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The biblical passage that I have chosen for analysis is Genesis 22:1-24. This passage relates to the first of the Patriarchs Abraham and Yahweh’s request to him to sacrifice his son Isaac.
To modern ears one is scandalised by an image of a God who would demand human sacrifice, let alone the sacrifice of a child. Equally, what kind of man would consent to sacrifice a child, his beloved son. 
Genesis 22 has been the subject of myriad commentaries and interpretations by scholars of the Bible. Thus, to understand this passage one must ask who the intended audience is, who was/were the author(s) and what were their sources. Such passages need interpretation. The late Lord Jonathan Sacks quoting the rabbis expressed it succinctly: “One who translates a verse literally is a liar. The point is clear. No text without interpretation; no interpretation without tradition”. (i)
Scholars generally agree that the Abrahamic cycle of narratives were of early written and oral origin, pre-Torah. They were collected and written down by the Judaic elite in the sixth century, post 596 the destruction of the Solomonic first Temple, during the Babylonian Exile. The audience for the narratives were the Israelites, both the exiles and those left behind in a devastated homeland. As in Luke’s narratives, there aim was to give an orderly account Lk.1:1
Richard J Clifford S.J. (ii) argues that the scribes of these narratives were intent on giving hope to the Israelites during the Babylonian captivity by drawing parallels between their exilic plight and the vicissitudes undergone by Abraham and his wife Sarah: both, Abraham and their descendants, were without a homeland, sojourners in a foreign land(girim, resident aliens)(iii); both without a future Sarah and Abraham without progeny ; and their descendants desolate and alone facing extinction as a nation, a chosen people abandoned, it would seem, by God. Yet despite the forlornness of the first Patriarch’s situation all works out well in the end. The twin promises (of a land of his/their own; and a people chosen by Yahweh, God fearing, morally obedient) are fulfilled.
Scott M. Morschauser(iv) argues that there is an overlooked motif in Genesis 22 which although not explicitly stated would have been clearly understood by the audience of its day, the Israelites. The motif is that of arad kitti “faithful servant” well known and understood in the ANE (Ancient Near East). The AKK is a servant who lives only for his suzerain’s interest, who practises (at least verbally) total self-abasement in the service and interest of his master. The vassal promises total loyalty even to the detriment of himself or his family. This motif of arad kitti is relevant to a proper understanding of God’s request of Abraham and Abraham’s compliance. The obeisance of the servant was sufficient and the protestations of loyalty even to the point of self-destructiveness were not meant to be acted on by the over-lord. Thus, “Genesis 22 is not so much a portrait of a man riven by internal turmoil, but a deeply played drama employing tropes that exalt Abraham to posterity as the arad kitti, par excellence, while bearing equal witness to his god as the most reliable and trustworthy of over-lords”. (v).
Childhood is a relatively modern concept. The idea of childhood being a discrete stage in the development of a human being was unknown in ancient times. Certainly, to the Israelites the idea that the father, in this case Abraham, had the power of life and death over his son would not have been foreign. To modern ears the suggestion of taking, under command, the life of a child is repugnant; but to the audience of Gn. 22 it was neither strange nor foreign. I have travelled in the Yemen, and I recall an incident of the patriarch of a family setting out, rifle in hand, to kill one of his sons because he was causing constant trouble and dissension in the family. It seemed to me that not one of his neighbours batted an eyelid, that they accepted he had that right: an echo of Abrahamic times. Children in ANE were only of significance in terms of their contribution to the family’s work; and recognised as individuals only once adulthood was reached.
Additionally, the giving of the first born to God would have been understood by the post exilic audience of Gn.22. They would not have seen anything extraordinary in this. Exod.22:29-30 echoes the laws of giving of the first of agricultural produce etc.; but does not specify the form of giving of the first born should take. Likewise, the presentation of Jesus in the Temple (Lk.2:22-24) is a further echo of this obligation.
The akedah, binding, of Isaac is to take place at Moriah a three-day journey from Beersheba. The other mention of Moriah is in 2 Chron.3:1, the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. Is this another reflection of hindsight that Abraham’s sacrifice was to prefigure that of Jerusalem a three-day journey from Beersheba?
The concluding verses of Genesis 22:22-24 would appear to be a non sequitur; but not so the clue is the name of Rebekah, the future wife of Isaac and the continuation of the ancestral line.
The first audience of Genesis 22, the Israelites knew, unlike Abraham, that Abraham was to be tested, “after these things God tested Abraham” (Gn22:1). The idea of testing, it would seem, is fundamental to the narratives of the Pentateuch. The purpose of the Torah (meaning guidance rather than law) itself is to draw out, to challenge the Israelites into fuller obedience to God, to avoid transgressing his commandments. The two key Hebrew concepts to be found in Gn.22 giving explication to Abraham’s actions are nissa(test) and yare(fear). Nissa indicating a challenge, rather than a test, and yare, not meaning fearful, frightened but morally obedient to God’s commands. In Exodus 20:20 one also finds the combination of these two concepts. The writers of the Abrahamic narrative had the advantage of hindsight. The narrative is preTorah, but they wished to show that Abraham prefigured the Torah, that he was observant of the commands of Yahweh. The key theological points of the story are Abraham’s obedience and the repetition of Yahweh’s promise to Abraham and through him to his descendants. Gn. 22:16-18.
Footnotes:
i. Sacks Jonathan, Not in God’s Name: Confronting Religious Violence (New York: Shocken, 2015) p208. The quotation is from the Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin, 49a
ii. Clifford Richard J. S.J.  What the Biblical Scribes Teach us about Their Writings Theological Studies 2018 Vol.79 (3) pp 653-657
iii. The King James translation of the Hebrew girim, the modern term is resident aliens
iv. Morschauser Scott N Seeing You Have Not Withheld Your Son: An Overlooked Motif in Genesis 22? Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 2021, Vol. 45(3) pp 388-406
v. Morschauser Scott N (as above in iv p. 406)
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