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Genesis 22, with fundamental and controversial issues of a theological and moral nature is one of the most striking stories in Hebrew Bible. It presupposes and reflects on the Abraham story in Gen 12-21. This story has served as interpretative key to other parts of scripture as well. Within the Genesis portrayal of Abraham’s life and his relationship with God, Genesis 22 is the climactic moment. It is followed by two last and less important stories of Abraham, the purchase of a burial place for Sarah (Gen.23) and the acquisition of a wife for Isaac (Gen.24). This thesis gives a detailed verse by verse interpretation which mainly focuses on some key words and phrases with literature and theological perspectives. In according to the interfaith discussion, Genesis 22 is highly illustrative for the nature and meaning of sacrifice of the only son in both Jewish and Christian tradition, which will also be examined in this paper.

Genesis 22 tells a story that Abraham shows complete obedience to God's command to sacrifice his only son Isaac, and God stops Abraham from sacrificing Isaac at the last moment. In fact, God just want to test Abraham’s faith on him, rather than intending to let Abraham sacrifice Isaac.

“After these things” (Gen.22:1), this phase reminds readers to look back to the previous stories of Abraham. It is not difficult to find that Abraham has shown his doubt on God in several occasions. For instance, he pretends that his wife to be his sister to avoid being killed by Pharaoh and Abimelech (Gen.12:11-13, 20:2); he complains God for his remaining childless for decades (Gen.15:2). It is, therefore, inconclusive that Abraham and his offspring can always have faith in God even in facing difficulties and dangerous.
On the other side, God tells the reason for choosing Abraham is because he may charge his descendants and households to “keep the way of the Lord by doing righteousness and justice; so that the Lord may bring about for Abraham what he has promised him.” (Gen. 18:19). Therefore, it is necessary for Abraham to prove his genuine faith to God, and set a blameless model for his descendants and households, so that the covenant set in between God and Abraham may be kept in the future. 
Concerning to the “test” in Gen.22:1, John Hargreaves states:
The writers seem to have interpreted these words [‘God tested Abraham’] in the following way: ‘God wanted to see if Abraham had enough faith and obedience to be the leader of His Chosen People. So He pretended that He required a sacrifice. Secondly, God wanted to increase Abraham’s faith by making him use it. He did not want him to sacrifice Isaac, but He allowed Abraham to think that He wanted a sacrifice (so that his faith should develop).’ [footnoteRef:1] [1:  John Hargreaves, A guide to Genesis (SPCK, 1998), p. 107] 

From the perspective of Christian perspective, Gerhard von Rad, who is the best known and most influential narrator of Genesis, illustrates the test in this way:
One can only answer all plaintive scruples about this narrative by saying that it concerns something much more frightful than child sacrifice. It has to do with a road out into Godforsakenness, a road on which Abraham does not know that God is only testing him. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Gerhard von Rad, Genesis (SCM-Canterbury, 1972) p. 244] 

With repetition in the phrase “your son, your only son Isaac, whom you loved” (Gen.22:2), the accent is obviously placed on the son Isaac of promise. Previously Abraham had thought he had a son in many times (see e.g. Gen.12:4-9, 16:7-16). As a reason, it is necessary to point out the name here to avoid any confusion.
Although in the account of Genesis, the only son to be offered is Isaac, in Islamic tradition, it is not for sure. Muslim Koranic commentary normally usually identifies that the son to be sacrificed is Ishmael instead of Isaac. Walter Moberly explains the reasons why the Islamic tradition usually states Ishmael as the only son who was to be sacrificed, as follows:
Abraham is the model of a true believer in God whose true significance is only revealed through Mohammed. In this context, Ishmael replaces Isaac as the son of destiny, and Abraham and Ishmael together found the most holy site in Islam, the Ka’ba in Mecca. The desire to link ancient holy figures with contemporary holy places is clear. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Moberly, R. W. L. The Bible, Theology, and Faith: A Study of Abraham and Jesus. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p.115] 

The phrase “Offer him…a burnt offering.” in Gen.22:2 not only indicates the act of “lifting up” a victim on the altar but especially, in a sacrificial context, the act of making a victim totally “disappear” into the presence of God. All the terms of the verse, both those which picture the son and those which convey the order given, mutually reinforce and underline the gravity of the step awaited.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Grégoire Exegesis: Problems of Method and Exercises in Reading [Genesis 22 and Luke 15]. (Pittsburgh: Pickwick Press, 1978), p. 18
] 

