
“Worship in the Holy Place,” part 2!
Exodus 30:1-10!

The history of the church has known many great men and women who were known for 
their prayer lives, but perhaps none stands out as much as George Muller.  Muller lived 
in the 1800’s and started a ministry to the orphaned children of Bristol, England.  
Beginning with just a few orphans in his home, Muller’s orphan care grew to more than 
10,000 by the end of his life.  He also established 117 schools which offered Christian 
education to over 120,000 children.  His story is miraculous, for he never asked for a 
dime from anyone but trusted God to meet all of his needs through prayer.  !

The British evangelist Charles Inglis told of how he had an encounter with ship captain 
who witnessed firsthand the power of George Muller’s prayer life.  As the story goes, 
Muller was on board a ship that was crossing the north Atlantic from England to 
America.  A thick fog had settled in that had slowed travel and was sure to delay the 
ship’s arrival. !

Charles Inglis - “This captain told me, ‘George Mueller came to me, and said, 'Captain I 
have come to tell you that I must be in Quebec Saturday afternoon.'  ‘It is impossible,' I 
said.  'Very well, if your ship cannot take me, God will find some other way.  I have never 
broken an engagement for fifty-seven years.  Let us go down into the chart-room and 
pray.'"!

"I looked at that man of God, and thought to myself, 'What lunatic asylum can that man 
have come from? I never heard of such a thing as this.' 'Mr. Mueller,' I said, 'do you 
know how dense this fog is?' 'No,' he replied, 'My eye is not on the density of the fog, 
but on the living God, who controls every circumstance of my life.'"!

"He knelt down and prayed one of the most simple prayers, and when he had finished…
I looked at him, and he said, 'Captain, I have known my Lord for fifty-seven years, and 
there has never been a single day that I have failed to get audience with the King. Get 
up, Captain and open the door, and you will find the fog gone.' I got up, and the fog was 



indeed gone. On Saturday afternoon, George Mueller was in Quebec for his 
engagement.’” !

Prayer before the throne of God is the greatest privilege that you and I have been given 
as forgiven, redeemed worshipers.  Prayer is audience with the King of the universe, 
and it has all been made possible on the basis of Christ’s finished work.!

This is what we are taught by the golden altar of incense in the holy place of the 
tabernacle.  If the table of showbread teaches us about feeding on the Word, and the 
golden lamp stand teaches us about walking in the light, the altar of incense teaches us 
about praying in the Spirit.!

The last piece of furniture in the holy place was the golden altar of incense, a picture of 
prayer and intercession.!

The instructions that Moses was given for the crafting of this article of furniture can be 
found in Exodus 30:1-10.  In these verses, we read of the altar’s intricate design, 
important location, and intercessory function.!

1.  The INTRICATE design of the incense altar (30:1-5)!

“You shall make an altar on which to burn incense; you shall make it of acacia wood.  A 
cubit shall be its length, and a cubit its breadth.  It shall be square, and two cubits shall 
be its height.  Its horns shall be of one piece with it.  You shall overlay it with pure gold, 
its top and around its sides and its horns.  And you shall make a molding of gold around 
it.  And you shall make two golden rings for it.  Under its molding on two opposite sides 
of it you shall make them, and they shall be holders for poles with which to carry it.  You 
shall make the poles of acacia wood and overlay them with gold.”!

All of the pieces of furniture in the tabernacle were carefully crafted because of their 
usage in the worship of God.  They were designed to convey spiritual truth about how a 
holy God is approached by sinful people.!

Just like the other pieces of furniture in the tabernacle, the incense altar was made from 
wood and overlaid with pure gold.!



All the articles of furniture in the sanctuary were made of gold, while the articles of 
furniture in the outer court were made from bronze.  This conveys a sense of God’s 
holiness and His transcendence.  The golden beauty of the inner sanctuary was 
intended to provoke awe and wonder in the lives of the priests who would tell of its 
glories to those who were on the outside.!

God’s presence provokes worship, and worship fuels mission. !

Though it was similar in its appearance to the bronze altar, the altar of incense was 
much smaller.  It was only about a foot and a half square and no more than three feet 
tall.  Like its bronze counterpart in the outer court, the altar of incense had horns on its 
top four corners.  Again, the horns of the altar were symbolic of strength and salvation.  
This imagery is frequently seen throughout Scripture.!

Psalm 18:2 - “The Lord is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer, my God, my 
rock, in whom I take refuge, my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my 
stronghold.”!

Like every other piece of furniture in the tabernacle, the incense altar was also designed 
to be portable.  There were rings on its two sides through which poles were inserted so 
it could be carried wherever God led His people.!

