“Test Results”
by Ellen Williams Hensle, 6/28/26

“Observe - interpret — apply.” That is the formula for a good Bible study that I learned as a student and then as a staff
member working for InterVarsity Christian Fellowship at Penn. “Observe - interpret - apply.” The same formula can be
used for studying any part of Scripture. First, observe, as in, read the passage carefully. Take notice of repeated words, stray
details, intriguing vocabulary, places where the text raises a question. Next, work together with your group to interpret: share
your observations and try to answer your questions. Research the historical context, pull in things you remember from other
Bible stories, start to build a meaningful interpretation of the text using evidence in the text itself. And then last but
certainly not least, apply: consider how this passage relates to our everyday lives. How can we apply its lessons in our time and
place, in our social location?

“Observe - interpret — apply.” The formula is simple enough. And it’s still how I organize my Bible studies today - come to
the Harris Room at 10:30 on a Wednesday and try it out with us. But while the formula is simple enough, I sometimes
struggle with following it through all the way to the end. Observe, sure, got it. Interpret: I can go on forever with looking up
words in my Hebrew dictionary, reading academic commentaries, going down research rabbit holes about child sacrifice in
Ancient Near Eastern cultic worship praxis... but apply? Hm. When [ would ask college students in InterVarsity “how can
we apply this passage to our lives?” I would often hear crickets. And it’s not just students who struggle with this question. I
can hear the voice of one of my ministry mentors now: “well, Ellen, you've obviously done excellent research on this passage,
but so what? Don’t forget the so what.”

That'’s the question we were left with on Wednesday morning, when looking at today’s passage from Genesis during Bible
Study. After an hour of wrestling with this difficult and dramatic story, someone who needed to leave on time asked, “So
what helpful lesson can we take away from this passage!” And I'll admit that this time the silence came from me.

Because if 'm honest, I'm really not sure what helpful lesson for modern living we can take away from God asking Abraham
to sacrifice his son, his only son, whom he loves. What kind of god is a God who tests faithfulness by asking someone to
sacrifice his child, his loved and longed-for and long-awaited child, the child who is an answer to God’s own promise of
blessing? And then not only that but God stopping Abraham at the very last possible second, soon enough to save Isaac’s life
but not soon enough to prevent what I can only imagine was irreparable psychological damage to Isaac, together with lasting
trauma for the whole family. In fact, for millennia, commentators on this passage have noted that after this incident,
Genesis never again records a conversation between Abraham, Isaac and Isaac’s mother Sarah. They are never said to be in
the same place again. Something in the family has fundamentally broken down. What helpful lesson for modern living can
we possibly take away from this story!

Ok, so maybe we should take a step back in the Bible study process from apply to interpret. Unfortunately, that may leave us
with more questions than answers. For example, some attempts to understand this passage have focused on Isaac’s age. Since
Genesis doesn’t record exactly when God tests Abraham - “after these things” in verse 1 is a pretty vague timestamp - since
Genesis doesn’t record exactly when this story takes place, some interpreters have reasoned that Isaac must have been a bit
older than he is pictured on the front cover of our bulletin and in many other artistic depictions of this passage. Judging by
the timestamps Genesis does give us, Isaac could have been as old as 37 - my age. Isaac could have been as old as 37 when
his father told him to come along to Mt. Moriah so he could make a sacrifice.

That would change the dynamics of the story considerably. If Isaac was older, an adult in his own right - in that case, he
likely would have realized what was happening. And he would have had a choice: he could have run away; he could have
refused to participate; he could have overpowered his 120-year-old father. But instead he allowed Abraham to bind him. He
allowed Abraham to lay him on the altar. He was willing to die. And therefore not only was Abraham faithful to God, but
Isaac was faithful to God - he was willing to be sacrificed if it was God’s command. Not surprisingly, early Christians saw in
this vision of an older Isaac a prototype of Christ: a prototype of Christ, a man willing to carry the wood for his own
sacrifice, willing to submit himself to God, even unto death. Early interpreters saw in this story a prefiguration of Christ’s
sacrifice for all humanity on the cross.1

A beautiful connection between Old and New Testaments, surely. But this interpretation is troubled by one pesky problem:
the word for “boy” that Genesis uses here. That word in Hebrew is na’ar. Abraham uses it in verse 3 to describe the young
men who are his servants and again in verse 5 to describe Isaac. And this word na’ar means “young man” or “lad.” Which
makes it hard to imagine Isaac as a fully self-sufficient 37-year-old with a faith strong enough to willingly be sacrificed. The
truth of the matter is that we just don’t know how old Isaac was. We can’t know. We'll never know. And that is only one of
many questions that this story leaves a mystery. Beginning at the very beginning of it: “after these things” - after what things?
And what was Abraham thinking? Why did he not question this horrible thing God asked him to do? Where was Sarah and
why didn’t she try to stop this trip up the mountain before it got started? And for that matter, what was Isaac thinking? How
much agency did he have? We can’t know. We'll never know.