Similarly, in Genesis 12:1, God orders Abraham to “go”. In both cases, with a detailed description, Abraham need to give up his valuable belonging: country, kindred and father’s house (Gen.12:1); son, only son, Isaac, the one who you love (Gen.22:2). It is also similar in the way of showing the destination: “Go…to the land that I will show you” (Gen.12:1); “go to the land…that I shall show you” (Gen.22:2). By this literary similarity, the narrator links the chapter of Genesis 22 to the entire story of Abraham.
The name of the place “Moriah” only occurs in another passage in the Hebrew Bible (II Chron.3:1), where Mount Moriah is said to be the site of Solomon’s temple. This signifies the place of the sacrifice with a holy symbolic meaning. 
“Abraham rose early in the morning” (Gen.22:3) indicates the command is given by night. Without psychological notation and distraction, through the description of Abraham consecutive actions (e.g. took, cut, set out, went to.), the narrator shows his firm obedience to God’s command. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The three days journey indicates the destination is neither far away nor too close (Gen 22:4). From the text, we know that there is nothing happened during the journey. But one may ask why there is such a silence in these three days? what Abraham thinks during the journey? There may never has an exact answer for these questions. But maybe we can still provide a rational explanation for the void of narration from a father’s point of view. Given an analogy, imagine one child who has an incurable disease, and his father is acknowledged that he can only live for three days. as the father cannot change the fact, what he can do is just accompany his son in the last days. During these last days, the father may be willing to be with his son and hold him in his arm rather than talking. Besides his son, what else he need to think then? While the narration shows nothing during the pilgrimage, the silence talks, through which we can see a heart-breaking picture with an old man of great compassion and his son on the journey to the end of his life. In sum, the love of Abraham to his son Isaac cannot be expressed so truly except by silence. While the narration shows nothing during the pilgrimage, the silence talks, we can see a heart-breaking picture that an old man with great compassion accompanies his son on the journey to the end of his life.
Abraham tells his servants that he and Isaac will return to them after they have worshipped (Gen 22:5). The narrator gives readers a suspension on whether it is a simply bravado, or it indicates that Abraham has a premonition for the rescue of his son. Then, he separates from his young men, for he can do what he must only when he is completely alone with the child. The narration of the separation helps put a spotlight on Abraham and Isaac, and dismiss those who should not gain undue attention. 
In according to Von Rad, the distribution of functions (Isaac carries wood and Abraham carries the fire and the knife in Gen.22:6) reflects Abraham’s attentive love for the child, as he himself carries the dangerous objects with which the boy could hurt himself. 
Isaac asks his father “where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” (Gen.22.7). Isaac is ignorant, and his question is set in relief by this ignorance. Abraham knows more than Isaac, but he is also ignorant in some degree, as he does not know it is only a test. Abraham does not answer directly where or who is the lamb. Alternatively, he answers Isaac with emphasis on “God himself” who “will provide” (Gen.22:8). The answer is ambiguous, and it is hard for reader to know the real meaning. After three days of loving meditation with his son, Abraham could have belief in himself which is “God will provide”. Abraham should know that God is an invisible watcher. In this case, instead of talking directly to God, the answer to Isaac’s question makes the words redirect to God. The repetition of “so the two of them walked on together” (Gen.22:6,8) serves as an enclosure for the dialogue “holding the total attention of the reader on the sacrificial ascent.” [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Grégoire, Exegesis, p. 21] 

After slowing down by the dialogue, now the process is speed up by a series of verbs of action which is like that of verse 3. The phrase “built an altar…, laid the wood…, bound…Isaac…, and laid him…on the altar…on top of the wood” (Gen.22:9) shows that after three days of walking and climbing the mountain, Abraham is still diligent in doing his duty like the very beginning. But if we exams the sequence, we can find Abraham is delaying the execution to the last moment. According to the normal practice, the sacrifice should be slayed before being placed on the altar (Lev:1.3-9,10-13). “But here Isaac still lies bound upon the altar, still alive. His dispatch can no longer be postponed” [footnoteRef:6], Abraham stretches his arm and takes the knife. (Gen.22:10).  [6:  Turner, Laurence A. Genesis (London: T&T Clark International, 2000), p.99] 

Here, the appearance of angle calls from heaven (Gen.22:11) equals the voice of God for Abraham. It echoes the presence of the angel when Ishmael is in danger in Gen.21:17. The repetition of the name Abraham underlines the urgency. The angel, in the name of God, stops Abraham from hurting Isaac, and says, “for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me” (Gen.22:12). At last, the purpose of the test is revealed to Abraham by God. 
The word “fear” could have different meanings depending on the contexts.  As there is no sign of feeling reflected here in the text, Von Rad states:
the phrases “fear of God” and “fear God” occur in the Old Testament, they refer not to a particular form of strong emotions but rather to their consequence, i.e. obedience (Gen.20.II;42.18; II Kings 4.I; Isa.II.2; Prov.I.7; Job I.I, 8). It would be more correct to interpret the phrase “fear of God” simply as a term for obedience to the divine commands. But the Old Testament rarely uses this predicatively. This passage, to be sure, and Job give exemplary proof of such obedient fear of God (Job I.I, 8) [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Rad, Gerhard Von, Genesis: A Commentary (London: SCM Press, 1961) p. 236-7] 

