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As you all know, this past Thursday was Veteran’s Day (and we’re going to come back to that in 

our time of prayer in a bit).  I have to say, however, that any time we come around to Veteran’s 

Day, Memorial Day, or really any of these national moments in which our communal 

consciousness is drawn to a particular focus on those who have served, or are serving, in the 

military – my heart and mind are immediately pulled into the inescapable sacrifice that stands at 

the core of that service.  And, when my mind thinks sacrifice, I am immediately drawn to that 

image of Abraham and Isaac.   

 

“Then Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife to kill his son.”  (Gen 22:10)  I think 

that passage from Genesis has a way of just stopping us in our tracks.  The scene is so archaic – 

the content seems so cultic – that I think we tend to run away as quickly as the story drew us in.  

I think we are so shocked by the circumstances, and the questions they raise, that we really don’t 

know where to go with it.  But, I think there’s a profound message buried in the midst of the 

mind-numbingly challenging tale of Abraham and Isaac – and, it’s a message that echoes that 

same theme of sacrifice that comes to mind each time we consider those who have served in our 

armed forces.   

 

Consider, if you will, the circumstance of this story.  Remember that Abraham and Sarah had 

tried for decades to have that child for whom they so longed.  Remember that, in the patriarchal 

society in which Abraham and Sarah lived, there was little more important than having a son.  

And, remember that, by the time this portion of the story comes to fruition, the son Abraham had 

with Sarah’s servant Hagar – his son Ishmael – had been cut off from Abraham’s life.  So, what 

we have in Isaac is the culmination of everything that mattered to Abraham: the son he longed 

for, the heir he desired, the path to future and family that God had promised – the very living, 

breathing, crying, laughing child that God had blessed into Sarah’s womb.   

 

Then comes this story in Genesis 22.  Abraham and Sarah are continuing their faithful living 

while basking in the glow of the realized promise of God that was born in Isaac, and suddenly 

God’s call comes to Abraham.  “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to 

the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall 

show you.” (Gen 22:2).  And, he does! 
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Abraham gathers the wood, loads the donkey, calls a couple of servants to help, and begins to 

make his way, with Isaac, towards the mountain and the sacrifice.  We can try to imagine what 

was going through Abraham’s mind at the time.  

• Perhaps he believed God would change the command as he got closer.   

• Perhaps he was as shocked as we are by the request and was plotting forward in some 

form of mindless obedience. 

• Perhaps the fact the child sacrifice wasn’t a completely foreign concept at the time 

(which it wasn’t) meant that he wasn’t as shocked as we are by the request, and was 

dutifully following his faith.   

 

We can try to imagine what was going in in his mind at the time, but the truth is that we have no 

idea what was going on in his mind.  What we do know, however, is that he kept plugging along 

– and that none of what might have been going through his mind changed what he was willing to 

do next! 

 

Without fanfare or much detail, Genesis 22 tells us that Abraham arrived at the destination, left 

his servants behind, and proceeded up the mountain where he bound up his son and prepared him 

for the sacrifice.  Then it happens.  On a mountain, alone, with his only son, whom he so loved 

and adored, bound and laying in front of him, “Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife 

to kill his son.”  He took the knife!  It’s a gruesome image that is hard to handle, but I think it’s 

one we have to confront – Abraham stood over his bound and immobilized child, and he took the 

knife and physically began the motion of sacrificing his son.   

 

Now, we all know that we get a little bit of a reprieve, here, in that God interrupts Abraham 

before things go too far – that a substitute is provided in that ram caught in the thicket, and that 

Abraham and Isaac make their way back home to the future God had planned.  But, none of that 

convenient, happy, ending changes the fact that Abraham took the knife.  And, if there is a lesson 

in this story for our 21st century discipleship, I think that’s it.  If there is a lesson, in this story, 

for our lives of faith, it has to lie in the profound reality that Abraham picked up that knife. 

 

There are so many questions that this story brings out. 

• How could a loving God test someone in that way?   

• How could a God of grace inflict such pain and turmoil?   

• How could an all-knowing God toy with someone in this seemingly sadistic manner?   

• How could a culture exist in which this would even been a notion?   

• And, that doesn’t even begin to touch on those theological questions of how this story 

might forecast the sacrifice of Jesus and the manner in which God did actually go through 

with the very sacrifice and act he halted for Abraham. 

 

There are so many questions and considerations that this story raises – many of which are 

extremely difficult and painful.  And, I don’t mean to ignore, or be dismissive of, any of them.  

