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WELCOME
✤ Lent: springtime of faith 

✤ Lent 2018 

✴ Genesis 22, 1-2, 9-13, 15-18 

✴ Psalm 116 (115) 

✴ Romans 8:31-34 

✴ Mark 9:2-10 

✤ And for today?



LENT 2018
Lent 1 Genesis 9 Noah Ps 24 1 Peter 3 Mark 1 Temptation

Lent 2 Genesis 22 Abraham Ps 115 Rom 8 Mark 9 Transfiguration

Lent 3 Exodus 29 Moses Ps 18 1 Cor 1 John 2 Temple

Lent 4 2 Chron 36 Exile Ps 137 Eph 2 John 3 Nicodemus

Lent 5 Jeremiah 31 New 
covenant Ps 51 Heb 5 John 12 Lifted up from 

the earth

Palm 
Sunday Isaiah 50:4-7 Suffering 

Servant Ps 22 Phil 
2:6-11

Mark 
14:1-15:47 Passion



CHALLENGE
✤ Genesis 22 is the most difficult reading for Lent 2/18B  

✤ The terrible power of the story  

✤ Place in the Abraham Cycle 

✤ Structure / literary qualities 

✤ Meaning in the context 

✤ The reception of the story by Jews and Christians 

✤ Place in the lectionary



GENESIS 22:1-19
Gen 22:1   And it happened after 
these things that God tested 
Abraham and He said to him, 
“Abraham!” And he said, “Here I 
am.”  2 And He said, “Take your son, 
your only one, whom you love, Isaac 
and go forth to the land of Moriah 
and offer him up there as a burnt 
offering on one of the mountains 
which I shall say to you.”  3 And 
Abraham rose early in the morning 
and saddled his donkey and took 
two of his lads with him and Isaac 
his son; he split the wood for the 
burnt offering and rose and went to 
the place that God had said to him.  
4 On the third day Abraham raised 
his eyes and saw the place from 

afar.  5 And Abraham said to his 
lads, “Sit here with the donkey and 
let me and the lad walk ahead and 
let us worship and return to you.”  6 
Abraham took the wood for the 
burnt offering and put it on Isaac his 
son and took in his hand the fire 
and the cleaver and the two of them 
went on together.  7 And Isaac said 
to his father Abraham, “Father!” and 
he said, “Here I am, my son.” And he 
said, “Here is the fire and the wood 
but where is the sheep for the 
offering?”  8 And Abraham said, 
“God will see to the sheep for the 
offering, my son.” And the two of 
them went on together. 



GENESIS 22:1-19
Gen 22:9   And they came to the 
place that God had said to him 
and Abraham built an altar there 
and laid out the wood and 
bound his son Isaac and placed 
him on the altar on top of the 
wood.  10 Then Abraham 
reached out his hand and took 
the cleaver to slaughter his son.  
11 And the LORD’s messenger 
called out to him from the 
heavens and said, “Abraham, 
Abraham!” And he said, “Here I 
am.”  12 And he said, “Do not 
reach out your hand against the 
lad, for now I know that you fear 
God and you not held back your 

son, your only one, from Me; for 
now I know that you fear God, 
since you have not withheld your 
son, your only son, from me.”  13 
And Abraham raised his eyes 
and aw and look, a ram was 
caught in the thicket by its horns, 
and Abraham went and took the 
ram and offered him up as burnt 
offering instead of his son. 14 
And Abraham called the name 
that place YHWH-yireh; as it is 
said to this day, “On the mount of 
the LORD there is sight.”



GENESIS 22:1-19
Gen 22:15   The LORD’s 
messenger called out to 
Abraham a once again 
from the heavens,  16 and 
He said, “By my own Self I 
swear, declares the LORD, 
that because you have 
done this thing and have 
not held back your son, 
your only one, 17 I will 
greatly bless you and will 
greatly multiply your seed, 
as the stars in the heavens 
and as the sand on the 

shore of the sea and your 
seed shall take hold of its 
enemies’ gate. 18 And all 
the nations of the earth 
shall be blessed through 
your seed because you 
have listened to my voice.” 
19 And Abraham returned 
to his lads, and they rose 
and went together to Beer-
sheba; and Abraham 
dwelled in Beer-sheba. 





