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Introduction: An Image the Whole Bible Keeps Returning To 

From a protected, once-a-day formula burned in the tabernacle's Holy Place, to a psalmist's own request 

that his prayer rise 'as incense,' to a priest chosen by lot for what may have been the single most significant 

moment of his career, to golden bowls before the heavenly throne explicitly identified as 'the prayers of 

saints' — incense and prayer are connected across nearly the entire span of Scripture, from Exodus to 

Revelation. 

This study traces that connection in full: the specific, protected incense recipe given at Sinai and the striking 

prohibition against its private replication; the daily rhythm of its offering in the tabernacle; Psalm 141's own 

explicit metaphor comparing prayer to incense; Zechariah's rare, likely once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to 

offer incense while the assembled crowd prayed outside; and the New Testament's fullest development of 

this image in Revelation 5 and 8, where this study examines directly several genuine interpretive questions: 

who the unnamed angel offering incense in Revelation 8:3 might be, whether the imagery implies incense 

somehow enhances or merely represents prayer, and whose prayers — living believers, the redeemed 

already in heaven, or martyrs specifically — this vivid scene most directly describes. 

As with the other studies in this series, this study distinguishes what the text states explicitly from later 

Jewish historical elaboration (particularly regarding first-century priestly practice) and from genuine, 

historically significant theological debate regarding how this imagery should be understood. 

💡 Did You Know? 

Incense offerings were a common feature of religious worship across the entire ancient Near East and 
Mediterranean world, used in Egyptian, Mesopotamian, and later Greco-Roman religious practice as well as 
in Israel's own worship — meaning the specific practice of burning fragrant substances as an act of worship 
was a recognized, widely shared ancient religious vocabulary, even as this study will trace what made Israel's 
specific incense offering, and its later prayer-related symbolism, distinctive within that broader ancient 
context. 

How to Use This Study 

Each chapter includes: (1) the central biblical text; (2) historical and linguistic context; (3) explanations of 

Hebrew and Greek terms; (4) cross references; (5) 'Did You Know?' boxes with historical background; (6) 

suggestions for illustrations for those teaching this material in a classroom or small group; and (7) questions 

for personal or group reflection. At the end, you will find a consolidated summary of the main points, a list 

of further reading organized by theme, and a recommended bibliography for deeper study. 

🖼️ Suggested Illustration 

Opening page with a simple visual thread connecting four scenes across biblical history: the tabernacle's 
incense altar, the psalmist praying with hands lifted, Zechariah offering incense while the crowd prays 
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outside, and the heavenly throne room with golden bowls of incense — establishing the single image this 
study traces across the whole of Scripture. 
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Chapter 1 — Exodus 30:34-38: A Protected Formula 

"And the LORD said unto Moses, Take unto thee sweet spices, stacte, and onycha, and 
galbanum; these sweet spices with pure frankincense: of each shall there be a like weight: 
And thou shalt make it a perfume, a confection after the art of the apothecary, tempered 
together, pure and holy... 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. 
Whosoever shall make like unto that, to smell thereto, shall even be cut off from his people." 
— Exodus 30:34-35, 37-38 

A Specific, Named Recipe 

Unlike many other tabernacle materials described more generally, this incense recipe is specified with 

unusual precision: four named ingredients (stacte, onycha, galbanum, and frankincense) combined in equal 

measure, prepared 'after the art of the apothecary' — meaning a recognized, skilled compounding process, 

not a casual or improvised mixture. 

A Formula Explicitly Prohibited From Private Use 

This chapter's most striking detail deserves direct attention: God explicitly forbids Israel from replicating 

this exact formula for personal, non-sacred use, with a severe stated consequence ('cut off from his people') 

for violation. This is a formula set apart specifically and exclusively for tabernacle worship, not available, 

regardless of skill or resources, for private enjoyment or imitation. 

Why This Restriction Matters 

This detail reinforces a principle this study will trace throughout: the incense's significance was never 

primarily about its pleasant fragrance considered in isolation (which could, presumably, have been enjoyed 

privately if the ingredients alone were the point), but about its specific, protected association with approach 

to God's own presence — a distinction between ordinary and holy use maintained deliberately and severely, 

not left to individual discretion. 

💡 Did You Know? 

The precise botanical identification of several ingredients named here (particularly 'stacte,' Hebrew נָטָף, 
nataf, and 'onycha,' Hebrew חֵלֶת  shecheleth) remains a matter of some scholarly uncertainty, with various ,שְׁ
proposed identifications (including specific tree resins and, in the case of onycha, possibly an operculum 
from certain mollusk species) debated among specialists in ancient Near Eastern botany and pharmacology, 
though frankincense and galbanum are more confidently and widely identified. 

