and have faith in 
Jesus only through personal encounter, which is the same way we are 
invited to know Jesus today. Those 1st disciples had no advantage on us. 
Kierkegaard writes, “There is no disciple at secondhand. The 1st and the 
last are essentially on the same plane.” Whether we are speaking of 
Simon Peter or Abraham, we come to know true faith through subjective 
encounter and not rational argumentation. Faith is a matter of personal 
encounter, and that is what Abraham teaches us above all else. 
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Questions for Reflection: 
 
1.Do you think the sacrifice of Isaac was an example of divine testing? Do you 
think God tests people today? Do you think God tests you? 
 
2.Can you imagine a loving God requesting that Abraham kill and sacrifice his son 
Isaac? Can you put yourself in the place of Abraham and see yourself acting as he 
did? How do you make sense of this horrible divine request? 
 
3.Sibley Towner interprets this story by emphasizing divine providence. Walter 
Brueggemann in his interpretation focuses on the mystery of testing and providing. 
Soren Kierkegaard uses Abraham as the example of true faith, moving beyond 
reason and insisting on the necessity of subjective encounter. Which of these 
approaches do you find the most helpful? 
 
4.How do you interpret the story of the sacrifice of Isaac? If you were in control of 
the biblical canon, would this story be included? 