TERRIBLE POWER
✤ This is the climax of the Abraham cycle of story. 

✤ It is the theological summit. 

✤ It is considered one of the most remarkable 
narratives in the whole Bible. 

✤ Note: all expressions of feelings are suppressed. 

✤ The story is “fraught with background”.  

✤ The story is “open” and it has been variously 
“received” by Jews and Christians.



PLACE IN THE ABRAHAM CYCLE

✤ The story presupposed the context in Genesis 

✤ It takes us back to the very beginning of the 
Abraham cycle in Genesis 12.  

✤ It leads directly to the subsequent stories in 
Genesis 23 and 24.  

✤ We will glance at each of these.



PLACE IN THE ABRAHAM CYCLE
✤ Genesis 12 - many links to 22 

✴ Go forth (lekh lekha). 
✴ Destination unspecified. 
✴ Triple descriptions:  

✦ your land, your homeland, your father’s house.  
✦ your son, your only one, whom you love. 

✴ Ending with promises of a glorious prosperity, the second 
echoing the first. 

✴ A genealogy precedes Genesis 12 and another one concludes 
Genesis 22.  

✤ Genesis 23: death of Sarah and purchase of a cave (grave). 

✤ Genesis 24: the marriage of Isaac to Rebekah.



Genesis 21 

God orders Ishmael’s expulsion (12-13) 
Food and water taken (14) 
Journey (4) 
Ishmael about to die (16) 

Angel of God calls from heaven (17) 
“Do not fear” (17) 
“God has heard” (17) 
I shall make you a great nation (18) 

God opens her eyes and she sees a well (19) 
She gives the lad a drink (19) 

Genesis 22 

God orders the Isaac’s sacrifice (2) 
Sacrificial material is taken (3) 
Journey (4-8) 
Isaac about to die (10) 

Angel of the Lord calls from heaven (11) 
“fear God” (12) 
You have obeyed (heard) my voice (18) 
“Your descendants will be like stars, sand etc.” (17) 

Abraham raises he eyes and sees a ram (13) 
He sacrifices ram instead of son (14)

PLACE IN THE ABRAHAM CYCLE



STRUCTURE
Introduction (1a)            Narrator 

1. God’s command “Sacrifice your son” (1b-2)     Messenger 

 2. Departure next morning (3)        Narrator 

  3. The third day at the foot of the mountain (4-6b)  Drama 

  4. Journey up the mountain (6c-8)      Drama 

 5. Preparation for sacrifice (9-10)       Narrator 

6. Angel speaks to stop sacrifice (11-18)      Messenger 

Epilogue: Return to Beersheba (19)       Narrator



Dialogue 1 Dialogue 2 Dialogue 3 Coda

He said He said
The angel called from 

heaven and said
The angel called to

Abraham My father Abraham, Abraham Abraham

Here I am Here I am Here I am

Do not do anything
You have done this 

thing
You have not 

withheld
You have not 

withheld
Your son, your only 

one
My son

Your son, your only 
one

Your son, your only 
one

For an offering For an offering For an offering

He went
The two went on 

together
He went

They went on 
together

The place which God 
had said to him

The place which God 
had said to him

The place…as it is 
said

He took the cleaver He took the cleaver



MEANING IN CONTEXT

✤ All recognise the terror of the story. 

✤ On the face of it, it is immoral and gross. 

✤ Within the Abraham cycle, it contradicts the 
promises made to Abraham. 

✤ It risks driving the whole narrative into a cul-de-sac. 



MEANING IN CONTEXT

✤ Traditionally: it was understood to have been a 
story about replacing human sacrifice with animal 
sacrifice. 

✤ However the text says it was a test for Abraham. 

✤ What kind of test? 

✤ For the test, the wide context matters hugely. 



