The Role of the Mizbeach (altar) and the Identity of the Mikdash -
Zevachim Chapter 5 (i InT'x)

The fifth chapter of Zevachim describes the precise way the korbanot were offered -

with a focus on the use of the external altar - known alternatively as the nwinin nam,

the j1¥'nn natn, or the n21vn nam. In this shiur we offer a glimpse into the role of the
altar in defining the character of the Mishkan/Mikdash

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf@gmail.com
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When God spoke the Decalogue to Israel...and they accepted upon themselves to do
what God would command...they became his nation, and He, their God ...And they were
then worthy of having God's Presence dwell among them.

Behold the most important element of the Tabernacle is the place of God’s Presence,
and that is the Ark- because God spoke to Moses from between the "cherubim" atop the
Ark.

The secret of the Tabernacle: it contains God's Presence from Mt. Sinai in a hidden
fashion.
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Rambam wrote: the 33rd commandment is that the kohanim were commanded to wear
clothing for greatness and honor, and they they can worship in the Mikdash, and the
verse is “And you shall make sacred vestments for your brother Aharon (Shemot
28:2)"...

[But] we do will not count the making of the table or the altar or the menorah as a
commandment; because we were commanded to place there bread before God always,
and God commanded us in the preparation of this worship which is to place it on the
table, it is thus described. And so that it will be set up for us that this lighting shall be
done on a menorah that is of gold, weighing such and such, etc., and these are items
used for holiness...

By my count, the making of the ark and its cover (kaporet) in which to place the
testimony (=luchot) will be counted as an independent mitzvah...As it is an independent
mitzvah rather than a preparation for some other mitzvah as are the menorah, the altars
and the table, and also as are the priestly vestments, in accordance with the Ba’al
Halachot [Gedolot] they are only preparatory for the worship that we were
commanded...
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The 20th commandment - to build for God a house of worship...And this is based on the
verse, “And you shall make for Me a Sanctuary...”- construction of the Sanctuary is a
separate commandment. Construction of the Sanctuary includes construction of its holy
vessels (altar, candelabra, table, etc.)- They are all part of the Sanctuary. Ther are all
called the Mikdash
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It is a positive commandment to construct a House for God, prepared for sacrifices to be
offered within. We [must] celebrate there three times a year, as [Exodus 25:8] states:
"And you shall make Me a sanctuary."
The sanctuary constructed by Moses is already described in the Torah. It was only
temporary, as [Deuteronomy 12:9] states: "For at present, you have not come unto [the
resting place and the inheritance]."
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The following utensils are required for the Sanctuary:

a) an altar for the burnt offering and other sacrifices;

b) a ramp to ascend to the altar. It was positioned before the Entrance Hall to the south.
c) a wash basin with a pedestal where the priests would sanctify their hands and feet for
the (Temple) service. It was positioned between the Entrance Hall and the altar, to the
left when entering the Sanctuary.

d) the altar for the incense offering,

e) the Menorah, and

f) the table [for the showbread].

The [latter] three were placed within the Sanctuary, before the Holy of Holies.
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In this regard, it should be noted that the more internal the vessels were, the less they
were used. The ark, which is located within the Holy of Holies, is never used as an
active vessel, and even the only time a year that the High Priest enters the fire of the
ark — on Yom Kippur — he places the incense burner between its legs and not directly on
it. The next vessel described in the Torah is the table, which was used only once a
week, as mentioned. The menorah was used twice a day: when it was lit and when it
was offered, and incense was burned on the golden altar twice a day. The laver was
used by any priest who wanted to work in the daily service, and the altar, as mentioned,
centered around it almost all of the work of the Temple.
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From where did the Divine Presence speak to Moses? Rabbi Natan, or from the Tent,
where it says, "And you shall put it before the curtain [which is over the Ark of the
covenant in front of the cover that over the covenant] that | shall meet [with you there]"
(Exodus 30:6).
Rabbi Shimon ben Azzai, or from the Altar of Incense, where it says, "Beat some of it
into powder [and put some before the Pact in the Tent of Meeting, where | will meet with
you; it shall be most holy to you. (Ibid., 36).]
The disciples of Rabbi Yishmael, said from the Altar of Burnt Offering, as it says, “a
regular burnt offering throughout the generations [at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting
before God. For there | will meet with you, and there | will meet with you,]" (Ibid., 29:44).
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And you overlay it with copper (Shemot 27:2) - Why was its overlay made of
copper? To atone for the copper/bronze forehead, as is said: “[Because | know
how stubborn you are,] and your neck is like an iron sinew, and your forehead
bronze (Yeshayahu 48:4)
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"And you covered it with copper' - and why copper? To tell you what copper is, even
though it gets corroded, it can be polished, so Israel, even though they sin, if they
repent, they are atoned for."
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Our Rabbis taught: There are two altars, one of gold and one of bronze.
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The golden altar is likened to the soul of man, and the bronze altar to the body of
man.

The golden altar was placed inside the Holy of Holies, and the bronze altar was
placed in the courtyard of the Holy of Holies.

The golden altar was not visible to the people, but the bronze altar was visible.
The golden altar was more precious than the bronze altar.

The golden altar was used to burn incense on, and the bronze altar was used to
sacrifice the flesh of animals on.

Just as gold is more precious than bronze, so the soul is more precious than the
body.

And just as they used to offer a sacrifice before the Lord, the Blessed One, every
day on the bronze altar, so a person must give thanks and examine his deeds
every day before the Lord of the worlds always, and worship Him with his soul and
body" (Exodus 27:2).

Images courtesy of: https://templeinstitute.org/illustrated-tour-the-mizbeach/
For further information, see: https://www.daat.ac.il/daat/multi/korbanot/15.html
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