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Altars in the Ancient Tabernacle and Temple
1.  The large altar of burnt offering. In the outer courtyard, people who brought live offerings 

could be present, but only priests could approach this altar, which was encased in wood 
overlaid with brass and had horns on 
its raised corners.

2.  The small altar of incense. In the Holy 
Place, or sanctuary, between the outer 
courtyard and the Holy of Holies, 
incense was burned at this altar, which 
was encased in wood overlaid with gold 
and had horns on its raised corners.
A third table, the table of shewbread, 

was in the Holy Place and could also 
be considered a kind of altar but is not 
designated as such.
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Before Moses, altars were sometimes 
built on mountains (see Genesis 12:8). 
When the Israelites received the law of 
Moses, they were told there would be 
only one place where people could make 
acceptable offerings, though it appears 
there were also exceptions (see Judges 
6:24; 1 Samuel 7:9).

The Hebrew word for altar comes 
from a verb meaning “to slaughter for 
sacrifice.” Another word translated 
as “altar” in Ezekiel 43 literally means 
“mountain of God.”

Altars had to be made of unhewn 
stones—meaning stones not cut 
with human tools—or of earth  
(see Exodus 20:24–25).

Altars were also places of refuge 
for fugitives (see Exodus 21:12–14; 
1 Kings 1:50; 2:28).

BIBLE FACTS

THEN WILL I GO UNTO THE 

“O SEND OUT THY LIGHT 
AND THY TRUTH: LET 
THEM LEAD ME. . . .

“THEN WILL I GO UNTO 
THE ALTAR OF GOD, UNTO 
GOD MY EXCEEDING JOY.”
Psalm 43:3–4



Where Did Altars Come From?

Worldly scholars have different theories about why various people throughout 
the ancient world had altars and performed sacrifices, but they have no 

definitive answers. Through modern revelation, however, we learn that these 
sacrifices had a common origin with Adam (see Moses 5:5–8). As President 
Joseph F. Smith (1838–1918) explained:

“Undoubtedly the knowledge of this law [of sacrifice] and of other rites and 
ceremonies was carried by the posterity of Adam into all lands, and continued 
with them, more or less pure, to the flood, and through Noah . . . to those who 
succeeded him, spreading out into all nations and countries. . . . What wonder, 
then, that we should find relics of Christianity, so to speak, among the heathens 
and nations who know not Christ, and whose histories date back beyond the 
days of Moses, and even beyond the flood, independent of and apart from the 
records of the Bible?” (“Discourse,” Deseret News, Feb. 19, 1873, 36).
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THEN WILL I GO UNTO THE ALTAR 
 S e p t e m b e r  2 0 1 5  9

AN ALTAR IS:

•  Raised from the earth. As we draw near to God 

and kneel humbly before Him, He elevates us. And 

ancient sacrifices were “a similitude of the sacrifice 

of the Only Begotten of the Father” (Moses 5:7), 

who was “lifted up upon the cross, that [He] might 

draw all men unto [Him]” (3 Nephi 27:14).

•  Built in a high and holy place. Today, we go to holy 

places to make our offerings to the Lord. At the 

temple we participate in exalting ordinances, and 

at church we partake of the sacrament.

•  Built for sacrifice. Adam’s sacrifice pointed his 

mind to Jesus Christ (see Moses 5:5–8). By going 

to God’s altar, we forsake the world and “offer 

a sacrifice . . . of a 

broken heart and 

a contrite spirit” 

(D&C 59:8). We 

thus “observe [our] 

covenants” and can 

be “accepted of [the 

Lord]” (D&C 97:8).

•  Where offerings or incense were burned. The 

smoke from burnt offerings rose into the heavens, 

representing our dedication to God. The incense 

represented people’s prayers rising up to God (see 

Psalm 141:2; Revelation 5:8; 8:3–4).

What We Can Learn?

OF GOD

TODAY’S 
SACRIFICIAL ALTAR
“How is it we show the Lord 
that we have symbolically 
put ourselves upon today’s 
sacrificial altar? . . . When we 

overcome our own selfish desires and put God 
first in our lives and covenant to serve Him 
regardless of the cost, we are then living the 
law of sacrifice.”
Elder M. Russell Ballard of the Quorum of the Twelve 
Apostles, “The Law of Sacrifice,” Ensign, Oct. 1998, 10.