And so we are left with what we do know: God asked Abraham to kill his son, his only son, whom he loved, Isaac; Isaac, the
son God promised to Abraham and Sarah even though they were well beyond their child-bearing years and even though
Sarah was known to be barren; this son Isaac, who fulfilled God’s promise that Abraham and Sarah would have a son who
would become a great nation and through whom all the nations of the earth would be blessed. And now God is asking
Abraham to offer this son as a burnt offering. Brutal.

But perhaps God needs to know that Abraham is truly faithful. At this point in Genesis God has hung all of God’s plans to
bless humanity on this one man and his one son. And so far Abraham’s response to that promise has been a mixed bag.
Abraham has listened to God’s voice - yes. He has gotten up as God has told him and been willing to follow God where
God leads. But Abraham has also made some bad mistakes, including passing his wife Sarah off as his sister when he is in



foreign lands, letting her be taken into the harems of kings to avoid conflict rather than trusting God to protect them and
provide for them.

And so maybe God in God’s love is genuinely worried about whether Abraham is up to the task of being the forefather of
God'’s chosen people. Maybe God is worried that up to this point Abraham has only been in it for the gift rather than truly
trusting the Giver - that Abraham has followed God to get a son and not because he really loves and trusts God with his
whole heart. And so God decides to set Abraham a test, to test Abraham’s faith, to see if Abraham is willing to give up the
gift in service to the Giver.2

Of course solving the interpretive problems of the text this way creates other problems for us. This interpretation - God
genuinely not knowing what Abraham will choose, God having this vulnerability, this almost anxious need to know what
Abraham will do - this challenges our sense of God as all the omni words we like to ascribe to God. We like to think of
God as omnipotent (all-powerful), omnipresent (found everywhere), and most especially in this case, omniscient, all-
knowing. If God is omniscient, how could God need to test Abraham?

Well, as the rabbis said, “God can only know things that can be known.” Or as PCCH’s own Bill Cobb liked to say in Bible
study, “Free will!” In the words of Old Testament scholar Ellen Davis, “the free response of the human will is not a thing
that can be known, with any certainty, in advance. So when God tests Abraham,” Davis says, “it is a real test. The test will
show whether he cares about God above everything and everyone else.”3 Lucky for Abraham, he passes the test. And lucky
for God, too - now God knows that Abraham truly fears God. Now God knows that Abraham is in this for more than just
the reward of a son.

But this interpretation - though I find it more satisfying than others - this interpretation leaves us right back where we
started: what helpful lesson can we take away from this story for our modern, everyday lives? And in a way, the binding of
Isaac reminds us that while that question - how can we apply this to our lives? - while that question is always a good one to
ask, the Bible often resists providing us with a tidy answer. This story is thousands of years old, from a time and place and
culture very different from ours. And so perhaps there is no lesson here, no easy moral that we can take and apply to our
lives, right away this week. Perhaps it is enough to wrestle with this story, as Isaac’s son Jacob would later wrestle with the
angel of the Lord all through the night - perhaps it is enough to wrestle with this story, and as we wrestle, to be reminded
that God is more mysterious and less comprehensible than we would often like to make them.

Our Bible study participants, for their part, came up with at least one answer to the question. Maybe we can take a page out
of Abraham’s book when it comes to listening. Not the following God’s bizarre and seemingly inhumane instructions
without asking any questions part - but the part where Abraham is open to God’s voice - open to God’s voice even at the
moment when he has raised his knife to kill his son. Even in that moment of intensity, that painful pause - even in that
moment Abraham is open to the voice of an angel calling out to him, calling him by name and telling him to put away the
knife. God is always speaking - are we always listening! In the midst of our busyness and distraction, how can we cultivate
space to hear God’s voice!

Another lesson might be that God will provide for us. Abraham tells Isaac that the Lord will provide a lamb for the sacrifice,
and then God does - Abraham looks up and there is a ram with its horns caught in a thicket, ready to be offered up in
Isaac’s place. God provides a ram so that Isaac can live; Abraham calls the place “the Lord will provide.” Perhaps we can take
away from this passage that even when all seems lost, God will provide for us. God has promised blessing to us. God can
make a way out of what seems like no way. God provides for God’s people, consistently, faithfully.

And I think I can find one more lesson from how we have interpreted this passage - I think I can find one more takeaway, if
we are open to it. And that takeaway is that human choices matter - our human choices matter to God. God wants to work
blessing in us and through us, but God also gives us free will. God wants us to be faithful, but God cannot know what we, in
the free response of our human will, will choose. God provides us with grace upon grace, grace we don’t have to earn, grace
freely given. And we have a choice what we do with that grace. In this world of brokenness and pain, we can choose fear, we
can choose to hide, we can choose to hoard our gifts. And in this world of brokenness and pain, we can also choose to risk
what we have been given for love of the Giver - we can take faithful risks to share God’s blessing with others, through our
words, through our actions, through our very lives. Our choices matter - may we choose paths of faithful love, this day and
every day.
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