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SacrificeoftheSonorSons :
Genesis２２andtheQuestionofChildSacrificeinAncientIsrael

ThomasRömer∗

Abstract:AmongthemanystoriesaboutAbrahaminthebiblical
bookofGenesis,thereisonetextinparticularthathasintriguedor
irritatedcommentators,thestoryofAbraham􀆳ssacrificeinGenesis
２２．Thereislittledoubtthatthistexthastodowiththequestionof
humansacrificein ancientIsraeland Judah．This question was
apparentlytopicalatthetimewhenthestoryofAbraham􀆳ssacrifice
cametolight．Thearticlewillshowtheevidenceforthepracticeof
humansacrificeinancientIsrael,aswellasstrategiesforputtingan
endtosuchpractices．
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AmongthemanystoriesaboutAbrahaminthebiblicalbookofGenesis,

thereisespeciallyonetextthathasintriguedorirritatedcommentators,thatis
thestoryofAbraham􀆳ssacrificeinGen２２．WhereasImmanuelKantinThe
ConflictoftheFacultiesusedthisnarrativeinordertodemonstratethatGod
wouldneveraskahumantoslaughterhisownchild①, SörenKierkegaardin
“FearandTrembling”②understoodthestoryasthebestexampleofwhattrue
faithisabout, namelythatAbrahamsuspendedethicalrequirementsinorder
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tofulfillwhatheregardedashisabsolutedutytoGod．Anduntiltodaythe
storyofAbraham􀆳ssacrificeisusedinverydifferentcontextsasasymbolof
religiousfanaticism, butalsoin moreironicalcontexts, asforinstancein
WoodyAllen􀆳srereadingofthenarrative．

InthecontextofhistoricalＧcriticalexegesis, HerrmannGunkel,followed
byothers,hadputthistextinrelationtothehumansacrifices．Gen２２should
bereadasapassagefrom humantoanimalsacrifices．ForGunkel, Gen２２
wouldreflectaveryancientpreＧIsraelitelegendinwhichafatherwouldhave
wantedtosacrificehissontoadeitywhowouldhavepreventedhimfromdoing
sobyaskinghimtoofferananimalinhisplace．①

Inreactiontothishypothesis, manyJewishandChristiancommentators
(whocriticizedGunkel􀆳sapproach, claiminginparticularthatancientIsrael
wouldnothaveknownchildsacrifices) haveseen Gen２２aboveallasa
“theological” accountwhichwouldliketoshowthatGodcandemandfrom
humansthattheygivehim back whathehasgiventhem (forinstanceK．
Schmid②) orwhichinsistsonthefaithofAbraham who,inspiteofGod􀆳s
incomprehensibleorder,trustsinthesameGodthathewillreturnwithhis
son (Veijola③)．ItpresentsAbrahamasaparadigmforapublicthatsawitself,

asaresultoftheeventsof５８７,deprivedofitsfuture．
Inmyopinion,thetwoapproachesarenotmutuallyexclusive, butthey

bothneedtobemodified:
(１) Asregardsthehumansacrifice:Gen２２isnottheresidueofanarchaic

legend,butofaproblemwhichisstillatstakefortheauthorwhowroteGen
２２initsprimitiveform．

(２) WithregardtotheunderstandingofGen２２asa “theological”

narrative:itiscertainlyaquestionofunderliningAbraham􀆳sobediencebutalso
ofconfrontingtheaddresseeswiththeexperienceofanincomprehensibleGod．
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In my view, the Bibleitselfatteststhat human, particularly child
sacrificeswerepracticedinIsraelandJudah,andmoregenerallyspeakingin
theancientLevant．①

TheideathatthefirstfruitsofaharvestorthefirstＧbornofa(domestic)

animalaretobeofferedtothedeityiswidespreadin manyreligions．This
sacrificeserveseithertoguaranteethefertilityofthefieldortheherd, orto
symbolicallyrecognizethedivinityastheauthorandownerofthecropsand
births．IntheHebrewBible,thesacrificeofthefirstＧbornalsoconcernsmale
children．Thusthelegislationofthe “CovenantCode”inthebookofExodus
states: “Youshallgivemethefirstbornofyoursons．Youshalldothesame
foryouroxandforyoursheep:heshallremainwithhismothersevendays;on
theeighthdayyoushallgivehimtome”．(Ex２２:２８Ｇ２９;cf．Ex１３:２)

Some other texts reflect the same requirement, butindicate the
substitutionofhumansacrificebyanimalsacrifice: “Youshallbringunto
YHWHeveryonethatopensthewomb．．．Everyhumanfirstbornamongyour
sonsyoushallredeem．” (Ex１３:１１Ｇ１２,cf．Ex３４:１９Ｇ２０)

