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Tapers and Incense in the Church 
Objective: 
Church rites help us offer sincere worship. 

References: 

“Orthodox Prayer Life,” by Fr. Matthew the Poor
Memory Verse: 

“Seven lamps of fire were burning before the throne, which are the seven Spirits of God” (Revelation 4:5). 
Introduction: 


The candle is a precise image of a worshipper standing in the presence of God. It is calm in appearance, but it is burning in heart with burning fire; it burns its cool body, melts it and pours it as tears that flow, leaving a circle of light behind it. This pleases anyone who contemplates on it or walks under its guidance. 


Its nature without the work of fire is trifle and useless, the same way as the nature of man without the work of grace. 


One candle lit in the House of God is an invitation to quiet, burning and shining worship. The candle is like the worshipper. It does not give light by itself but when it is lit; it burns and shines and in this case, it lightens the darkness around it and gives forth heat and warmth to those who surround it. 

Lesson Outline: 

I. What Does The Use Of Candles Mean? 


In the early church, candles were not used for merely giving light because they were used during day time, especially on feast days on different occasions. On those occasions, the altar appeared bright and beautiful, especially on the following occasions:

When celebrating Holy Saturday, there was a special rite performed for the candles of the Passover Day, where all the people participated joyfully in celebrating the light of the resurrection. Believers still bring the light from the Holy Tomb in Jerusalem on that night every year and take it to all parts of the world. 


Candles were lit by the baptism font as a sign of enlightenment and the new shining nature that’s worn by the baptized person. The new baptized persons used to go in a procession around the interior of the church, after the liturgy and after receiving the Holy Communion. They put golden crowns on their heads and were girded with ribbons. Candles were in their hands as a sign of joy for the new birth. 


Also when the Holy Bible is read, we see a candle in the hand of the deacon as a sign that the Gospel’s light fills the universe. The Gospel is man’s lamp and the light of his way; he who lives according to the (Bible) Gospel, lives in light, walks in light and becomes the son of light and the son of resurrection. 

Also, on the Saints’ days, candles are lit before their icons, indicating that they “Shine like the brightness of the firmament” in the kingdom of God. This honor urges others to follow the example of those saints and imitate them till the end. 


As for martyrs, people used to light a lampadae before their icons, and each lampadae was lit day and night. The remaining oil in them caused several miracles. We hear about a lame man who entered the church of St. Stephen and anointed his leg with the oil and was healed immediately. The man lit a candle and left his crutch as a present to the saint, and it became as a shrine for people to visit. 


Candles were used in funerals where deacons walked before the departed righteous and pious people and lit candles over their bodies. 


In the Liturgy prayers, there are two lit candlesticks set on the two sides of the altar, referring to the two angels who were by the tomb of Jesus at the time of His resurrection. The lampadae set in the eastern side of the church refers to the star that drew our attention to the child Jesus. 


The candle lit before the Icon of the Virgin declares that this is the Mother of light. The candle lit before the Icon of a Saint declares that he/she is the lit, decorated lamp that is exalted in the house to give light to all those living in it. 


Let us practice this rite and remember that the wise virgins who were ready to meet the Bridegroom had oil in their vessels, and they lit their lamps when they met the bridegroom. Let us practice this rite in godliness, submission and deep contemplation. We should be purified of sin; we should not be defiled. We have to lift up our eyes to the heavenly glory where the dwelling places of Light exist. 

II. The Use of Incense in the Church 


St. Ephraim of Syria says, “I made a church of myself for Christ. The toils of my body burn as incense inside it.” 


Incense was used in the past, in the Old Testament, each morning and each evening according to the commandment the Lord gave Moses (Exodus 30). 


When the plague spread among the people of Israel, Moses and Aaron took fire from the altar, put it in a censer and poured incense on it. They stood between the living and the dead and made atonement for them (Numbers 16:44-48). 


In the Old Testament, the Lord demanded that censers should be kept as they were sanctified by raising incense before the Lord. 


Its use was mentioned in a wonderful way in the Book of Revelation. The incense is the prayers of the saints. We should honor the fearful Presence of God by offering incense to Him (Revelations 8:3,4) 


Many troubled souls entered the church, and there they felt calm and comfort when the cloud of holy incense rose from the censor that is in the priest’s hand and reached them. 
Many worried souls felt comfort when they looked at the incense smoke rising to heaven. 


The simple eye sees incense as mere sweet smelling smoke which disappears in the air after a short time, but the eye of the inspired soul sees it going up to heaven, carried with it the prayers of the saints and the holy angels and raised with hymns of praise. 
III. An objection and refutation 


We have to notice that we offer incense to God only, but giving incense to the High Priests is only for attaining their blessings so that they may rise with the prayers of the people who are members of one body. So incense is not offered to them as persons but to God who abides in them; St. Paul the apostle says, “You are the temples of God and the Spirit is dwelling in you.” 


