
“The Altar of Incense” 

Exodus 30:1-10; 34-38 

(Preached at Trinity, February 1, 2009) 

 
I’m supplying these notes for the benefit of busy pastors who may be engaged in bi-vocational work, feeling the pressure of preparing to preach  

twice on the Lord’s Day while trying to balance full-time secular work as well as caring for their families. While the notes of another man are no  

substitute for personal study, I pray that these may aid in the process of preparing to preach.  

 

Disclaimer: These are the actual notes I bring with me to the pulpit, which I follow loosely. They are not designed for publication. While I try to  

make every effort to give proper credit to my sources from the pulpit, adequate citations will sometimes be absent from my notes. If anyone feels  

their intellectual material has been used without adequate citation, please contact me and I’ll make immediate correction giving credit. 
 

1. As we’ve seen Chapter 29 dealt with God’s orders concerning the ordination of the 

priests. Ordination of the Jewish priesthood was important. The priest was to be the one 

who represented Israel before God. He was the one who actually entered into the 

presence of God to offer up sacrifices on behalf of the people. He had to be consecrated, 

set apart as God’s holy priest.  

2. As we saw, the ordination and consecration of the Old Covenant priesthood has particular 

significance to us a Christians.  

 A. We have been set apart as God’s holy priests – the priesthood of all believers. 

  We can see these elements symbolized in the Christian 

B. God has called us as His priests. He has washed us from our sin, clothed us in the 

righteousness of Christ, and we’ve been anointed with His Holy Spirit.  

3. Verses 37-41 tell us of the importance of the appointed sacrifice. Twice a day, morning 

and evening, lambs were to be offered upon the altar.   

Exodus 29:38 – “Now this is that which thou shalt offer upon the altar; two lambs 
of the first year day by day continually.” 
1. As we’ve seen over and over, everything about the Tabernacle foreshadows the 

work of Christ, and this is no different. Jesus makes continual intercession for us. 

His sacrifice was once and for all, yet this one offering has become for us a 

continual offering.  

2. As God’s holy priesthood, Christians offer continued offerings before God – 

spiritual sacrifices.  

1 Peter 2:5 – “Ye also, as lively stones, are built up a spiritual house, an 
holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus 
Christ.” 

  a. Christianity demands an absolute commitment – “day by day continually” 

  b. We daily serve Him, worship Him. We daily serve Him.  

4. In the final verses of Chapter 20 we saw the blessed truth of God’s abiding presence 

with His people. God has come down and given Himself to a particular people.  

 Exodus 29:42 – “This shall be a continual burnt offering throughout your 
generations at the door of the tabernacle of the congregation before the LORD: 
where I will meet you, to speak there unto thee.” 

 Exodus 29:43 – “And there I will meet with the children of Israel” 
Exo. 29:45 – “And I will dwell among the children of Israel, and will be their God.”  
Exodus 29:46 – “And they shall know that I am the LORD their God, that brought 
them forth out of the land of Egypt, that I may dwell among them: I am the LORD 
their God.” 

5. Remember, God’s promises to Israel have found their fulfillment in the New Covenant. 

Jeremiah 31:31 – “Behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that I will make a 
new covenant with the house of Israel, and with the house of Judah:” 
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Jeremiah 31:33 – “But this shall be the covenant that I will make with the house 
of Israel; After those days, saith the LORD, I will put my law in their inward parts, 
and write it in their hearts; and will be their God, and they shall be my people.” 

6. As we come to Chapter 30 we find further Tabernacle instruction.  

 In Verses 1-10 we read God’s instructions concerning the altar of incense 

 In Verses 11-16 we find instruction concerning the ransom money required of 

Israel. 

 In Verses 17-21 – we read of the laver of brass which was set up for the cleansing 
of the priests. 

 Finally, in Verses 34-38 we find instruction for the incense and perfume to be 
used in the Tabernacle.  

7. It would seem strange that the instruction for the altar of incense is given here instead of 

Chapter 25 where we found the rest of the furniture for the Tabernacle. But this is where 

God chose to place it – after the ordination of the priests. This is important. The Altar of 

Incense was provided AFTER everything else.  

8. God begins by giving instructions concerning its construction. 

a. It was a tiny altar – a foot and a half square and three feet tall. It was made of 

shittim (acacia) wood overlaid with gold with rings and staves for carrying it.  

b. It was placed in the middle of the Holy Place between the Table of Showbread 

and the Golden Lampstand and directly in front of the veil. 

