
Blessing and Sacrifice – A Painful Paradox                                                                                             

(Sermon for 28th June 2020 – Pentecost 4 – Genesis 22:1-14) 

Years ago, when I first encountered the Old Testament passage heard this morning concerning 

the story of Abraham being called by God to sacrifice his only Son Isaac, I was quite repulsed 

by it and found it a very difficult passage to deal with from a Christian perspective. These days, 

I still find it a confronting passage, but now I am able to approach this story in a more time-

period and culturally relevant way. I wonder if any of you have had a similar response to this 

reading as I first had?                                                                                                                                                

Let’s look at the story again. God appears to Abraham. This God is a god that Abraham has 

never known before and so this new God to Abraham must be coloured with some of his 

previous understandings of what his old gods were like and therefore so perhaps would his 

new one be God too. God promises to be a faithful and righteous God to Abraham, but 

Abraham must obey God’s call to leave his ancestral home in the area around Mesopotamia 

(or modern-day Iraq), and go to where God leads him. Abraham will then become the 

founding father of God’s special people, who are to be called Israel, and they will live in a land 

far, far away.  

Abraham somewhat extraordinarily 

obeys!! It must have been some 

visitation by God!!! Abraham takes his 

wife Sarah and other family members, 

plus his servants and cattle, and makes 

the long and dangerous overland 

journey to Canaan (or modern-day 

Israel). Much befalls Abraham and 

Sarah along the way, and it is only 

when Abraham is very old that God 

blesses them both with their first and 

only child.  

Abraham, we are told, is in fact by then 100 years old, and Sarah 90, when they have their first 

child, a boy called Isaac. Now when Isaac is a young lad, God commands Abraham to go on a 

three-day journey to Mt Moriah, now traditionally believed to be where the Temple Mount in 

modern day Jerusalem is situated.  There, Abraham is to make a sacrifice in thanksgiving and 

obedience to God. We should note that mountains are very important in the Bible. Mountains 

are places where people go in order to be especially close to God. They are what the Celtic 

people would call “thin places” or liminal places. These are places where the gap, the spiritual 

border, between heaven and earth is very thin. There on Mt Moriah, a place apparently closer 
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to God’s presence than down in the valley where they lived, Abraham is commanded to 

sacrifice his only son Isaac.  

Goodness knows what anguish went on in Abraham’s heart and mind at this seemingly callous 

and appalling request. Up to this moment, Abraham had thought that this God was different 

from all the other lesser gods that people followed. Abraham’s God had promised to give him 

a new land to live in, and a son to carry on his patrilineal name. And all this had happened 

against all odds. Abraham totally trusted and believed in this God who had been righteous to 

him and said that he would continue to give good gifts to his people if they were obedient. The 

other lesser gods instead were capricious and violent and bloodthirsty, always asking for blood 

sacrifices. And now here was Abraham’s God asking the same thing. God seemed to be asking 

for the supreme sacrifice of Abraham’s only son Isaac.  

Amazingly, Abraham somehow trusted and believed that this new God would be true to him, 

and he began to offer his son on the sacrificial altar that Abraham had prepared. Abraham 

asked Isaac to carry the wood for the sacrifice while Abraham carried the fire. Try to imagine 

what it would have been like for Abraham when his son asked him, “Father we have the fire 

and the wood but where is the sacrificial animal to be sacrificed?” Abraham replied “God will 

provide,” no doubt very concerned that there was no animal in sight. There was just his only 

son. Then Abraham had to face his son’s terror as he bound him and placed him on the altar 

and raised the knife above his son’s body.  

Then, and only then, does an angel stay Abraham’s hand and show him a ram caught in a 

thicket. In thanksgiving, Abraham then offers that ram to God on the altar. Abraham has 

passed this awful and appalling test. God says to him, “Because you dared to offer your only 

son for me, you have given yourself completely in trust to my will. I would never have required 

this of you, but you have shown yourself willing to trust in me enough to risk that possibility.” 

Abraham’s trust in God is vindicated, and God’s trust in Abraham is totally vindicated too. The 

long traumatic story of the people of Israel, and their roller-coaster relationship with their 

God, really begins on this mountain top. 

