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Responding to the New Atheists’ attacks on the
God of the Old Testament-13:
“Child Abuse”(Part 2: first context, divine promises)

Before we can really understand what is really going on in God’s command to Abraham
for him to murder his beloved son in cold blood as a human sacrifice, we need to understand the
context. The first context that needs to be grasped is the context of divine promises.

The narrative of Abraham’s entire life is bounded by and focused on a concern with
children and his faith or lack thereof in God’s Word. Among the first things we learn about
Abraham is that he is married to a woman who cannot bear him children, “And Sarai was barren;
she had no child,” Gen. 11:30. Among the last things we learn about him is that his children—
Isaac and Ishmael—have come together in order to bury him.* God’s first recorded speech to
Abraham occurs when he is 75 years old, and the last one takes place when Abraham is around
115. In the forty-years interval, there are eight recorded occasions on which God visits Abraham
to speak with him:

Genesis 12:1 Now the LORD said to Abram, "Go forth from your country, And from
your relatives And from your father's house, To the land which I will show you;

Genesis 12:7 And the LORD appeared to Abram and said, "To your descendants I will
give this land." So he built an altar there to the LORD who had appeared to him.

Genesis 13:14-17 And the LORD said to Abram, after Lot had separated from him, "Now
lift up your eyes and look from the place where you are, northward and southward and
eastward and westward; 15 for all the land which you see, I will give it to you and to your
descendants forever. 16 "And | will make your descendants as the dust of the earth; so
that if anyone can number the dust of the earth, then your descendants can also be
numbered. 17 "Arise, walk about the land through its length and breadth; for I will give it
to you."

Genesis 15:1 After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision,
saying, "Do not fear, Abram, | am a shield to you; Your reward shall be very great." 2
And Abram said, "O Lord God, what wilt Thou give me, since | am childless, and the
heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?" 3 And Abram said, "Since Thou hast given no
offspring to me, one born in my house is my heir." 4 Then behold, the word of the LORD
came to him, saying, "This man will not be your heir; but one who shall come forth from
your own body, he shall be your heir." 5 And He took him outside and said, "Now look
toward the heavens, and count the stars, if you are able to count them." And He said to

This is not to say that he did not have other children. By his concubine (Keturah), he had six other sons.
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him, "So shall your descendants be." 6 Then he believed in the LORD; and He reckoned
it to him as righteousness. 7 And He said to him, "I am the LORD who brought you out
of Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to possess it." 8 And he said, "O Lord God,
how may | know that I shall possess it?" 9 So He said to him, "Bring Me a three year old
heifer, and a three year old female goat, and a three year old ram, and a turtledove, and a
young pigeon.” 10 Then he brought all these to Him and cut them in two, and laid each
half opposite the other; but he did not cut the birds. 11 And the birds of prey came down
upon the carcasses, and Abram drove them away. 12 Now when the sun was going down,
a deep sleep fell upon Abram; and behold, terror and great darkness fell upon him. 13
And God said to Abram, "Know for certain that your descendants will be strangers in a
land that is not theirs, where they will be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years. 14
"But | will also judge the nation whom they will serve; and afterward they will come out
with many possessions. 15 "And as for you, you shall go to your fathers in peace; you
shall be buried at a good old age. 16 "Then in the fourth generation they shall return here,
for the iniquity of the Amorite is not yet complete.”