MEANING IN CONTEXT
✤ Rites of initiation in ancient cultures 
✤ Initiation at puberty 

✴ Symbolic “murder” of sons, as a puberty rite.  
✴ After Genesis 22, Isaac no longer lives with his 

parents. 
✴ In Genesis 23, Rebekah dies and a grave is bought. 
✴ In Genesis 24, Isaac sets out to find a wife. 

✤ Key issue: transition from one generation to the 
next. 

✤ Test: successful transition of the blessing and 
promises. 



RECEPTION BY JEWS
✤ He kept the law of the Most High, and entered into 

a covenant with him; he certified the covenant in 
his flesh, and when he was tested he proved 
faithful.  (Sir 44:20) 

✤ Was not Abraham found faithful when tested, and it 
was reckoned to him as righteousness?  (1 Macc 
2:52) 

✤ Wisdom also, when the nations in wicked 
agreement had been put to confusion, recognised 
the righteous man and preserved him blameless 
before God, and kept him strong in the face of his 
compassion for his child.  (Wis 10:5)



RECEPTION BY JEWS
✤ Genesis 22 is the tenth testing of Abraham. 

1. YHWH tells him to leave his homeland to be a stranger in the land of Canaan. 
2. Immediately after his arrival in the Promised Land, he encounters a famine. 
3. The Egyptians seize his beloved wife, Sarah, and bring her to Pharaoh. 
4. Abraham faces incredible odds in the battle of the four and five kings. 
5. He marries Hagar after not being able to have children with Sarah. 
6. YHWH tells him to circumcise himself at an advanced age. 
7. The king of Gerar captures Sarah, intending to take her for himself. 
8. YHWH tells him to send Hagar away after having a child with her. 
9. His son, Ishmael, becomes estranged. 
10. YHWH tells him to sacrifice his dear son Isaac upon an altar. 

✤ Genesis 22 is the seventh blessing of Abraham. 

✴ Genesis 12:2-3, 7; 13:14-17; 15:1-21; 17:1-14; 17:19-22; 22: 

✤ In the Rabbinic tradition, it is said the Isaac 
consented to the sacrifice. 



RECEPTION BY CHRISTIANS
✤ 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 for you.”  (Heb 11:17–18) 

✤ Was not our ancestor Abraham justified by works when he 
offered his son Isaac on the altar?  (Jas 2:21) 

✤ He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of 
us, will he not with him also give us everything else?  (Rom 
8:32) 

✤ For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that 
everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have 
eternal life.  (John 3:16)



RECEPTION BY CHRISTIANS

✤ In the early church, the whole story is read as an 
allegory of the Passion of Jesus 

✴ Isaac = Jesus 

✴ The only son = the Son of God 

✴ Isaac carried the wood = Jesus carried the cross 

✴ A ram replaced Isaac = Jesus is our passover lamb 



LECTIONARY CONTEXT
✤ The lectionary provides a contextual reading 

✤ Transfiguration: 

✴ Mountain. 

✴ Only Son. 

✴ Listen to him. 

✴ Risen from the dead. 

✤ Romans 

✴ God did not spare his own Son.





PSALM 116 (115) 
I will walk in the presence of the Lord in the land of the living. 

I trusted, even when I said: 
  ‘I am sorely afflicted,’ 
O precious in the eyes of the Lord 
  is the death of his faithful. 

Your servant, Lord, your servant am I; 
  you have loosened my bonds. 
A thanksgiving sacrifice I make; 
  I will call on the Lord’s name. 

My vows to the Lord I will fulfil 
  before all his people, 
in the courts of the house of the Lord, 
  in your midst, O Jerusalem.



