BSFL: Genesis 22:1-19

Moriah
Its Biblical and
Historical Significance

The Dome of the
Rock atop the
Temple Mount in
Jerusalem.
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In our mind’s eye it is a familiar and moving scene.

An old man and a young boy traveling together; the boy is carrying wood, the
old man with a resolute but sorrowful face. Abraham and Isaac are walking silently
toward “Mount Moriah.” However, as we read Genesis 22 carefully, we notice something odd—nowhere in the chapter is there any mention of a “Mount Moriah.”

W

HAT WE DO SEE IN VERSE TWO
is God telling Abram to go “to the
land of The Moriah” to “one of the
mountains about which I will tell you.”1 So we turn
to our Holman Bible Atlas2 and look in the gazetteer
and notice that it has no entry for “the land of The
Moriah.” In fact, a search of our concordance proves
that “the land of The Moriah” is never mentioned
again in the Bible. It is also never mentioned in any
extra-biblical text. So, where, exactly, was this place?
Turning back to Genesis 22, we get some clues.
Verse 4 says that on “the third day” of the journey
from Beersheba in the Negev wilderness, Abram saw
his destination. Enough of the day remained to allow
him and Isaac to reach the mountain God chose and
return to the others who had traveled with them. So,
assuming a spry old man and three teenagers3 could
probably cover anywhere from 15 to 45 miles a day,
they traveled between 45 and 115 miles.4 We are not
told which direction.
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Verse 2 tells us that “The Moriah” is characterized by mountains. The geography around Beersheba
shows that there are highlands to the east, extending
north and south. These rise east from the coastal
lowlands and drop into the Jordan River and Dead
Sea Valley. To the north they are forested and top
out at above 3,000 feet, while the sparsely vegetated
southern hills only reach about 1,000 feet as they
extend toward the Gulf of Elat.5
The main ancient Greek version, the Septuagint,
points to the mountainous nature of the Moriah.
Rather than simply transliterating “The Moriah,”
the Septuagint uses a phrase that in English reads “the
lofty land.” Thus “The Moriah” may simply have
been a popular early name for the range of highlands
along the west side of the Jordan Valley.6
Unlike our modern English versions, all of the
ancient translations of the Bible actually translate the
word Moriah. Since Hebrew proper names rarely take
definite articles, translators did not see The Moriah as
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If Abram was at the place where Solomon’s
temple would later be located, he not only saw
Jerusalem but would actually have built the
altar for sacrificing Isaac either in or quite near
the city. The site of the temple was just north
of the Jebusite city (later called “the city of
David”) on the upper part of the same ridge, at
about 2,430 feet above sea level.9 The Egyptian
Execration texts from the eighteenth–nineteenth centuries b.c. already referred to the
city as “Urushalimu.” If one assumes
that “Salem” is a shortened name for
Jerusalem in the Melchizedek narrative
(Gen. 14:18‑20), it was evidently a thriving
town with a “king.” However, Genesis 22
never mentions this city, which is a bit odd
if this important story takes place in or near
it and Abram knew its king.10
By the time of the second temple in
Jerusalem—built after the exile, between
539-515 b.c. by Zerubbabel—any regional
designation for “the Moriah” was forgotten
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a proper name; they therefore thought the term
needed to be translated. We find several different understandings in the ancient manuscripts
because there are three possible root words
from which the word might come.
One option holds that Moriah came from
the Hebrew word for “teach” (yereh). Some
of the rabbis thus felt the phrase “the land of
the teaching” reflected that this was the place
from which all teaching went into the world.
Interestingly a place name with “teach”
in it is in another important spot in the
Abraham narrative. The first time God
spoke to Abram in Canaan, He did so at
the oaks of “Moreh” (12:6).
The Aramaic translations (Targums)
and several rabbinic sources read the
original word as deriving from “yerah,”
the Hebrew word meaning “fear or worship.” They thus translate the phrase as
“the land of the worship,” a reference to
Abraham’s sacrifice.
Several ancient Greek versions, the
Samaritan Pentateuch and the Latin
Vulgate versions translate Moriah as
“vision”; “the land of the vision.” This
derives from understanding the word as
coming from the verb ra’ah meaning “to
see.” This is also a meaning within chapter 22 itself, as mentioned above in Abraham’s
naming of the site.
According to verse 14, Abram named the
place “YHWH yeer’eh” meaning “YHWH is
seen” or “YHWH has provided.”7 The verse
makes a reference to a popular saying: “it is said
‘In the mountain of YHWH it will be seen/
provided (yay’rah’eh).’ ” Later generations (“to
this day”) would connect this particular mountain
to “the mountain of YHWH.” In the Old Testament
this is the name applied to Zion (Jerusalem) because
of the temple (Isa. 2:3; Zech. 8:3; Ps. 24:3).8
While Genesis makes no specific connection,
Israelites later connected Moriah with the “Temple
Mount” and Solomon’s Temple, built around 950 b.c.
and destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 b.c.
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Today when you visit the site of Mount Moriah
(the Temple Mount or the Haram esh-Sharif)
you are standing on the platform King Herod
enlarged to 45 acres, but the building you see
is the Dome of the Rock. Caliph Abd-el-Malik
built this magnificent golden-domed structure
between A.D. 688 and 691; it remains substantially unaltered to this day. This building was
erected on or near the spot of a Roman temple
to Jupiter, which itself was built on the remains
of Herod’s temple. Surrounding this monument
(not specifically a “mosque”) are numerous
other examples of Islamic-period architecture
(A.D. 638–1917), the most notable of which is
the Al-Aqsa Mosque (originally built between
A.D. 709 and 715) in the southwest corner of
the mount. There are no remains from either the
Byzantine Christian period (A.D. 330–638; they
left the mount as an empty holy space) or from
the Roman period following the destruction
of Herod’s temple in A.D. 70.
Surviving materials from the second temple complex (including Herod’s rebuild) are
largely limited to the enclosure wall that surrounds the platform. A visitor today can take
the underground “Western Wall Tunnel” walk
along the wall where remains from Hasmonean
(165–63 B.C.) and Herodian (63 B.C.– A.D. 70)
architecture are visible. Most notable is the
“master course” of huge, beautifully dressed
building stones (the largest is 41 feet long,
11.5 feet high, and 15 feet wide, estimated
to weigh 600 tons) used by Herod’s builders.
Along the south wall, you can walk up the
wide Herodian temple staircase. The eastern
face of the enclosure wall reveals the seams
between Herod’s additions and the earlier
construction. While nothing remains from the
first (Solomon’s) temple, several later structures
on the mount have been traditionally related
to Solomon. Centrally, the “Rock” inside the
Dome is purportedly the site of Abraham’s altar
on Moriah, the place of the holy of holies for
the temple and the spot from which Muslims
believe Mohammed ascended to heaven after
his night visit to Jerusalem.
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Mount Moriah Today