Genesis 17:1 Now when Abram was ninety-nine years old, the LORD appeared to Abram
and said to him, "I am God Almighty; Walk before Me, and be blameless. 2 "And | will
establish My covenant between Me and you, And | will multiply you exceedingly.” 3
And Abram fell on his face, and God talked with him, saying, 4 "As for Me, behold, My
covenant is with you, And you shall be the father of a multitude of nations. 5 "No longer
shall your name be called Abram, But your name shall be Abraham; For | will make you
the father of a multitude of nations. 6 "And | will make you exceedingly fruitful, and |
will make nations of you, and kings shall come forth from you. 7 "And I will establish
My covenant between Me and you and your descendants after you throughout their
generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your descendants after
you. 8 "And I will give to you and to your descendants after you, the land of your
sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession; and | will be their
God." 9 God said further to Abraham, "Now as for you, you shall keep My covenant, you
and your descendants after you throughout their generations. 10 "This is My covenant,
which you shall keep, between Me and you and your descendants after you: every male
among you shall be circumcised. 11 "And you shall be circumcised in the flesh of your
foreskin; and it shall be the sign of the covenant between Me and you. 12 "And every
male among you who is eight days old shall be circumcised throughout your generations,
a servant who is born in the house or who is bought with money from any foreigner, who
is not of your descendants. 13 "A servant who is born in your house or who is bought
with your money shall surely be circumcised; thus shall My covenant be in your flesh for
an everlasting covenant. 14 "But an uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the
flesh of his foreskin, that person shall be cut off from his people; he has broken My
covenant." 15 Then God said to Abraham, "As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her
name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name. 16 "And | will bless her, and indeed I will give
you a son by her. Then | will bless her, and she shall be a mother of nations; kings of
peoples shall come from her." 17 Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed, and said in
his heart, "Will a child be born to a man one hundred years old? And will Sarah, who is
ninety years old, bear a child?" 18 And Abraham said to God, "Oh that Ishmael might
live before Thee!" 19 But God said, "No, but Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and
you shall call his name Isaac; and | will establish My covenant with him for an



everlasting covenant for his descendants after him. 20 "And as for Ishmael, | have heard
you; behold, I will bless him, and will make him fruitful, and will multiply him
exceedingly. He shall become the father of twelve princes, and | will make him a great
nation. 21 "But My covenant | will establish with Isaac, whom Sarah will bear to you at
this season next year."

Genesis 18:10 And he said, "I will surely return to you at this time next year; and behold,
Sarah your wife shall have a son." And Sarah was listening at the tent door, which was
behind him. 11 Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in age; Sarah was past
childbearing. 12 And Sarah laughed to herself, saying, "After | have become old, shall |
have pleasure, my lord being old also?" 13 And the LORD said to Abraham, "Why did
Sarah laugh, saying, 'Shall I indeed bear a child, when I am so old?' 14 "Is anything too
difficult for the LORD? At the appointed time | will return to you, at this time next year,
and Sarah shall have a son.” 15 Sarah denied it however, saying, "I did not laugh™; for she
was afraid. And He said, "No, but you did laugh.” 16 Then the men rose up from there,
and looked down toward Sodom; and Abraham was walking with them to send them off.
17 And the LORD said, "Shall I hide from Abraham what | am about to do, 18 since
Abraham will surely become a great and mighty nation, and in him all the nations of the
earth will be blessed? 19 "For I have chosen him, in order that he may command his
children and his household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing
righteousness and justice; in order that the LORD may bring upon Abraham what He has
spoken about him." 20 And the LORD said, "The outcry of Sodom and Gomorrah is
indeed great, and their sin is exceedingly grave. 21 "I will go down now, and see if they
have done entirely according to its outcry, which has come to Me; and if not, | will
know." 22 Then the men turned away from there and went toward Sodom, while
Abraham was still standing before the LORD. 23 And Abraham came near and said,
"Wilt Thou indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked? 24 "Suppose there are
fifty righteous within the city; wilt Thou indeed sweep it away and not spare the place for
the sake of the fifty righteous who are in it? 25 "Far be it from Thee to do such a thing, to
slay the righteous with the wicked, so that the righteous and the wicked are treated alike.
Far be it from Thee! Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?" 26 So the LORD
said, "If I find in Sodom fifty righteous within the city, then I will spare the whole place
on their account.” 27 And Abraham answered and said, "Now behold, | have ventured to
speak to the Lord, although I am but dust and ashes. 28 "Suppose the fifty righteous are
lacking five, wilt Thou destroy the whole city because of five?" And He said, "I will not
destroy it if | find forty-five there."” 29 And he spoke to Him yet again and said, "Suppose
forty are found there?" And He said, "I will not do it on account of the forty." 30 Then he
said, "Oh may the Lord not be angry, and I shall speak; suppose thirty are found there?"
And He said, "I will not do it if I find thirty there." 31 And he said, "Now behold, | have
ventured to speak to the Lord; suppose twenty are found there?" And He said, "I will not
destroy it on account of the twenty." 32 Then he said, "Oh may the Lord not be angry,
and | shall speak only this once; suppose ten are found there?" And He said, "I will not
destroy it on account of the ten."