Ithasoftenbeenconcludedthattheformulationofsacrificewhichdoes
notmentiontheideaof“redemption” belongstoamorearchaicperiod．The
sacrificeofthefirstＧbornhumanbeingwouldthenhavebeenreplacedvery
quicklybyananimalvictim．However,thebiblicaltextsshowthatthisisnot
thecaseandthatthereareallusionstosacrificesofchildreninJudahduringthe
monarchicperioduntilthebeginningofthePersianperiod．

AtextfromthebookofMicahcontainsacriticalparodyofthesacrificial
cult: “WillYHWHbepleasedwiththousandsoframs, withtenthousandsof
riversofoil? ShallIgivemyfirstbornformytransgression,thefruitofmy
bodyforthesinofmysoul? Hehastoldyou, O mortal, whatisgood;and
whatYHWHrequiresofyou:todojustice,andtolovekindness,andtowalk
humblywithyourGod” (Mi６:７)．

Thispropheticcriticismdenouncesthedissociationofsacrificesfromsocial
justice (cf．v．８)．Butthisdenunciationshowsatthesametimethatthe
sacrificesofthefirstbornhumanbeingsarepartoftheofficialYahwisticcult．

① T．Römer, “LesacrificehumainenJudaetIsraëlaupremiermillénaireavantnotreère,”Archiv
fürReligionsgeschichte１(１９９９):１６Ｇ２６．
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Thereistherefore no evolutionfrom a practiced human sacrificetoits
substitution．

Thetwopossibilitiescoexist,asisalsothecaseinthePhoeniciancolony
ofCarthage．InthecemeteryofchildrenofSalammbotherearehundredsof
bonesofchildrenandanimalbonesdatingtoseventhcenturyBCE,according
toLipinskya“clearproofoftheexistenceofthesacrificesofsubstitution．①”

ThereisalsoaPunicinscription,from Malta６thcenturyBCE : “Steleofthe
offering(mlk)inplaceofaninfant．”

ThesacrificeofthefirstborninJudah wasprobablyneverconceived
withoutthepossibilityofredemption,butitwasalsopracticedasthegreatest
sacrificetoYHWH②untiltheearlyPersianperiod．Atextfromthebookof
Ezekieldatingfrom thisperiodcontainsaverysingularstatement．Ina
propheticdiscourse YHWH speaksabouttheofferingofthefirstborn: “I
myselfgavethemordinancesthatwerenotgoodandcustomsthatwerenot
lifeＧgiving．Idefiledthem withtheirofferingswhentheymadeeveryonewho
openedthewombpass[throughthefire]．．．” (Ezek２０:２５Ｇ２６)．

The Hebrew text of v．２６ ( ) corresponds to the
prescriptionofEx１３: ２ ( )．TheauthorofEzek２０ who
considersthesacrificesofthefirstbornasillicitcannotdeclarethem as
“pagan”．TheyaretoostronglyrootedintheworshipofYHWH．Thusthe
author,belongingtotheneworthodoxy,isobligedtoresorttoasubterfuge,

claimingthat YHWH himself wouldhaveenactedbadlawsbydecreeing
humansacrifices (cf．v．２１, theobservanceofYHWH􀆳slawsmakepeople
live)．Somebiblicalauthorstriedhowevertosuggestthatthesesacrificeswere
offeredtoanotherdeity, Molech．

Accordingto some biblicaltexts, child sacrifices were practicedin
Jerusalem,inaplacecalledTophet(orTaphet):Jer７:３１: “Theybuildthe

①

②

E．Lipinski, “Sacrificesd􀆳enfantsàCarthageetdanslemondesémitiqueoriental,”inStudia
Phoenicia VI．Carthago, ed．E．Lipinski, Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta２６ (Leuven: Uitgeverij
Peeters,１９８８)１５１Ｇ１８５;citation１５１．

J．D．Levenson,TheDeathandtheResurrectionoftheBelovedSon．TheTransformationof
ChildSacrificeinJudaismandChristianity (NewHavenＧLondon: YaleUniversityPress,１９９３)speaks
ofa“theologicalidealaboutthespecialplaceofthefirstＧbornson,anidealwhoserealizationcouldrange
fromliteraltononＧliteralimplementation,thatisfromsacrificetoredemption” (p．９)．
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highplacesofTophet．．．toburntheirsonsanddaughterswithfire, whichI
havenotcommandedandwhichnevercametomymind”．Thewordtaphet/

tophet, whoseexact meaningisnotknown①, isalsousedbyscholarsto
designatetheplacesthatthePhoeniciancolonieshadreservedforsacrifice,or
atleastfortheburialofyoungchildren．②TextrelatedtotheJudeanTophet,i．e．
thevalleyofHinnom, mentionthepassagethroughthefireofgirlsandboys,

withoutspecifyingtheirage．２Kings２３:１０describesthissacrificeasoffered
to“Molech”: “He [kingJosiah] defiledTopheth, whichisinthevalleyof
BenＧHinnom,sothatnoonewouldmakehissonorhisdaughterpassthrough
fireforMolech．”

