Who, of Von Rad, Levenson and Gunn & Fewell, provides the most persuasive interpretation of Genesis 22, and why?

Genesis 22 is a key passage of the Old Testament for Jew and Christian alike. It tells the story of Abraham’s near sacrifice of Isaac before he is stopped by God, and a ram offered instead. This essay will examine the interpretations of Von Rad, Levenson and Gunn & Fewell, by first looking at what a good interpretation would include, and comparing this to the commentators’ approaches and ideas. I will not examine every point of each argument.

A persuasive interpretation will be one that looks at what the text is trying to say. As such it will examine any words or themes that are repeated in the text, and look at key speeches in dramatically critical points. A persuasive interpretation would then try to explain these literary devices, as well as any difficult words or phrases, and then come to a conclusion about what the text wants to say.

The first thing the text tells us is that ‘God tested Abraham’.
 Often Old Testament narratives start by telling us what the story is going to be about (e.g. Genesis 1:1). 

Looking for repetition, we see the word for seeing or fearing (‘To fear’ comes from the root ‘to see’, ra’ah, in Hebrew) appearing six times, one of which is in the speech of the angel to Abraham stopping him from offering Isaac, one of the two or three key speeches. The Angel tells us that the reason for the test is to see if Abraham fears God. 

The name of the place where Abraham takes Isaac is also related to seeing. Moriah sounds very much like the word for a vision, Mora’ah. This explains why Abraham later calls the place the ‘Lord will be seen’ (or ‘The Lord will see’). This theme of seeing and fearing would be explained in a persuasive interpretation. Perhaps the text is saying that it is because Abraham fears God that He sees him and blesses him. (Seeing in Hebrew often implies acting on what one sees.) This certainly fits in with the Angel’s second speech where the word blessing is emphasised by repetition.
 

Another repeated word is ‘behold’ (often translated ‘here is/ I am’). Abraham tells the angel twice, and Isaac once to behold Him, and in another highly critical speech, Isaac asks “Behold, the fire and the wood, and where is the lamb for the offering?” The repetition adds weight to Isaac’s question and shows that whilst Abraham and the equipment are there, the lamb is not. It also prepares us for Abraham’s response, which could be translated two ways. Either “…the lamb for the burnt offering, my son” or “…is my son.” 

This leads smoothly into the next repetition, walking together. A pair of verbs that also appear three times, two of which surround this question, and the third which ends the narrative. This walking together implies agreement, and coupled with the emphasis on Isaac’s question seems to imply that Issac did know and was willing. Even after the event he walked together with his father. 

Our final repetition is ’son’, which appears every time Issac is mentioned. The phrase ‘Beloved son’ appears three times. This serves as a constant reminder of who is being offered. Also, the word ‘beloved’ looks a lot like the word ‘together’ in the Hebrew. Perhaps there is some kind of link here. A persuasive argument may not agree with all my interpretations, but will at least look at the details I have pointed out and base conclusions with them in mind.

Von Rad

After his introduction Von Rad points out that verse one is key, that God tested Abraham. This is a good reading of the text because it looks at what the text says. Von Rad does, however say that this tells the reader in advance that Abraham will not have to follow through. This does not seem plain to me in the text.

Von Rad then points out the greatness of the sacrifice, that Isaac is the child through whom all the promises will be fulfilled and also Abraham’s beloved son. This is certainly present in the text, because the angel’s second speech reminds us of the promise, but the emphasis of the text is on the fact that Isaac is Abraham’s beloved son, not on the promises. 

It is good that Von Rad’s addresses the name ‘Moriah’, because this is one of the difficulties of the text. He does, however, miss the connection to the theme of seeing and fearing, something which Von Rad also fails to mention. Possibly this is because he assumes the name is simply a later addition taken from 2 Chronicles. He argues that if the two mountains were the same, 2 Chronicles 3 would have mentioned the events of Genesis 22, but perhaps the reason why the Angel’s appearance to David is noted instead is because that is why the temple is located there. David prepared in every way for the temple, so is it is reasonable to assume he chose it’s location and picked the place in which he had seen the Angel of the Lord.
 

Von Rad points out that the Syriac reads “the Amorites”, but fails to point out that the Samaritan Pentateuch reads “the vision”. It is also important to note that the land of the Amorites could quite easily mean the area around and including Jerusalem.
 Von Rad also fails to notice the key point that Moriah (or Moreh as it is called in Genesis 13) is Abraham’s first port of call on arriving in the Promised Land. This paragraph represents a good attempt at reading the text, but misses a few important details. 

Von Rad’s interpretation is not wrong (for the most part) but doesn’t always emphasise the points that the text tries to emphasise. Another example of this is found in his comment that the journey is traversed in silence (pg241). We do not know that the journey was traversed in silence, as just because the Bible does not say something, it does not mean it didn’t happen. Jonah 1:10 and Numbers 31:16 give examples of details of stories that are filled in afterwards, so we can assume that some details are never given. Even if there was silence, this is not a concern of the text. Reading into what the text does not say can lead to misinterpretations. 

