
Yitzchaq – The Walking Burnt Offering 

 
A person should not say that if (Elohim) commanded me to sacrifice my son I would do as Avraham 

did.[1] – Yitzchaq Arama, Akeidat Yitzchaq, “Vayera” 21 

This week’s parashah, Toldot, delves into the life of the second generation of patriarchs and 

matriarchs. The word Toldot itself means “generations.” It tells of Yitzhak and his family. His wife, 

Rivkah, like Sarah, is barren. After twenty years, she finally conceives, but that conception 

eventuates into the mother of all sibling rivalries. Two boys wrestle inside the womb, their lives 

representing the two inclinations of man. There is similar deception to Yitzhak’s father with Rivka 

posing as his sister before the Philistine king.  

There emerges a dispute over wells, the lifeline of the ancient community. There is the deception of 

Ya’akov to usurp Esav’s birthright, and then the later deception to acquire his life blessing helped by 

his mother Rivkah. Ya’akov flees to Charan to stay with Lavan with the intention of taking a wife. 

Most of the action in this week’s parashah is played out by Yitzhak’s sons. Yitzhak is the least original 

of the three patriarchs. His life seems to lack the drama of Avraham or the struggles of Ya’akov. We 

see in the occasion of the wells that Yitzhak himself did not strive to be innovative, digging the same 

wells and naming them with the same names as his father. This is unusual, children normally try to 

do something distinctive from their parents. They try to do things differently. But Yitzhak was not 

like this. He was content to be a link in the chain of generations, faithful to what his father had 

started.  

Behold the humility of Yitzhak. A person acquires a house and gives it a name; then his son comes, 

adds a new part to it, and calls it by a different name. Not so Yitzhak: all the wells which Avraham 



dug and named, although they were entirely stopped by the Philistines, when Isaac redug them a 

second time he did not give them new names, but reinstated the names given them by his father. 

And what reward did he receive for this? The other Patriarchs had their names changed: Abraham 

was first called Avram and later Avraham; Ya’akov was initially called Ya’akov and subsequently 

given the name Yisrael. Yitzchaq, however, was given the name "Yitzchaq" from Elohim even before 

his birth, and his name was not changed for all generations. - (Midrash HaGadol) 

Why? Who was he? What was his role? After all, it was to be Ya’akov, not Yitzchaq, who became the 

progenitor of the tribes of Avraham’s descendants.  

Of course, Yitzchaq has been compared to Yahshua, being referred to as a foreshadow or a parallel. 

“By Emunah (faith)Avraham Avinu (our father), when he underwent nisayon (testing), offered up the 

Akedas HaYitzchak (a bound Yitzhak); and he who had received the Havtachot (Promises) was 

offering as a korban his Ben Yechid (only son). [John 3:16] This was Avraham Avinu, about whom it 

was said KI VEYITZCHAK YIKARE LECHA ZERA (“In Yitzchak will be called your seed” Genesis 21:12). 

Avraham Avinu considered that Yahweh was able to bring about the Techiyas HaMesim 

(Resurrection of the Dead), from which he also received back Yitzchak as a tipus (type, pattern). 

(Hebrews 11:17-19) 

Essentially, Yitzchaq (Isaac) was to be a korban olah.  

ן עֹוָלה  korban olah, actually meaning “that which goes up in smoke and ascends,” is a burnt ָקְרבַּ

offering that is entirely burnt on an altar of unhewn stones. An olah is first referred to in the 

sacrifices of Noach (Genesis 8:2). During first and second Temple period, there were two burnt 

offerings a day. 

The korban olah is carefully first checked to ensure they were free from disease and blemishes. 

Yitzhaks situation was such that he could not be injured in any way in his upbringing. He couldn’t so 

much as fall over, because if he did and he received a scare he would have been ineligible to be 

offered up at the Akidah, the binding of Yitzhak.  

The Korban olah had its throat cut, its blood was caught in a vessel and it was sprinkled in certain 

places, the slaughterer would place his hand on the head and the skin was removed. It was then cut 

into pieces and the entrails and legs were washed, then it was all burnt.  

