
1 of 4

A Homily by              “Abraham and Isaac – a love story?”
The Rev’d Jo Popham       Second Sunday after Pentecost

June 26, 2011
Genesis 22:1-14

I remember taking the psychological exam as a requirement before entering into the

ordination process. I even took the Rorschach inkblot test. I flipped the cards over and

noted the copyright date and wondered why the doctor was still using a testing method

from 1921. But those trained to interpret the findings of the Rorschach images still find it

a helpful tool. And these professionals are honest in admitting that they themselves are

still learning their craft even long after they are qualified to study people’s personalities

using the tool. Another interpretive tool used in my psych exam was a series of questions.

One question made me laugh out loud. Fortunately the doctor interpreting my answers

appreciated the humor in my answer. The question was “Is someone or something trying

to manipulate your mind?” Laughing, I answered: “I am in seminary. Of course, people

are playing with my mind.” The doctor interpreted my laughter and my answer as a

healthy sign. Everything is subject to interpretation.

So here we are nearly 4000+ years since Abraham lived the story of the beginnings of

humanity’s relationship with our God, and we are still interpreting the story of God’s

people, trying to understand the how and why of God’s request to Abraham. “God tested

Abraham.” God said to him, "Abraham!" And he said, “Here I am.” God said, “Take your

son, your only son Isaac, whom you love … and offer him … as a burnt offering…”

(Genesis 22:1-2). This was the tenth and final test of Abraham, of his faithfulness to God.

What were the ten tests of Abraham?

1. God told him to leave his homeland to be a stranger in the land of Canaan.1

2. Immediately after his arrival in the Promised Land, he encountered a famine. So

he went to Egypt.2

3. The Egyptians captured his beloved wife, Sarah, and took her to Pharaoh.3
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4. Abraham faced incredible odds in battle.4

5. He married his wife’s slave Hagar after not being able to have children with

Sarah.5

6. God told him to circumcise himself at an advanced age.6

7. King Abimelech captured Sarah, intending to take her for himself.7

8. God told him to send Hagar away and the child Abraham had borne with her for

it would be through Isaac that God’s nation would be formed.8

9. Abraham and his son, Ishmael, became estranged even though God would make a

nation through Ishmael as well since he was Abraham’s offspring.9

10. God told him to sacrifice his dear son Isaac upon an altar.10

Abraham was the last righteous man. What made him right wise? He had right

wisdom that led to right behavior. He believed in the Lord God. He loved God. He was

tested again and again, and he remained faithful. He made the right decision to follow

God’s commands. When God told him to go. And he went. After the Lord called him,

Abraham’s entire life was spent obeying the Lord’s Word. That is what made Abraham’s

faith truly righteous.

When God called him, Abraham said, “Here am I.” “Here I am” is the response of a

faithful servant of God. Abraham’s obedience had been unquestioning, but, not until God

called Isaac’s name did Abraham understand what he was being asked to do. “Take your

son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love and go…and offer him … as a burnt

offering…” So Abraham went. He took two of his men with him, along with Isaac, and

wood for the fire. But he left the two men when they approached the place for the

sacrifice, telling them that he and Isaac would continue up the mountain to worship. The

Book of Genesis does not record Abraham’s emotional response to God’s command.

Imagine how heart sick Abraham must have been, and how frightened Isaac must have

been seeing the wood, the knife, but no animal to be sacrificed. And so, in his most brave
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little boy voice he must have asked his father where the offering was. I imagine his

asking: “Abba, where is the lamb to offer to God?” All Abraham could manage to say

was “God will provide…my son.”  And so they walked on in silence. When they reached

the appointed place, Abraham built an altar, placed the firewood. He bound his son Isaac

whom he loved and placed him on the altar. Abraham reached for the knife, but an angel

of the Lord interrupted him calling him by name: “Abraham…..Abraham.” Abraham had

steeled himself to do this thing, to slaughter his beloved son; he was fully prepared to do

what God had commanded. He must have been in another world. The angel’s plea was

insistent: “Abraham…Abraham!” Abraham came out of his stupor and answered: “Here I

am.” “Here I am Lord, ready to do what you asked, and please let us get this thing over

with. Let’s get on with it. Why interrupt me now, Lord?”  I imagine the angel may have

had to reach out and steady Abraham’s hand to prevent his finishing the deed. God’s

message was “now, I know, now I fully believe that you Abraham fear me – fear God –

because you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.” I imagine that

