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One of the more challenging Old Testament stories for me has always been God’s request to Abraham that he should sacrifice his
son. Of course, God did not allow Abraham to go through with it, but the explanation frequently given for this story is that it was a

test of Abraham’s faith, and that God wanted to give an illustration about the coming Savior.

Both of these explanations have some challenges, how-
ever. For example, if you were really faithful to God
would you kill your son if a thundering voice in the
night asked you to? Abraham was certainly willing. And
what message about the Cross are we to understand
from this story? One interpretation would be that
Abraham represents the Father, while Isaac and the
ram reveal the substitutionary-vicarious sacrifice for sin
that would be made by Jesus. In other words, the ram
was offered in place of Isaac just as Christ took our place and suffered our punishment at the hand of the Father. This view takes

the position that sin must be punished by God, but that Christ voluntarily took that punishment on our behalf.

I think that there is another way of looking at this story that unquestionably directs our eyes to Calvary, but without pointing to a

God who must punish sin in order to forgive.

I had always been under the false assumption that God asking Abraham to sacrifice his son would be no different than God testing
my faith by asking me to sacrifice my son. But on this point, it is critically important that we re-create the setting for this story, and
that we try to identify as much as possible with Abraham’s time and culture. For example, what do we know about Abraham's an-
cestors? Had they remained loyal and faithful to the one true God? These words in Joshua, might come as a shock: “Joshua said to
all the people, ‘This is what the LORD God of Israel says: Long ago your ancestors, Terah and his sons Abraham and Nahor, lived
on the other side of the Euphrates River and served other gods. But I took your ancestor Abraham from the other side of the Eu-

phrates River. I led him through all of Canaan and gave him many descendants. I also gave him Isaac.” (Joshua 24:2-3)

There was a time when even Abraham and his family served other gods! It would appear that this was a rather dark time in the
world in terms of a true knowledge of God. Abraham and his family were coming out of the false worship of that time, which we
know involved many competing polytheistic religions that all had one feature in common: the belief that the gods needed to be
appeased through sacrifice. Appeasement theology is one of the hallmarks of paganism, and this idea runs rampant through the

entire Old Testament.



