SESSION 1
THE EUCHARISTIC ALTAR AS ‘LIGHT TO THE NATIONS’
Chad Steiner
1.

the first altar: genesis 8:20-22
20

Then Noah built an altar to the LORD and took some of every clean animal and some of every clean
bird and offered burnt offerings on the altar. 21 And when the LORD smelled the pleasing aroma, the
LORD said in his heart, “I will never again curse the ground because of man, for the intention of man’s
heart is evil from his youth. Neither will I ever again strike down every living creature as I have done.
22
While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, shall
not cease.”

1.1.

Noah ‘built’ (hnb) an altar; it comes about as a result of a process of construction.

1.2.

On this ‘building’ he ‘caused to go up’ (l[y) multiple burnt offerings. There is no time frame
clarified in the text, i.e., whether this was a single event in which Noah ‘caused to go up’
multiple offerings, or whether the multiple offerings indicate a routine Moses followed over
time—e.g., offering a burnt offering on the altar multiple times over the course of the remainder
of his life.

1.3.

Whatever the case, the act of ‘lifting/causing to go up’ (l[y) a sacrificial offering represents
something more ceremonious than merely ‘setting’ (~yf) a carcass on an altar and ‘lighting’
(tcy) it on ‘fire’ (va).

1.4.

It is by virtue of this ceremonious activity that more than mankind itself benefits. In fact, in the
list of beneficiaries, the welfare of man and woman—as the pinnacle of God’s creative activity
(made in the image of God [1:27], blessed, commissioned to multiply and to complete the
task of bringing the earth into its intended form [v. 28])—is sandwiched between what appears
to be the overarching concern: creation broadly speaking; the whole project.
For it is the ground that is mentioned first (8:21b); at the front in the order of concerns. Living
creatures are mentioned as an addendum to the protection extended to the ground (8:21c). The
structure of the created order itself, then, is what gets the most detailed attention in verse 22.

1.5.

This makes all the more sense when we recall the speech offered by Noah’s father Lamech in
Genesis 5:28-29, upon Noah’s birth:
When Lamech had lived 182 years, he fathered a son 29 and called his name Noah (xn), saying, “Out
of the ground that the LORD has cursed, this one shall bring us relief (~xn) from our work and from the
painful toil of our hands.”
28

1.6.

What then has been achieved by the construction of this altar and the ‘causing’ of something ‘to
go up’ from it?
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1.7.

a.

Clearly there is a vertical dimension:

b.

But there is also a horizontal dimension:

In the New Testament, two texts should arrest our attention in connection with this first altar
and its achievement:
a.

St. Paul’s words in Romans 8:20-23
20
For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it,
in hope 21 that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the
freedom of the glory of the children of God. 22 For we know that the whole creation has been
groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now. 23 And not only the creation, but we
ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption
as sons, the redemption of our bodies.

b.

St. Peter’s description in his second epistle:
2 Peter 2:5 . . . [God] did not spare the ancient world, but preserved Noah, a herald [kh,ruka] of
righteousness, with seven others, when he brought a flood upon the world of the ungodly;

1.8.

Summing up:
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Ruins of Abram’s first altar near Shechem

2.

abram’s* first altar: genesis 12:1-7

2.1.

The mission (vv. 1-3)
1

Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the
land that I will show you. 2 And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your
name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you
I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”

2.2.

Abram’s response (vv. 4-5)
4

So Abram went, as the LORD had told him, and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old
when he departed from Haran. 5 And Abram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother’s son, and all their
possessions that they had gathered, and the people that they had acquired in Haran, and they set out to go
to the land of Canaan.

2.3.

What, precisely, did Abram ‘aquire’ in Haran?
a.

‘people’ = Heb. ~[;

b.

Other candidates: ‘man’/‘men’ = vAna ; ‘man’/‘mankind’ = ~da

c.

Verse 5 has vpnh = __________ , ‘which they had acquired __________’ (Heb. hf[)!
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2.4.

Abram’s first altar (vv. 5-7)
5
. . . When they came to the land of Canaan, 6 Abram passed through the land to the place at Shechem, to
the oak of Moreh. At that time the Canaanites were in the land. 7 Then the LORD appeared to Abram and
said, “To your offspring I will give this land.” So he built there an altar to the LORD, who had appeared to
him.

2.4

What is the function of this altar?

Ruins of the altar Abram built between Bethel (on the west) and Ai (on the east)

3.

abram’s second altar: genesis 12:8
8

From there he moved to the hill country on the east of Bethel and pitched his tent, with Bethel on the
west and Ai on the east. And there he built an altar to the LORD and called upon the name of the LORD.