Exodus 30:6 – “And thou shalt put it before the vail that is by the ark of 
the testimony, before the mercy seat that is over the testimony, where I 
will meet with thee.” 

c. In other words, it was directly next to the Ark of the Covenant, the throne of God 

– however, there was a veil separating it from the Ark. 

d. Whenever the priest stood before the altar of incense they were standing right in 

front of God.  Every morning fragrant incense was offered before the presence of 

God, and again every evening. 

 Exodus 30:8 – “. . . a perpetual incense before the LORD throughout your 
generations.” 

e. Further, God gave very specific directions concerning the incense.  

(1) It was to be holy. The particular mixture was not to be used for anything 

else.   

Exodus 30:37-38 – “And as for the perfume which thou shalt make, 
ye shall not make to yourselves according to the composition 
thereof: it shall be unto thee holy for the LORD.  38 Whosoever shall 
make like unto that, to smell thereto, shall even be cut off from his 
people.” 

(2) No unauthorized incense was to be offered and no unauthorized use of the 

altar was to be made. 

Exodus 30:9 – “Ye shall offer no strange incense thereon, nor 
burnt sacrifice, nor meat offering; neither shall ye pour drink offering 
thereon.” 

9. The important thing for us is what the altar of incense symbolized. As we’ve seen, the 

elements of the Tabernacle were designed to teach Israel some important truths and as 

God’s New Covenant people, they teach us some wonderful truths.  

 What does the Altar of Incense teach us.  

 Perhaps you’ve already discerned the rich symbolism.  
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I. The Altar of Incense was an altar of prayer 

 A. It was located next the the Holy of Holies, next to the vail. 

  1. It was directly in front of the Ark of the Covenant  

2. As the priest offered the incense he was coming before God’s throne of 

grace. 

 B. There seemed to be a link between the offering of incense and prayer 

1. We can read the connection in the words of David 

Psalm 141:1-2 – “LORD, I cry unto thee: make haste unto me; give 
ear unto my voice, when I cry unto thee.  2 Let my prayer be set 
forth before thee as incense; and the lifting up of my hands as the 
evening sacrifice.” 

2. We can find the link in Luke 1 

Luke 1:8-10 – “And it came to pass, that while he executed the 
priest's office before God in the order of his course,  9 According to 
the custom of the priest's office, his lot was to burn incense when 
he went into the temple of the Lord.  10 And the whole multitude of 
the people were praying without at the time of incense.”  
As the people prayed the incense was offered up as a symbol of their 

prayers rising up into the presence of God. 

3. In the Book of Revelation we read of the prayers of the saints rising up as 

a sweet fragrance before God.  

 Revelation 5:8 – “And when he had taken the book, the four 
beasts and four and twenty elders fell down before the Lamb, 
having every one of them harps, and golden vials full of odours, 
which are the prayers of saints.” 
Revelation 8:3-4 – “And another angel came and stood at the altar, 
having a golden censer; and there was given unto him much 
incense, that he should offer it with the prayers of all saints upon 
the golden altar which was before the throne.  4 And the smoke of 
the incense, which came with the prayers of the saints, ascended 
up before God out of the angel's hand.” 

   

II. The altar of incense reminds us of some things wonderful things about prayer 

 A. The mediation of Christ 

  1. The brazen altar in the courtyard was a type of the sacrifice of Christ 

As the animals were offered up as an atonement Jesus Christ was offered 

up once and for all as the ultimate sacrifice for sin.  

  2. With the Altar of Incense we find the intercessory work of Christ 

   a. This altar was placed before the mercy seat 

b. Jesus continually stands before the mercy seat making intercession 

for us as our Advocate. 

1 John 2:1 – “My little children, these things write I unto you, 
that ye sin not. And if any man sin, we have an advocate 
with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous:” 
Romans 8:34 – “Who is he that condemneth? It is Christ 
that died, yea rather, that is risen again, who is even at the 
right hand of God, who also maketh intercession for us.” 
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c. Prayer is only possible through Christ. Note that before the altar 

was suitable for the offering of incense it had to be consecrated 

with blood. 

 Exodus 30:10 – “And Aaron shall make an atonement upon 
the horns of it once in a year with the blood of the sin 
offering of atonements: once in the year shall he make 
atonement upon it throughout your generations: it is most 
holy unto the LORD.” 

d. It should get our attention that the Altar of Incense is called an 

altar. God was making a connection between the large altar in the 

courtyard and this altar. Approaching God demanded a sacrifice. 