Fourbiblicaltexts③ mentiontheword “Molech”inconnectionwithchild
sacrifices:

Lev１８: ２１: Youshallnotgiveanyofyouroffspringtomakehim
passover( )toMolechandsoprofanethenameofyourGod:Iam
YHWH．

Lev２０:２Ｇ５:２SayfurthertothesonsofIsrael: Anyofthesonsof
Israel, orofthealiens whoresideinIsrael, whogiveanyoftheir
offspringtoMolechshallbeputtodeath．．．３Imyselfwillsetmyface
againstthem,andwillcutthemofffromthepeople, becausetheyhave
givenoftheiroffspringto Molech, defilingmysanctuaryandprofaning
myholyname．４Andifthepeopleofthelandshouldeverclosetheireyes
tothem, whentheygiveoftheiroffspringto Molech, anddonotput
themtodeath,５Imyselfwillsetmyfaceagainstthemandagainsttheir

①

②

③
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OrientalPublications４１(Cambridgeetal．１９８９)２４Ｇ３１considers,followingW．R．Smith,alinkwiththe
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JSOT/ASOR MonographSeries３(Sheffield:１９９１)．
Molechappearsoncemorein１Kings１１:７,butthereitisascribalerrorforMilkom,thegodof

theAmmonites．
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family,andwillcutthemofffromamongtheirpeople,themandallwho
followtheminprostitutingthemselvestoMolech．

２Kgs２３: １０: “He [kingJosiah] defiledTopheth, whichisinthe
valley( )ofBenＧHinnom,sothatnoonewouldmakehissonorhis
daughterpassthroughfireforMolech．”

Jer３２:３５: TheybuiltthehighplacesofBaalinthevalleyofBenＧ
Hinnom,topassover( )theirsonsanddaughterstoMolech, whatI
didnotcommandthem,nordiditentermymindthattheyshoulddothis
abomination,causingJudahtosin．

TraditionallyMolechhasbeenseenasabloodthirstydeity,fondofhuman
holocausts．Hehasbeenidentified withthechthonicdeity Maliku/Milku,

attestedin Ugaritictexts．Otheridentificationshavealso been proposed:

Milkom,BaalandAdadＧMilki．Noneofthesesolutionsissatisfactory:

AnunderworlddeityMaliku/MilkuexistsatUgarit, butitsattestations
areveryfew,andhavenoconnectionwithhumansacrifices．Theidentification
ofMolechwithMilkomcanonlybebasedon１Kings１１:７,butthementionof
Molechinthistextisduetoascribalerror．Jer３２: ５ mentionsBaaland
Molechinthesamecontext,buttheyareeithertwodistinctdeities,or“Baal”

isagloss．ThecaseforAdadＧMilkiisalsoveryweak．２Kgs１７:３１speaksof
theSepharviteswhoburnedtheirchildreninthefiretoAdrammelech,butthe
identificationofthisdivinitywithAdadＧMilkiisnotcertainatall．①

ThisdifficultyindeterminingtheidentityofthegodMolechcouldspeak
infavorofthethesisthatmolkdesignatesacertaintypeofsacrifice: molk,

derivedfromaPunicword, wasoriginallyasacrificialtermdesignatingchild
sacrifices．InPersiantimes,scribeswouldhavedeliberatelychangedmolkinto
molekinordertotransformthetermintoanidol,andtomakechildsacrifices
anidolatrouscult．Thethesisisattractive．Remainshoweverthedifficultyof
explainingthearrivalofaPunicword (whichisnotattestedinPhenicia)in
Palestine;andbesides,thebiblicaltextsunderstand molekasdesignatinga
deityandnotatypeofoffering．

Thebestsolutionseemstobethatmolek wasoriginallymelek, “king”a

① S．Kaufman, “TheEnigmaticAdadＧMilki,”JNES３７(１９７８):１０１Ｇ１０９．
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titlefor YHWH．The wordmelekisoftenusedinthe Hebrew Bibleto
designatethegodofIsrael (morethan５０times)．Otherappellationsfor
Yahwehareknown, suchasYHWHs􀅰ebaot (YHWH ofthearmies)．Itis
thereforepossiblethatthechildsacrificeswereofferedtothegodofIsraelas
YHWHＧMelek．

OurthesisisconfirmedbytheGreektranslationofmolekinLv．J．Lust①

whichhasshownthattheGreektranslatorreadinLev１８:２１(

)②andin２０:２Ｇ５(sametranslationby )melek (notmolek)and
probablyunderstooditasatitleforYHWH．

