
Genesis 21:1-3, 22:1-14  

  

There’s a story told about the Second World War – about a group of Jews who were 
trying to hide from the Nazis.  Amongst the group was a young mother, whose baby 
started to cry.  The noise of the crying was likely to attract the attention of the Nazis 
and give away the hiding place.  This would put everyone at risk.  So the young 
mother smothered her baby rather than risk everyone being found. 

I’m not sure if this is a true story, although it’s certainly a scenario that’s sometimes 
used in ethics classes. 

However, the story of Margaret Garner is a true story.  Margaret Garner was an 
African-American slave.  In January 1856, during the coldest winter in 60 years, she 
and her family escaped across the frozen Ohio River to Cincinnati. 

They made their way to the house of a former slave, Margaret's Uncle Joe Kite. 

But slave catchers and U.S. Marshals found the Garners barricaded inside the house.  
They surrounded the property, then stormed the house…   

… And they found that Margaret had killed her two-year-old daughter with a 
butcher’s knife rather than see the child returned to slavery.  She had also wounded 
her other children, and was preparing to kill them and herself when she was 
overpowered by the Marshals. 

Heart-breaking stories.  How could a mother kill her own child?   

Yet – I have a great deal of sympathy for these women.  I’m not sure whether I can 
completely condone their acts – but I can certainly understand them.  I can 
appreciate the dilemma each of them faced.  I can appreciate the desperation and 
anguish that each must have felt.   

Genesis 21:1-3; 22:1-14 

When I read the story of Abraham preparing to sacrifice Isaac, though… 

This is different.  This isn’t the desperate act of someone who has to choose between 
two equally unspeakable alternatives.  On the face of it, this seems more heartless 
and cold-blooded.  There’s no indication of any kind of emotion.  God says to 
Abraham: “I want you to sacrifice your son” – and Abraham sets off to do just that.  

This is a story that raises all sorts of questions – about Abraham and about God too: 

Why did God want to test Abraham in the first place?  Was it for God’s benefit?  Or 
for Abraham’s? 

And what kind of God would command the sacrifice of a child?  This command to 
offer Isaac as a burnt offering seems cruel and defeating – especially in view of God’s 
promise to Abraham regarding children in Genesis 15:5: “Look up at the heavens and 
count the stars – if indeed you can count them.  So shall your offspring be.” 



In any case, child sacrifice isn’t permitted in the Bible.  It is mentioned – but it’s 
always condemned.  And those who perform it are condemned too.   

And what about Abraham?  Why didn’t Abraham say anything?  No questions are 
asked and no objections raised.  Why didn’t he protest?  After all, in Genesis 18:16-
33 we read how he negotiated with God over the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah.  

And the same Abraham has already got rid of his only other child – Ishmael.  In 
Genesis 21:10, Sarah tells Abraham to “Get rid of that slave woman and her son”.  On 
that occasion, though, we’re told that Abraham was “greatly distressed” by the 
demands being made on him – which makes his apparent passiveness on this 
occasion all the more baffling. 

As I said earlier, this passage raises all sorts of questions – questions that are difficult 
and suggest no easy answers.  But we shouldn’t shy away from difficult questions.  
Instead, we need to open ourselves to how the wholeness of Scripture, in all of its 
rich detail, speaks to us.  

Answers 

In Judaism, there’s a method of reading biblical texts that’s called Midrash.  The word 
‘Midrash’ comes from the Hebrew darash which means ‘to seek out’.   It works on 
the principle that, however familiar a passage might be, scripture is always filled with 
possibility.  Every reading, every encounter with the Bible, is an opportunity to 
understand God in new ways. 

So – today – we try to ‘seek out’ the meaning of this passage about Abraham and 
Isaac.  We take this opportunity to understand God in new ways. 

Having said that, I’m not sure just how ‘new’ an understanding I can provide.  But 
there are three ways of understanding the story that I’d like to suggest: 

 Trust 

The first is that, as I suggested in the children’s address, this is a story about trust; it’s 
an example of faith. 

It's about Abraham entrusting his own future, his own life, to God – because Isaac is 
the life and future of his father. 

Abraham obeyed because he trusted that God would provide a way through this 
moment that wouldn’t entail giving up on the promises of Genesis 17:4 (“You will be 
the father of many nations”) and Genesis 21:12 (“It is through Isaac that your 
offspring will be reckoned.”). 

And God responds to Abraham's trust and keeps his divine commitment to him. 

Do we have that same level of trust in God?  Do we really believe that when we put 
our trust in God, He always provides?  



 Change 

A second way of understanding this story is that it’s about change. 

For all practical purposes, Abraham now just passes out of the picture from this point 
on in Genesis. 

The story we read today is the moment Abraham has to let go of his son and let Isaac 
be the new father of the nation. 

This isn’t just a story of Abraham being asked to sacrifice his son.  In many ways, the 
sacrifice is all about Abraham: 

When Isaac is unbound, a ram is discovered in the bushes.  Normally it would be a 
lamb that would be used for sacrifice – a ‘child’ sheep.  But that’s not the case here.  
Here it’s the adult sheep that is sacrificed.  The sacrifice is of Abraham – who 
sacrifices himself through the ram.  He lets go of his son and then of his active role; 
he hands on the role of patriarch to his son.  The story marks the changeover from 
Abraham to Isaac as the leader of the nation. 

Do we always recognise when it’s time for change?  Are we ready to relinquish our 
role – whatever that might be – when God calls time? 

 Christology 

And a final point.  In the story of Abraham and Isaac there’s a kind of fore-shadowing 

of the story of Jesus. 

In the verse we read from John’s gospel, Jesus is described as “the Lamb of God, who 

takes away the sin of the world” 

And there are parallels between the Abraham/Isaac story and Jesus’ crucifixion:  

 As Isaac carries the wood for his own sacrifice, so Jesus carries the wood for 

his.  

 More fundamentally, it is God himself who provides the sacrifice.  In the 

Genesis story it is the ram, caught in the bush.   When Abraham says, ‘On the 

mountain of the Lord it will be provided' (v14), he also prophetically 

announces what will happen on Calvary.  God will provide the sacrifice for the 

ultimate blessing of the human race.  Truly, 'on the mountain – this time of 

Calvary – the Lord will provide'. 

Conclusion 

Questions and answers. 

With Midrash – which I mentioned earlier – no answer, no interpretation, is final.  
They are all parts of the infinite whole that is the Bible.  So the interpretations that 
I’ve suggested for the Abraham/Isaac story today aren’t definitive – they’re only part 
of a bigger picture. 



We need to continue to interrogate this story – and others – for ourselves.  We need 
to continue to question – because questions about scripture indicate commitment 
and a desire to be in relationship with God.   

Amen. 

 