Genesis 21:12 But God said to Abraham, "Do not be distressed because of the lad and
your maid; whatever Sarah tells you, listen to her, for through Isaac your descendants
shall be named. 13 "And of the son of the maid | will make a nation also, because he is
your descendant.”

Genesis 22:1 Now it came about after these things, that God tested Abraham, and said to
him, "Abraham!" And he said, "Here | am." 2 And He said, "Take now your son, your
only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the land of Moriah; and offer him there as a
burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I will tell you." 3 So Abraham rose early
in the morning and saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men with him and
Isaac his son; and he split wood for the burnt offering, and arose and went to the place of
which God had told him. 4 On the third day Abraham raised his eyes and saw the place
from a distance. 5 And Abraham said to his young men, "Stay here with the donkey, and
| and the lad will go yonder; and we will worship and return to you." 6 And Abraham
took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on Isaac his son, and he took in his hand
the fire and the knife. So the two of them walked on together. 7 And Isaac spoke to
Abraham his father and said, "My father!" And he said, "Here | am, my son." And he
said, "Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?" 8 And
Abraham said, "God will provide for Himself the lamb for the burnt offering, my son."
So the two of them walked on together. 9 Then they came to the place of which God had
told him; and Abraham built the altar there, and arranged the wood, and bound his son
Isaac, and laid him on the altar on top of the wood. 10 And Abraham stretched out his
hand, and took the knife to slay his son. 11 But the angel of the LORD called to him from
heaven, and said, "Abraham, Abraham!” And he said, "Here | am.” 12 And he said, "Do
not stretch out your hand against the lad, and do nothing to him; for now I know that you
fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me."” 13 Then
Abraham raised his eyes and looked, and behold, behind him a ram caught in the thicket
by his horns; and Abraham went and took the ram, and offered him up for a burnt
offering in the place of his son. 14 And Abraham called the name of that place The
LORD Will Provide, as it is said to this day, "In the mount of the LORD it will be
provided.” 15 Then the angel of the LORD called to Abraham a second time from
heaven, 16 and said, "By Myself | have sworn, declares the LORD, because you have
done this thing, and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17 indeed I will greatly
bless you, and I will greatly multiply your seed as the stars of the heavens, and as the
sand which is on the seashore; and your seed shall possess the gate of their enemies. 18
"And in your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because you have obeyed
My voice."

Note that in every one of these divine speeches to Abraham there is either a partial or

total concern involving Abraham’s children or his descendants, the children of his children. In
fact, every one of these eight episodes in which God visits Abraham includes at least one divine
speech in which God makes promises to Abraham implying or stating explicitly that Abraham
will have offspring:

1. Inepisode 1 (E1), God promises to make Abraham into a great nation and a source of
blessings for all of the families of the earth.
2. In E2 God’s speech adds to the promise to give the land to his seed.



3. In E3, God elaborates on these promises by adding that Abraham’s seed with be very
numerous.

4. In E4, God enters into a covenant with Abraham, and He makes prophecies about
Abraham and his offspring. God also disambiguates by adding the promise that
Abraham will be the biological father of the offspring.

5. In E5-8—which are too complicated to unpack here (we will look at these in detail
when we get to this study at Faith Bible Church)—God reiterates promises about
Abraham’s children.

It is impossible to understand God’s commanding Abraham to slaughter his innocent
child, apart from understanding the context of these promises. In all of these visitations from
God, He repeatedly offers Abraham the reward of offspring because offspring is what Abraham
wants most dearly. Being the father of children, the patriarch of a clan, the ancestor of a people is
Abraham’s heart’s desire. Failure to recognize God’s great love and desire to give every
believer’s his heart’s desires and the various tests before the believer can obtain them is to miss
the meaning of Abraham’s tests and our own.

In Esse,
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Matthew 22:37 And He said to him, ""You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart,
and with all your soul, and with all your mind." 38 "This is the great and foremost

commandment.



