
Story Number 19

THE BINDING OF ISAAC

God decided to put Abraham to the test. He asked him to take his

favourite son Isaac to one of the mountains 1 which he would point out

to him, a three-day journey north of Beersheba where he was living, and

offer him there as a sacrifice, just as the Canaanites offered up their

children to their gods. Without question, Abraham decided to obey. He

took Isaac, two servants and a donkey with him to go to sacrifice to God,

but he did not say that Isaac was to be the sacrifice.

On the third day they arrived in the district of The Moriah 2 and God

showed him from a distance which mountain to choose. He told the

servants to wait where they were with the donkey while he and his son

went on to sacrifice, and they would return. (He did not expect to return

with Isaac, but that problem could be dealt with later.)

When offering a sacrifice the procedure in those days 3 was to first

build an altar, out of earth or stones or whatever. Wood was placed on the

altar, the animal was tied up, placed on the wood and slaughtered, and the

1. These by their height would better be described as hills (and are sometimes
called the Judaean Hills), but they are not gentle like hills, they are rough like
mountains, in fact mini-mountains. The region is ‘mountainous’ in that even the
valleys are well above sea level.

2. The only other reference to The Moriah is once in the time of Solomon, where
he built the Temple on The Mountain of The Moriah (not ‘a mountain in the
district of the Moriah’), nowadays called the Temple Mount. So tradition assumes
that this here was the same, that the Binding of Isaac was on what we call for
short Mount Moriah where the Temple was later built.

3. The procedure given at Sinai as stated in Lev.1:5-8 and Lev.6:2,5 was
different: the animal was no longer slaughtered on the altar, but the standard
procedure before that becomes apparent here from the story.
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fire (burning coals) was applied to the wood, which caught fire easily and

slowly burned the dead animal.

Abraham then gave Isaac the wood to carry, and himself took the knife

and the fire. Isaac was puzzled, and asked his father ‘Here is the wood

and the fire, but where is the animal?’ to which his father replied ‘God

will provide the animal.’ They went together to the place God had shown,

and Abraham built the altar and laid out the wood.

He then took Isaac 4, tied him up, put him on the wood and took the

knife in order to slaughter him.

At the very last moment a voice shouted from the sky ‘Abraham,

Abraham! Do not touch the boy, do not do anything to him. I am satisfied

that you were prepared to do whatever I asked, even to sacrifice your son,

but I do not want you to actually do it. I now know that you fear God and

are prepared to give him even what you love most, what is more important

to you than anything else.’ God does not want human sacrifices at any

time or in any circumstances, but wanted to test Abraham.

Abraham looked up and saw a stray ram caught in the bushes by its

horns. A pity to waste all the trouble of coming here, building the altar,

preparing the wood and carrying the fire. He took the ram and offered it

to God as a sacrifice on the altar instead of his son. When he had said

‘God will provide the animal’ he had spoken the truth even though he had

not realised it.

The voice from the sky came again and gave Abraham a blessing for

what he had been prepared to do, even though he had not done it.

The shock, however, had been too great for Isaac. Abraham went back

to where he had left the servants and they went home together to

Beersheba, but wherever Isaac went to (we do not know) he went alone.

4. We are not told how old Isaac was, but he was certainly a trusting young boy.
There is no evidence whatever for the usual suggestion that he was a grown man.
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