Some may object, saying that offering incense to the icons of Saints is worship to persons or to pictures and statues, but in fact we do all this with the spirit of fellowship. As small grains of incense melt and send forth a sweet smell before God, the priest does the same when he gathers the prayers of the saints, whether alive or dead, and raises them to God in public worship with deep spiritual significance, thanking God “Who in Christ always leads us in triumph, and through us spreads the fragrance of the knowledge of Him everywhere. For we are the aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved” (2 Corinthians 2:14,15).
Applications: 

· Light a candle before the Icon of the Virgin or before the Icon of the Patron Saint of the church and ask them to intercede on your behalf before Christ that He may forgive your sins. 

· Send the names of those who departed so that the priest may raise incense for them after the prayer of the Congregation in the Divine Liturgy. 

· Make a wall magazine and write essays on “Tapers,” “Incense,” and “Icons” in the Orthodox Church. Make use of your readings and drawings in making this wall magazine. 

· Quote verses from the Holy Bible that proves your sound belief in using candles, incense and icons in the Orthodox Church. 



LIGHTS AND CANDLES IN THE CHURCH(
Bible Reading:   Matthew 25: 1-14

Golden Verses: 
· "You are the light of the world." Matthew 5: 14

· "Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your father in heaven." Matthew 5: 16
Lesson Aims:

1. The spiritual meanings of using lights in the church.

2. Teach the children to light a candle in front of the icons when they enter the church.

Lesson Notes:

1. Why do we use candles in the church?

a. It reminds us of the presence of Jesus Christ with us as the Light of the World.

b. The Church is the earthly heaven. The lights and candles are the stars.

c. As members of the Church, we should light the world.

2. When and where do we light candles?
a. On the altar, as an indication of the holiness of the Sacrifice
b. During the reading of the Gospel, since the Gospel spreads the light throughout the world
c. During the morning and evening Raising of Incense, the priest blesses those who are faithful with a lit cross. It is a symbol of Jesus Christ who was crucified and was the Light of the World. Through the cross, He brought us out of darkness and into the light.

d. The light in the Niche is a symbol of the bright star in the east that declared the birth of Jesus Christ to the wisemen. This light should burn at all times.

e. We also light candles in front of icons of the Saints as a reminder of their good deeds that brightened the world.

3. The use of pure oil and honeybee wax to make candles:
a. The oil is always a symbol of good deeds (the parable of the maidens).
b. The honeybee wax is pure and has no animal fat; it is a symbol of purity.

4. The Candle:
As a last thought, the candle burns itself to give us light, just as Jesus gave up His life for us.  We should also give ourselves to help others, just as the Saints gave themselves for us.

THE INCENSE(
Bible Reading:   Exodus 30:34-38
Golden Verses: 
“Let my prayer be set before You as incense” Psalm 141:2
Lesson Aims:
The use of incense during our prayers and its meaning
Lesson Notes:
1. The need for incense:

a. God asked Moses to use incense in the Old Testament (Exodus 30:34-38).

b. Angels in heaven offer incense with the prayers of all the saints (Revelation 8:3,4).

c. The priest offers incense during the Liturgy and all other Church prayers.

2. The meaning of the incense:

a. Incense symbolizes the presence of God. God used to appear in a cloud.
b. Incense is a symbol of heaven. It reminds us to always think about our ascension to heaven.

c. Incense is a symbol of prayers (Exodus 30:1-8).

3. The use of incense:

a. The priest uses incense on the altar as an indication of the presence of God and the work of the Holy Spirit.

b. In front of the Icons

c. The priest uses incense to cleanse the congregation (Numbers 16:44-47)

4. The censer:

a. The censer is a symbol of St. Mary, the Theotokos.

b. The coal represents the human nature of Christ.

c. The fire represents His divine nature.

Supplemental Notes( on

Candles & Incense in the Church

1. God commanded the people of Israel to make a lampstand of pure gold to be lit in front of the Ark of the Covenant at all times.
2. The Church is represented by seven lampstands in the Book of revelations. Hence, the lights remind us of the heavenly glory of the Church.
3. Candles are lit on the altar according to the commandment of the Lord to the Old Testament Church and also for the following:

a. The light of the Christian faith which lights in our hearts through the Sacrifice
b. God is the Light of the world who gives light to every man that comes into the world.

c. To signify the glory and honor of the New Testament Sacrifice

4. Lighting candles during the Gospel readings is in accord with the verse “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.” Ps. 119:105

5. The three candles placed on the cross during the blessing by the priest represent the Holy Trinity, and also Jesus Christ who was crucified on the cross is the Light of the world.