The mobility of the sanctuary reminded the people that they were not home yet, but that 
God was with them in the midst of their wilderness travels.  Because He was their God 
and they were His covenant people, He would faithfully lead them into blessing and 
permanent rest.!

Thus, the altar and the sanctuary went where God’s people went.  No matter where they 
were, God was in their midst.  !

2.  The IMPORTANT location of the incense altar (30:6)!

And you shall put it in front of the veil that is above the ark of the testimony, in front of 
the mercy seat that is above the testimony, where I will meet with you.”  !



The golden altar of incense occupied the central position in the holy place.  It was 
located between the table of showbread and the lampstand, standing directly in front of 
the veil.  Behind the veil was the inner chamber of the tabernacle known as the holy of 
holies.  Within the holy of holies were two more articles of furniture—the ark of the 
covenant and the mercy seat.!

God’s manifest presence dwelt within the inner chamber.  He met with His people there 
above the mercy seat, which was above the ark of the covenant.  Essentially, the holy of 
holies was God’s throne room and the mercy seat was His golden throne.  !

The Bible says that the altar of incense literally stood before the entrance into the holy 
of holies.  The incense altar was located in front of the ark of the covenant behind the 
veil, which was God’s throne on earth.  In other words, the altar was oriented toward the 
place of God’s manifest presence and was the way of access to His throne.!

Whenever the priests stood at the altar of incense, they were standing directly in front of 
God.  With the exception of the High Priest who entered the Holy of Holies once a year, 
this was as close as the priests themselves could ever get to God’s presence.!

The location of the altar shows us that the worshiper is given access to the throne of 
God.  !

Before the altar could be used, it had to be consecrated with sacrificial blood.  On the 
Day of Atonement, after the High Priest sprinkled blood on the mercy seat in the Holy of 
Holies, he would then sprinkle blood on the altar of incense.!

Exodus 30:10 - “Aaron shall make atonement on its horns once a year.  With the 
blood of the sin offering of atonement he shall make atonement for it once in the 
year throughout your generations.  It is most holy to the Lord.”!

The blood that was shed on the altar in the outer court is what made the worship 
acceptable in the holy place.  In fact, the altars corresponded to one another in shape 
and in daily usage.  Each morning and evening, the priests offered incense upon the 
golden altar.  At the same time, priests were in the outer court offering a sacrificial lamb 



on the bronze altar.  The connection between the two altars served as a daily reminder 
that prayer and fellowship with God depends on having a sacrifice for sins.  !

It illustrates that our prayers are not acceptable unless our sins have been forgiven.  
Thus, there was a vital connection between what happened on the bronze altar in the 
outer court and the golden altar located in front of the veil in the sanctuary.!

What secures a place for us before the throne of God is the atoning sacrifice that was 
made for our sins.  Jesus is our faithful High Priest who ever lives to make intercession 
for us.!

Hebrews 4:16 - “Let us therefore come bold to the throne of grace, that we may 
obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need.”!

The way of access into God’s presence was opened up for the priests through the blood 
of a substitute.  We can’t pray on the basis of our own goodness.  We can only pray on 
the basis of what Jesus Christ has done through His death and resurrection.  This is 
why we pray in Jesus’ name!!

3.  The INTERCESSORY function of the incense altar (30:7-10)!

And Aaron shall burn fragrant incense on it.  Every morning when he dresses the lamps 
he shall burn it, and when Aaron sets up the lamps at twilight, he shall burn it, a regular 
incense offering before the Lord throughout your generations.  You shall not offer 
unauthorized incense on it, or a burnt offering, or a grain offering, and you shall not pour 
a drink offering on it.  Aaron shall make atonement on its horns once a year.  With the 
blood of the sin offering of atonement he shall make atonement for it once in the year 
throughout your generations.  It is most holy to the Lord.”!

The altar of incense had a very specific purpose.!

It was upon this altar that the priest offered a continual offering of incense upon coals 
that were taken from the bronze altar that was in the outer court.!



Philip Ryken - “Burning incense on the golden altar was part of the priests’ daily 
routine.  Every morning they tended the golden lamp stand, trimming the wicks and 
replenishing the oil.  At the same time they would burn fragrant incense on the altar.  
This routine was repeated at nightfall, when the priests relit their lamps and made a 
fresh offering of incense.  This was a perpetual part of priestly worship, something the 
priests did morning by morning and evening after evening, from generation to 
generation.”!

When the priest offered incense on the golden altar, he was approaching the mercy 
seat.  He was coming before the throne of grace, the place of God’s manifest presence, 
the place where God hears and answers prayer.  This is why Leviticus 16 refers to the 
golden altar as “the altar that is before the Lord.”!

Offering incense upon the altar was symbolic of intercessory prayer.  This theme is 
frequently seen in other places throughout God’s Word.  !