📖 Further Reading: Exodus 30:34-38; Leviticus 10:1-2 (a related instance of the danger of unauthorized worship 
practice, examined in this series' Day of Atonement study). 

Reflection Questions 
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1. How does the explicit prohibition against replicating this formula for private use shape your 
understanding of what made this incense specifically holy, rather than merely pleasant? 

2. Why might God have specified such a precise, protected recipe rather than allowing more general 
latitude in what incense could be offered? 
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Chapter 2 — Exodus 30:1-10: The Daily Rhythm of Incense 

"And Aaron shall burn thereon sweet incense every morning: when he dresseth the lamps, he 
shall burn incense upon it. And when Aaron lighteth the lamps at even, he shall burn incense 
upon it, a perpetual incense before the LORD throughout your generations." — Exodus 30:7-8 

Positioned Nearest the Veil 

As this series' Tabernacle study noted, the altar of incense stood in the Holy Place nearest the veil separating 

it from the Most Holy Place — the closest point of regular priestly access to the place of God's most 

concentrated presence, short of the high priest's singular annual entry beyond the veil itself (examined at 

length in this series' Day of Atonement studies). 

A Twice-Daily, Perpetual Rhythm 

Unlike the once-a-year Day of Atonement ritual, incense was offered twice daily — morning and evening, 

coordinated specifically with the tending of the golden lampstand's lamps (examined in the Tabernacle 

study) — establishing a continuous, unbroken daily rhythm of this specific act of worship, described 

explicitly as 'perpetual...throughout your generations.' 

A Different Register of Access Than the Ark's Blood Ritual 

It is worth distinguishing this daily incense offering from the Day of Atonement's blood ritual examined at 

length elsewhere in this series: where the mercy seat's blood application addressed the nation's 

accumulated sin through a specific, singular annual event, the incense altar's twice-daily rhythm suggests a 

different, complementary register of worship — regular, ongoing communion and offering rather than a 

once-yearly, comprehensive atoning event. 

💡 Did You Know? 

This altar, though standing in the Holy Place rather than the Most Holy Place itself, is described in Hebrews 
9:4 as belonging conceptually 'within the veil' alongside the Ark of the Covenant — a detail that has 
generated some scholarly discussion regarding whether Hebrews intends a strictly literal spatial claim or a 
theological association reflecting the incense altar's close functional relationship to the Most Holy Place, 
given its position immediately before the veil and its smoke's natural drift toward and beyond it. 

📖 Further Reading: Exodus 30:1-10; Hebrews 9:1-5; this series' Tabernacle and Day of Atonement studies. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How does the incense altar's twice-daily rhythm, compared to the Day of Atonement's once-yearly 
ritual, shape your understanding of these two different registers of worship functioning together? 

2. What significance do you see in the incense offering being coordinated specifically with the tending 
of the lampstand's lamps? 
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Chapter 3 — Psalm 141:2: "Let My Prayer Be Set Forth as Incense" 

"Let my prayer be set forth before thee as incense; and the lifting up of my hands as the 
evening sacrifice." — Psalm 141:2 

A Metaphor the Psalmist Draws Himself 

This verse is worth noting for a specific reason: unlike some connections this study series has examined that 

rest on later inference, this is the psalmist's own explicit, self-conscious comparison — he directly requests 

that his prayer be regarded 'as incense,' drawing the connection between his own present act of prayer and 

the tabernacle's ongoing incense ritual deliberately and by name, rather than a comparison a later reader 

constructs on his behalf. 

Paired With the Evening Sacrifice 

The verse's second half — 'the lifting up of my hands as the evening sacrifice' — pairs this incense 

comparison with the daily evening sacrifice, reinforcing that David (this psalm's traditional author) is 

deliberately invoking the tabernacle's actual, twice-daily ritual rhythm (examined in Chapter 2) as the frame 

for understanding his own personal prayer, offered presumably at some distance from the tabernacle itself 

rather than as a priest actually performing the ritual. 

A Request, Not a Claim of Automatic Equivalence 

It is worth noting the verse's grammatical form: 'let my prayer be set forth' is a request or petition, not a 

flat assertion that prayer automatically or mechanically functions exactly as incense in every respect. David 

is asking God to regard his prayer with the same favor and acceptance the incense offering represented, 

rather than claiming an automatic, unconditional equivalence between the two acts. 

💡 Did You Know? 