AccordingtoLev１８:２１achildsacrificetoMolekisadesecrationofthe
nameofYHWH: “Youshallnotdeliveroneofyourchildrentomo/melekand
youshallnotprofanethenameofyourGod”．

ThisonlymakessenseifmelekisreferringtothegodofIsrael．Jer７:３１
goesinthesamedirection: “TheybuildthehighplacesoftheTophet．．．toburn
theirsonsanddaughterswithfire, whichIhavenotcommandedandwhich
nevercametomymind．” TheauthorassertsthatYHWHnevercommanded
childsacrifices, but which the people criticized herethoughtto be an
appropriatesacrificetoYHWH．

ThissacrificetoYahwehＧMelekwascarriedoutbyburning (cf．thetwo
expressions“toburn”and“tomakepassbythefire”)．Whatwasitspurpose?

Lipinskithinksthatitisaritualbirthcontrolthatallowstheelimination,

throughasacrifice, ofunwantedchildrenorthoseborn withphysicalor
psychologicalhandicaps．Indeed, Jerusalem wasexperiencingapopulation
explosionattheendofthe８thcenturyBCE, whenthesesacrificesappeared,

whichwouldexplainthedesiretoreducebirths．Thishypothesisseemstous,

however,too“modern”;itismoreovercontradictedbytheIsraeliteconception
ofsacrifice, whichforbidsthesacrificetothedivinityofanybeinghavinga

①

②

J．Lust, “Molekand ARCWN”, inStudia PhoeniciIX．PhoeniciaandtheBible, ed．E．
Lipinski, OrientaliaLovanensiaAnalecta４４ (Leuven: PettersPublishers,１９９１)１９３Ｇ２０８．Heconcludes
thisaricleinthefollowingway: “ThetranslatorofLeviticus．．．vocalizedthetermasmelek ‘king’ and
probablyunderstooditasatitleofYHWH” (２０８)．

“Andthoushaltnotgiveofthyseedtoservearuler;andthoushaltnotprofanemyholyname;I
amtheLord．”
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defect．
Inouropinion,thesacrificesbyfirearebestexplainedbyastoryabouta

humansacrificebytheMoabiteking Meshawhichisrelatedinthebooksof
Kings①: “WhentheMoabitekingsawthatthebattlewaslosttohim．．．hetook
hisfirstbornsonwhowastoruleinhisplace, andofferedhimasaburnt
offeringonthewall．TherewasgreatwrathuponIsrael．Theyfledfromhim
andreturnedtotheland．” (２Kings３: ２６Ｇ２７)Itisinacontextofmilitary
crisisthatMeshaseesnoothersolutionthantoofferwhatheholdsmostdear:

hisson,successortothethrone．Thetextdoesnotsay (anymore?)towhich
deitythisholocaustwasdestined．Possiblyheofferedhissontohistutelary
deityKemosh, whosewrath madetheIsraelitesandtheiralliesflee．This
account, whichovercamethecensorshipofthebiblicalwriters,allowsusto
explainthepassingofchildren (whoarenotnecessarilyinfants)throughthe
fireasasacrificeoflastresortduringseriouscrises．Biblicalevidencesupports
thisinterpretation．

ThesacrificeofAhaz (２Kings１６: ３)issituatedinthecontextofthe
SyrianＧEphraimitewar,thatofManasseh (２Kings２１:６)atthetimeofthe
Assyrianoccupation．２Kings１７:１７relateschildsacrificesjustbeforethefall
ofSamaria, andJeremiah７:３１Ｇ３２; ３２:３５couldreflectthedistressofthe
populationatthetimeofthesiegeofJerusalem．Sacrificesinvolving “passing
throughfire” arethereforeritualsintendedtoinvoketheinterventionofthe
deityinsituationsofgreatdanger．

TheevolutionoftheancientJudeanreligionintoamonotheisticsystemin
thePersianperiodwasaccompaniedbytheexclusionofhumansacrifice．Mere
prohibitions (cf．Deut１８: １０; Lev１８: ２１) werenotenough;theideathat
YHWHhimselfhaddemandedchildsacrificeswastoowidespread．Forthis
reasonEzek２０:２５, aswehaveseen, equatesthesacrificeofthefirstborn
humanbeingswithanevilcommandmentgivenbyYahwehinhisanger．

Theaccountofthe(substituted)sacrificeofIsaacinGen２２ispartofa
similarstrategy．Inthistext, GodasksAbrahamtosacrificehissontohim,

① A．KunzＧLübcke, “ Auf dem Stein und zwischen den Zeilen．Überlegungen zu einer
kontrafaktischenGeschichteIsraelsamBeispielvon２Kön３undderMeschaＧInschrift,”BZ５１(２００７):

