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There is power in sacrifice. Athletes know that.  Musicians, artists, and inventors know 
that. Sacrifice is the down payment on progress. We are all here today because others 
sacrificed for us.  Our parents, our grandparents, our teachers, mentors, and our military 
personnel. The greatest sacrifice, and the one that unlocks our understanding of all other 
sacrifices, is of course the sacrifice God made for us in sending his son for our salvation.  

Today’s text is about the sacrifice of another son, Isaac, the son of Abraham, and the child 
of the promise.  Actually, Issac is spared at the last minute, but Abraham still sacrifices 
his entire worldview. Abraham has been given the promise of a child with Sarah, his wife. 
Through a very great miracle they received Isaac when Sara was 90 and Abraham was 
100. You can imagine how they loved Isaac.  

At the time of today’s text Isaac is a young man about twenty years old, and Abraham is 
about 120 years old.  

God tests Abraham by saying, “Abraham”.  Now, Abraham had had some awesome 
conversations with God. He thought he knew him well, and certainly God knew Abraham 
well. So Abraham gladly answers, “Here I am Lord”.  

Then God gives what has to be the strangest command in all of Scripture.  “Take your 
son, your only son, the one whom you love, up to a mountain where I will direct you, and 
offer him up as a burnt offering.” 

Abraham had seen animals slaughtered and sacrificed hundreds of times in his life.  He 
had a clear picture of the blood and the terror of the animals, and of the smell of their 
burning flesh. 

With that image in his mind he rose up early, either because it was distasteful so he did 
not want to delay, or because he was an “ask no questions” follower of God. The story is 
painful in detail. Abraham cut wood, and saddled up his donkey and took two servants on 
a three day journey. As he approached the mountain he told the servants to stay behind. 
Then he laid the wood on Isaac, and he took the fire and knife. The language indicates it 
was a really big knife, this was a 120 year old guy planning to kill a twenty year old. 
Abraham traveled on. 

Seeing all this Isaac begins to wonder what is going on, asking “Dad, did you forget the 
sheep for the burnt offering?”  To which Abraham answers “God will provide”, which is 
one way to translate the name of the mountain that they are going towards. It can also be 
translated “God sees”.  Perhaps this gave Abe hope. 

When they get there Abraham takes careful pains, slowly constructing the altar and laying 
out the wood. He has to be going through terrible anguish. God had promised Isaac. 
Abraham was rich and powerful with many flocks and herds, many military victories to 
his name, and also had a gorgeous wife. But he only wanted one thing; a child. Now the 



one thing that Abraham had hoped and desired for more than anything else was about to 
be taken away. He had all the passion and compassion that goes towards a child, an only 
child. 

Perhaps he was thinking, as Kirkegaard suggested, that surely it would be best to plunge 
the knife into his own chest so that Isaac would never know the dark side of God. Or as  

Agnes Sanford has suggested, perhaps Abraham just thought he heard this from God. 

According to Calvin, Abraham’s thinking was “this is a contradiction in which God 
contradicts himself.” Or if Abraham was Lutheran he might have agreed with Luther who 
calls this the “Dark command of God”. 

All of these thoughts, and all of the thoughts of those of you in this congregation, had to 
be going through the mind of Abraham like a dark thunderstorm. But while his mind was 
in torment and disarray his hands were sure. He bound Isaac, and grabbed the knife to 
slay him. At that moment an angel stops his hand and Abraham sees a ram which he 
sacrifices in place of his son. 

Jewish perspectives typically focus on Abraham. Jews see this as a test of Abraham’s 
complete devotion to God. Christians see this as a reflection of what God had to be going 
through when he sacrificed his Son. In fact that sacrifice of Christ and his subsequent 
resurrection makes this dark text bearable.  Since, at the last minute, Abraham sees a ram 
that he sacrifices in place of his son, just as Christ was sacrificed in our place. This 
illustrates not only Christ’s sacrifice for us but what God went through when “He so 
loved the world that he sent his only begotten son”.  

The narrative is very real and so are the lessons in it. We are in a dark and shadowy time. 
Like Abraham we may have had to sacrifice things we hold dear. Due to the pandemic 
many have had to sacrifice dreams, hopes and plans. We have had to sacrifice thinking 
patterns and prejudices that we perhaps did not even understand that we had.  

In the midst of this pandemic we have learned unequal sacrifices people of color and/or 
poverty have had to make due to the fractures in our society. To bring justice to those 
groups that have given so much, now and when this pandemic ends, we will have to 
sacrifice power, privilege and status. This will be a long road. Much longer than the road 
Abraham trod. But think of the road to the cross that Christ walked. He knew there was 
nothing but sacrifice ahead, but he did it for love. Sacrifice is the cost of love. 

It is well to remember that Christ sacrificed himself for White, Black, and Brown.  For 
protestors and police.  For all of us so that we could walk that pathway of love that lead 
to the mountain of justice. There we can see far enough to believe that there is a future, 
because it is that mountain where God provides. Many of you hike. You know the steeper 
the climb, the tougher the hike, the better the view. It is a long and hard road but Christ 
will walk it with us.