This psalm is traditionally associated with evening prayer in later Jewish and Christian liturgical practice 
specifically because of this verse's direct reference to 'the evening sacrifice,' and portions of Psalm 141 
continue to be used in evening prayer liturgies across various Christian traditions today, reflecting this 
verse's long-standing devotional association with the specific time of day it references. 

📖 Further Reading: Psalm 141:1-10; Exodus 30:7-8 (examined in Chapter 2). 

Reflection Questions 

1. How does recognizing this as the psalmist's own deliberate, self-conscious metaphor (rather than a 
later imposed comparison) strengthen your confidence in this connection? 

2. What does the verse's petitionary form ('let my prayer be set forth') suggest about the proper 
posture of someone offering prayer, compared to an assumption of automatic acceptance? 
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Chapter 4 — Zechariah's Once-in-a-Lifetime Duty 

"According to the custom of the priest's office, his lot was to burn incense when he went into 
the temple of the Lord. And the whole multitude of the people were praying without at the 
time of incense." — Luke 1:9-10 

A Rare Honor, Determined by Lot 

By the first century, the priesthood had grown to include many thousands of individual priests, organized 

(following the pattern established in 1 Chronicles 24:1-19) into twenty-four rotating divisions, each serving 

roughly two weeks per year in the temple. Within each division's period of service, lots were cast to assign 

specific duties, including the considerable honor of entering the sanctuary itself to offer incense — a duty 

this study's Chapter 1 examined as occurring at the location nearest the veil, short of the Most Holy Place 

itself. 

Likely a Singular, Unrepeated Opportunity 

Given the sheer number of priests involved and the rotating lot system, this specific honor would likely have 

come to any individual priest, at most, once in his entire lifetime of service — a detail more explicitly 

elaborated in later rabbinic sources (compare Mishnah, Tamid 5:2-6:3, which describes procedures 

apparently designed to ensure this specific honor rotated fairly among eligible priests) than stated directly 

by Luke's own text, though Luke's narrative framing (presenting this as a notable, significant moment worth 

recording in detail) is fully consistent with this being a rare, likely unrepeatable opportunity for Zechariah 

specifically. 

A Congregation Praying in Coordinated Rhythm 

Luke's specific detail that 'the whole multitude of the people were praying without at the time of incense' 

confirms and extends the pattern examined throughout this study: by the first century, congregational 

prayer was apparently offered in deliberate, coordinated timing with the priest's incense offering inside the 

sanctuary — meaning the crowd gathered outside was not merely waiting passively, but actively praying in 

conscious, timed connection with the incense rising within, a vivid, historically attested first-century 

instance of the prayer-incense connection this entire study traces. 

💡 Did You Know? 

It is within this exact, singular moment — Zechariah alone in the sanctuary, the crowd praying outside, 
incense rising — that the angel Gabriel appears to announce John the Baptist's coming birth (Luke 1:11-20, 
examined at length in this series' study on Elijah and John the Baptist), meaning this passage's careful 
historical detail about the incense ritual's rarity and significance directly sets the stage for one of the New 
Testament's most consequential angelic annunciations. 

📖 Further Reading: Luke 1:5-23; 1 Chronicles 24:1-19; Mishnah, Tamid 5:2-6:3. 
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Reflection Questions 

1. How does understanding the likely rarity of this specific honor (possibly once in Zechariah's entire 
lifetime) deepen the significance of this being the exact moment Gabriel appeared to him? 

2. What does the detail of the crowd praying outside 'at the time of incense' suggest about how deeply 
the prayer-incense connection had become embedded in ordinary first-century Jewish worship 
practice? 
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Chapter 5 — Revelation 5:8: Golden Bowls Full of Incense 

"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 5:8 

An Explicit, Direct Identification 

Unlike Psalm 141's petitionary comparison (Chapter 3), this verse offers a direct, explicit identification with 

no ambiguity: the golden bowls' contents 'are the prayers of saints' — not merely similar to prayers, or 

symbolic of them in some looser sense, but directly and flatly identified as such within this heavenly vision's 

own descriptive language. 

Held by the Twenty-Four Elders 

These bowls are held specifically by 'the four and twenty elders,' figures whose precise identity is itself a 

matter of ongoing scholarly discussion (commonly proposed as representing either the twelve tribes of 

Israel and twelve apostles together, symbolizing the whole redeemed people of God across both 

testaments, or a distinct order of heavenly, angelic beings) — a question this study does not attempt to 

resolve fully, since the incense-prayer identification itself remains clear regardless of precisely how these 

particular heavenly figures are best identified. 