１Ｇ２２．
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butanangelofYHWHholdshimbackatthelastmoment,thusopeningthe
waytoananimalsubstitution①．ItishighlysignificantthatGen２２istheonly
accountintheAbrahamnarrativeinwhichthepatriarchoffersasacrifice．Itis
truethatduringhismigrationshebuildsaltars,butheusesthemexclusively
to“invokethenameofYHWH”．Onealmostgetstheimpressionthatthe
authorsofthe passagesin question distancethemselvesfrom sacrificial
practices．Gen ２２ should therefore be understood as a didactic account
explainingthattheonlyhumansacrificedemandedbyGodtookplaceinavery
specificcontext (thetestingofIsrael􀆳sancestor), andthatYHWH himself
substitutedananimalsacrificeforsuchanoffering．

Verse１isusuallytranslatedas“Anditcametopassafterthesethings,

thatGoddidtemptAbraham”．The Hebrew, however, has “haＧelohim”,

literally“theGod”,andthesameholdstrueforverses３and９．Thislexeme
appearsfrequentlyintextsfromthelatePersianandearlyHellenisticperiod,

andespeciallyinthebookofQoheleth．Inthisbook HaＧelohimisusedto
denotea god that dwells far away from humans and appears to be
incomprehensible．ThesamemayholdtrueforGen２２．Iwouldthereforeargue
foratranslationlike “thedeity” inordertodistinguish “haＧelohim” from
“elohim”．

Thissubtledistinctionwasperhapsalsothereasonwhylaterredactors
insertedthetetragrammatoninthenarrative．Bydoingsotheyconstructeda
scenarioinwhichadeityasksthathumansacrificeshouldbeofferedtothegod
ofIsrael, whodoesnotwantthiskindofoffering．

ThegodwhoasksAbrahamtosacrificehisson (evenifheonlywantsto
“test” him) iscalled “haＧelohim” (thedeity); Abraham firstsaysthat
“elohim” willprovidehimselfavictim (v．８);thehumansacrificeisstopped
bythemessengerofYHWH (v．１１)．Afterthattheredactorofv．１４baffirms
thatYHWHistherealnameoftheGodthathisaudienceshouldworship．

InV．１４Abrahamcallstheplaceofsacrifice: “YHWHwillseeorwillbe
seen”,v．１４thusreplacing“Elohim” (v．８: by )

Thesechangesindivinetitlesalsosuggestinacertainwayanevolutionin

① F．Stavrakopoulou, King ManassehandChildSacrifice．BiblicalDistortionsof Historical
Realities, BZAW３３８(BerlinＧNewYork:deGruyter,２００４)．
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divinerevelation: YHWH, thegodofIsrael, isveneratedexclusivelyby
animalsacrifices．Gen２２canthenbereadasaveryfinepolemicagainstthe
practiceofhumansacrifice．

WiththehelpofthesestoriesnascentJudaismsoughttoeradicatechild
sacrifice;butperhapsitwouldbemoreaccuratetosaythatitsoughttoprovide
asublimationforthesepractices．

Letuscomebacktothedivineorder: Somerabbisinterpretedthe
commandtosacrificeIsaacasnotbeingfrom God,butfromSatan．① Another
Jewishinterpretationalsoinvolvesthedevil, buttopreventAbrahamfrom
obeying(cf．therabbiniccommentaryonGenesisBereshitRabba)．TheSatan
wouldhaveconfrontedAbrahamwithaquotefromtheTorah: “Hewhosheds
thebloodofman, bymanshallhisbloodbeshed” (Gen９:６)．Thisshows
thattherabbis wereclearly aware ofthetheologicalproblem of God􀆳s
command．

Rashi (seealready BereshitRabba ５６,８)had notedthattheliteral
translationofGod􀆳scommandis: “Makehimascend/goup” ( )and
triedtoexplainthetextinthefollowingway: “Hedidnotsay, ‘Slayhim!’,

becausetheHolyOne,blessedbeHe,didnotdesirethatheshouldslayhim,

buthetoldhimtobringhimuptothemountaintopreparehimasaburnt
offering．So when hehadtaken him up, Godsaidto him, ‘Bring him
down．．．’”② ThisinterpretationhasbeentakenupbyseveralmodernJewish
commentatorswhoarguethatAbrahammisunderstoodGod􀆳sorder．According
tothisreading, GodwantedtocureAbrahamofhismisunderstandingofthe
divine．Suchareading, althoughsympathetic, doesnothoweverrespectthe
biblicaltextandallthatisshockingaboutit．

Theexpression“ ”isthroughouttheHebrewBibleatechnicalterm
fortheburntoffering,theholocaust,asacrificewhichiscompletelyburntand
whosesmokerisestoGod(Gen８:２０; Ex２４:２５; Lev１４:２０; Deut１２:１３Ｇ
１４;２７:６,etc．)．TheorderaddressedtoAbrahamisthereforeaboutsacrifice．
AndAbrahamhasunderstoodwhatGodisaskingofhim．Thebiblicaltextis