3.1.

What is the function of this altar?

3.2.

The mission continues (vv. 9-10)
9

And Abram journeyed on, still going toward the Negeb. 10 Now there was a famine in the land. So
Abram went down to Egypt to sojourn there, for the famine was severe in the land.
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3.3.

The first altar revisited: Genesis 13:1-4
1

So Abram went up from Egypt, he and his wife and all that he had, and Lot with him, into the Negeb.
Now Abram was very rich in livestock, in silver, and in gold. 3 And he journeyed on from the Negeb as
far as Bethel to the place where his tent had been at the beginning, between Bethel and Ai, 4 to the place
where he had made an altar at the first. And there Abram called upon the name of the LORD.
2

4.

abram’s third altar: genesis 13:14-18

4.1.

Background: Genesis 13:5-12
5

And Lot, who went with Abram, also had flocks and herds and tents, 6 so that the land could not
support both of them dwelling together; for their possessions were so great that they could not dwell
together, 7 and there was strife between the herdsmen of Abram’s livestock and the herdsmen of Lot’s
livestock. At that time the Canaanites and the Perizzites were dwelling in the land.
8
Then Abram said to Lot, “Let there be no strife between you and me, and between your
herdsmen and my herdsmen, for we are kinsmen. 9 Is not the whole land before you? Separate yourself
from me. If you take the left hand, then I will go to the right, or if you take the right hand, then I will go to
the left.” 10 And Lot lifted up his eyes and saw that the Jordan Valley was well watered everywhere like
the garden of the LORD, like the land of Egypt, in the direction of Zoar. (This was before the LORD
destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.) 11 So Lot chose for himself all the Jordan Valley, and Lot journeyed
east. Thus they separated from each other. 12 Abram settled in the land of Canaan, while Lot settled
among the cities of the valley and moved his tent as far as Sodom.

a.
b.
c.
4.2.

Foreground: Genesis 13:14-18
14

The LORD said to Abram, after Lot had separated from him, “Lift up your eyes and look from the
place where you are, northward and southward and eastward and westward, 15 for all the land that you see
I will give to you and to your offspring forever. 16 I will make your offspring as the dust of the earth, so
that if one can count the dust of the earth, your offspring also can be counted. 17 Arise, walk through the
length and the breadth of the land, for I will give it to you.” 18 So Abram moved his tent and came and
settled by the oaks of Mamre, which are at Hebron, and there he built an altar to the LORD.

1

a.

Given the preceding development of the altar as a place where Abram ‘called upon the
name of the LORD’, it may be suggested that Abram’s doing the same here, though it is
not mentioned, is nonetheless implied.

b.

In Hebrew poetry, we call this ‘ellipsis’: omitted words, or what Robert Alter calls
“hidden repetition,”1 in which (usually) a verb (sometimes a noun) in the first line
serves double duty for an implied corresponding member in the second:

Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry (New York: Basic Books, 2011), 25.
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Deuteronomy 32:7 Remember the days of old; consider the years of many generations; ask your
father, and he will show you, your elders, and they will tell you.
. . . ask your father, and he will show you, [ask] your elders, and they will tell you.
Isaiah 1:3 “The ox knows its owner, and the donkey its master’s crib, but Israel does not know,
my people do not understand.”
The ox knows its owner, and the donkey [knows] its master’s crib . . .
Isaiah 61:4 They shall build up the ancient ruins; they shall raise up the former devastations;
they shall repair the ruined cities, the devastations of many generations.
. . . they shall repair the ruined cities, [they shall repair] the devastations of many generations
Proverbs 2:16 So you will be delivered from the forbidden woman, [you will be delivered] from
the adulteress with her smooth words,

This poetic feature of ellipsis can extend beyond adjacent lines of text to be deployed in
adjacent narrative units within a larger story.

c.

The altar-as-taking-ground-for-the-kingdom is made most explicit here in the LORD’s
own words in v. 17: ‘I will give this land to you.’

d.

The author of Hebrews corroborates this interpretation:
Hebrews 11:8-10 By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place that he was
to receive as an inheritance. And he went out, not knowing where he was going. 9 By faith he
went to live in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents with Isaac and Jacob, heirs
with him of the same promise. 10 For he was looking forward to the city that has foundations,
whose designer and builder is God.

e.

Understanding altar building as proclamatory suggests that the altar itself is not merely a
means of ___________________ but also a means of ___________________ .