A Scene of Worship, Not Merely Ritual Description 

This entire scene occurs within an extended, worshipful response to the Lamb's worthiness to open the 

sealed scroll (Revelation 5:1-14) — meaning the prayers represented here are held up and offered 

specifically within this larger context of worship directed toward Christ, reinforcing that these prayers' 

ultimate significance is bound up with, rather than separate from, the Lamb's own central, worthy position 

in this entire heavenly scene. 

💡 Did You Know? 

The Greek word behind 'odours,' θυμιαμάτων (thymiamaton), is the standard term for incense throughout 
the Greek Old Testament (Septuagint) and New Testament, the same term used in the Septuagint's 
translation of Exodus 30's incense instructions examined in Chapters 1-2 — confirming a direct linguistic 
continuity between the tabernacle's actual incense offering and this heavenly vision's symbolic incense, not 
merely a loose thematic parallel constructed from unrelated vocabulary. 

📖 Further Reading: Revelation 5:1-14; Revelation 4:4, 10 (the twenty-four elders' first appearance). 

Reflection Questions 

1. How does this verse's direct, explicit identification ('which are the prayers of saints') compare in 
strength to the more petitionary, self-conscious metaphor of Psalm 141:2? 
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2. What significance do you see in this incense-prayer imagery occurring specifically within a scene of 
worship directed toward the Lamb's worthiness? 
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Chapter 6 — Revelation 8:3-4: An Angel, Incense, and the Prayers 
of All the Saints 

"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. And the smoke of the incense, which came with the 
prayers of the saints, ascended up before God out of the angel's hand." — Revelation 8:3-4 

A Related but Grammatically Distinct Image 

It is worth noting a subtle but genuine distinction between this passage and Revelation 5:8, examined in the 

previous chapter. Where 5:8 directly identifies the incense as being the prayers of saints ('golden 

vials...which are the prayers of saints'), this passage describes the angel offering incense 'with the prayers 

of all saints' — a construction suggesting the incense accompanies or is offered alongside the prayers, rather 

than being a pure, one-to-one metaphorical identification. This study presents this as a genuine, subtle 

grammatical distinction worth noting honestly, without asserting a single certain resolution regarding 

exactly how these two related but not verbally identical scenes should be precisely harmonized — both 

clearly affirm a close, significant connection between incense and the prayers of God's people, whether that 

connection is best understood as strict identification (5:8) or close accompaniment (8:3-4). 

A Specific Location: "The Golden Altar Which Was Before the Throne" 

This passage locates the action at a specific altar directly 'before the throne' — language drawing directly 

on the tabernacle's own altar of incense, positioned nearest the veil and God's presence (examined in 

Chapter 2), now depicted in this heavenly vision as the actual, ultimate reality the earthly tabernacle's altar 

had always represented (compare this series' broader discussion of the tabernacle as a copy of heavenly 

realities, examined at length in the dedicated Tabernacle study and this series' study on the first and last 

Adam's related themes). 

The Aftermath: Thrown Down in Judgment 

Immediately following this scene, the same angel 'took the censer, and filled it with fire of the altar, and 

cast it into the earth' (8:5), followed by dramatic judgment imagery (thunder, lightning, an earthquake) — 

meaning this prayer-incense scene functions, within Revelation's broader narrative, as a direct precursor 

and apparent trigger for the judgments that follow, suggesting these prayers (whatever their precise specific 

content) are directly, causally connected to God's subsequent judicial action in the unfolding vision. 

💡 Did You Know? 

This scene's positioning at the opening of the seventh seal (Revelation 8:1), following a notable 'silence in 
heaven about the space of half an hour' (8:1), has led some interpreters to read this dramatic pause and the 
following incense scene as depicting heaven's own attentive, weighty consideration of the saints' 
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accumulated prayers before God moves forward with the judgments the rest of Revelation's narrative 
describes — though this specific dramatic reading of the 'silence' remains an interpretive inference rather 
than something the text states explicitly. 

📖 Further Reading: Revelation 8:1-5; Revelation 5:8 (examined in Chapter 5, for comparison). 

Reflection Questions 

1. How does the subtle grammatical distinction between 'are the prayers' (5:8) and 'with the prayers' 
(8:3-4) affect your reading of how closely incense and prayer are identified across these two related 
passages? 

2. What significance do you see in this prayer-incense scene functioning as a direct precursor to the 
judgments that follow in Revelation's narrative? 
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Chapter 7 — Who Is the Angel of Revelation 8:3? A Genuine 
Question 

A Figure the Text Does Not Name 

Revelation 8:3 introduces this angel simply as 'another angel,' without further identification by name or 

specific description beyond his priestly-like function at the heavenly altar. This chapter addresses directly 

the genuine interpretive question this anonymity raises, rather than assuming a confident identification the 

text itself does not supply. 