①

②

FordetailsT．Römer,Genèse１１,２７Ｇ２５,１８．L􀆳histoired􀆳Abraham (CATIb) (Genève: Labor
etFides,２０２３),３３２．

https://www．sefaria．org/Rashi_on_Genesis．２２．２．５? lang＝bi&with＝all&lang２＝en．
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verysober．ItdoesnottellusanythingaboutAbraham􀆳sreaction:noattempt
tonegotiate with God (ashehaddonein Gen１８), nortoask Godfor
explanations．

V．５: “Then Abraham saidtohisyoung men, ‘Stayhere withthe
donkey;theboyandIwillgooverthere; wewillbowdown,andthenwewill
comebacktoyou．’”

Whatisthe meaningofAbraham􀆳swordstotheyoung men? Itisas
ambiguousastheanswerthatthepatriarchwilllatergivetohisson􀆳squestion．
Isitaliesoasnottoworryhissonandtheboys?Didhedecidenottosacrifice
hisson? DidheknowinadvancethatGodwouldnotaskhimtomakesucha
sacrifice? Theexpressionheuses“wewillbowdown”isindeedmoregeneral
than “offerasacrifice” andinthisannouncementhedoesnotdistinguish
betweenhimselfandhisson．

V．７Ｇ８: “IsaacsaidtohisfatherAbraham, ‘Father!’ Andhesaid, ‘Here
Iam, myson．’ Hesaid, ‘Thefireandthewoodarehere, butwhereisthe
lambforaburntoffering?’ Abrahamsaid, ‘Godhimselfwillsee(provide)the
lambforaburntoffering, myson．’Sothetwoofthemwalkedontogether．”

Thisanswerisagainambiguous: doesAbrahamhopeorknowthatthe
sacrificeofthesonwillnottakeplace,orarethelasttwowords“myson”to
beunderstoodasreferringtothevictim,i．e．,theanimalofsacrificeisyou,

myson?

V．９Ｇ１０: “Whentheycametotheplacethat God hadshown him,

Abrahambuiltanaltarthereandlaidthewoodinorder．Heboundhisson
Isaac,andlaidhimonthealtar,ontopofthewood．ThenAbrahamreached
outhishandandtooktheknifetoimmolatehisson．”

Inthisscenenobodyspeaks,norAbrahamneitherIsaac(thiswillchange
intheTargumandinlaterreception)．

Theveryrareword (itappearsonlyhereintheHebrewBible, “to
bind” whichistheoriginoftheterm “Aqedah”) meansthebindingofthelegs
oftheanimalsothatitdoesnotmoveduringtheimmolation．Theword ,

ontheotherhand,isomnipresentinLeviticustoexpressthekillingofan
animaldestinedforsacrifice．AccordingtotheritualsofLeviticusthevictimis
immolatedbeforeitisputonthealtar,inGen２２theactofkillingiskeptuntil
theend．



—１５０　　 —

V．１１Ｇ１２: “TheangelofYHWHcalledtohimfromheaven, andsaid,
‘Abraham, Abraham!’ Andhesaid, ‘HereIam．’ Hesaid, ‘Donotlayyour
handontheboyordoanythingtohim;fornowIknowthatyoufearGod,

sinceyouhavenotwithheldyourson,youronlyson,from me．’”

TheangelspeaksinGod􀆳sstead(seealsoEx３:６andelsewhere): “NowI
knowthatyoufearGod”．

Theexpression “nowIknow” hasprovokedanimportanttheological
debate．Didn􀆳tGodknowbefore? Therehavebeenvariousattemptstosolve
thisproblem．One “solution”istosaythatinsteadof “Iknow” oneshould
understand“Imakeknown” (alreadyinthebookofJubilees１８,１１ which
paraphrasesthebiblicalaccountinthisway;thisideaisadoptedthereafterby
manyChurchFathers)．LutherandAugustinetakeupanideafrom Origen:

Godspeakstomeninthemannerofmen (seealsotheTalmud: TheTorah
speaksthelanguageofmen)．①

Fortheauthorofthestory,suchatheologicalproblemhardlyarose．Asin
Deut８ (whereGod “tests”thegenerationinthedesert),inGen２２hetests
Abraham,anditisthelatter􀆳sbehaviorthatshowswhetherhereallyfears
God(seeinthesamesensealsoJob１Ｇ２)．

Abraham􀆳sbehaviorisdescribedbytheexpression“fearofGod”．Thisisa
frequenttermin wisdomtexts．InEx１: １７itisabehaviorby whichthe
midwivesopposea mortifyingroyalorder; heretheterm expressesrather
submissionunderthedivineorder(withthehopethatGodhimselfwillchange
hismind?)．ThisbringsGen２２perhapsclosertotheuseofthetermin
Qohelet．