We cannot approach God apart from Christ. Prayer can only come 

through Christ. God will only hear us through Christ.  

e. Now the place of these directions in the Book of Exodus makes 

perfect sense. The Altar of Incense was given AFTER everything 

else. After the Ark, the Table of Showbread, the Lamp, the Altar of 

Sacrifice. Prayer can only come AFTER we have received the 

atonement of Christ.  

 B. The Altar of Incense reveals to us the veiled glory of God 

1. Matthew Henry – “For though he that ministered at the altar could 
not see the mercy-seat, the veil interposing, yet he must look 
towards it, and direct his incense that way, to teach us that though 
we cannot with our bodily eyes see the throne of grace, that 
blessed mercy-seat (for it is such a throne of glory that God, in 
compassion to us, holds back the face of it, and spreads a cloud 
upon it), yet we must in prayer by faith set ourselves before it, direct 
our prayer, and look up.” 

2. This side of heaven we behold Christ as though a veil is placed over our 

eyes.  

   The time is coming when we shall behold Him in all His splendor 

1 John 3:2 – “Beloved, now are we the sons of God, and it doth not 
yet appear what we shall be: but we know that, when he shall 
appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is.” 

3. Though we cannot see His face we have confidence of standing in His 

presence.  

 C. Prayer is coming into the presence of God 

1. This altar was placed directly before the Mercy Seat. It was placed before 

the throne of God.  

2. In prayer we come seeking the presence of God. 

 Psalm 63:1 – “O God, thou art my God; early will I seek thee: my 
soul thirsteth for thee, my flesh longeth for thee in a dry and thirsty 
land, where no water is” 
Psalm 27:8 – “When thou saidst, Seek ye my face; my heart said 
unto thee, Thy face, LORD, will I seek.” 

 D. The Altar of Incense reminds us of our continual duty to prayer 

Exodus 30:7-8 – “And Aaron shall burn thereon sweet incense every 
morning: when he dresseth the lamps, he shall burn incense upon it.  8 
And when Aaron lighteth the lamps at even, he shall burn incense upon it, 
a perpetual incense before the LORD throughout your generations.” 
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  1. It is our duty to pray continually, perpetually 

  2. The Christian is above all a person of prayer 

   a. This was Paul’s continual command to the church 

1 Thessalonians 5:17 – “Pray without ceasing.” 
Romans 12:9-12 – “Let love be without dissimulation. Abhor 
that which is evil; cleave to that which is good.  10 Be kindly 
affectioned one to another with brotherly love; in honour 
preferring one another;  11 Not slothful in business; fervent in 
spirit; serving the Lord;  12 Rejoicing in hope; patient in 
tribulation; continuing instant in prayer;” 
CSB - be persistent in prayer. 
NAS - devoted to prayer 
NIV - faithful in prayer 

   b. James stressed the importance of prayer 

James 5:14-16 – “Is any sick among you? let him call for the 
elders of the church; and let them pray over him, anointing 
him with oil in the name of the Lord:  15 And the prayer of 
faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and 
if he have committed sins, they shall be forgiven him.  16 
Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for 
another, that ye may be healed. The effectual fervent prayer 
of a righteous man availeth much.” 

E. The incense was of little good until it was kindled with fire 

1. God does not take pleasure in the cold, half-hearted prayers that have little 

fragrance of love and delight. 

2. James 1:6-7 – “But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering. For he 
that wavereth is like a wave of the sea driven with the wind and 
tossed.  7 For let not that man think that he shall receive any thing 
of the Lord.” 

3. Prayer should be a labor of passion before God 

Romans 8:15 – “For ye have not received the spirit of bondage 
again to fear; but ye have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby 
we cry, Abba, Father.” 

F. The Altar of Incense reminds us that our prayers rise up as a sweet fragrance 

before God.  

1. This incense was special, holy. There was none like it. No one was 

allowed to duplicate it for their personal use. It was a sweet fragrance 

before God that only His people could offer.  

  2. God loves His children coming before Him in prayer 

  3. How wonderful to find God taking great joy in our prayer 

 Revelation 5:8 – “. . . golden vials full of odours, which are the 
prayers of saints.” 
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Conclusion: 
1. We must be a praying people. 

 We have a glorious Savior who ever makes intercession for us. 

Hebrews 7:25 – “Wherefore he is able also to save them to the uttermost that 
come unto God by him, seeing he ever liveth to make intercession for them.” 

2. We have the Holy Spirit who directs our prayers and gives them the fire of passion. 

3. We have the throne of God whereby we approach with awe and wonder. 

4. We have a loving Father who says, “Come my child and speak the words of your heart.” 

 

 