Possible Identification With a Named Archangel 

Some interpreters, drawing on intertestamental Jewish tradition (compare Tobit 12:15, a text from the 

Apocrypha describing 'seven holy angels' who present the prayers of the saints before God's glory, and 

various angelic intercessory roles described in 1 Enoch), have proposed identifying this angel with a specific 

named archangel, such as Michael (who appears prominently elsewhere in Revelation, 12:7) or another 

figure from this broader tradition of angelic beings associated with presenting prayers before God. This 

study presents this proposed identification as drawing on genuine intertestamental Jewish background 

material relevant for understanding the broader conceptual world Revelation was written within, while 

noting directly that Revelation 8:3 itself does not name or specifically identify this angel with any of these 

figures. 

A Minority Proposal: Identification With Christ Himself 

A minority of interpreters, particularly within certain strands of Catholic and Orthodox theological tradition, 

have proposed reading this angel as Christ himself functioning in a heavenly intercessory, priestly role. This 

study holds that this reading faces a significant difficulty: Revelation consistently and carefully distinguishes 

Christ (typically described as 'the Lamb') from the angels who surround and worship Him throughout the 

book (compare Revelation 5:6-14's clear distinction between the Lamb and the surrounding angelic beings), 

making a direct identification of this specific 'angel' with Christ himself a less contextually likely reading 

within Revelation's own consistent literary pattern, though this study presents it honestly as a minority 

position some traditions have held rather than dismissing it without acknowledgment. 

The Most Textually Cautious Position 

This study holds that the most textually cautious, defensible position is simply to accept the text's own 

anonymity: Revelation 8:3 describes 'another angel' performing a specific priestly-like function within this 

vision, without requiring readers to supply a specific name or identity the text itself does not provide. The 

passage's theological significance (the prayers of the saints reaching God's presence, accompanied by 
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incense, before significant subsequent judgment) remains fully clear and meaningful regardless of this 

specific angel's precise identity. 

💡 Did You Know? 

Revelation contains numerous instances of unnamed angelic figures performing specific, significant 
functions throughout its visions (compare the 'angel of the waters' in Revelation 16:5, or the 'angel...having 
the seal of the living God' in 7:2), reflecting a broader pattern within the book's visionary literary style of 
introducing angelic agents by function and role rather than by name, making this specific instance of 
unnamed angelic identity consistent with, rather than an unusual exception to, Revelation's overall literary 
approach. 

📖 Further Reading: Revelation 8:3; Tobit 12:15 (Apocryphal background material); Revelation 12:7; Revelation 5:6-
14. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How does recognizing the range of proposed identifications for this angel, none certain, shape the 
way you might discuss this passage with others? 

2. Why might the passage's theological significance remain fully intact regardless of exactly which 
specific identification (if any) for this angel is correct? 
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Chapter 8 — Does Incense Make Prayers Acceptable? A Theological 
Question 

This chapter addresses directly a genuine theological question with some historical, denominational 

significance, requiring careful, evenhanded treatment. 

One Possible Reading: Incense as Enhancement 

Some readers and theological traditions have read this imagery (particularly Revelation 8:3-4's language of 

incense offered 'with' the prayers) as suggesting that the incense functions to enhance, purify, or otherwise 

add acceptability to prayers that would not, on their own, be fully acceptable before God — sometimes 

connected, within certain Catholic and Orthodox theological traditions, to broader ideas regarding angelic 

or saintly intercession contributing something additional to believers' own prayers. 

The Majority Protestant Reading: Symbolic Representation of Already-Accepted Prayer 

Most Protestant traditions and commentators read this imagery differently: the incense functions as a vivid, 

symbolic representation of the reality that believers' prayers do, in fact, ascend to and are received 

favorably by God — not because the incense itself adds merit or acceptability the prayers otherwise lack, 

but because these prayers are already made acceptable through Christ's own mediatorial work and ongoing 

intercession (compare Hebrews 7:25, 'he ever liveth to make intercession for them'; and 1 Timothy 2:5, 'one 

mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus'). On this reading, the incense pictures and 

dramatizes a spiritual reality already secured through Christ, rather than constituting an additional 

mechanism required to secure that reality. 

A Genuine Point of Some Ecumenical Difference 

This study presents this as a genuine point of some historical and continuing theological difference across 

Christian traditions, without asserting that one specific reading represents the obvious, uncontested 

position of the whole church. Both readings agree that this imagery meaningfully depicts prayers reaching 

God's presence and being received; they differ regarding the precise mechanism and theological significance 

attributed to the incense itself within that process. 