V．１３: “AndAbrahamlookedupandsawaram,caughtinathicketbyits
horns．Abrahamwentandtooktheramandoffereditupasaburntoffering
insteadofhisson．”

Abrahamseestheram, andheknowsimmediately whathe mustdo．
Abrahamfindsaram (anadultanimal)insteadofthelamb (thelittleone)

thatIsaachadmentioned．ButthewordusedbyIsaacmeanssmalllivestockin

① J．L．Ska, “Et maintenant, jesais (Genèse２２,１２),” inPalabra, Prodigio, Poesía．In
memoriamP．LuisAlonsoSchökel, S．J．, ed．VicenteColladoBertomeu (RomaＧJ􀅡va [Alicante]:

PontificioIstitutoBiblico, HuertodeEnseñanzas,２００３),１１７Ｇ１４４．
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general．Thechoiceoftheram isexplainedbythefactthatitisananimal
oftenimmolatedasaburntoffering(cf．Ex２９andLev８:consecrationofthe
priests; Lev１６:purificationsacrificeandscapegoatritual; Num６Ｇ７,etc．)．In
thepriestlytexts, theramisalsousedinsacrificesofreparation whose
purposeistorenewtherelationshipbetweenanindividualandhisgodaftera
sinhasbeencommitted．

Theendoftheverseemphasizesthatthisisasacrifice“inplaceofIsaac”．

ThecommandoftheGod( )isnowfulfilledbythesacrificeofan

animal( )．
Thethemeofsubstitutionisquitefrequent．
IncertainvariantsofthestoryofIphigenia,sheisreplaced,followingan

interventionofArtemis,byananimal．Anotherversionisfoundinthelegend
ofAthamas (BibliothecaofPseudoＧApollodorusI,９．１)．ThekingAthamas
becomesthevictim ofa machinationofHerawho makeshim understand,

followingadrought,thathemustsacrificetoZeushiseldestson．Hebrings
himtoamountainandwantstokillhimwhenZeussendsaramtosavetheson
withhissister．Intheend,itisthesonwhoofferstheram．

Gen２２seemstopresupposesuchamotifofsubstitutionbyananimal．No
commandisgiventoAbraham whattodowiththeram, Abrahamandthe
audienceknowwhattodo．

Alaterredactorhasaddedaseconddivinespeech (v．１５Ｇ１８), which
rewardsAbraham．

TheoriginalstoryendedinV．１９: “Abrahamreturnedtohisyoungmen,

andtheyaroseandwenttogethertoBeerＧsheba;andAbrahamstayedatBeerＧ
sheba．”

Althoughthestoryendswitha“happyend”ofasort,ithintsatthefact
thatAbrahamhastoseparatefromIsaacashehadseparatedfromIshmael．In
verse５, whenleavinghisservantswithIsaac, hetellsthem “Stayherewith
thedonkey;theboyandIwillgooverthere; wewillworship,andthenwe
willreturntoyou．” Butthenarratorconcludesthestoryinv．１９with “So
Abrahamreturnedtohisyoungmen”．NowordissaidaboutIsaac．Doesthis
meanthatintheoldesttraditionbehindthistext, Isaachadindeedbeen
immolated,assomecommentatorshavesuggested?
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SomeJewishcommentatorshadindeedconcludedthatIsaacwassacrificed
and wentto paradise．Morerecently, therehaveeven beenattemptsto
reconstructanancienttextinwhichIsaacwasreallyofferedasasacrificebyhis
father:

Abrahamreachedouthishandandtooktheknifetokillhisson(and
hekilledhisson)．TheangelofGodcalledtohimfromheaven,andsaid,
“Abraham, Abraham!” Andhesaid, “HereIam．” Hesaid, “nowIknow
thatyoufearGod,sinceyouhavenotwithheldyourson,youronlyson,

from me．” SoAbrahamreturnedtohisyoungmen, andtheyaroseand
wenttogethertoBeerＧsheba;andAbrahamstayedatBeerＧsheba．①

Thisreconstructionisinterestingbutdoesprobablynotmeettheintention
ofthestorywhichisaboutthereplacementofhumansacrificesbyanimal
sacrifices．Theendofthestoryhintsatthenecessaryseparationbetween
AbrahamandIsaac．HenceforthIsaacapparentlyliveswithouthisfather,since
inthechaptersthatfollowAbrahamandhissonsneveragainappeartogether．
Onlyattheoccasionoftheirfather’sfuneraldobothsonsreturntohim．