and all that remained was an abbreviation: a single
mountain carrying the regional name. We can see
this same process in a modern misreading (“Mount
Ararat”) of the Genesis 8:4 statement that Noah’s ark
rested on “the mountains of (the region/kingdom of)
Ararat.”11 From this type of perspective, the Book of
Chronicles, written around 400 b.c.,12 is the first to
intentionally connect a “Mount Moriah” with the
Temple Mount.
In 2 Chronicles 3:1, a verse not paralleled in the earlier Book of Kings, writer joins several lines of detail
about the site of the temple.13 Chronicles indicates
that Solomon built the temple on “Mount Moriah”
but does not explicitly mention Abraham or the
events of Genesis 22. Instead the focus is on David’s
role in the temple. The 2 Chronicles 3 text refers
to Mount Moriah as the place: (1) where YHWH
appeared to David—perhaps implying it supersedes
YHWH’s appearance to Abraham; (2) which David
himself chose14—ignoring Abraham; and (3) where,
on the threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite, David
built an altar—perhaps to be seen as supplanting
Abraham’s.
Thus, during the Second Temple Period (515 b.c.–
a.d. 70) people promoted the idea that the mountain of Abraham was connected to a single “Mount
Moriah.” This was the same as the “mountain of
YHWH” (Zion) where David decided to build the
temple, where Solomon actually built it, and where
Zerubbabel built the second temple. These links are
affirmed by other Second Temple Period Jewish texts
such as the Antiquities of the Jews by Josephus, Jubilees,
the Genesis Apocryphon, and The Targum of Jonathan.
The prophet Haggai (2:1-9) indicated that the initial construction of the second temple was most
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likely a poor copy and lacked the splendor of
Solomon’s original. The final temple on the mount
was Herod the Great’s magnificent temple, construction of which began about 20 b.c. This was the
temple on Mount Moriah in which Jesus preached
and that the Romans destroyed in a.d. 70.
i
1. Translation mine; most Bibles choose to leave out the definite article “The,” because
it makes the English reading awkward, but it IS there.
2. Many of the specific geographic and chronological references in this article are from
Thomas Brisco, Holman Bible Atlas (Nashville: Holman Reference, 1998).
3. The Hebrew word often translated as “servants” is na’ar (“youth”), the same word
that describes Isaac.

4. Notice that in Genesis 31:22-23 the 350-mile distance between Haran and Gilead is
said to be a “7 day journey” or about 50 miles a day, but it seems to take Jacob and his
entire entourage 10 days to cover the distance.
5. The mountains of the Galilee are higher and more forested and within the 115 mile
range as are those on the east side of the Rift Valley, and it is possible that either of these
is meant but it is not likely.
6. Ken Mathews argues that “Moriah” actually refers to a range of mountains rather
than a region; Genesis 11:27-50:26, vol 1B in The New American Commentary (Nashville:
Broadman & Holman, 2005), 291.
7. Hebrew had no vowels, so the text reads YHWH, which we typically read as Yahweh.
The Hebrew “yeer’eh” is usually translated “see” in verses 2 and 14, and “provided” in
the context of verse 8—like the English phrase “see to it.”
8. The popular saying can mean that on that mount “he (YHWH) will be/was seen”
or “it (a sacrifice) will be/was provided”; either describes temple activities in Jerusalem.
9. The spur or ridge starts at about 1,950 feet at the intersection of the Kidron and Hinnom
Valleys and rises to 2,550 feet, near the “Garden Tomb” north of the “Temple Mount.”
Although defensible, this ridge is not the highest land—the Mount of Olives rises to 2,684 feet.
10. Actually, Jerusalem is never mentioned by name in the whole of the Torah.
11. The kingdom of Urartu/Ararat existed until the 6th century B.C. and its name was
used as a regional designation after that. By Jesus’ day the resting place of Noah’s ark
was variously given as any one of a number of the named peaks in that region (such as
“mountain of the Cordyaeans” in Josephus, Antiquities 1.3.6). Finally with the modern
loss of the regional name altogether what remains is the popular misread of the biblical
text—“Mount Ararat.”
12. J. A. Thompson, 1, 2 Chronicles, vol. 9 in The New American Commentary
(Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1994), 32.
13. From Genesis 22 and 2 Samuel 24. Second Samuel 24 does not say the place of
David’s altar is the same place as the temple; 1 Chronicles 21–22 makes that connection.
14. In 1 Chronicles 21, but not mentioned in 2 Samuel 24. Notice also that it is actually
the prophet Gad’s choice of site.
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