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Genesis 22:1-19
New Revised Standard Version
The Command to Sacrifice Isaac
22 After these things God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” 2 He said, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.” 3 So Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men with him, and his son Isaac; he cut the wood for the burnt offering, and set out and went to the place in the distance that God had shown him. 4 On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place far away. 5 Then Abraham said to his young men, “Stay here with the donkey; the boy and I will go over there; we will worship, and then we will come back to you.” 6 Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. So the two of them walked on together. 7 Isaac said to his father Abraham, “Father!” And he said, “Here I am, my son.” He said, “The fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” 8 Abraham said, “God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” So the two of them walked on together.
9 When they came to the place that God had shown him, Abraham built an altar there and laid the wood in order. He bound his son Isaac, and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. 10 Then Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife to kill[a] his son. 11 But the angel of the LORD called to him from heaven, and said, “Abraham, Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” 12 He said, “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.” 13 And Abraham looked up and saw a ram, caught in a thicket by its horns. Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son. 14 So Abraham called that place “The LORD will provide”;[b] as it is said to this day, “On the mount of the LORD it shall be provided.”[c]
15 The angel of the LORD called to Abraham a second time from heaven, 16 and said, “By myself I have sworn, says the LORD: Because you have done this, and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17 I will indeed bless you, and I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. And your offspring shall possess the gate of their enemies, 18 and by your offspring shall all the nations of the earth gain blessing for themselves, because you have obeyed my voice.” 19 So Abraham returned to his young men, and they arose and went together to Beer-sheba; and Abraham lived at Beer-sheba.

Context
The passage which I have chosen is from the Book of Genesis. I am going to analyze it in terms of its social, historical and literary context and then focus on how it fits into the narrative of the second part of Genesis.
The passage is taken from the story of Abraham, regarded by the Jewish people as the first Patriarch. Abram came from Ur in Mesopotamia but was called by Yahweh to leave his father’s country. In the Bronze Age, a polytheistic age, Abram realises that there is only one God and answers the call of Yahweh (God) to go to a country where he will found a great nation. Yahweh makes a Covenant with Abram, that he will give him land, numerous descendants and a blessing and relationship with God.
Terah, Abram’s father left Ur with Abram, Abram’s wife, Sarai and his grandson, Lot to go to the land of Canaan but when they came to the land of Haran, they settled there. After Terah’s death, at the command of Yahweh, Abram left Haran to go to Canaan, later a famine in Canaan made Abram go to Egypt where he prospered before returning to Canaan.
Sarai, the wife of Abram was childless, both she and Abram were old and it seemed that Yahweh’s promise that Abram would be the father of a nation was not to be fulfilled.  Sarai gave her slave, Hagar to Abram and Hagar bore a son, Ishmael. After the birth of Ishmael, Yahweh renewed his covenant with Abram again (Gen 17) and renamed Abram as Abraham, meaning the father of a nation, and his wife as Sarah who in her old age bore a son, named Isaac.  Jealousy prompted Sarah to ask Abraham to cast out Hagar and Ishmael. Abraham follows the Divine Command to dismiss Hagar and her son, despite his personal feelings; however Yahweh  promised that Ishmael would also found a nation.
Abraham was tested by God by a command to sacrifice Isaac. Reading the passage there is great drama throughout the whole passage.  Conversations between Yahweh and Abraham are full of drama – the phrase “Here I am occurs 3 times” showing the complete openness, obedience and anticipation of the next move by Yahweh.  The first occurrence (v1) the Lord speaks to Abraham who waits for directions, the next occurrence (v7) Isaac is wondering what is about to happen, his father reassures him, the final occurrence of the phrase (v11) is when Abraham is about to sacrifice his son. The phrase is so complete in itself, the narrative dramatically stops.  We wait and anticipate what is to come next.
The passage is full of the love that Abraham has for his son, in v2 God says “your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love” – acknowledging Abraham’s love.  The passage continues to refer to his son (v3, v6, v7, v9, v10, v13), to their conversation together where Abraham treats his child as an equal answering Isaac’s questions truthfully (v7-8). Throughout there is the feeling of intimacy which is experienced between a parent and child. Walking together (v6, v8) and talking and explaining to the child as far as he can explain.
The initial pace of the passage is fairly fast, the individual actions of Abraham are listed quickly – he cut the wood, he saddled his donkey, he took two slaves and his son, he travelled for 3 days, then the passage slows down as the story comes to the climax.  Leaving the two slaves his instructions to them includes the verb “will” three times in the next sentence. He is showing intent and that includes the phrase “and we will come back to you”.  This may be a show of faith by Abraham that he and his son will come back to his slaves, that Yahweh will intervene in some way so that Isaac does not die.
V9-10 are narrated at an even slower pace as the drama heightens. The description is detailed, all actions are described. The actions are those used in butchering animals, “He bound his son Isaac” reflects the binding of animals legs before they are butchered.  In some translations, the knife (v6) is described as a cleaver, other translations use the verb slaughter in place of kill (v10).  Tension builds up as the passage continues until the point where Isaac is about to be sacrificed, Abraham has reached out his hand with the knife (v10).
Then the pace speeds up again as the angel of the Lord intervenes to stop the sacrifice and to reassure Abraham that God now knows the extent of his faith. This part of the passage is parallel to Gen 11.17-18 when the angel of the Lord calls to Hagar and reassures her with the promise that her son will not die but will found a great nation. Both of the sons of Abraham are endangered and threatened with death, but both are saved at the last minute and the news is conveyed by the angel of the Lord. Kidner reflects that 
“the exact moment of intervention wrings the last drop of meaning from the experience. On the human side the ultimate sacrifice is faced and willed; on the divine side, not a vestige of harm is permitted, and not a nuance of devotion is unnoticed (as the phrase thy son, thy only son, echoed from v2 and re-echoed in v16 makes clear).”
In The final 4 verses, the angel of the Lord calls to Abraham again and tells him that because Abraham has proved himself again, he will be blessed, he will become the father of a great nation and there is a promise of military might which will be possessed by his descendents. 
The joy of the reprieve is celebrated by Abraham who gives the name of that place “The Lord will Provide” (v14) which reflects what he had said to Isaac in v 8.
The passage I have chosen is interesting as the communication between Abraham and Yahweh changes during the passage.  Initially we are told that God tested Abraham (v1), God showed the place of sacrifice, but all we are told is that “Abraham looked up and saw the place far away.” (v4). From there on the communication with God is through the angel of the Lord (v11 and v 15)
This beautiful passage is the most important passage in the story of Abraham confirming his faith in Yahweh  and confirming his covenant with God. It is about his obedience to God, not blind obedience, because he did question God, however this passage shows his trust in God.


BIBLIOGRAPHY
Barton, J,Muddiman,J (2001). The Oxford Bible Commentary. Oxford University Press
Hargreaves, J (1969). A Guide to Genesis.SPCK. Cambridge Press
Kidner, D (1967). Genesis, An Introduction and Commentary. Tyndale OT Commentaries. Intervarsity Press
Moberly, R. W. L. (1992). Genesis 12-50. Sheffield: JSOT Press




