Building Altars: “Prayer” - Andy Acreman - 25th February 2024
The Altar of Burnt Offering (‘The Bronze Altar’)…
· Exodus 29:38-46 NIV.  “This is what you are to offer on the altar regularly each day: two lambs a year old.  39 Offer one in the morning and the other at twilight.  40 With the first lamb offer a tenth of an ephah of the finest flour mixed with a quarter of a hin of oil from pressed olives, and a quarter of a hin of wine as a drink offering.  41 Sacrifice the other lamb at twilight with the same grain offering and its drink offering as in the morning-a pleasing aroma, a food offering presented to the LORD.  42 “For the generations to come this burnt offering is to be made regularly at the entrance to the tent of meeting, before the LORD.  There I will meet you and speak to you; 43 there also I will meet with the Israelites, and the place will be consecrated by my glory.  44 “So I will consecrate the tent of meeting and the altar and will consecrate Aaron and his sons to serve me as priests.  45 Then I will dwell among the Israelites and be their God.  46 They will know that I am the LORD their God, who brought them out of Egypt so that I might dwell among them.  I am the LORD their God.

· We read first about the Altar of Burnt Offering – also called the Bronze Altar – situated in the tabernacle courtyard in front of the tent itself.  You couldn’t get any further into the presence of the LORD except by sacrifice and offering!  The Bronze Altar was huge: 2 ½ metres square and 1 ½ metres high.  The purpose of entering the tent of meeting (or tabernacle) was to meet with our God, to speak with him, to see his glory, to enjoy his permanent presence, and so that He may live forever among us.  All sacrifice has a purpose and a goal.  It points to the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross, to be our eternal offering.
· We don’t need to offer dead animals to be burned and eaten now – Jesus’ sacrifice did it all!  
· Hebrews 10:11-14 NIV.  Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins.  12 But when this priest [Jesus] had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God, 13 and since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool.  14 For by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.  
The Tabernacle and its Courtyard…
· See diagrams of the Tabernacle and Courtyard, and the Tabernacle Interior…
· The tabernacle represented a ‘Royal Tent’ inhabited by a king – in this case, the LORD, the King of Kings!  The inner room was the ‘Most Holy Place’ – or ‘Holy of Holies’ - where the LORD had His throne and where his glory and his presence was permanently found.  No-one was allowed in there except for once a year to make atonement.  This space represents Heaven, the dwelling place of Almighty God.
· The outer room was the ‘Holy Place’ where the king or, in this case, the LORD would receive his guests and visitors.  There was a curtain separating the ‘Most Holy Place’ from view.  In front of this curtain were the Golden Altar, the table with the daily bread on it, and the lampstand with seven lights burning the olive oil.  This space represents Eden or holy ground on earth.
The Golden Altar / Altar of Incense…

· See diagram of the Altar of Incense…
· Exodus 30:1-9 NIV.  "Make an altar of acacia wood for burning incense.  2 It is to be square, a cubit long and a cubit wide, and two cubits high-its horns of one piece with it.  3 Overlay the top and all the sides and the horns with pure gold and make a gold moulding around it.  4 Make two gold rings for the altar below the moulding - two on each of the opposite sides-to hold the poles used to carry it.  5 Make the poles of acacia wood and overlay them with gold.  6 Put the altar in front of the curtain that shields the ark of the covenant law - before the atonement cover that is over the tablets of the covenant law - where I will meet with you.  7 "Aaron must burn fragrant incense on the altar every morning when he tends the lamps.  8 He must burn incense again when he lights the lamps at twilight so incense will burn regularly before the LORD for the generations to come.  9 Do not offer on this altar any other incense or any burnt offering or grain offering, and do not pour a drink offering on it".
· Placed in front of the curtain at with the Ark of the Covenant just behind that curtain.  Almost in the same room!
· What was the purpose of this Golden Altar – what did the burning of sweet-smelling incense symbolise?
· Revelation 5:8 NIV.  …the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb.  Each one had a harp, and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of God's people.

· Revelation 8:3-5 NIV.  Another angel, who had a golden censer, came and stood at the altar.  He was given much incense to offer, with the prayers of all God's people, on the golden altar in front of the throne.  4 The smoke of the incense, together with the prayers of God's people, went up before God from the angel's hand.  5 Then the angel took the censer, filled it with fire from the altar, and hurled it on the earth; and there came peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning and an earthquake.

· Psalm 141:2 NIV.  May my prayer be set before you like incense; may the lifting up of my hands be like the evening sacrifice.

· We can see that prayer was the nearest thing to the LORD in his Holy of Holies – it reached right in there, beyond the curtain, filling both rooms.  Our prayers delight the LORD and fill heaven.  Our prayers are effective and powerful – they accomplish great things.  Perhaps this Golden Altar represents us.  We exist to bring prayers and praises to the Lord – not blood sacrifices.  Incense rises – in the form of our prayers – from us to the throne of the King of Kings.  
· Interestingly, the position of this Golden Altar is slightly ambiguous…
· Hebrews 9:1-4 NIV.  Now the first covenant had regulations for worship and also an earthly sanctuary.  2 A tabernacle was set up.  In its first room were the lampstand and the table with its consecrated bread; this was called the Holy Place.  3 Behind the second curtain was a room called the Most Holy Place, 4 which had the golden altar of incense and the gold-covered ark of the covenant.  This ark contained the gold jar of manna, Aaron's staff that had budded, and the stone tablets of the covenant.
· So we can see that in Hebrews, the Golden Altar is described as ‘in’ the Most Holy Place – or, at least, as ‘belonging’ to it.  Fascinating!  So where was it really?
· Compare that with my previous diagram!  There is a sense in which this altar is in two places at once!  In physics, this is called Superposition.  Spiritually it works for us, as Sons of God.  We obviously live on earth, but we simultaneously seated with Jesus in Heaven…