But, I think when we penetrate the clouds that are created by those theoretical and cultural 

questions, we end up back at that moment in which Abraham picked up that knife and we are 

forced to ask ourselves the question, “What is my Isaac?” 
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You see, when we get past all of those very penetrating and legitimate questions that emerge in 

this story that is almost incomprehensible to the 21st century reader – when we peel away the 

layers of narrative, culture, context, and contemporary religious practice that tend to drive us 

away from the heart of the story – what we end up with is a pretty clear story of a man who was 

willing to sacrifice, for God, the one thing that mattered more, to him, than anything else in the 

world.  What we have in this story is the story of man who was willing to say that nothing was 

more important, to him, than the call of God in his life.  And, I think that story – absent the 

gruesome details that can derail us – is a story that forces us to ask that probing question, “What 

is my Isaac?” 

 

Luckily, for us, animal and human sacrifice has long-since disappeared from the Judeo-Christian 

world.  Animal sacrifice held on, in Jewish practice, until the fall of the temple in Jerusalem in 

the year 70 AD, but it was never a real part of Christian practice, and for nearly 2,000 years, 

now, it has not had a place in Jewish practice either.  We know from Micah and others that, even 

500 years before the birth of Jesus, there was a growing shift in perspective when it came to this 

notion of sacrifice. 

 

So, for us, the idea of ritualistic animal sacrifice is really a foreign concept – it’s a prospect that 

just doesn’t go with our sense of faith and discipleship.  In my mind – that’s a good thing!  I’m 

glad that’s something that’s not part of my religious expression and faithful living.  I think the 

challenge that arises, however, is that the loss of this particular expression of sacrifice often leads 

to a loss of the very concept of sacrifice as a whole!  I think the fact that ritualistic sacrifice isn’t 

part of our contemporary faithful living leads us to somewhat discount the concept as a whole – 

it causes us to lose track of the principal that sacrifice is a constant and essential part of 

discipleship. 

 

Abraham was, perhaps, the first story of personal sacrifice in the Bible – but he clearly wasn’t 

the last. 

• As we explored a few weeks ago, Moses gave up his life of comfort in Pharaoh’s house 

for the sake of defending his Hebrew brother, and then again the safety of his home with 

his father-in-law for the sake of leading his people out of Egypt. 

• Ruth left her family and world behind for the sake of caring for her mother-in-law. 

• Mary took on the social castigation she would experience in becoming pregnant as an 

unwed woman and Joseph took on the same as he kept her to be his wife. 

• The Disciples were asked to ‘drop their nets’ and leave everything behind as they went 

out into the world with nothing but their cloak and their staff. 

• Nicodemus was asked to go against his role as a Pharisee for the sake of following the 

Gospel. 

• The rich young ruler was instructed to sell everything he had and follow Jesus. 

 

I could go on and on with the examples and stories of self-sacrifice in the Bible, but I think what 

emerges from all of the stories is two very important truths.  First and foremost, the 

disappearance of ritualistic sacrifice from our religious expression does not imply a 

disappearance of sacrifice (namely self-sacrifice) from our discipleship.  Paul writes in his letter 

to the church in Rome that they ought to ‘offer their bodies as living sacrifices,” because Paul 
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understands that self-sacrifice is an essential element of Christian living and that we have to be 

willing to put God before those things we treasure in our lives. 

 

Second, however, is the fact that the self-sacrifice stories in Scripture reveal a striking truth that 

the ‘Isaac’ is different for all of us!  For Abraham, it was his beloved son.  But… 

• For Moses it was comfort and security. 

• For Ruth it was familiarity and provision. 

• For Mary and Joseph it was social status and public image. 

• For the rich young ruler it was wealth and prosperity. 

• For Nicodemus it was power and position. 

 

There are so many questions, quandaries, and struggles that emerge from this story of Abraham 

and Isaac.  When we peel away the layers of culture and context, however, we are left with the 

profound picture of Abraham taking that knife.  When we strip down the story, and look beyond 

the gruesome images, we are left with the story of a faithful man who was willing to give up 

what he treasured more than anything else in this world for the one thing he treasured above all 

in this world – for the sake of his faith in God.  And, when we see that story, we are compelled to 

ask ourselves that question, “What is my Isaac?” 

• What is it that I am holding onto that God would ask me to let go of?   

• What is it I am treasuring above that which God is asking me to treasure?   

• What is it I am serving more diligently than I am serving God?   

• Is it comfort and security?  Familiarity and provision?  Social status and public image?  

Wealth and prosperity?  Power and position?   

• What is it in my life that God is asking me to sacrifice for the sake of my faith and 

discipleship?   

• What is my Isaac? 

 

There are two remarkable truths that are revealed in the Biblical stories of self-sacrifice.  First 

and foremost, the disappearance of ritualistic animal sacrifice from our religious expression does 

not imply the disappearance of sacrifice from our discipleship.  Second, the nature of that 

sacrifice, and what it is that needs to be sacrificed, will be very different from each one of us to 

the next.  In other words – it will be different for each of us, but every one of us has an Isaac.  

The question, of course, is whether we’ll have the faith of Abraham to take up the knife and do 

it! 

 