Verses Letter Rhetoric Topic

1:1-7 Superscript Sender, addressee, greetings

1:8-15 Thanksgiving Introduction Reasons for coming to Rome

1:16-17 Body Thesis Faith, salvation,  righteousness, Jew, Gentile, 
living

1:18-4:23 Proof 1 Jews and Gentiles in need of Christ and faith

5-8 Proof 2 Salvation, baptism, life in Christ, hope

9-11 Proof 3 God’s election of Jews and inclusion of 
Gentiles

12:1-15:6 Proof 4 Life together in the body of Christ, weak and 
strong

15:7-33 Conclusion Reasons for coming to Rome

16 Conclusion Greetings to 26 people in Rome, prayer
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ROMANS 5-8
FAITH Rom 5 

 SALVATION 

  BAPTISM INTO CHRIST Rom 6 

   MORAL DILEMMAS Rom 7 

    PRAYER (ABBA FATHER) Rom 8 

     HOLY SPIRIT  

      CHRIST - HOPE



ROMANS 8:31-34 (NET ADJUSTED)
Rom 8:31   What then shall we say about these things? If 
God is for us, who can be against us? 32 Indeed, he who 
did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—
how will he not also, along with him, freely give us all 
things?  

33 Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? Is it 
God — who justifies.  

34 Who is the one who will condemn? Is it Christ — the 
one who died (and more than that, he was raised), who is 
at the right hand of God, and who also is interceding for 
us. 



PAUL AND SALVATION
Rom 3:21 But now apart from 
the law the righteousness of 
God (which is attested by the 
law and the prophets) has been 
disclosed– 22 namely, the 
righteousness of God through 
the faithfulness of Jesus Christ 
for all who believe.  

For there is no distinction, 23 
for all have sinned and fall short 
of the glory of God. 24 But they 
are justified freely by his grace 
through the redemption that is 
in Christ Jesus.  

25 God publicly displayed him 
at his death as the mercy seat 
accessible through faith. This 
was to demonstrate his 
righteousness, because God in 
his forbearance had passed 
over the sins previously 
committed.  

26 This was also to 
demonstrate his 
righteousness in the present 
time, so that he would be just 
and the justifier of the one who 
lives because of Jesus’ 
faithfulness.



MARK 9:2-10
Mark 9:2   Six days later, Jesus 
took with him Peter and James 
and John, and led them up a high 
mountain apart, by themselves. 
And he was transfigured before 
them, 3 and his clothes became 
dazzling white, such as no one on 
earth could bleach them. 4 And 
there appeared to them Elijah with 
Moses, who were talking with 
Jesus. 5 Then Peter said to Jesus, 
“Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; 
let us make three dwellings, one 
for you, one for Moses, and one 
for Elijah.” 6 He did not know what 
to say, for they were terrified. 7 
Then a cloud overshadowed them, 

and from the cloud there came a 
voice, “This is my Son, the 
Beloved; listen to him!” 8 
Suddenly when they looked 
around, they saw no one with 
them any more, but only Jesus.  

Mark 9:9   As they were coming 
down the mountain, he ordered 
them to tell no one about what 
they had seen, until after the Son 
of Man had risen from the dead. 
10 So they kept the matter to 
themselves, questioning what this 
rising from the dead could mean. 



MARK 9:2-10
Exod 24:15   Then Moses went 
up on the mountain, and the 
cloud covered the mountain.  16 
The glory of the LORD settled on 
Mount Sinai, and the cloud 
covered it for six days; on the 
seventh day he called to Moses 
out of the cloud.  17 Now the 
appearance of the glory of the 
Lord was like a devouring fire on 
the top of the mountain in the 
sight of the people of Israel.  18 
Moses entered the cloud, and 
went up on the mountain. Moses 
was on the mountain for forty 
days and forty nights. 



TRANSFIGURATION
✤ In all three synoptic Gospels. 

✤ Variously received. 

✴ Mark: a theophany / Christophany 

✴ Matthew: an apocalyptic vision 

✴ Luke: an instruction on prayer 

✤ Could be in some sense historical. 

✤ The writing up is profoundly influenced by Easter faith.