Abraham was still for a long while. Finally he was able to tear his eyes from his precious

child, this son of his loving wife Sarah, this son that God had promised, this son he had

waited so long for, this son through whom innumerable offspring would come, this son

for whom he had banished his other son, this son God had saved from death on this crude

altar on this mountain. Abraham heard a rustling sound from behind him. He turned and

saw a ram caught by its horns in the thicket. Ah, God had provided. So he untied his son

and bound the ram and offered it as a sacrifice to God instead of his son.

Does being righteous mean we must be willing to sacrifice what we love? I am not

trying to play with your minds, but, I think that the Abraham story is a really story of

love. Let us consider the interpretation of the story of Abraham being willing to sacrifice

Isaac as a love story.

Abraham loved God. And Abraham’s love led him to act faithfully and to always do

what God asked of him. Throughout his entire life – through ten tests – Abraham showed

how much he loved God.11
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Abraham loved Isaac. Isaac was the only child of his beloved wife Sarah. Isaac was

the son promised to him by God. Abraham held a feast on the day Isaac was weaned. He

loved him so much that with God’s approval he sent away his first son Ishmael, borne by

Hagar. And Abraham must have loved Isaac even more after God gave his son back,

brought him back from the dead on that mountain.12

Abraham loved Sarah. And God had promised him a son through Sarah.

Sarah loved Abraham. She even gave Abraham her servant so that Abraham could

have a son, since she was well beyond childbearing age. And she looked out for

Abraham’s best interests. She was a cunning one, Sarah was. She often intuited what

Abraham’s needs were, even if through a closed tent flap, listening to Abraham’s plans

and helping him from afar.

Sarah loved Isaac. Oh, how she loved her son. Some Biblical scholars believe that

God used Sarah to fulfill God’s promises. Surely that was the case with Abraham’s two

sons – Ishmael and Isaac. Some say it was Sarah who watched in horror as Abraham left

with the wood and no lamb for the sacrifice. And, perhaps, just maybe, it was Sarah who

dragged that ram up the mountain and hid it in the thickets at God’s command.

And God surely loved Abraham. But, did God love Abraham because he was

righteous? Yes, of course. But God would have loved Abraham, had he been faithful or

not.

Does God love us in spite of our not being righteous? No matter how we interpret

Abraham’s story, the story of one righteous man, we have to accept that God loves us –

when we are right wise in our thinking and acting – and when we are not. And however

we interpret this story about Abraham and Isaac, we must remember that what God asked

Abraham to do – God actually did do – sacrifice his son in the most radical act of love

ever.
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1 Genesis 12:1.
2  Genesis 12:10.
3 Genesis 12:15.
4 Genesis 14:14.
5 Genesis 16:3.
6 Genesis 17:24.
7 Genesis 20:2.
8 Genesis 21:12.
9 Reflected in God’s commandment, Ibid.
10 Genesis 22:2.
11 “By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to
receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where he was going. By faith he
stayed for a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as
did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise. For he looked
forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God. By faith he
received power of procreation, even though he was too old—and Sarah herself was
barren—because he considered him faithful who had promised. Therefore from one
person, and this one as good as dead, descendants were born, ‘as many as the stars of
heaven and as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.’
All of these died in faith without having received the promises, but from a distance they
saw and greeted them. They confessed that they were strangers and foreigners on the
earth, for people who speak in this way make it clear that they are seeking a homeland. If
they had been thinking of the land that they had left behind, they would have had
opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one.
Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; indeed, he has prepared a city for
them. By faith Abraham, when put to the test, offered up Isaac. He who had received the
promises was ready to offer up his only son, of whom he had been told, ‘It is through
Isaac that descendants shall be named after you.’” (Hebrews 11:8-18).
12 “Abraham considered the fact that God is able even to raise someone from the
dead—and figuratively speaking, he did receive him back.” (Hebrews 11:19).


