
Sweet Altar of Prayer
Exodus 30:1-10, 34-38; 37:25-29

11/24/2013

The typical prayer life of most Christians is pretty much non-existent. Or, if they do pray, 
they feel like their prayers are weak. Prayer is difficult for a number of reasons. Firstly, praying 
to a God you can't see is difficult. It is easy to wonder if God is listening at all. And, because 
of the fact that you are praying to a God you cannot see, it is very easy to see prayer as 
unnecessary and useless. Furthermore, if a person is a Calvinist, it is easy to mistake the 
nature and purpose of prayer by thinking that since God knows already what I am thinking 
about, that therefore prayer is unnecessary. I don't actually have to say what is in my heart, 
because God already knows it. All of these ideas involve mistakes about the nature of prayer, 
and the reason why we pray. Our passage can help us a great deal in understanding the 
nature and purpose of prayer. For in our passage, we learn about the sweet altar of prayer. 

Firstly, we need to ask the question of why this passage is where it is in the text. The 
other articles of furniture for the tabernacle were described in chapters 27 and earlier. 
Chapters 28 and 29 are about the priesthood. So why does Moses delay the description of 
the altar of incense until after the discussion about the priests? One would think it would make 
more sense to include the altar of incense in the chapter about the lamp and the table of 
showbread, which are the other articles of furniture in the tabernacle. There have been 
several answers to this question proposed, but the best one seems to be that this altar of 
incense was all about what the priests would be doing after they were ordained and cleansed 
of their sin. Therefore, it would not make sense to speak of the priests offering up incense 
before they had been ordained and cleansed. This leads us directly into our second point. 

Secondly, notice how similar this altar is to the altar of sacrifice. They are different in 
some respects, of course. However, the similarities are more important, and have a vital point 
to make to us. Notice that both altars are square. Secondly, notice that both altars have horns 
at the corners. Thirdly, notice that the burning meat and the burning incense are both nice 
smells that ascend upwards. Fourthly, and more subtlely, notice that the burning of incense 
and the burnt offerings happen at the same time of day: morning and evening. There was a 
morning and evening sacrifice, just as there was a morning and evening burning of the 
incense. While one was happening, the other was happening. In appearance and use, 
therefore, what we see is that the altar of incense was very closely connected with the altar of 
sacrifice. This makes a vital theological point: we cannot come before God in prayer unless 
our sins have been forgiven. The basis for our having access to God in prayer is the sacrifice 
of Jesus Christ that takes away the guilt of our sin. 

This would help answer the question, by the way, of whether God hears the prayers of 
Muslims, Jews, Buddhists, and those of other faiths. In one sense, since God knows 
everything, He hears their prayers. But that is not what we are really asking. What we are 
really asking is whether God responds to their prayers, in which case we have to say that God 
does not. The only way to the altar of incense is through the altar of sacrifice. No one has a 
right to be heard by God if the relationship between them is broken. We say when there is a 
rift between friends that they are not on speaking terms. Those who do not have salvation are 
not on speaking terms with God. God is not speaking to him through the Word, and he is not 
speaking to God in prayer. Sincerity, by the way, has nothing to do with it. Only God's children 
can be assured that God hears them, and that God will always hear them. The way to God is 



through the cross, the ultimate offering and sacrifice. We know our prayers will be heard 
because we know that Jesus Christ, being our great High Priest, has opened the way, and 
that He also intercedes for us so that God hears us. Prayer is based on salvation. 