LITERARY STRUCTURE

A. 9:1 death / kingdom of God in power 

  B. 9:2ab Led the up a mountain 

    C. 9:2c-4 Transfigured, with Moses and Elijah 

      D 9:5-7 Revelation 

    C* 9:8 Jesus on his own (“untransfigured”) 

  B* 9:9a Coming down the mountain 

A* 9:9b-10 Secrecy, until the resurrection from the dead



MARK 9:2-10
Mark 9:2   Six days later, 
Jesus took with him Peter 
and James and John, 
and led them up a high 
mountain apart, by 
themselves. And he was 
transfigured before 
them,  3 and his clothes 
became dazzling white, 
such as no one on earth 
could bleach them.  ” 

• Six days = from Exodus 
• These three disciples 

form an inner circle, but 
one which exemplifies 
radical misunderstanding 
of the project of Jesus and 
even gross failure.  

• The change in appearance 
signifies that they caught a 
glimpse of the 
transcendent identity of 
Jesus.  

• This was an event beyond 
imagination (hence 
“whiter”). 



MARK 9:2-10
Mark 9:4 And there 
appeared to them Elijah 
with Moses, who were 
talking with Jesus.   

• Both these figures were 
symbols that the time of 
the messiah had come.  

• Furthermore, in Mark’s 
gospel they represent the 
church from Judaism 
(Moses) and the church 
from the Gentiles (Elijah).  

• Unlike in Luke’s version, 
we are not told the topic 
of conversation—it too is 
beyond us. 



MARK 9:2-10
Mark 9:5 Then Peter 
said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is 
good for us to be here; 
let us make three 
dwellings, one for you, 
one for Moses, and one 
for Elijah.”  6 He did not 
know what to say, for 
they were terrified.    

• Peter in this Gospel often fails to 
understand and this seems to 
be the case here. He wishes to 
hold on the experience (in a 
tent!).  

• However, “it is good to be here” 
invites reflection.  

• Then Mark explains away his 
blurting by saying “he did not 
know what to say”.  

• The terror here is not, so to 
speak, psychological but 
ontological: it is the proper awe 
before the numinous (cf. Rudolf 
Otto’s expression the mysterium 
tremendum et fascinans, from 
The Idea of the Holy). 



MARK 9:2-10
Mark 9:7 Then a cloud 
overshadowed them, 
and from the cloud there 
came a voice, “This is my 
Son, the Beloved; listen 
to him!”     

• A cloud is a frequent symbol of 
the divine presence in the Old 
Testament, probably because a 
cloud both reveals and 
conceals.  

• God recognises, so to speak, the 
Son and invites profound 
listening.  

• The link with the baptism and 
the crucifixion is intended.  



MARK 9:2-10
Mark 9:8 Suddenly 
when they looked 
around, they saw no one 
with them any more, but 
only Jesus.     

• As usual in these stories, the 
experience is elusive, ending as 
unexpectedly as it began. 



MARK 9:2-10
Mark 9:9   As they were 
coming down the 
mountain, he ordered 
them to tell no one 
about what they had 
seen, until after the Son 
of Man had risen from 
the dead.  10 So they 
kept the matter to 
themselves, questioning 
what this rising from the 
dead could mean.      

• The “messianic secret” is a 
leitmotiv in Mark, probably 
building on Jesus’ own caution 
about his identity, but taking it 
further as a means of account 
for the lack of recognition of 
Jesus among his own people.  

• The language of “Son of Man” 
and “resurrection” make the 
links to Good Friday and Easter 
Sunday explicit: this is an 
experience which will be 
understood only in retrospect. 



AND SO…

✤ Beloved Son(s!) 
✤ Salvation 
✤ Faith 
✤ Listening 
✤ Death and resurrection 

✤ All pointing to “the great events that 
gave us new life in Christ.”



A PRAYER

Ever-faithful God, you were well pleased with 
Abraham’s obedience and you accepted the sacrifice 
of your son, who gave himself up for the sake of us 
all.  

Train us by Christ’s teaching and school us in his 
obedience that as we walk his way of sacrifice we 
may come to share in your glory.  

We ask this through Christ, our deliverance and 
hope, who lives and reigns with you in the unity of 
the Holy Spirit, holy and mighty God for ever and 
ever. Amen.   