According to Von Rad, the phrase “fear of God” neither directly related any forms of the soul, nor a special feeling for God. Gregoir Rouiller further defines “fear God” is “to accept a situation of total dependence, in a climate of obedience and of confidence.” [footnoteRef:8] The “fear of God” is illuminated by his words that “God will provide” (Gen.22:14), which present a fundamental trust in God as the context within which adherence to God’s will is worked out. [8:  Grégoire, Exegesis, p. 23
] 

[bookmark: _Hlk503187590]The story of Job which is a parallel to Genesis 22 illuminates the meaning of “a man who feared God” in Job.1-2:10 together with the notion of “integrity”. In the story, God give permits to Satan who want to test Job’s loyalty to God with condition of not killing Job. “Satan want out from the presence of the Lord, and inflicted loathsome sores on Job from the sole of his foot to the crown of his head.” (Job.2:7) His wife asks him why he still persist in his integrity. He answers, “shall we receive the good at the hand of God and not receive the bad? ” (Job.2:9-10). Job keeps his fear to God by detaching from the good or bad consequence. As the two stories are both designed to display what fear of God really is, so the Abraham’s fear of God should also reflect his pure faith without consideration of his own benefits or loss.
When Abraham looks up, the parallel draws again to the rescue of Ishmael. Abraham “saw a ram” (Gen.22:13), and swap it with his son; Hagar who “saw a well of water” (Gen.21:19) and saves Ishmael’s life. The things which Abraham and Hagar sees are exactly what they most likely need at that moment. The phrase “The Lord will provide”, which Abraham called the place and make it as a lasting memorial (Gen.22:14), echoes the response to Isaac’s question about a sheep for the sacrifice. The omission of what the Lord will provide reflects Abraham’s faith in that God will provide anything when it is real in need.
The second call of the angel with God’s blessing (Gen.22:15-18) means that Abraham’s encounter with God ends as it begins (Gen.12:1-3). Given the phrases “because you have done this” (Gen.22:16) and “because you have obeyed my voice” (Gen.22:18), Here, the God’s blessing depends upon Abraham’s obedience, while in the verses of Gen.12:1-3, the promise preceding Abraham’s obedient response is given without condition. It suggests that the God’s blessing is given with God’s unconditional love, and realization of the blessing is depending on human response.
The content of the blessing can be split into three parts: countless offspring, domination over their enemies, and a widespread expression of blessing by Abraham’s offspring (Gen.22:17-18). Not like the first two parts which God’s blesses directly to Abraham’s descendants, the third part says, “and all peoples of the earth shall be blessed themselves by your descendants”. The last part echoes a question of God “and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him?” (Gen.18:18). This blessing reiterates in the verse of Gen.26:4 as “and all the nations of the earth shall gain blessing for themselves through your offspring,”. Therefore, “all the nations… gain blessing” seems to be the ultimate purpose of the test. And God attribute this blessing to Abraham’s obedience to God, as God says, “because you have obeyed my voice.” (Gen.22:18). From a Christian perspective, this promise is used by Paul as an anticipation of the gospel in Galatians 3:8, “All the nations will be blessed in you.”. In other words, “The gospel is mediated through Abraham and through his descendant, Christ. Abraham is not a model of blessing to which others aspire, but a channel of blessing to which others, through faith, attain.” [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Moberly, The Bible, Theology, and Faith, p.121
] 

The last section of Genesis 22 concerns significantly the family of Abraham’s brother. After the surviving of his only son Isaac, Abraham now hears that his brother Nahor has been reproducing 12 sons with his wife and concubine. The prosperity of family offspring most likely owes to the God’s blessing through Abraham’s obedience.   
Other than in the Old Testament, there are some biblical texts concerning to the story of the sacrifice of an only son from in the New Testament. In Christianity point of view, the letter of James shows that “Abraham our father was justified by works when he offered his son Isaac upon the altar” (Jas 2:21). According to the book of Hebrews, Abraham is demonstrated to be one of the model who has faith in God. “By faith Abraham, when put to the test, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises was ready to offer his only son, of whom he had been told, ‘It is through Isaac that descendants shall be name after you.’ He considered the fact that God is able even to raise someone from the dead-and figuratively speaking, he did receive him back.” (Heb 11:17-19). Another instance in the book of Rom, the Genesis account of Abraham’s sacrifice his only son could be interpreted in Christ’s death, “He who did not spare his own son but handed him over for us all, how will he not also give us everything else along with him?” (Rom 8:32) 
Apart from the differences, there are some similarities in telling the stories of the sacrifice of the only son within Jewish and Christian tradition. Although in each tradition, the way of divine intervention is different, both traditions assure us that God intervenes. In the Jewish story, God saves Isaac’ life and assures the blessing of Abraham’s descendants through him, while in the Christian story, God does not prevent Jesus from death, according to the New Testament, God “raised him to the heights and bestowed on him the name above all names” (Phil 2:9) after Jesus’ death. In both traditions, either the sacrifice of Abraham or the sacrifice of Jesus, is a way for assuring a bright future and everlasting blessing by overcoming the temptation and unconditional faith in God.
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