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

The idea that God would test a man by asking him to sacrifice his son is

utterly distasteful. It is a horrific tale so far beyond comprehension that

at face value it can cause us to ask, ‘Is this really the kind of God I want

to be associated with?’ A God who calls for infanticide! But digging

deeper into the narrative that has already unfolded for Abraham, the

extent of what he is asked to do goes far beyond this. Abraham was an

elderly man and in ancient times the future and hope of a person was

intricately tied to having children, particularly sons.

Christians name the story, “the sacrifice of Isaac” and Jews call it “the

akedah” (the “binding” of Isaac) making for a much heated debate for

centuries. Is it a story of an abusive God, a misguided Abraham,

religious violence at its worst? Or is it a story of faith and obedience, or

perhaps even something else?

The akedah is a complex foundational story for Judaism and Christianity

alike. In the history of Christian interpretation, this Genesis story has

continued to be understood as a story of faith against all odds, and as a

foreshadowing of God’s self-giving in Jesus Christ.

The story begins: “After these things God tested Abraham.”  And what

do “these things” include? God’s call to Abraham to go to a land he has

never seen; God’s promise to Abraham that he will be the father of a

great nation; the long years of Sarah’s barrenness; the birth of Ishmael;
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and at long last, the impossible birth of the boy they call “Laughter.”

Then Abraham, at Sarah’s insistence, with great sorrow, casts out his

first son, Ishmael. And now, God demands a most horrible thing: “Take

your son, your only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the land of

Moriah and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains

that I will show you.” The rabbis imagine the scene this way:

God said, “Take your son.” And Abraham said, “I have two sons.”

God answered him, “Your only son.” God said, “Each is the only

son of his mother,”  “the one whom you love.” Abraham replied, “Is

there any limit to a father’s love?” God answered, “Isaac.”

The Hebrew prose of this story is beautiful and succinct. Abraham does

what God demands, and sets out with his son. Abraham doesn’t say

much. Isaac says even less, and one is left to imagine what they are

thinking and feeling. The narrator uses repetition to heighten the

poignancy: “The two of them walked on together,” On the third day, the

father and son continue walking together in silence. Together in purpose,

together in love. The narrator continually emphasizes the relationship

between the two, as if we need to be reminded.

Isaac says, “See, we have fire, and wood, but where is the lamb for the

burnt offering?” And Abraham, heart torn in two, says, “God will see to

the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” And, again, “The two of them

walked on together.” Whether Isaac knew what was going to happen is
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a matter that the rabbis debated. Perhaps he did not, which makes

Abraham’s pain all that much more acute. Perhaps he did, which makes

Isaac, too, an example of great faith and obedience. 

They continued walking together, father and son, the son carrying the

wood for his own sacrifice. The first century rabbis, with no connection

to Christianity but with ample experience of Roman executions, said of

this detail: “Isaac carries the wood for the sacrifice like one who carries

his own cross.”

They reach the place of sacrifice, and Abraham builds an altar. The

narrator emphasizes the relationship between father and son. “He bound

his son Isaac … Then Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife

to kill his son.” 

At that moment, the Lord calls to him with great urgency, “Abraham,

Abraham!” This protest from heaven halts Abraham in the horrific act of

slaughtering his own son. It is not God's intention that Isaac, the child of

laughter and of delight for two elderly parents, should be killed or harmed

in any way.

And Abraham replies, hineni, or “Here I am.” One can imagine that now

his tone is one of unspeakable relief and hope. Then God says, "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." 
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This is a genuine test for Abraham who is free to decide what he will do.

God neither knows nor pre-ordains how Abraham will respond. Here one

could argue that God imposes this one-time test on Abraham because

God has risked everything on this one man, and God needs to know if

he is truly faithful.

Abraham and his descendants are the means by which God has chosen

to bless the whole world. And Abraham has not always proven to be up

to the task: there was the wife-sister charade, and the Hagar-Ishmael

episode. Now God needs to know whether Abraham is willing to give up

the thing most precious to him in all the world, for the sake of being

faithful to the God who gave him that gift in the first place. And Abraham

passes this most excruciating of tests: “Now I know that you fear God,

since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me."

Then, just as Abraham had told Isaac, God provides; God provides a

ram to take the place of the beloved son. “So Abraham called that place

‘The Lord will provide.’However, this divine providence that implies that

God intervenes at the last moment, saving the child, is complex,

particularly as the story asserts that God has caused the situation in the

first place.

A key theme in this narrative that ties it to its larger literary context is the

idea that the promise is being threatened. God's repeated promise to

Abraham that he will be the father of a large nation was delayed for
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many, many years, before becoming the promise fulfilled with the birth

of Isaac. A promise that, once again, comes under severe threat,

ironically from Godself who asks a most impossible thing of his servant,

Abraham.