AsshownbythehistoryofreceptionGen２２isaverycomplexnarrative,

butitcanbereadasaverysubtlepolemicagainstthepracticeofhuman
sacrifice．

ThestoryofthesacrificeofJephthah􀆳sdaughter(Judges１１:２９Ｇ４０)hasa
similarpurpose．Contrarytopopularopinion,thisisarecenttextdatingfrom
probablythefourthorthirdcenturyBCE．TheauthorknowsbothGen２２and
themythofIphigeniaasusedbyEuripides②．

ThisstoryfromtheBookofJudgesreadslikethe “feminine” versionof
theonewehavebeenexamining．Inbothpassages,afatherisrequiredtooffer
hischildasa “burntoffering” (Gen２２:２;Judg１１:３０);inbothcasesthe
childispresentedasthe“onlychild” ofthefather(Gen２２:２;Judg１１:３)．
Theverb “tosee” playsanimportantroleinbothpassages: Abrahamtells

①

②

ReconstructionofT．L．Yoreh, TheFirstBookofGod, BZAW ４０２ (BerlinＧNew York: de
Gruyter,２０１０),２２．

T．Römer, “WhyWouldtheDeuteronomistsTellAbouttheSacrificeofJephtah􀆳sDaughter? ”

JSOT７７(１９９８):２７Ｇ３８．
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IsaacthatGod“willsee”thesacrificialvictim (Gen２２:８)andJephthahsees
hisdaughterwhothenbecomesaintendedvictim．Afterthesubstitutionofa
ramforIsaac,GodpromisesAbrahaminnumerabledescendants(Gen２２:１７),

whileJephthah􀆳sdaughterwilldisappearwithouthavingsleptwitha man
(Judg１１:３９)．The“happyending”inGen２２, becomesatragicending．The
authorofJudges１１knowsthestoryofGen２２．Thatmeansthatthenarrative
inJudges１１:２９isnotaresiduefromarchaictimeswhenIsraelhadnotyet
attainedahighdegreeofspirituality,asassertedbyseveralcommentators．

Apparently,theauthorofJudg１１wantstopresentJephthah􀆳sdaughter
(whohasnoname)asakindofHebrewIphigenia．Thiscanbeexplainedby
thegrowinginfluenceofHellenisticcultureonnascentJudaism

ThestoryofthesacrificeofJephtah􀆳sunnameddaughter(Judg１１:３０Ｇ３２,

３４Ｇ４０)presupposestheGreektraditionofIphigenia, morespecificallythetwo
versionswrittenbyEuripides: “IphigeniainTauris” (４１２BCE)and“Iphigenia
atAulis” (４０７BCE)．

InIphigeniainTauris, ArtemissubstitutesahindandtakesIphigenia
awaytoAsia．TheoriginalversionofIphigeniaatAulisapparentlyendedwith
thedeathofthegirl．Iwouldliketoarguethattheauthorwhoinsertedthe
storyaboutJephtah􀆳sdaughterintothebookofJudgesknewthetradition
aroundIphigeniaaccordingtoEuripides．

InJudg１１,humansacrificeisdeclinedinthemodeoftragedy．Judg１１is
silentaboutYHWH􀆳sreactiontoJephtah􀆳svowandsacrifice．Incontrastto
Gen２２,thereisnohappyendandnodivineinterventionfromheaven．God
doesnotdemandthehumansacrificepromisedbyJephthah, butneitherdoes
heintervenetopreventit．

Inthisway,herevealsacertaintheologicalscepticismabouttheideathat
thevariousculticactionsofman(vowandsacrifice)canguaranteecontactwith
God．Theauthoralsodistanceshimselffromtheideaofadivinepedagogy,an
ideathatwasstillunderlyingGen２２．HedepictsaGodwhodoesnotreactin
thefaceofhumanaberrations, and whoconfrontsthehumans withthe
consequencesoftheirdiscourses．

Tosummarize:thereareseveraltextsintheHebrewBiblethatshowhow
nascentJudaismsoughttoeradicatechildsacrifice; butperhapsitwouldbe
moreaccuratetosaythatitsoughttoprovideasublimationtothesepractices．
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AccordingtoLevenson, “theimpulsetosacrificethefirstＧbornsonremained
potentlong aftertheliteralpractice had become odiousandfalleninto
desuetude．”① Theimportanceofthe AqedainJudaism anditssacrificial
readingappliedtotheJewishpeople, aswellastheChristianideaofthe
sacrificeoftheSonofGod,seemtogivereasontothisidea．Butweleavethe
treatmentofthissubjecttomorecompetentauthors．②

①

②

J．D．Levenson,TheDeathandtheResurrectionoftheBelovedSon．TheTransformationof
ChildSacrificeinJudaismandChristianity,５２．

Cf．forinstanceM．Balibutsa,Lessacrificeshumainsantiquesetlemythechristologique (Kigali:

ImprimerieNationaledeRwanda,１９８３)．