What All Traditions Can Affirm Together 

Regardless of this specific difference, all these traditions affirm the passage's core, shared claim: believers' 

prayers genuinely reach God's presence, are genuinely valued and attended to by Him, and are connected, 

in some meaningful way, to God's ongoing purposes and eventual judicial action in the world — a substantial 

point of shared theological ground worth emphasizing even amid this more specific area of difference. 
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💡 Did You Know? 

This general pattern of difference — whether specific biblical images point primarily to Christ's own 
sufficient, singular mediatorial work, or additionally support ideas about ongoing angelic or saintly 
intercessory contribution — recurs across several other biblical images and passages beyond this specific 
incense imagery, reflecting a broader, longstanding area of theological discussion across Christian traditions 
regarding the nature and scope of mediation between God and humanity. 

📖 Further Reading: Revelation 8:3-4; Hebrews 7:23-25 (examined at length in this series' study on Christ's finished 
priesthood); 1 Timothy 2:5-6. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How does presenting both readings evenhandedly, without favoring one tradition's position as 
obviously correct, shape the way you engage this genuine area of theological difference? 

2. What shared theological ground can you identify that all these traditions affirm together, despite 
their more specific differences regarding the incense's precise significance? 
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Chapter 9 — Whose Prayers? Living Believers, the Redeemed in 
Heaven, or Martyrs Specifically? 

"And when he had opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of them that were 
slain for the word of God, and for the testimony which they held: And they cried with a loud 
voice, saying, How long, O Lord, holy and true, dost thou not judge and avenge our blood on 
them that dwell in earth?" — Revelation 6:9-10 

A Distinct, Specific Group Introduced Earlier 

Revelation 6:9-11, occurring shortly before the incense scenes this study has examined, describes a specific 

group: 'the souls of them that were slain for the word of God' — martyrs specifically, positioned 'under the 

altar,' crying out for divine justice and told to 'rest yet for a little season, until their fellowservants also and 

their brethren, that should be killed as they were, should be fulfilled.' 

A Genuine Question of Continuity 

This raises a fair interpretive question worth examining directly: does Revelation 8:3-4's broader reference 

to 'the prayers of all saints' specifically continue or respond to these martyrs' particular cry for justice from 

chapter 6, or does it refer more broadly and generally to the ongoing prayers of all believers (including 

Revelation's own original readers, still living on earth and facing their own present trials) — prayers for God's 

kingdom to come, for justice, for deliverance, not necessarily limited to the specific martyrs' cry examined 

in chapter 6? 

Both Readings Have Reasonable Support 

This study presents both readings as reasonable: the martyrs' specific cry (6:9-10) and the general prayers 

'of all saints' (8:3-4) share thematic and vocabulary overlap (both concern issues of justice, both involve 

prayer reaching God's attention and preceding subsequent divine action), supporting a plausible continuity 

reading; at the same time, 8:3-4's language ('all saints,' without specific reference back to the martyrs 

particularly) is broad enough to include, quite naturally, the ordinary, ongoing prayers of any believer, 

whether martyred or not, living at any point across the church's history, not only those specifically killed for 

their testimony. 

A Question the Text Does Not Fully Resolve 

This study does not claim certainty regarding exactly how narrowly or broadly to construe 'the prayers of all 

saints' in 8:3-4, presenting this honestly as a genuine interpretive question the text's own wording leaves 

some room to answer in more than one reasonable way, rather than asserting a single, certain resolution. 

💡 Did You Know? 
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This question connects to a broader, larger debate in Revelation scholarship regarding how much of the 
book's imagery should be read as addressing the specific, immediate circumstances of its original first-
century audience (facing genuine persecution under Roman authority) versus how much should be read as 
describing events or realities extending across the entire subsequent span of church history or specifically 
reserved for a future, final period — a much larger interpretive question this study does not attempt to 
resolve, but which bears directly on how one might answer this chapter's more specific question about 
whose prayers are primarily in view. 

📖 Further Reading: Revelation 6:9-11; Revelation 8:3-4 (for comparison). 

Reflection Questions 

1. Which reading — continuity with the martyrs' specific cry, or a broader reference to all believers' 
ongoing prayers — do you find more contextually persuasive, and why? 

2. How does recognizing this as a genuinely open question, rather than a settled certainty, shape your 
own reflection on how your prayers might relate to this heavenly scene? 
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Chapter 10 — Common Questions and Interpretive Caution 

Given the range of textual and theological material this study has covered, this chapter draws together 

several further common questions. 

"Should Christians today use physical incense in worship, given this biblical imagery?" 