From this story emerges an image of God who is capricious – a God that

is in contradiction with Godself and who seemingly draws a line through

the promise God had made and fulfilled to Abraham. One moment this

God is answering prayers, and providing a long awaited child, and the

next moment, this same God is ordering that the child be sacrificed.

This story has been understood by some as a rejection of child sacrifice,

which was apparently practised at some points in Israelite history. The

replacement of Isaac with a ram corresponds with a provision for the

redemption of first-born sons, with the sacrifice of a sheep. In a later

tradition, first-born humans were to be redeemed simply by the payment

of five shekels of silver.

At the conclusion of the story, God affirms Abraham's willingness to

sacrifice the son who had been the focus of the divine promise. Abraham

appears to be rewarded for his unquestioning obedience. His

descendants will be as numerous as the stars of the heaven and the

sand of the sea because he did not withhold the only son destined to

produce them.
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Abraham is known as the father of faith within the three "Abrahamic"

world religions - Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. In an age threatened

by religious extremism and violence in the name of God, Abraham's

unquestioning obedience to God provides a dangerous model.

God's disturbing order that Abraham sacrifice Isaac  presented as a test,

begs the question: what kind of test was this? and did Abraham pass or

fail? The test involves much more than Isaac’s life. It involves Abraham

having to give up on God’s promise, connected to the miraculous birth

of a son in his old age. God seems to want to destroy what he has slowly

built up. Receiving a gift and being put to the test are often connected in

the Bible. Any gift is in itself a test: will the person who receives it cling

to the gift in itself or look beyond it to discover the person offering it?

Abraham passes the test. God told him: “You have not withheld from

me...”, that is, you did not cling jealously to the gift. So God confirms the

faith of Abraham, who continued to search for the will of his God in the

midst of this dark night.

Or perhaps  God was simply curious to see if Abraham would resist his

order to sacrifice the son of promise? Abraham had interceded and

bargained with God to spare the wicked city of Sodom. But where are

Abraham's words of protest and intercession on behalf of his own son?

Where is his exercise of moral agency?
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Is it possible that God was disappointed in Abraham's unquestioning

obedience? God's last-minute intervention suggests that Abraham's

response was inadequate. Abraham may have deserved credit for his

motivation and his devotion, but his behaviour called for swift correction

in order to spare the child.

While Abraham's case represents an extreme, it is not unique. In today's

world we are also called to discernment and accountability, as the

well-being of children continues to be sacrificed. Neglect, violence,

sexual abuse, poor education, homelessness, and hunger are among

the many threats faced by children in our communities in Canada, in

indigenous communities, and across the globe. Child labour and

prostitution, diseases, including HIV, rising food prices, and natural

disasters related to global warming are further examples.

The challenges to children today are so enormous that addressing them

will take the commitment of all three Abrahamic faiths, in cooperation

with other people of good will. Just as the first-born Israelites were

redeemed by the payment of five shekels of silver, children today will be

spared only by a shift of budgetary priorities and the investment of

adequate financial resources. The precarious situation of children in

today's world is a test for our faith, for our understanding of who God is

and what God expects of us. 

Our daily decisions and our political commitments need to be made in
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light of God's attentiveness to the child and of his command "Don’t lay

your hand on the boy. Don’t hurt him in any way." This challenging

narrative, provides a witness that whenever violence against a child is

halted and whenever the needs and well-being of children receive

attention, God’s presence can be found there.

One of the reasons Abraham’s faith here is so astounding is that on

other occasions when God had made such grave decisions Abraham

had questioned God. When God sought to destroy Sodom and

Gomorrah, and their dens of iniquity, Abraham had pleaded on their

behalf. When Sarah told Abraham that Hagar and Ishmael were to be

sent away, Abraham was deeply distressed and questioned God.

While Abraham’s faith is upheld in the letter to the Hebrews, “By faith,

Abraham, when put to the test, offered up Isaac …He considered the

fact that God is able even to raise someone from the dead,” do we really

want to have such a blind mechanical faith that when we hear God’s

voice we are obedient to the point of acting in such terrible ways? This

makes us no different than those Christians who have placed bombs in

abortion clinics or the terrorists who strap explosives to themselves and

walk into crowded market places. How do we discern God’s voice and

differentiate it from other voices we may hear? The voice that many a

murderer has claimed has spoken to them – go into this place, or that,

and kill in my name! Is our faith so blind, so unquestioning, so obedient

that it cannot discern the inherent evil in such actions?
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These are disturbing questions, questions that cut us to the core and this

very story has been enough for people to reject God and the Biblical

witness because of these kinds of issues. Yet the Bible does contain the

witness of God’s love for the world, the coming of Jesus, the story of the

covenant. If we are to accept the stories of faith the Bible tells, then we

must be able to give an account for the inclusion of the difficult passages

of scripture just as much as we want to hold on to the sentimental

passages that fill us with warm, fuzzy feelings.