Von Rad advocates the idea that verses 15 to 19 were added to the narrative later. There is no way of knowing this for certain, and we must consider if this is a good question to even ask. Since we cannot ever know how the text came together, surely it is better just to look at the text as we have it.

Von Rad concludes that there are many layers to the narrative, meaning there are many points to it. The basic point is about Abraham’s test of obedience, but there is also a theme about Isaac and how important he is as the child of Promise and whether Abraham is willing to give up that promise. Von Rad does well in his first point, but as mentioned earlier, the focus is on Isaac as the beloved son, not the child of promise. Von Rad is attempting to apply to the story to his Christian beliefs but in doing so misses the emphasis of the text, which sees Isaac as the willing beloved son. This view of Isaac still points forwards to the cross, where Jesus, the beloved Son of God willing died for us.  

On the whole, Von Rad’s interpretation is good, as it says nothing obviously contradictory to the text, but by taking the passage bit by bit, rather than looking at the whole, he fails to emphasise the things that the text does emphasise.

Levenson

After disagreeing with Von Rad (as I have done) that the fact that this is a test does not mean it will be carried through, Levenson explains that the test is about obedience, rather than faith. Does Abraham love Isaac or fear God more? This is a good reading as it looks at what the text says (repetition of the beloved son, Isaac and fear/seeing).

Levenson then looks at the repetition of ‘behold’ or ‘here I am’. He provides a good interpretation that Abraham is saying he is ready to offer his son, but Levenson misses Isaac’s use of the word in verse 7. 

On pages 127 to 128, Levenson makes two good points, firstly that by giving increasingly precise details about Isaac, the text emphasizes who it is that Abraham has to offer, his beloved son, Isaac. This is a very good reading of the text as this idea is expanded elsewhere. Levenson is here looking at what the text says. Secondly, he highlights the link between this passage and Abraham’s original call in Genesis 12. This is further supported by the fact that in both cases, Abraham goes to Moriah. 

Levenson does not do such a good job on the next few verses by discussing why Abraham did not protest to the divine command. This is not a concern of the text, and so need not really be addressed. On page 130, he comes to a good answer with fits in with the emphasis of the text – that Abraham obeys because God commands. The point of the narrative is whether or not Abraham will reverence God, so not to complain is the fitting response. 

Levenson then discusses the fact that Abraham told the young men that  “we” would return after the sacrifice. This is a good thing to discuss, as it is a difficulty of the text, but in an attempt to disagree with St. Paul, Levenson comes up with ideas that do not seem to fit with the text. Since God has already promised that the blessings will come through Isaac, and Abraham was willing to follow God in everything, we can assume Abraham thought God was trustworthy and that Isaac was going to live on. Why would Abraham go be willing to kill his son for a God he did not believe to be truthful?  The word ‘we’ can, therefore, be taken to mean that Abraham intended to return with Isaac alive.

Levenson later goes on to discuss the age of Isaac. Since this is not mentioned, why discuss it? Far better to look at what the text tells us and emphasizes. Large parts of Levenson’s interpretation seem to involve things that the text does not point to. This is not helpful.
 

Levenson does include many details that the narrative does emphasise, such as the possibility of Isaac’s willingness to the sacrifice. This is a likely theory because of the emphasis (by the repetition of “behold”) on Isaac’s question, the framing of it with the walking together of Abraham and Isaac, and their walking together after they come down the mountain.

Levenson concludes that ‘the aqedah’ is about Abraham’s obedience (and not his faith) giving up his son in order to receive the blessing. This fits with my conclusion drawn from the repetition of fearing/seeing and of blessing in the second angelic speech.
 

Levenson’s interpretation is on the whole very persuasive as it looks at what the text says, rather than trying to impose meaning on it. He does, however also take a lot of time to discuss other things that are not the central concern of the text. He also spends time refuting that Abraham acted out of faith, but as I have show, this was not the case, and is not a primary concern of the text.

Gunn & Fewell 

Gunn and Fewell’s argument implies (it actually states very little) that the story is a test that Abraham fails. It paints Abraham in a very bad light as somebody willing to give up his family for selfish interests. Gunn and Fewell completely ignore the more subtle elements of the text listed at the start of this essay and even some of the less subtle parts. How they can reconcile saying that we do not know whether or not Abraham passed the test with the Angel’s second response (“Because you have done this and not withheld your son, your only son, I will indeed bless you”) is a mystery.

This interpretation is completely unconvincing. It starts with an argument and then tries to twist the text to back it up. It totally fails to examine the concerns of the text.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Jon D. Levenson’s argument is the most convincing as it most looks at what the text is trying to say, although it does say many other things as well. Von Rad’s interpretation is also a relatively good one, although it misses a few of the concerns of the text. Gunn & Fewell’s is totally unpersuasive.

The narrative is about a test of Abraham, if he fears God more than He loves Issac. It is about Issac’s willingness to die, and it is about the blessings that result from Abraham’s obedience. It is also about the Temple sacrifice that will follow on the very same mountain, and about the greatest sacrifice of another willing, beloved Son.
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