This is a matter of considerable variation across Christian tradition and practice; some traditions (including 

many Catholic, Orthodox, and some Anglican and Lutheran communities) continue using physical incense 

liturgically, often explicitly connecting the practice to this biblical imagery, while many other Protestant 

traditions do not use physical incense at all, generally understanding these biblical texts as pointing to a 

spiritual reality (prayer reaching God) rather than requiring or recommending a specific continued physical 

practice. This study does not adjudicate this specific practical question, which reflects broader differences 

in liturgical tradition and philosophy across Christian communities. 

"Is it legitimate to pray asking that our prayers be like incense, following Psalm 141:2's 
example?" 

Yes; this study holds that David's own explicit request in Psalm 141:2 provides a clear, direct biblical model 

for this kind of prayer, and believers can appropriately echo this same request in their own devotional life, 

asking God to receive their prayers with the same favor the incense offering represented. 

"Does this study's presentation of the incense-acceptability debate (Chapter 8) favor 
one Christian tradition over another?" 

This study has aimed to present both major readings evenhandedly, consistent with this series' approach to 

other genuine points of denominational difference (including the eschatological framework discussed in this 

series' Feasts of Israel study and the kenotic Christology discussion in the Name Above Every Name study), 

without asserting that either position represents the obvious, universally shared conclusion of the whole 

church. 

💡 Did You Know? 

This pattern of tracing a single biblical image across its full canonical range — from a protected tabernacle 
formula through a psalmist's personal metaphor, a specific historical priestly practice, and finally a heavenly 
vision — while carefully distinguishing explicit textual claims from genuine scholarly and theological debate 
at each stage, reflects the consistent method this study series has applied throughout its full range of 
subjects. 

📖 Further Reading: Exodus 30:34-38; Psalm 141:2; Luke 1:9-10; Revelation 5:8; Revelation 8:3-4. 

Reflection Questions 
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1. Which parts of this study's argument do you hold with the most confidence, and which do you 
consider more genuinely open to different traditions' interpretation? 

2. How does this kind of evenhanded treatment of genuine denominational difference shape your trust 
in the study's overall presentation? 
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Chapter 11 — Practical Applications for the Christian Life 

This traced image of incense and prayer, examined across its full biblical range, carries direct, significant 

implications for believers' own practice and confidence in prayer. 

1. Prayer Is Not a Casual, Inconsequential Act 

The protected, carefully specified nature of the incense formula (Chapter 1) and its central, rhythmic place 

in tabernacle worship (Chapter 2) remind believers that prayer, its later symbolic counterpart, deserves 

similar seriousness and regularity in their own devotional lives, rather than casual or inconsistent practice. 

2. You Can Ask God to Receive Your Prayer Favorably 

Psalm 141:2's direct, personal petition (Chapter 3) models a legitimate form of prayer believers can imitate: 

explicitly asking God to receive and regard their own prayers with favor, rather than assuming this reception 

automatically or taking it for granted without conscious request. 

3. Your Prayers Genuinely Reach God's Presence 

Revelation 5:8 and 8:3-4's vivid heavenly imagery (Chapters 5-6) offers believers concrete, vivid assurance 

that their prayers are not lost or ineffective, but genuinely reach and are attended to within God's own 

heavenly presence, regardless of how ordinary or unremarkable those prayers might feel from the praying 

believer's own earthly vantage point. 

4. Confidence in Christ's Mediation Does Not Require Resolving Every Denominational 
Question 

This study's evenhanded treatment of the incense-acceptability debate (Chapter 8) allows believers across 

different traditions to find genuine, shared confidence in the core claim (prayers reaching and being 

received by God through Christ's mediation) without needing to fully resolve every more specific 

denominational question to benefit from this passage's central assurance. 

5. Your Prayers May Be Connected to Purposes Larger Than You Can See 

The direct narrative connection between the incense-prayer scene and the subsequent judgments in 

Revelation 8 (Chapter 6) reminds believers that their prayers, however small or personal they may feel, may 

be genuinely woven into God's larger, ongoing purposes in ways not always visible or traceable from the 

praying believer's own limited vantage point. 

💡 Did You Know? 
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The tradition of associating incense with prayer has continued to shape Christian hymnody and devotional 
writing across many centuries and traditions, including numerous hymns and prayers explicitly invoking 
Psalm 141:2's imagery, testifying to this single biblical image's sustained, cross-traditional devotional power 
throughout the history of Christian worship. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Which of these five applications feels most relevant to your own current practice of and confidence 
in prayer? 