So, is there something that we are not seeing in the story? Is there

something more at stake in the request of faithfulness by Abraham?

What really hangs in the balance? Is there a different perspective? What

hangs in the balance for Abraham is his son, Isaac. So with this in mind

we have to look from the perspective of the other stakeholder in the test:

God! What does God risk in this encounter? What do we learn about

God?

In asking this unseemly act of Abraham, God puts at risk the very

covenant he has entered into with Abraham, a covenant that began

when he asked Abraham to leave his father’s house. Old Testament

scholar Terrence Fretheim reverses the questions as he asks: “Is this

not only a test of Abraham’s faith in God, but also of God’s faith in

Abraham?” God places the shape of God’s own future in Abraham’s

hands, in the sense that Abraham’s response will affect the next move

that God makes… Something is at stake for God in this matter.
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What is at stake for God is the covenant relationship and the possibility

that what God has invested in by entering into covenant with Abraham

will fail. The trust that Abraham exhibits - that God can work this situation

out - ups the ante for God. Just as there is a lot riding on the outcome for

Abraham, so too, God is placed in the position of being tested – “can this

God really be trusted”, maybe even “should we love this God”?

In this story what Abraham will do appears to be unknown by God.

Abraham has genuine freedom to act as he will and what he does will

have consequences. While we might have a sense of God pre-

determining things, this story indicates that God entrusts to human

beings the freedom to respond to, or not, the commands God gives. God

is no puppeteer pulling the strings. If Abraham did not have a choice, or

if the all-knowing God knew what Abraham would do, then the test was

an absurd story, there was no real test, just an expected outcome. This

raises questions in terms of human freedom and God’s knowing. We

have freedom in our choices and maybe the possibilities of our choices

are unknown, not simply to us, but to God as well.

Another vital principle expressed here is the willingness of God to be

vulnerable in the context of the freedom of human response. Ultimately

this vulnerability is exposed in the story of Jesus of Nazareth in whom

God was fully present, yet, at the same time, was fully human. Jesus’

resistance of temptation and choice to walk all the way to the cross

involves real choice, a real risk. It could have gone otherwise. If this
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were not the case, then it was all a charade. Ultimately God’s choice of

vulnerability leads to a response of rejection and condemnation – Jesus

is betrayed, deserted, condemned and hung on the tree by human

hands. While Abraham stayed the course and followed the command,

when God becomes fully vulnerable in being one of us, human beings

reject God.

The grace present in the story of Jesus life, death and resurrection is

that while humanity rejects this God who is so freely vulnerable, God’s

choice is to renew the covenant and in Jesus bear that rejection so that

we might remain with God in that promised relationship.

This is a difficult story. The story of the akedah makes a claim on us: All

that we have, even our own lives and those of the ones most dear to us,

belong ultimately to God, who gave them to us in the first place. The

story of the akedah assures us that God will provide, that God will be

present. And, of course, as generations of Christian interpreters have

seen, it foreshadows the story that forms the foundation of Christian faith

– the story of the death and resurrection of the beloved son, son of

Abraham, son of David, Son of God. 

Amen.
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 PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE - SEPTEMBER 14, 2025 
 
O Lord, our God, in the communion of your Church with one heart and one 
soul, we pray for your created world. You created the universe and all that 
lives and exists in it. The earth is filled with your creations. You make the 
grass, plants, and fruit-bearing trees grow, you feed the birds of the sky, 
the sea creatures and fishes of our oceans, rivers and lakes; you care for 
all your creatures on Earth. Out of your love you created human beings, 
give us the strength to be faithful stewards of all we have been blessed 
with in your created world.   
 
We pray for your created humanity. Grant that we may treat our fellow 
human beings in a good way with respect and dignity: that we may accept 
and welcome everyone as precious in the rich diversity of all people, that 
we may support and uphold the human dignity and inherent personal 
agency in our relationships with others. Give us a grateful and humble 
heart, that we may see ourselves as part of the great and rich whole of 
which you have created humanity. Grant us compassion, understanding, 
responsible thinking, and meaningful work according to your will and 
purposes.   
 
We pray for your Church, that she may be a messenger of life and an 
agent of your love throughout the world. Instill courage and conviction in 
the hearts of those who follow you, that we may proclaim hope to those 
who live in fear, encouragement to those who doubt, comfort to those who 
despair. Give your Church the strength of unity to proclaim your Gospel in 
word and deed in a world experiencing greater anxiety, fear, conflict and 
crises.   
 