Thirdly, we need to notice that the incense altar does symbolize prayer. We can see this 
in the location of the incense altar. It is located directly in front of the ark of the tabernacle. 
Remember that the ark is located in the Most Holy Place, and there is a veil separating the 
Most Holy Place from the Holy Place. Right on the other side of the veil was the altar of 
incense. Now, we have seen the connections that this altar has with the altar of sacrifice. 
However, in its location and function, it was closely connected with the mercy seat, which is 
the covering of the ark of the testimony. In fact, the book of Hebrews actually states that the 
altar of incense was located in the Most Holy Place. This is not a contradiction with its location 
in Exodus. Hebrews is talking about the fact that the altar of incense is so closely connected 
with the ark of the tabernacle, that it can be said to be located in the Most Holy Place. There 
is some evidence in 1 Kings that suggests that the altar of incense was in fact located in the 
Most Holy Place in Solomon's temple. In other words, it was moved there at some point. 
Whatever the case, the altar of incense is very closely connected with the mercy seat in its 
location. 

The rest of Scripture connects incense with prayer. For example, in Psalm 141, David 
says, “Let my prayer be set before You as incense, the lifting up of my hands as the evening 
sacrifice.” That verse not only compares prayer to incense, but also connects prayer with the 
sacrifice, as we have already seen. In Luke 1, when Zechariah is burning the incense, the 
people outside the temple are praying. Even more conclusive is Revelation 5:8, which says, 
“Now when He had taken the scroll, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell 
down before the Lamb, each having a harp, and golden bowls full of incense, which are the 
prayers of the saints.” Then again in chapter 8 of Revelation, we read this: “Then another 
angel, having a golden censer, came and stood at the altar. He was given much incense, that 
he should offer it with the prayers of all the saints upon the golden altar which was before the 
throne. And the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, ascended before God 
from the angel's hand.” Just as the fine smell of incense rises before the throne of the ark of 
the tabernacle, so also the prayers of the saints ascend before God as one sweet aroma.

In applying the truth about prayer to our lives, we first have to ask the question of what 
prayer is. The Westminster Standards defines prayer as one of the three means of grace, the 
other two being the Word and the Sacraments. A means of grace is a way that God gives 
grace to us. That prayer is a means of grace is a life-altering truth in itself. Most of us think 
that prayer is simply a burdensome duty that we have to perform. The answer to that 
misconception is that prayer is one of the three main ways that God gives grace to us. He 
does that in several ways. First of all, God answers prayers, and thus lets us know that He is 
in fact listening. Secondly, God uses our prayers to accomplish His sovereign plan. There are 
certainly some aspects of how that works that are mysterious to us, but it is still the truth: God 
uses our prayers to accomplish His goals. That is grace to us, because God doesn't need our 
help. He could accomplish His entire plan without our help. But, like a father using the “help” 
of his 4-year old son to help paint the garage, it is grace (and some would say extravagant 
grace!) given to the son to let him “help” his daddy paint the garage. Unlike we earthly fathers, 
who would, more often than not, rather forego the “help” that the 4-year old son offers, our 
Heavenly Father uses all our prayers. 

So prayer is a means of grace to us. But that is not all it is. Prayer is talking to God. 



God talks to us in His Word, and we talk to God in prayer. In many ways, then, Word and 
prayer go together as the two halves of a holy conversation. Of course, prayer is not inspired 
by God in the same way as the Word of God is. Nevertheless, prayer should be seen 
primarily as our response to the Word of God. This is why it is so helpful, when wondering 
what we should pray, to remember that one of the things we should pray is the Word of God 
back to God. Our prayers should be saturated with Scripture. This is a great help to those of 
us who are not sure what words we should use in talking to God. When you are praising the 
Lord, pray the Psalms of praise back to God. When you are confessing your sin, use some of 
the great confessions of the Bible, such as Psalm 51 and Daniel 9. When you are expressing 
thanksgiving to God, as we do this week, explore the writings of Paul, who talks more about 
thanksgiving than all the rest of Scripture combined. When you are making your requests 
known to God, express them in terms of God's promises made to you in the Bible. 

The next thing we need to realize is that the God we pray to is a Trinitarian God. Most 
Christians know this, of course, but very few pray that way. Do you pray to the Father, the 
Son, and to the Holy Spirit? Most Christians favor speaking to just one of the three persons. 
Calvinists and Eastern Orthodox people tend to pray more to the Father. Your general 
evangelical will pray mostly to Jesus, and your charismatic will pray mostly to the Holy Spirit 
or to Jesus. How about addressing a prayer to “our Trinity” or “my Trinity?” That is the God to 
whom we pray. It's time the God of our theology started matching up with the God of our 
prayers. 

