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1. SHEMOT 30:1 — THE ALTAR OF INCENSE
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You shall make an altar for burning incense; make it of acacia wood.

2. RAMBAN — PROTECTING US FROM THE SHECHINA
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The Incense Altar sits immediately in front of the curtain that separates the Holy from the Holy of
Holies. Behind the curtain unimaginable holiness lies. Should anyone enter, they would be incinerated
by the holy fire. Yet, that is exactly what the High Priest is meant to do on Yom Kippur. Therefore,
before entering the Holy of Holies, the Kohen must light the incense. When the incense burns it creates
smoke. Once the smoke has become a thick cloud that fills both the Holy and the Holy of Holies, the
Kohen Gadol can remove the parochet and enter the Holy of Holies. What does he see? Nothing!! The
whole area is covered with the thick cloud of incense. It protects the Kohen from God's presence and He
can therefore approach God and live. In this manner, Aharon used the incense to save Israel when a
plague swept out from God killing the people. Aharon took a fire pan and "placed the incense on it and
atoned for the people. He stood between the dead and the living, and the plague ceased" (Bemidbar
17:12,13). On one side of Aaron, the plague came from God killing the people, but on the other side,
was the incense acting as a barrier, blocking God's presence from harming anyone else. Therefore,
while every other item in the Mishkan was designed so that God "can dwell among the children of
Israel” (Shemot 29:45), and are therefore, included in God's instructions to build the Mishkan, the
Mizbeach HaKetoret was designed to allow Israel to approach God. As Ramban explains, God will rest
in the Mishkan without the Altar of Incense. It is therefore, not part of the Mishkan's grand design.
Therefore, even though it is in the inner sanctum and closer to the Holy of Holies than any other object,
its instructions were only given once the items that were part of the Mishkan's main purpose was
completed. (http://parshablog.blogspot.com/2007/03/parshat-tetsaveh-mizbeach-haketoret.html)

3. OR HACHAIM — THE INCENSE ALTAR IN THE TEMPLE OF SOLOMON
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We find that Solomon (Kings | 7:48) hid the golden altar of Moses and constructed another one in its
place, as explained in Menachot 99. Concerning the Menorah and the Table there is a dispute in the
Talmud whether only the ones used in the Tabernacle were actually used in Solomon's Temple, or
whether the additional Tables and Lampstand made for Solomon's Temple were also used in rotation
for their respective functions. The Talmud agrees, however, that there was only a single golden altar in
the Temple and that the original golden altar was hidden. It remains for us to understand why Moses'
golden altar had to be hidden.
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We will observe that the Torah alluded to this by not reporting the construction of the golden altar at
the place where we would have expected to read about it. The Torah commenced by describing the
dimensions of the Holy Ark, a piece of furniture that stood in the innermost part of the Tabernacle.
This is followed by the dimensions of the lid of said Ark. Subsequently the Torah describes the Table
and the Menorah, followed by the directives to erect the beams, and the cloth covers forming the roof
of the Tabernacle, as well as the supporting columns, the sockets and the priestly garments. This is
followed by the directives to construct the copper altar, the one positioned in the courtyard of the
Tabernacle, the details about the courtyard, and the anointing oil. Even the details of the inaugural
offerings are all described before the Torah mentions the construction of the golden altar. Clearly, the
fact that the Torah delayed mentioning the construction of the golden altar must have a special
reason. The reason may be that the rules applying to it are significantly different from the rules
applying to all the other components of the Tabernacle. Whereas the parts of the Tabernacle which
were suitable for use in the eventual Temple were permitted to be used there, this was not the case
with the golden altar. This, in spite of the fact that the golden altar was only used for minute amounts
of incense twice daily as compared to the Table and the Lampstand which were used far more during
the over four hundred years which elapsed between the building of the Tabernacle and the building of
the Temple. The original Table made for the Tabernacle in the days of Moses as well as the Menorah
made for the Tabernacle were superior to the ten Tables and ten Lampstands constructed by Solomon
for his Temple.



4. SEFORNO - SHOWING HONOR TO GOD
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The reason that this altar has not been mentioned together with all the other sanctuary vessels, details
of which the Torah described in Parshat Terumah, is that this altar was not intended to ensure that the
Shechinah made its permanent home among the Jewish people, as was the purpose of all the other
furnishings in the Tabernacle. (compare how God defined this purpose in Ex. 25,8-9.) Its purpose was
also not to attract the glory of the Lord into the Tabernacle, as was the purpose of all the sacrifices
burnt-offering, gift offerings, etc. Concerning God’s response to those offerings we see (Ex. 29,43),
“and there | will meet with the Children of Israel.” Moses himself had confirmed that this was the
purpose of the furnishings, etc., in the Tabernacle when he said: (Lev. 9,6) “and as a result the glory of
God will become manifest to you.” The sole purpose of the golden altar was to honor God after He had
accepted our service with goodwill mornings and evenings. We used this (altar) as a means to welcome
His presence by presenting the incense. We find that Chronicles | 16,29 expresses this thought, David
saying: “Ascribe to God the glory of His name!”

5. KLI YAKAR — SACRIFICE FOR THE SOUL
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6. HAAMEK DAVAR — THE SYMBOLISM OF KINDNESS
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7. MEI HASHILOACH — EVERYTHING IS IN THE HANDS OF HEAVEN

N NNLP YD (: NP H2TH2) PN RIPNXT DYV 2NN NATHN XIN 1IN 792 1NN DDON YD NN
DY XY 118 ONDY WD 1IN IWIPN DN 7MY G DIWNN D127 DI D 309V NHON,NXIIT RPVP
ND 97y, DY T KIN NYYIN DIV INNRND URIT MDP YD 17N K22 1D VIVAD DTRN 912 N ,72T DWW
NTHNN NPHRYI IR DT DY DIINN MISN 792 NINND YTHA YNNIV INN P ,NNIIN /91 NN N
TAN 9D 252 PTH 7Y DY JNONY .0 191,097 NIV DY 19510 NN (L3170 1PIIY) 1192 INIAND 37IY
INAN NANNM NNNWYN D2PY NID R8N INX HNIYW 292 NN 110N DIONY NN ,NDITI NN IR
.NMVPN NN

8. KEDUSHAT LEVI
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| believe that at this point, after God (through Moses) had appointed Aaron and sons as priests,
there might have been a challenge to Aaron’s appointment, as indeed we find later in Parshat
Korach. If the command to build the golden altar for the burning of incense was commanded
only after Aaron’s appointment, however, God hoped that it would become clear to the people
that the appointment had not been at the instigation of Moses, but was the result of
instructions Moses had received from God — as indeed became evident during the Korach
controversy with incense, and this is simple to understand.