· Ephesians 2:6 NIV.  And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus…  
· Wherever we are, our prayers quickly reach the Throne of Grace, and he is delighted with them – and with us! 
· In the New Covenant, the curtain has been removed in any case, once for all time, so we live 100% of the time on earth and in heaven.  Let’s remember that more often and live that truth out!
We Are a Household of Prayer…
· Isaiah 56:6-7 NIV.  6 And foreigners who bind themselves to the LORD to minister to him, to love the name of the LORD, and to be his servants, all who keep the Sabbath without desecrating it and who hold fast to my covenant- 7 these I will bring to my holy mountain and give them joy in my house of prayer.  Their burnt offerings and sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house will be called a house of prayer for all nations."  

· If – as God’s church - we are a ‘house’ or ‘household’ of prayer, then our prayer life is the most important thing of all.  Prayer has been called “the Christian’s vital breath”.  We breath more than once a day!  
· 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 NIV.  Rejoice always, 17 pray continually, 18 give thanks in all circumstances; for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.
· Not a 24-hour-per-day prayer meeting, but simply breathing prayers to God in heaven all the time.  We need to train ourselves to do this.  Jesus loves to hear our voice and He doesn’t need to be given eloquent speeches or lengthy requests all the time.  He delights in the simplest things we say to Him.  Learn to ‘check in’ with “Jesus, I love you”.  Talk to Him about everything we are encountering in our daily lives; involve Him and listen to Him.
· Mankind began by walking and talking with the LORD in the Garden of Eden.  Our Heavenly Father desires us to resume that relationship with Him.
Spontaneous or Planned, Individual or Corporate?  
· Yes.  All the above!  ‘Pray continually’ but plan special times of prayer.  
· Mark 1:35 NIV.  Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.

· That took sacrifice and commitment!  God is looking for similar sacrifices from us – planned ones!
· Exodus 30:7-8 NIV.  7 "Aaron must burn fragrant incense on the altar every morning when he tends the lamps.  8 He must burn incense again when he lights the lamps at twilight so incense will burn regularly before the LORD for the generations to come. 
· These two occasions each day, at the beginning and the end of the daylight, were accompanied by burnt offerings on the Bronze Altar.  Without becoming legalistic, we might wish to set aside two short occasions in the day when we pray and devote our time to the Lord exclusively – reading the Bible and soaking in His presence.
· In addition to individual prayer, we should not neglect times of corporate prayer.  Very powerful things happened when Israel prayed with one voice – in the Old Testament – and the Church of Jesus Christ prayed together – in the New Testament.  It is still equally true today.  
· Acts 4:29-31 NIV.  Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness.  30 Stretch out your hand to heal and perform signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus."  31 After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken.  And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.   
Crafted Prayers and Claimed Promises 

· Prayers written down in advance and prayed through on a regular cycle.
· There are many prayers in the Bible that are great for this…
· Numbers 6:24–26;  Psalm 23;  Psalm 37;  Psalm 51;  Psalm 77  (the Psalms were David’s prayer book);  1 Kings 3:3-9 (wisdom);  1 Chronicles 4:10 (Prayer of Jabez);  2 Chronicles 20:6-12 (Jehoshaphat in a crisis);  Matthew 6:9-13 (Lord’s Prayer);  John 17;  Ephesians 1:15-23;  Ephesians 3:14-21;  Romans 11:33-36;  Colossians 1:9-12;  Philippians 1:9-11;  Jude 24-25;  
· Note that Matthew 6:9-13 – The Lord’s Prayer – is both a ‘crafted prayer’ and a template for our prayer life.  A series of headings that we can work through.
· Claiming the Promises of God – both from scripture and from prophetic sources - is a particularly powerful way of praying, since we are already praying in the will of God…
· 1 John 5:14-15 NIV.  This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us.  15 And if we know that he hears us - whatever we ask - we know that we have what we asked of him.
Watch Your Language!
· As well as praying in our native language, we have a heavenly language to use – praying in tongues (a mixture of languages we don’t understand and angelic languages).  1 Corinthians 13:1 NIV.  As we do this, we build ourselves up.  It is also possible to pray a sentence in tongues and then interpret it in the next sentence.
· 1 Corinthians 14:2,4,14,18 NIV.  For anyone who speaks in a tongue does not speak to people but to God.  Indeed, no one understands them; they utter mysteries by the Spirit… [4] Anyone who speaks in a tongue edifies themselves, but the one who prophesies edifies the church… [14] For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful… [18] I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you.

· Just as important is to say nothing.  Waiting on God and Soaking in His presence is a great way to hear his voice and know what His will is.
A Time and a Place!
· You might be woken up from your sleep at night.  Always ask Him to speak to you and direct your thoughts and prayers.  Like the prophet Samuel.  “Here I am, Lord”.    
· Walking and praying – a fitting combination.  Keeping yourself physically fit and spiritually fit at the same time!  1 Timothy 4:8 NIV.  For physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.
Summary [see slide]
What are our personal actions for the near future / this week?
· Ask those around the room
· Pray together to end.