David spoke of incense representing prayer:!

Psalm 141:1-2 - “O Lord, I call upon You; hasten to me!  Give ear to my voice 
when I call to You!  Let my prayer be counted as incense before You, and the 
lifting up of my hands as the evening sacrifice!”!

This imagery is also seen in the New Testament.  Luke’s gospel describes the scene 
involving Zechariah the priest when he received the news from an angelic messenger 
that he and his wife would give birth to a son who would be named John:!

Luke 1:8-11 - “Now while he was serving as priest before God when his division 
was on duty, according to the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to 
enter the temple of the Lord and burn incense.  And the whole multitude of the 
people were praying outside at the hour of incense.  And there appeared to him 
an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the altar of incense.”!

At the hour of incense each morning and evening, the people would gather together for 
prayer while the priest served at the altar.  Thus, the time for offering incense was a time 



for intercession.  As the people prayed, the priest prayed and offered incense that was 
symbolic of their prayers ascending to the throne of God.!

We find this same imagery in the book of Revelation.  The Apostle John describes a 
glorious scene involving worshipers gathered around the throne of God in heaven:!

Revelation 5:8 - “…the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb, each 
holding a harp, and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the 
saints.”!

Revelation 8:3-4 - “And another angel came and stood at the altar with a golden 
censer, and he was given much incense to offer the prayers of all the saints on 
the golden altar before the throne, and the smoke of the incense, with the prayers 
of the saints, rose before God from the hand of the angel.”!

All of these passages show us how prayer was a key part of the priests’ ministry.  They 
offered prayer for God’s people each day, and it was symbolized by burning incense.!

The coals that were placed on the incense altar were carried with tongs from the bronze 
altar in the outer court.  The priest would then ignite the incense by sprinkling it upon the 
coals.!

David Levy - “The priest took a censer full of burning coals from the bronze altar in one 
had and specially prepared sweet incense in the other hand and ignited the incense by 
sprinkling it over the burning coals.  A thick cloud of smoke curled upward filling the 
Tabernacle, symbolic of Israel’s prayers to God.” !

It would have filled the house with a sweet, fragrant aroma.!

This was part of their priestly responsibilities, and it was a holy act of worship to be 
taken seriously.  Exodus 30:9-10 explains how the priests were not free to use the 
golden altar any way that they wanted.  They could not offer unauthorized incense or 
other offerings on it.  !



The two sons of Aaron named Nadab and Abihu serve as an example of the 
seriousness of worship.  Leviticus 10 records how they offered “strange fire” or 
unauthorized fire on the altar, and were judged for it.!

John MacArthur - “The crux of their sin was approaching God in a careless, self-willed, 
inappropriate manner, without the reverence He deserved.” !

Leviticus 10:3 - “Among those who are near Me I will be sanctified, and before all 
the people I will be glorified.”!

The privilege of direct access was given only to the priests who came before the altar 
on the people’s behalf.  The privilege belonged exclusively to the priests, and they alone 
could enter the holy place and minister at the golden altar.  Everyone else had to pray 
through them, trusting that they were fulfilling their responsibilities before God for the 
nation.!

As believers in Jesus Christ, we have been given a greater privilege that the Old 
Testament priests!!

1 Peter 2:9 - “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a 
people for His own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him 
who called you out of darkness into His marvelous light.”!

The Bible says that those of us who are in Christ are now a kingdom of priests.  The 
holy place within the tabernacle shows us that worship for us as New Testament priests 
involves feeding on the word, walking in the light, and praying in the spirit.  Christ’s 
disciples are a royal priesthood, and He is our High Priest.  We can approach Him with 
confidence.!

Jesus is no longer on the cross!  The Bible says that He ever lives to make intercession 
for those of us who come to God through faith in Him.  Because He died, He opened up 
the way of access for us to come to God in prayer.  Because He lives, He now sits at 
the Father’s right hand to present our prayers to God as our faithful High Priest.!

What a friend we have in Jesus, !



all our sins and griefs to bare!  !
What a privilege to carry, !

everything to God in prayer.  !
O, what peace we often forfeit!  !
O, what needless pain we bare!  !

All because we do not carry, !
everything to God in prayer!!

When we approach the throne on the basis of the blood that Jesus Christ shed for our 
sins, we can be assured that God hears and answers our prayers.  The altar of prayer is 
mine and yours to use at will.  Therefore, on the basis of Christ’s work:!

• I can pray openly!

• I can pray boldly!

• I can pray successfully!

Take heart, Christian, for in Jesus Christ you have an audience with the King.  Let us 
therefore come boldly before His throne of grace, the place where we will find mercy 
and grace to help us in our time of need.!