6. The candle or oil lamp in the Niche represents the star that shined to the Magi during the birth of Christ.

7. Lighting candles in front of icons represent the light of the Saints in the world, and they are like stars in heaven.

8. The oil in the oil lamps represents the good Christian works. Oil also was used for healing wounds.

9. Candles are made from honeybee wax because it’s pure and comes from beautiful and fragrant flowers. This represents the purity and variety of virtues each Christian possesses.

10. Biblical references on the use of incense:
a. God commanded Moses to offer it and sanctify it for Himself (Exodus 30:34-37).
b. God commanded that it have its own altar to offer it and that altar be located inside the Tabernacle (Exodus 40:5). This altar was separate from the altar of burnt sacrifices.

c. The prophecy of Malachi declares, “For from the rising of the sun even unto the going down of the same My name [shall be] great among the Gentiles; and in every place incense [shall be] offered unto My name, and a pure offering: for My name [shall be] great among the Gentiles, saith Jehovah of hosts.” (Malachi 1:11)
d. The Book of Revelation points out that incense is offered in heaven:
i. “Twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb, each having a harp, and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.” Rev 5:8
ii. “Then another angel, having a golden censer, came and stood at the altar. He was given much incense, that he should offer it with the prayers of all the saints upon the golden altar which was before the throne. And the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, ascended before God from the angel's hand.” Rev 8:3,4
e. The first people to offer Christ incense, or spices, in the New Testament were the Magi (Mt 2:11), the sinful woman (Lk 7:38), Mary the sister of Lazarus (Jn 12:3), Rabbi Nicodemus (Jn 19:40), and the women carrying the spices (Lk 24:1).
11. It is not fitting to say the incense was used in the Old Testament as a symbol of a reality that was to come. All realities that were previously represented by symbols had been fulfilled, and none of them could be represented by incense. If it is said that incense represented the prayers of Christian believers, then was the prayers that were offered up to God by His chosen and faithful followers of old, who had reposed in hope, not accepted? Who can say that they did not pray and their prayers were not accepted - prayers which were always accompanied by the raising of incense.
12. The prophecy of Malachi 1:11, which prophesy about the offering of incense by the Gentiles from the east to the west, proves the obligation of offering incense. The Gentiles did not know God at the time of the prophecy and were waiting to offer the incense after knowing Him through Jesus Christ our Lord.
13. The need of the heavenly hosts for incense and its use, whatever kind it may be, proves the obligation of offering it on earth in the visible Church. And it’s foolish to say that the incense offered by the angels was prayers because it is clearly said that it ascended with the prayers; therefore, it was separate from the prayers.
14. The Old Testament sacrifices were offered with confession, fasting, prayers and praises, in addition to the incense. If incense was indeed a symbol like the sacrifices of the Old Testament, and must be stopped by the end Old Testament sacrifices, then must confession, fasting, prayers and praises also be stopped by the end of the sacrifices?
15. Idol worshipers did offer incense with prayers and fastings, in addition to many other virtues, to their false gods. If some claim the offering incense should be stopped because it is used by idol-worshippers, is it right to stop prayers, fastings and virtues because the heathen offer them also to their gods?
16. It is enough that physicians used it to treat wide-spread epidemics; if it wasn’t healthy and aids in killing germs, they would not recommended it. It is enough that it disinfects the air and is hygienic. A protestant author confessed that it was used by Christians in the 3rd century but assumed that they were using it to clean the filthy air.

NAME: ____________________________
first                                        last                                                       .
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Verse to memorize: 

	Seven lamps of fire were burning before the throne, which are the seven Spirits of God. 
Revelation 4:5


1. What does the use of candles represent in the following:
a) Beside the Gospel when it’s read:

b) In front of Icons of Saints:

c) [image: image2.jpg]


On the sides of the altar:

d) In front of the Niche Icon of Christ:

2. Like ________________, we should give ourselves to serve______________; our ______________ should be as light shining before ___________, and our _____________ should give forth heat and warmth to those around _______.

3. In Exodus 30, God commanded Moses to make an ______________ to burn _________________ on it every _______________.

4. Like incense, our ______________ and praises should rise as a _____________ aroma before _____________.
5. In Revelations 8:3&4, an ________________ was given much _______________ to offer it with the prayers of the ________________ upon the _____________ altar before the ________________ of God.











































( Prepared by Dr. Raif Yanney, St. George Coptic Orthodox Church, Bellflower, CA, U.S.A.


( Prepared by Dr. Raif Yanney, St. George Coptic Orthodox Church, Bellflower, CA, U.S.A.


( Notes from Precious Pearls in Explaining the Rites & Dogmas of the Church (Part 1), by the Late Hegumen Yohanna Salama, St. George Coptic Orthodox Church, Shikolani, Shoubra – Egypt, 1999
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