We pray for the sick, the destitute, the oppressed, the marginalized, and 
the vulnerable. We pray for our fellow human beings and for all fellow 
creatures affected by war, conflict, genocide, and ecocide. Serve justice to 
those who cry out to you, and to those who have no ability to cry out. 
Humble our hearts to relate to our fellow creatures in distress as true 
brothers and sisters. Give us the courage to act on behalf of those who 
silently endure injustice and guide our steps in the way of reconciliation 
and long-lasting peace.   
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We pray for all victims of war and violence. We pray for countries where 
the greed for oil and gas are leading to conflict and war. We hold in our 
hearts those areas where fossil fuel projects have destabilised 
communities and human rights abuses have occurred. We pray for areas 
where climate change has led to drought and conflict over water and 
resources. May we respond to the cry of the Earth and those living in 
poverty, and may peacemakers be willing to challenge the abuse of power 
and violence that threatens us all.   
 
On this anniversary of September 11, 2001, we are reminded of the 
heartbreak and pain. Help us to remember the spirit of unity that arose 
after those tragic events, something that we need now, and where we can 
find God amid tragedy. Jesus taught us to love God and love each other.    
 
Holy Creator, Thank you for our senses. Help us to use them to 
experience the world as you do. Give us eyes to see what is going on, as 
Russian air strikes kill 24 and injure many more civilians in line to collect 
their pensions in a small village in Eastern Ukraine, and 23 more in Kyiv 
overnight; as multiple Russian drones crossed into Poland, causing NATO 
to send fighter jets to shoot them down. Help us to not look away until we 
see your peace.   
 
Give us ears to listen to what you are saying in the midst of the news that 
the Israeli military has ordered all Gaza City residents to evacuate ahead 
of a ground assault, forcing the displacement of over one million 
Palestinians. As Israel bombs Lebanon, Syria, Qatar, and Yemen, we hear 
the cries of international bodies, countries, and individuals who want to 
see an end to this violence. Strengthen the efforts of peacemakers intent 
on negotiating agreements towards peace.   
 
As your beloved children in war-torn nations smell the smoke, the burning, 
the rotting, help us build our capacity to show empathy rather than focus 
on self-preservation, knowing that we are all part of one body, all created 
wonderfully by you, and all in need of each other. Help us appreciate the 
taste of food when we are hungry, for too many don’t get to satisfy their 
hunger. And give us hearts that feel compassion for each other and all our 
beloved siblings, whatever their religion or belief systems.   
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With the news resonating across the United States of another school 
shooting in Colorado, the public murder of an outspoken political influencer 
and advocate, the recent killing of the Speaker of the House and wounding 
of the Senator in Minnesota we feel dismay. We pray for the families and 
communities who have experienced the shooting of an 8-year-old with a 
stray bullet by a teenager in Toronto.  O God, we ask that you help to 
replace the anger and hate that cause so much grief and pain in our 
nations.   
 
. We pray, O God that you would sustain those who respond when 
wildfires roar. Keep them safe from harm and hold them in God’s 
sheltering embrace. We pray for all the evacuees, those who have lost 
their homes, and those waiting to return to survey the devastation of their 
homes and communities. We pray for those who have suffered flooding, 
typhoons, hurricanes, and losses of homes, schools, churches, hospitals, 
roads and infrastructures in communities. Give them strength, endurance 
and hope as they rebuild their lives and communities.   
 
We hold in our prayers St. Paul's Lutheran in Prince Rupert, and Our 
Saviour Lutheran in Richmond (Rev. Christoph Reiners). We pray for: 
Pope Leo XIV; ELCIC Bishop Larry Kochendorfer, ELCA Presiding Bishop 
Yehiel Curry, Bishop Kathy, Bishop Anna, Anglican Primate Shane Parker, 
congregations and Bishops of the Moravian Worldwide church, Bishop 
Imad Hadda and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy 
Land, our sister congregation San Juan Camino d'Esperanze and Pastor 
Ana Maria Jara, and Holy Trinity Lutheran in Port Angeles. We pray you 
would bless the ministries of all deacons, pastors, lay leaders, musicians 
and volunteers.     
 
Holy God, God of love, We pray for family and friends who are suffering: 
those struggling physically or emotionally, those working to overcome 
mental illness; those facing challenges at home or at work; those grieving 
the death of a loved one. Give them strength to recuperate, to find peace. 
Surround them with your loving presence and compassion.   
 
Lord Jesus come and tell us what is ours to do. We are your body here on 
earth for a while. We are listening for your word for us – your purpose, 
your dream, your story told by the lives we live. Be present to your children 
who are not near us, except through our prayers. Though we may never 
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meet them, make them part of our stories on this earth and in the life to 
come. And so, Lord, we come to you today. Meet us as you meet our kin, 
in the cries, in the tears, in the love we share. We will meet you there. In 
the loving name of Jesus Christ, we pray together the prayer you taught 
us: 
 
Our Father …  
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