“If his offering is a burnt offering from the herd, he shall offer a male without blemish; he shall 

offer it at the door of the tent of meeting, that he may be accepted before Yahweh; 4 he shall lay 

his hand upon the head of the burnt offering, and it shall be accepted for him to make atonement 

for him. 5 Then he shall kill the bull before Yahweh; and A’aron's sons the priests shall present the 

blood, and throw the blood round about against the altar that is at the door of the tent of 

meeting. 6 And he shall flay the burnt offering and cut it into pieces; 7 and the sons of A’aron the 

priest shall put fire on the altar, and lay wood in order upon the fire; 8 and A’aron's sons the 

priests shall lay the pieces, the head, and the fat, in order upon the wood that is on the fire upon 

the altar; 9 but its entrails and its legs he shall wash with water. And the priest shall burn the 

whole on the altar, as a burnt offering, an offering by fire, a pleasing odour to Yahweh.” (Leviticus 

1:3-9) 

So, let’s rehash Elohim’s request to Avraham from two Parashot ago, Vayiera. “Then Elohim said, 

“Take your son, your only son, whom you love--Yitzhak--and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice 

him there as a burnt offering on a mountain I will show you.” (Genesis 22:2)  



Yitzhak had the status of a burnt offering.  

So imagine Avraham, having no idea that his actions were going to be halted, having to do these 

things to his son. How could a person, whose major attribute was kindness, switch off and go 

through with such an horrific proposal? The only people that could identify with Avraham today 

would be serial killers who disposed of their victims by dismemberment and incineration.  

Re-evaluating Self Sacrifice 

On top of all this, how was Avraham’s and Ya’akov’s actions considered so unique when dying for 

causes was and still is not unique? Thousands of people sacrifice their lives every-single day, for 

good causes and bad causes, you have Christians facing off against lions, Japanese kamikaze pilots, 

Tibetan monks, Isis members, not to mention countless people in almost every nation have died for 

their country. You probably know someone who has lost a relative in a war who gave up their lives. 

What makes Avraham different, is that all these people died to make a point for their cause, 

whereas Avraham risked making a mockery of everything he stood for had he gone through with the 

offering. Her was willing to sacrifice his own sense of self identity. Dying for a religion makes you a 

saint, dying for a war makes you a patriot, dying for a friend makes you a hero. But Yitzhak dying 

makes neither him nor Avraham anything, other than how obedient they are, even when a 

command seems to contradict the very nature of the one whom they serve.  

Self-sacrifice can be about ego. A person says to himself, ‘Most people live transient lives, they come 

and go, and no one remembers him, but if I do this heroic thing, people will talk about me for 

hundreds of years.’ So ultimately, this isn’t self-sacrifice, this is more about self-preservation. Most 

people’s existence on earth will be completely forgotten on the face of the earth within a few 

hundred years, the only reminder being an aging inscription on a headstone perhaps.  

In Scripture, the request from Elohim to Avraham to offer up his son on an altar comes out of 

nowhere. The Talmud gives us a little background to the events leading up to this command: 

One day, Ishmael was boasting to Yitzhak that he was circumcised at the age of 13, and he did not 

protest. That was an advantage over Yitzhak, who had been too young to protest at the time of his 

circumcision. Yitzhak replied, “You think that sacrificing one organ makes you better than me? If 

Elohim said to me, ‘Sacrifice yourself before Me,’ I would not hold back.”  

Skin of the Korban Olah 

So why was the skin removed from the Korban olah? 

The skinning of the burnt offering signifies Messiah’s willingness to let the outward expression of His 

virtues be stripped. When someone spreads an evil report about a person it is though they are 

stripping them of their skin.  

The cutting into pieces signifies having many points of disunity that breaks up the wholeness of a 

person or a community.  

