
Don’t follow a God who sacrifices innocent children. That’s not what God was
doing when he asked Abraham to have faith in him. God didn’t have Abraham
sacrifice anyone, surely not Abraham’s long-desired son Isaac. Indeed, God fulfilled
his promise to Abraham to make a nation out of Abraham’s many offspring. Isaac
lived to have a son Jacob whom God would rename Israel. Israel fathered twelve
sons who founded the twelve tribes of Israel. History has a full and detailed record
of the Jewish nation that God brought out of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel. God
sacrificed no child of Abraham’s.

Instead, God tested Abraham’s faith by first promising Abraham that his offspring
would be as many as the grains of sand on the seashores and as the stars in the sky.
Abraham heard and believed that promise when he and his wife Sarah were already
well beyond child-bearing years, so old that Sarah laughed at the idea. Abraham
trusted God, and indeed, Sarah eventually bore Isaac. Yet God then told Abraham to
take young Isaac to a mountain to sacrifice him there. Abraham gathered the
unknowing Isaac to head to the mountain but, when Isaac asked where the
sacrificial lamb was, told Isaac prophetically that God would provide the lamb.
Abraham trusted that God would provide. And God did provide the lamb. Just as
Abraham was prepared to go through with Isaac’s sacrifice, God stopped Abraham,
saying that Abraham had shown that Abraham would give even his son for God.
Abraham looked up to see a ram caught in a thicket, there for the sacrifice. God had
tested Abraham’s faith in God’s promise, and Abraham had passed the test.
Abraham sacrificed the ram, not Isaac.

Significantly, child sacrifice was then common in the promised land to which God
had called Abraham. The promised land was fertile, and the people who lived there
believed that they could ensure its continued fertility by sacrificing their firstborn to
their pagan gods. Readers today interpret Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac as God
distinguishing the chosen people, whom God would establish through Abraham and
Isaac, from the people around them. In effect, God was ending child sacrifice, not
authorizing it, although pagan societies continued the awful practice. Later, God’s
prophets would rage, as in Jeremiah 32:35, against the child sacrifices of the
region’s other people, like the Ammonites to their god Molech. Child sacrifice
appears to have been common at the time among people of other regions, too, like
the Carthaginians and Mesopotamians.



The incident to which the question refers, though, has even deeper meaning than
God testing Abraham’s faith, fulfilling his promise to make a nation out of
Abraham’s offspring, and distinguishing God’s people from other cultures that
practice child sacrifice. God would in Jesus Christ sacrifice his own Son, not only
for the chosen people descended from Abraham and Isaac but for all people.
Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac set the stage for God’s completed sacrifice of
Jesus. What God refused to require of Abraham, because it would come at too great
a cost to father and son, God did himself, to benefit Abraham, Isaac, and all people,
both those descended through them and those outside the Jewish faith.

God did not, in sacrificing his own Son, authorize or commit child sacrifice. God
did not allow Christ’s crucifixion to end Christ’s life at all. Instead, God raised
Christ in glory, as God had assured Christ that he would. Christ knew before he laid
down his life that he would rise again to join his Father in glory, drawing all
humankind, all those who desire him, to God. God’s willingness that his Son would
suffer crucifixion, while the greatest challenge to Father and Son, had the purpose
and effect of glorifying both Father and Son in unity forever. Indeed, God’s
sacrifice and resurrection of Christ ended death entirely, for those who would accept
it. God did not merely end child sacrifice, in the offer of his Son that Abraham’s
near-sacrifice of Isaac prefigured. God overcame death for all who accept his offer.
And the offer is to follow his Son Jesus.

So, don’t stop reading the Bible at Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac. Read on to see
what that event and the whole of the Old Testament foreshadow, which is no less
than the New Testament offer of salvation for all humankind. The Bible is not a
disjointed series of challenging historical events. The Bible is God’s story, where
one event speaks into another. Whenever you do not understand a biblical event, do
not attribute to God the worst character and motives. Instead, attribute to him the
best, for God is good, love, and light. We do not immediately understand everything
that he says and does, but in time and with the Spirit’s discernment, we understand
enough to know who he is. And he is both our Creator and Savior. Abraham showed
that faith in God. We should, too.


