Genesis 22, the Binding of Isaac (Akedah) is a timeless, well-structured, well-paced narrative. This exegesis critically explores aspects of its literary, theological and ethical context within the context of Jewish and subsequent Christian Scriptures then and now.

Genesis concerns existential beginnings, a pre-history of the nation of Israel and the foundational, relational covenant between God and humanity. The detailed account of Abraham’s life of faith (12:1-25:10) establishes that nation, guided by his unflinching obedience to God. Genesis 22 presents a critical test for Abraham, ‘a counterpart to the call of faith at the beginning of the cycle (12:1-4a)’[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Walter Brueggemann, Genesis, 1st ed, Interpretation : A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Louisville, Ky: Westminister John Knox Press, 2010, 185).] 


Historical context and narrative style
Scholarly discussion continues over the literary nature of Genesis and, within it, chapter 22, origins and date of composition. R. Moberly and Victor Hamilton summarise ongoing debate about the nature of the narrative[footnoteRef:2] as factual history, legend or myth. Myth, ‘truths about human life that cannot adequately be described in terms of science or history’[footnoteRef:3], theological messages with some historical foundation - ‘theology in pictures’[footnoteRef:4], fits Genesis aptly, prompting, however, unresolvable questions about all Scripture as the inerrant Word of God, ‘God-breathed’[footnoteRef:5]. [2:  R. W. L. Moberly, Genesis 12-50 [Electronic Resource] / R. W. L. Moberly., Old Testament Guides (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992), 136-137. Hamilton, Victor P. The Book of Genesis. Chapters 1 - 17. Nachdr. The New International Commentary on the Old Testament. Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 2006, 56-59.]  [3:  John William Drane, Introducing the Old Testament, Reprint (Oxford: Lion Book, 1989), 244-245.]  [4:  John William Drane, Introducing the Old Testament, 244.]  [5:  Holy Bible: NIV : New International Version. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).] 


Textual redactions point to a composition date after the fall of Jerusalem (587 BCE), the people enslaved once more in an alien pagan land and culture, mourning their destroyed Temple in Jerusalem, their worship and communing place with God in compliance with their Torah. Jordan Scheetz[footnoteRef:6], for example, shows proof of redaction by comparing Masoretic and Targum Onkelos translations. These evidence the deliberate substitution of the later Yahwist name for God (22:20-24), God’s specifically Israel-focused covenantal name, replacing Elohim, the non-specific name ‘god’, which can be pluralised. The redacted text infers their plight is already accounted for in the nation’s pre-history. [6:  Jordan M Scheetz, ‘Canon-Conscious Interpretation : Genesis 22, the Masoretic Text, and Targum Onkelos’, n.d., 263-284.] 


The lack of descriptive colour, staccato speech and rapid-fire verbs heighten the narrative’s fast-paced tension. With Abraham’s knife raised, action halts abruptly through the intervention of God’s messenger, decelerating the pace towards the conclusion.

Theological/religious/ethical issues
‘And it came to pass after these things’[footnoteRef:7] (22:1) relates the chapter back to the last major events (21:1-34) and acknowledgement of covenantal beginnings. This is a test of faith, with, ironically, the audience aware and Abraham totally ignorant (22:1). It echoes Job’s testing (Job 1:6-12) but, there, God is confident of Job’s faith. Here, the test implies possible negative outcomes and the abrupt end of the covenant, as if God needs confidence in Abraham’s faith before contemplating pursuance of the Covenant. It echoes Joseph’s faith and blessings from God throughout his desperate difficulties, leading the Hebrews to prosperity in the alien culture of Egypt. For exiled Israel, the redacted narrative provides a strong signal to encourage confidence and hope, and even the future rebuilding of the Temple, and similarly for Jews and Christians today (see Jer. 29:13). [7:  ‘Genesis 22 - Hebrew English Translation Massoretic Text MT Interlinear Holy Name King James Version KJV Strong’s Concordance Online Parallel Bible Study’, n.d., http://www.qbible.com/hebrew-old-testament/genesis/22.html. biblestudytools.com. ‘Genesis 22 - LXX Bible - Bible Study Tools’. Accessed 22 July 2021. https://www.biblestudytools.com/lxx/genesis/22.html.
] 


Obedience
Abraham’s fear of God is crucial for a successful outcome of God’s testing[footnoteRef:8]. The translation of yārē’ ‘be afraid/revere’[footnoteRef:9] depends as much on translator as context; God desires reverence and awesome respect, not fear-motivated obedience (compare Exod. 15:26, 20:20; Psa. 139:14; Isa. 35:4). He finds reassurance in Abraham. Abraham becomes the embodiment of ‘Israel’s Torah-shaped obedience to God’[footnoteRef:10]. Testing Israel’s obedience occurs spasmodically, sometimes checking, sometimes correcting (Exod. 16:4; Deut. 8:2, 13:3, 33:8-9; Judg. 2:22, 3:4), drawing them to greater Torah observance. Tempted in the desert, Jesus affirms this reverence (Mt. 4:10).  [8:  Moberly, Genesis 12-50 [Electronic Resource] / R. W. L. Moberly, 124-5.]  [9:  ‘H3372 - Yārē’ - Strong’s Hebrew Lexicon (Kjv)’, Blue Letter Bible, accessed 19 July 2021, https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/gen/1/1/s_1001.]  [10:  Moberly, Genesis 12-50 [Electronic Resource] / R. W. L. Moberly, 132.] 