In the garden of Eden, after the fall, when Elohim is pronouncing judgement over the Adam and 

Chava and the snake, the Haggadah describes how the snake had its arms and legs removed and 

skinned, being made into clothes for Adam and Chava (Pirqe de Rabbi Eliezer 20; Targum Yerushalmi 

Genesis 3:21) After all, we are told that Elohim made garments of skin. So, whose skin made the 

garments?  

“Yahweh Elohim made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them.” (Genesis 3:21)  



Prior to this, it is believed that Adam and Chava were clothed in garments of light, possessing a 

radiance that emerged from their very being. This glow in Hebrew is ֖אֹוִרי pronounced owri, which 

means “shine.” Interestingly, the Hebrew word for “shine” is virtually the same as the Hebrew word 

for clothes, ֖עֹור pronounced owr.  

In this week’s parashah, when Ya’akov deceived his father Yitzchak, posing as Esav bringing him a 

tasty meal, Yitzhak mentions his son’s smell.  

“So, he went to him and kissed him. When Yitzhak caught the smell of his clothes, he blessed him 

and said, ‘Ah, the smell of my son is like the smell of a field that Yahweh has blessed.’” (Genesis 

27:27)  

The backstory, is that earlier in the narrative, Esav returns famished from the field, having just 

defeated Nimrod in battle and stealing on of his prized possessions, the skins of Adam and Chava, 

handed down through generations, and the garments still smelled of Gan Eden (The Garden of 

Edan). These were the best clothes that Esav had.  

“Then Rivkah took the best clothes of Esav her older son, which she had in the house, and put 

them on her younger son Ya’akav.” (Genesis 27:15) 

So, the removal of skin of the korban olah harkens to the removal of the garments of light from the 

Adamic pair.  

Very little of Yitzhak’s nearly two-century-long life is written in the Torah. That reflects that spirit 

with which Yitzhak lived his life. Yitzhak embodied the idea of gevurah, the kabbalistic notion of 

discipline or restraint. The character trait associated with gevurah is yira’ah, awe. Yitzhak served 

Elohim with a sense of awe and wonderment. He constantly felt that he was standing in the 

presence of the Almighty. This caused him to act with restraint and modesty. While his father 

Avraham was an outgoing, traveling activist, Yitzhak was more reserved. He stayed in the land of 

Canaan all his life, working on himself and others in a quieter fashion. - Mendel Adelman 

Each of the patriarchs maintained a yeshivah (house of study) in which he taught about the 

existence of Elohim and his will. Abraham’s academy had hundreds if not thousands of students –  

Yitzhak had an academy of one. His lone student was Ya’akov, whom he trained and appointed to 

teach others (Rambam, Hill, Avodah Zarah 1:2-3).  

This provides a clue to the way in which Ya’akov role diverged from that of Avraham. Avraham could 

accept everyone into his orbit; Isaac could not.  

On the one hand, Isaac seems to be but a bridge between his father and his son; on the other hand, 

he had the task of drawing the line between good and evil. In contrast to Abraham whose primary 

characteristic was chessed, or kindness, Isaac’s was gevurah, or strength. One requires strength to 

differentiate between good and evil- and then purge the bad and nurture the good (Chamush The 

Stone Edition). 

Though in all mainstream Jewish traditions, Yitzhak was withheld from being ultimately killed and a 

ram offered in his place, there is an expression that inhabits the Jewish liturgical service on Yom 

Kippur, that reads,  

“When you Adonai look upon the ashes of Yitzhak, forgive us our sins.”  

This harkens to another expression that is often used, which says, “Afer shel yitshak munakh l’fanai 

tamid” “The ashes of Yitzhak are ever heaped up before Me.”  



So what is going on here?  

“…the Rabbis argue that even if Elohim had not provided a ram to be offered in his place, Isaac 

would gladly have given his life, so the value and the merit truly belong to him. ‘Though he did not 

die, Scripture credits Isaac with having died and his ashes having lain upon the altar.’ The 

expression, ‘the ashes of Isaac’, is often used in midrashic and talmudic writings: ‘God regards the 

ashes of Isaac as though they were piled upon the altar.’” (Vermes Geza, Scripture and Tradition in 

Judaism, 205). 


