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Series: Abraham’s Altars
Sermon: Altar of Praise

Genesis 12:1-7
The Lord had said to Abram, “Go from your country, your people and your father’s household to the land I will
show you.

2   “I will make you into a great nation,
    and I will bless you;
I will make your name great,
    and you will be a blessing.
3 
I will bless those who bless you,
    and whoever curses you I will curse;
and all peoples on earth
    will be blessed through you.”

4 So Abram went, as the Lord had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he
set out from Harran. 5 He took his wife Sarai, his nephew Lot, all the possessions they had accumulated and the
people they had acquired in Harran, and they set out for the land of Canaan, and they arrived there.

6 Abram traveled through the land as far as the site of the great tree of Moreh at Shechem. At that time the
Canaanites were in the land. 7 The Lord appeared to Abram and said, “To your offspring I will give this land.”
So he built an altar there to the Lord, who had appeared to him.

Sermon
The church I grew up in had a few off limit kinda places.  You had the area where everyone could sit, we had
pews back then.  But there was a division somewhere up front, maybe you’ve had this in the churches you grew
up in.  Different areas of the church.  I’m going to do something bad, I’m going to throw a few church tech
words at you - words that sounded familiar but I didn’t know what they all meant.

You have the Nave - where everybody sits.  This is the main part of the church where the laity gather.  Nave is
old Latin for a ship or a vessel.  Something that takes you somewhere else.  You are now sitting in the nave of
our church.  You also have the Narthex.  Or what we Methodists call the Lobby.  It’s the place you come into
the church - the entrance.  It’s at the opposite of the front of the church, the holiest area.  And if you’d look it up,
you’d think that Narthex is Latin for coffee and doughnuts, or front door, something like that.  What it really
means is scourge, as in rotten people, those broken and maimed.  Try putting that in our bulletin.  You can pick
up a newsletter in the scourge, where vermin and sinners reside.  But metaphorically, it’s the place we all come
in, looking for the holy.  In many churches, you have a barrier between the Nave and the front.  Or the Chancel
area.  Maybe you’ve been a part of a chancel choir before.  I remember after church one morning as kid, running
around with my brothers in the sanctuary and a few of us crossed the line, into the chancel area.  Maybe it was
because we weren’t clergy, or invited up there, or because we were playing with He-Man action figures, but we
got chased out of there by some well meaninged, but grumpy adults.  You can be here . . .but not here.  Chancel
is reserved for the clergy and choir, traditionally.  It gets its name from the French, meaning Lattice.  As in
lattice work, seperation, but you can see thru it.  Its not a wall, but it’s a barrier.  And of course, the big thing in
the middle of the chancel area: The Altar.  You can tell what’s important in a church by what’s in the middle. 



For Methodists, it’s the altar - the table.  For Baptists, they have an altar in the middle as well, but so is the
pulpit.  The preacher is front and center.  For Catholics, it’s the communion on the altar.  Sometimes we put a
cross on the altar, or candles.  In many churches nowadays, it’s the drum set.  You see very little furnishings, but
the drums are front and center.

The question I want to ask today is this:  What is an altar, and why should I care?  Every church I’ve belonged to
and have preached at has one.  If there is any furnishings at all, that’s number one.   In short, altars are a
memorial of the places where God meets us.  Altars represent the occasion and place where we have had a
personal encounter with the divine.  We baptize our children by the altar, we profess our love in front of the
altar, we say goodbye to our loved ones by the altar.  Altars appear throughout the Bible in many different
forms. Here’s just a short list:    After Noah and the flood, Noah built an altar of thankfulness.  After Jacob
wrestled the angel, after the dream of a staircase to heaven, he built an altar in that place.  It became a place of
forgiveness and grace and mercy.  Moses had the tabernacle and the Ark of the Covenant, a movable altar on
their journeys thru the wilderness.  Joshua and the Israelites, right before entering the promised land and finding
Jericho, had each of the twelve tribes contribute to the building of an altar before crossing the Jordan.  Elijah
fought the Baals in the battle between their altars - cool story, check it out.  Leviticus goes into great detail about
how priests should treat the altar as a place of sacrifice.

In this month of January, I want us to look at the four altars that Abraham built.  It’s recorded in Genesis that he
built four altars in the different seasons of his life, all for different reasons.  But each time, it was the place
where he found God.  What he needed he found.

So here’s Abram.  He’s Abram at this point.  Not quite Abraham.  He and Sari are living in the Ur,
Mesopotamia, the bread basket of the world, present day Iraq.  And he gets a call from the Lord.  The call:  “Go
from your country, your people and your father’s household to the land I will show you.  I will make you into a
great nation, and I will bless you;  I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.  I will bless those
who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”  Go. 
And like a lot of people who were migrating out into the world in that century, he went west towards the
Mediterarrean.  And he found himself in the land of Cannaan, the Promised Land.  Enemy territory.  The
Canaanites were nuts.  God appeared to him there and gave him a promise that He will give that land to his
offspring.

And Abram’s response?  He built an altar.  There he built an altar of praise in response to the promise he
received from the Lord.  He did not wait for the promise to be fulfilled to build the altar. At that very moment,
even before he saw an offspring, he built an altar of praise. How often do we offer praise for the promises yet to
be fulfilled?  We generally reserve our praising until after the blessing.  But Abraham, in his faith saw the
promise being fulfilled even when his circumstances said otherwise.

Altars.  It is the place where we have met God.  And if I could turn the phrase, it is a place where God Alters us. 
God has a place of “altaring” for us.  It’s at the altar that I find myself changed.  What does it takes to build an
altar?  An altar of rocks?  Broken things.   Abram took the broken rocks and made something beautiful.  The
geological application is relevant, there are volcanic explosions in our lives, seismic events, the grinding of life.
You can take hard things and arrange them before the Lord or you can drag the rocks around and be burdened by
them. Or when you’re frustrated at lugging them around, you get mad and throw them at somebody else. The
way you build an altar is to bring those hard, broken things before the Lord and put them there.  “Lord I come
and present myself to You!”

This January, make a commitment to come back to the altar.  Find the one who continues to reach out to you. 
You have a calling, a purpose in this life.  Can you find God in a sunset or at the beach or other wondrous spot? 
Of course.  He made those places for us to enjoy and find his handiwork.  But if you want to find change.  If you



want to seek him with intentionality.  You gotta get Altared.  In this church, we don’t really have a chancel area,
we have stairs.  And all are welcome up.  And the family of God said, AMEN. 