2. How might praying Psalm 141:2 directly, in your own words, shape your next season of personal 
devotional prayer? 
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Summary of Key Points 

• Exodus 30:34-38 specifies a precise, protected incense recipe explicitly forbidden from private 
replication, underscoring its exclusive, holy association with tabernacle worship rather than being 
valued merely for its fragrance. 

• The incense altar's twice-daily rhythm (Exodus 30:1-10), positioned nearest the veil, established a 
continuous pattern of worship complementing rather than duplicating the Day of Atonement's once-
yearly ritual. 

• Psalm 141:2 provides the psalmist's own explicit, self-conscious metaphor directly comparing his 
prayer to incense and his lifted hands to the evening sacrifice, framed as a personal petition rather 
than an automatic claim of equivalence. 

• Luke 1:9-10 records Zechariah's likely once-in-a-lifetime priestly duty of offering incense, occurring 
while the assembled crowd prayed outside in deliberate, coordinated timing — the exact moment 
Gabriel appeared to announce John the Baptist's birth. 

• Revelation 5:8 offers a direct, explicit identification of golden bowls of incense as 'the prayers of 
saints,' held by the twenty-four elders within an extended scene of worship directed toward the 
Lamb. 

• Revelation 8:3-4 describes an unnamed angel offering incense 'with the prayers of all saints' at a 
golden altar before God's throne, a scene functioning as a direct precursor to the judgments that 
follow in Revelation's narrative. 

• The identity of this unnamed angel remains genuinely uncertain, with proposed identifications (a 
specific archangel, or in a minority view, Christ himself) resting on intertestamental background 
material or specific theological traditions rather than explicit textual naming. 

• Christian traditions differ, in a genuine and historically significant way, regarding whether incense in 
this imagery enhances prayers' acceptability or merely symbolically represents prayers already made 
acceptable through Christ's own sufficient mediation. 

• Whether 'the prayers of all saints' in Revelation 8:3-4 specifically continues the martyrs' cry from 
Revelation 6:9-11 or refers more broadly to all believers' ongoing prayers remains a genuine, 
unresolved interpretive question this study presents honestly rather than resolving with false 
certainty. 
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Further Reading by Theme 

On the Incense Altar and Its Tabernacle Context 

Exodus 30:1-10, 34-38 (examined further in this series' dedicated Tabernacle study). 

On Prayer Compared to Incense in the Psalms 

Psalm 141:1-10; Psalm 5:1-3 (a related morning prayer psalm). 

On Zechariah's Priestly Duty 

Luke 1:5-25 (examined further in this series' Elijah and John the Baptist study); 1 Chronicles 24:1-19. 

On Revelation's Incense-Prayer Imagery 

Revelation 5:1-14; Revelation 6:9-11; Revelation 8:1-5. 

On Christ's Sufficient Mediation 

Hebrews 7:23-28 (examined at length in this series' study on Christ's finished priesthood); 1 Timothy 2:5-6. 



The Incense and the Prayers of the Saints 

Page 29 of 30 

Bibliography and Recommended References 

The works below are recommended for readers who wish to go further than this introductory study, 

whether through academic commentaries or accessible reference resources. 

Commentaries on Exodus 

• STUART, Douglas K. Exodus. New American Commentary. Nashville: B&H Publishing Group. 

• ENNS, Peter. Exodus. NIV Application Commentary. Grand Rapids: Zondervan. 

Commentaries on the Psalms 

• KIDNER, Derek. Psalms 73-150: An Introduction and Commentary. Tyndale Old Testament 
Commentaries. Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press. 

• GOLDINGAY, John. Psalms, Volume 3: Psalms 90-150. Baker Commentary on the Old Testament 
Wisdom and Psalms. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic. 

Commentaries on Luke 

• MARSHALL, I. Howard. The Gospel of Luke. New International Greek Testament Commentary. Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans. 

• BOCK, Darrell L. Luke. Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic. 

Commentaries on Revelation 

• BEALE, G. K. The Book of Revelation. New International Greek Testament Commentary. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans. 

• OSBORNE, Grant R. Revelation. Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic. 

• MOUNCE, Robert H. The Book of Revelation. New International Commentary on the New Testament. 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans. 

On First-Century Jewish Priestly Practice 

• SCHÜRER, Emil. The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ. Revised edition. 
Edinburgh: T&T Clark. 

• NEUSNER, Jacob (trans.). The Mishnah: A New Translation. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

Dictionaries and Original-Language Tools 

• BROWN, DRIVER, BRIGGS. A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament (BDB). 

• ARNDT, William; DANKER, Frederick W.; BAUER, Walter. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 
Testament (BDAG). 



The Incense and the Prayers of the Saints 

Page 30 of 30 

• VINE, W. E. Vine's Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words. 
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