What hinders our prayers? One thing that hinders a lot of people's prayers is the 
frustration of not knowing what to say or how to pray. We have talked a bit about some of the 
remedies for that problem. But I do want to say this: in a very real sense it does not matter 
how eloquent your prayers are. The reason I say that is that we have not one but two persons 
of the Trinity helping us with our prayers. The Bible tells us that Jesus Christ is our great high 
priest interceding for us in heaven. Not only that, but His sacrifice helps to purify our prayers 
as well. In the Old Testament, on the day of atonement, some of the blood of the bull 
sacrificed on the altar of atonement would be sprinkled on the altar of incense. This means 
that even our prayers have to be purified by the blood of the Lamb. That is precisely what 
Jesus' blood does do. More than that, the Holy Spirit purifies anything unworthy out of our 
prayers before they ascend to the throne of grace, the mercy seat. The Holy Spirit intercedes 
for us with groanings too deep for words, as Paul tells us in Romans. The Holy Spirit makes 
sure that our prayers get to the throne room of God in a pure, cleansed state. The Holy Spirit 
applies the blood of Jesus Christ to our prayers, thus cleansing them of any impurities. This is 
why our eloquence is not what matters in prayer. God does not listen better if we talk better. If 
we recognize that we are children born again from grace, and that we have access through 
the blood of Christ to the mercy seat, then we will go to that mercy seat as often as we can, 
knowing that God is there, and is always favorably inclined towards our prayers. 

But again, remember that prayer is a means of grace. That means that it doesn't 
change God. It changes us. God has His plan, which he will accomplish. His plan is to use our 
prayers to accomplish that plan He put in place in eternity past. But a very large part of that 
plan is to show us what talking with God does for our faith. 

Speaking of faith, another great hindrance in our prayers is that we do not pray in faith. 
Now, we must be careful here, because many people think that if they just believe hard 
enough that something will happen, it will happen if they pray for it. It doesn't work like that. 
That is a sort of faith in faith, or believing in belief itself. Faith looks away from ourselves to 



the Lord Jesus Christ. So when we say that we are praying in faith, it means that we are 
praying while looking straight at Jesus Christ, the object of our faith. Our problem is that most 
of the time, we are not looking at Jesus when we pray. We are usually praying for the benefit 
of sounding eloquent to those around us. Or we are praying while thinking primarily of what 
we want from God. Remember that the strength of our faith is not in how hard we believe, but 
in the strength of the object of our faith, which is Jesus. When we look at Jesus while praying, 
then we know that whatever God has willed to happen will happen. At this point, someone will 
object and say, “But how do I know what God has willed to happen?” We don't know God's 
hidden will until after the events take place. That's God's business, not ours. Our business is 
to pray for God's revealed will to take place. In other words, we again pray the Bible back to 
God. 

Our whole lives should be characterized by prayer. One way to think of it is that we 
have a constantly open channel to God, on which there is no static. Never be far away from 
prayer, and talking to God. Center your life on the Triune God who always sees you even if 
you don't see Him. For you can talk with the God of the universe. What an amazing privilege! 
And yet, we often think that it would be a far greater privilege to talk with someone we really 
admire and who is famous in this world. Many of us would love to talk either to Steve Spurrier 
or Dabo Sweeney, Connor Shaw, or Tajh Boyd. But imagine that even if you did get a chance 
to talk to any of them, you wouldn't be able to do it very often, probably only once, in fact. But 
we can talk to God at any time! Instead of making us weary of prayer, that should spur us on 
to pray more, to pray without ceasing, in fact. We have a sweet altar of prayer that is always 
open to the very mercy seat of our Triune God. Let us take full advantage of it.            


