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God's Holy Altar
by Shirley Batton and Marlys Taege Moberg

Editor's Note: If possible, do this study in the church sanctuary
 so the altar is central. You might also want to have an Altar
 Guild member explain the altar furnishings and their care.

Opening

Sing "God Himself Is Present" (LW 206, vv. 1, 2, 4; TLH 4, vv.
 1-3).

As you worship in your church, what significance does the
 altar have for you? For Roman Catholics, it is the place where
 the priest, during each Mass, presents the elements of the
 Lord's Supper as an unbloody sacrifice for believers' sins. To
 make clear that the Supper is not a sacrifice to God on behalf
 of the worshippers, some Protestant denominations use the
 word table rather than altar. Still others have no altar because
 Christ's death was the final sacrifice required by God.

So what is the meaning of the altar for Lutherans? For
 background, let's look first at the altar in Biblical times and at
 the Ark of the Covenant.

Altars in the Old Testament

Read the following passages and determine the reason or purpose for which
 each altar was built.

Genesis 8:19-20
Genesis 12:7 and 13:17-18
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Genesis 22:2, 9
2 Samuel 24:21, 24-25
1 Kings 18:21-39

The Ark of the Covenant

The altar today is also symbolic of the Ark of the Covenant.

Who instructed Moses to build the Ark of the Covenant in
 Exodus 25:1-2?

What was placed inside the Ark in Exodus 25:16 and
 Hebrews 9:4?

See Exodus 25:22. What was to take place above the Ark,
 between the two cherubim?

God's Altar is Sacred

God's altar is not merely a piece of furniture in the church's
 sanctuary.

In Exodus 29:42, what is the significance of the altar and the
 Tent of Meeting? What will happen there?

What was the punishment for not following God's command in
 approaching the Ark and entering the Most Holy Place in
 Leviticus 16:1-2? Why?

Proper Use

According to Matthew 5:23-24, what should we do before
 offering our gift at the altar? Why?

What had the Lord commanded Moses to do before entering
 the Tent of Meeting or approaching the altar in Exodus 40:30-
32?

Also look at Exodus 3:3-5. Why was Moses supposed to
 remove his sandals at the burning bush?

Keeping in mind Moses' experience at the burning bush, why
 was it necessary for Moses, Aaron and his sons to wash their
 hands and feet before entering the Tent of Meeting or
 approaching the altar?

Read Leviticus 22:1-2, 9. What was the punishment for
 treating with contempt the sacred offerings the Israelites
 consecrated to God? Why?

How did curiosity get the men of Beth Shemesh in trouble
 regarding the Ark of the Covenant? See 1 Samuel 6:19.

What caused the death of Uzzah in 2 Samuel 6:1-7? How
 could he have steadied it? (see Exodus 25:12-14).
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The Altar Today

With the death of Christ on the cross and His resurrection, we
 no longer have to depend on endless sacrifices to erase our
 sins (see Ephesians 2:15 and Hebrews 9:10). Through faith
 in Jesus, we are cleansed once and for all and assured of
 salvation. Therefore, the altar today serves three purposes:

1. It is a symbol of Christ and His perfect sacrifice for sin (see
 Hebrews 10:10). Why is this reminder important?

2. It is the symbol of God's presence among us. As Wayne E.
 Schmidt explains in Lutheran Worship: History and Practice
 (CPH, 1993), "The altar is the place to which the pastor
 regularly goes in his conduct of the Lutheran worship service.
 Sometimes the pastor faces the altar; sometimes he turns away
 from it to face the people. Liturgically, the first position is
 called sacrificial; the second, sacramental. ...When the pastor
 assumes the sacrificial position, he is speaking to God; when
 the pastor faces the people, except for several short dialogues
 with the people such as 'The Lord be with you,' the pastor is
 bringing a message from God." In what ways is God present
 among us? (See Jeremiah 23:24; Matthew 18:20; 1
 Corinthians 6:19 and 12:12, 13, 27; John 14:16, 26)

3. It is the table for the Lord's Supper. What do we receive in
 the Lord's Supper? (See Matthew 26:26-28 and Hebrews
 9:11-14.)

Closing

Sing "How Blessed Is This Place, O Lord" (LW 327).

Pray together: Dear Heavenly Father, help us never to take for
 granted Your sacred altar. Please forgive us for those times we
 have not treated Your most holy place with the reverence it
 deserves. Guide our hearts and minds that we may come to
 Your altar with reverence and humility. To You, oh Lord, we
 give all honor and praise. In Jesus' Name, Amen.
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