Nevertheless, I imagine, we today are all still appalled at this seemingly capricious action of 

God. It is clearly an instance of what we might today call spiritual and emotional abuse both of 

Abraham and of his son Isaac. Human sacrifice seems absolutely unthinkable to us and belongs 

among pagan, superstitious, and violent people. Yet, we do actually see human sacrifice 

happening all the time around us, but it is clothed in somewhat different language. It can often 

be clothed in the language of the doctrine of the greatest good for the greatest number. This 

doctrine allows some human sacrifice of life to achieve a better outcome.  

At the end of World War 2, it was seen to be acceptable and expedient to sacrifice the people 

of Nagasaki and Hiroshima in order to stop the war and the awful ongoing massive loss of life. 



An event we remember in a few weeks’ time on August 6th, this tragedy’s 75th anniversary. It 

also seemed ok to many of the early communists for Stalin to obliterate many millions of 

people to build the new Russia, and similar horror happened with the purges of Mao Tse Tung 

in China. President George Bush Jnr, when asked whether the USA had sacrificed enough of 

her proud young men and women in the Iraq war, then answered, “Freedom and democracy 

are expensive, but they are worth the cost.”  

We have seen this ongoing despoliation of life in Afghanistan, in Syria and in the suicide 

bombings of Islamic Jihad all over the world. But sadly, the God they worship has not provided 

an alternative sacrifice. Such jihadists follow false or badly misunderstood images of God and 

human sanctity of life. And yet, most of us, I think, in extraordinary circumstances, accept that 

some sacrifice of life for overall human common good may be necessary.  

However, for Abraham and his only son Isaac, there on the mountain, it must have seemed a 

very cruel irony. A child had been so longed-for and born to Abraham and Sarah, in a such a 

miraculous way, when they were both extremely old and well past child bearing age. Isaac was 

truly a miraculous blessing from God in fulfilment of a promise made to them by God so many 

years before. Now, that loving special gift was, at God’s request, to be sacrificed. How could 

the same God, who gave Isaac’s life as a blessing, now demand his death as a blessing? But 

Abraham’s ultimate trust in God was eventually vindicated. However, it was at the cost of 

great heartache to Abraham, and the mortal fear of his son as he watched his father willing to 

sacrifice him to his God.                                                                                                        

The story of Abraham and Isaac is in many ways the same story as that of God the Father and 

his only Son Jesus. God saw his only son being condemned to death as an innocent man, and 

being led up to his death on the mount of Calvary which was virtually in the same place that 

Abraham’s sacrifice took place. Similarly, Jesus was carrying the wood of his sacrifice on his 

back. Surely God, like Abraham, must have had much the same thoughts. Surely God must 

have thought, ‘Is my promise to this difficult, unthankful, sinful human race worth such a 

severe cost?’ Jesus, in the Garden of Gethsemane, prays to God to deliver him from this awful 

approaching time of suffering and sacrifice. Like Isaac, in a similar way, Jesus asked his Father, 

his heavenly father, “Where is the lamb? Everything is here – the wood for the sacrifice is in the 

coming cross, but where is the replacement sacrifice? Nevertheless, not my will but yours be 

done” And God replies, “I will provide” – no doubt with tears of anguish in his divinely 

compassionate eyes.  

And the sacrificial altar was made ready for the sacrifice. The wood was laid on the ground, 

Jesus was bound to the cross by the nails piercing his hands and his feet. But no angel says 

stop! And Jesus is raised on the altar of the cross and in his agony, he looks up to heaven into 

the anguished eyes of his Father and says, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

Jesus then also says, “Father forgive them for they know not what they do”.  



Finally, Jesus, the man, breathes his last and dies. But God did provide the ultimate 

replacement sacrifice through the resurrection of his only divine Son. He is now the risen Jesus 

Christ our Lord and Saviour. He was sacrificed once for all, but now is eternally alive, and has 

been given for the deliverance of all humankind, forever.                                                                                                                                   

God promised to love us, to ultimately make something special out of all of us and to bring us 

back to him no matter what the cost. The mount of Calvary or Golgotha, was the ultimate 

“thin place” for humankind, just as Mt Moriah was for Abraham. There the gap between God 

and humankind was finally breached and bridged. Jesus has established the open connection 

between us and God for all time. The greatest good that God promised to work for humankind 

could only be accomplished despite humankind’s greatest attack on life in trying to kill God in 

Christ. That ultimate sacrifice of God has in the end redeemed us all. How wonderful is that 

promise of St John’s Gospel Chapter 3:16 “For God so loved the world that he gave his only 

begotten son, so that all who believe in him should not perish but have eternal life”. 

 Blessing and sacrifice truly are a painful paradox! 
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