Child sacrifice
Child sacrifice is associated with pagan worship, not Godly reverence. It is morally indefensible for modern cultures. Is God purposely reckless and cruel? That appears unresolved. God’s purpose is this ultimate test. The outcome proves Abraham’s unswerving obedience (22:12). The deus ex machina provision of a ram as a substitute completes the sacrificial act for God to reopen his fulfilment of the covenant. 

‘Jewish traditions record a historical event on Moriah that teaches the importance of unimpeded obedience to God whereas Christianity identifies the sacrifice of Isaac as a prefiguration of God’s sacrifice of Jesus’[footnoteRef:11].  [11:  M. Tyler Sasser, ‘The Binding of Isaac: Jewish and Christian Appropriations of the Akedah (Genesis 22) in Contemporary Picture Books’, Children’s Literature 45, no. 1 (2017): 139, https://doi.org/10.1353/chl.2017.0007.] 


Interpretation of the story depends on prevailing culture. This can be seen effectively in children’s Bible story-telling. Highlighting this, M. Tyler Sasser’s comparison of contemporary Jewish stories, focusing on Abraham’s absolute obedience to God, with American middle-class narrations, focusing on family values and their attention to father-son relationships. Both appropriate the Akedah to downplay the overt violence and focus on obedience, despite Isaac’s innocent compliance with Abraham’s instructions. But Jewish authors often see links with other cataclysmic events, such as the Holocaust, whereas ‘Christian picture books imbue Isaac with carefree innocence’[footnoteRef:12]. Authors question to whom blind faith should be given: Jewish books focus on Abraham’s unquestioning obedience to God. Christian authors support parental obedience. [12:  M. Tyler Sasser, ‘The Binding of Isaac: Jewish and Christian Appropriations of the Akedah (Genesis 22) 160.] 


Moriah
The place prepared for the sacrifice opens another key theological question, the link between Mount Moriah and the Temple in Jerusalem. Moriah is mentioned by name only twice (22:2; 2 Chron. 3:1), implying the Chronicler’s knowledge of Genesis 22. It is no coincidence that Moriah is where Solomon built the Temple referring back to David’s establishment of Jerusalem (2 Sam.24; 1 Chron. 21). The ‘mountain of Yahweh’ (22:14b) links with the supreme place of sacrifice and is nearly always linked to Jerusalem (Ps. 24:3; Isa 2:3; Zech. 8:3)[footnoteRef:13]. God’s emphatic threefold mention of ‘your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love’ (22:2) echoes with God’s pronouncements at Jesus’ baptism (Lk. 3:22), Transfiguration (Lk. 9:35) and in Jesus’ exhortation in John 1:1-5 and witness to God’s continued covenant with his people.  [13:  Moberly, Genesis 12-50 [Electronic Resource] / R. W. L. Moberly, 130.] 


Martien Halvorson-Taylor concludes pessimistically, ‘the sacrifice is averted, but the event marks the end of the unity of the first family of the covenant and will reverberate throughout Abraham’s life’[footnoteRef:14], linking the narrative with humanity’s increasingly ruptured relationship with God already found in the opening chapters of Genesis and its final rupturing through humanity’s adoption of kings. That said, the redacted Genesis 22 presages the prophesied impending destruction of the second Temple. It took the final substitute sacrificial lamb, God’s own son, Jesus, on the Cross to re-establish the relationship (see Jn. 3:1-21; 11:15-16). [14:  Martien A. Halvorson-Taylor, ‘Genesis 22 in the Context of the Abraham Cycle’, Bible Odessey, accessed 12 July 2021, https://www.bibleodyssey.org/en/passages/related-articles/genesis-22-in-the-context-of-the-abraham-cycle.] 


Conclusion
It is no surprise that this remains a well-loved memorable story for all ages and generations. This short exploration has shown how the text has been redacted, with implications for dating, for inspiring confidence, bringing to an exiled people hope and the power of true obedience to God. Genesis provokes deep reflection for people of faith and alternative worldviews alike. The narrator successfully evidences, through the ultimate test and the continued human disruption to God’s loving covenantal relationship, God’s confidence to fulfil his plan for the Jews, for those who truly follow Jesus and for all who seek a living relationship with God. 
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