
Hebrews 9.4 
Strange Fire  

  
The offering of incense was a specifically prescribed act 
of worship.  It was to be done daily; morning and 
evening and perpetually.  There was to be a cloud of 
incense always in the holy place and drifting into the 
holiest…But entering the Holiest with incense was 
specific annual obedience.  To attempt to enter the 
presence of God outside of His commanded time, 
method and place was to offer strange fire, and to 
court death. 
  

I. INCENSE AND PRAYER 
 

A. Incense is equated with prayer, with the 
prayers of the saints.  

“Now when He had taken the scroll, the four living 
creatures and the 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.” 

(Revelation 5:8, NKJV) 
B. The Censer itself is representative of the work 

of the Mediator carrying the prayers into the 



presence of God.  Remember that there is only 
ONE mediator between man and God.  The man 
Jesus Christ. 

“For there is one God and one Mediator between God 
and men, the Man Christ Jesus, who gave Himself a 

ransom for all, to be testified in due time,” (1 Timothy 
2:5–6, NKJV) 

C. Offering incense falsely could get you killed.  
There were 2 basic things that could be fatal  
1. Absence - failing to offer the incense upon 

entering the Holiest 
2. Abuse - the offering of strange fire. 

a. Not commanded in season 
b. Not commanded in method 
c. Not commanded in object 
d. Not commanded in person 

3. Each of these violates the first table of the 
Law 

 
II. WRONG WHEN AND HOW 

 
A. What.  The first 2 offenses have to do with 

presumption.  We often fill our minds with the 
idea that God should be happy that we notice 



Him at all.  That we can simply make up our own 
ways of doing things and that He should take 
them as fine.  God is the one who tells us when 
and how to worship.  Consider the 2nd and 4th 
commandments. 

Exodus 20.4-6 
Exodus 20.8-11 

1. It is worth noting that God spent the 
longest time of all the commands explaining 
the why of these… and yet, they are the first 2 
we try to jettison.   

B. How - the sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu are 
the representatives of this habit.  They decided 
when and how they would offer, when and how 
they would worship.  They did this blatantly in 
the face of God's own stated preference.  God's 
word to Aaron in Leviticus 10 is to the point…  

“And Moses said to Aaron, “This is what the LORD 
spoke, saying: ‘By those who come near Me I must be 
regarded as holy; And before all the people I must be 
glorified.’ ” So Aaron held his peace.” (Leviticus 10:3) 

C. God reminds us that not only is He holy, but 
that we who are His must never forget that fact.  
Ultimately the 2nd and 4th commandments 



teach us HOW to worship.  We are commanded 
to take our cues for worship directly from God 
alone.  We do not get to make this up.  
Everything we do in church should be the organic 
outgrowth of our reading of scripture - directly 
derived from the Word of God.  This is the 
regulative principle of worship.  It aligns with 
what Moses told Israel in  

Deuteronomy 12:29-32 
D. We do NOT get to look to the world to teach us 

how to worship our God.  We look to Him and do 
what He commands. 

E. When.  God Also gives us instruction about the 
season of our worship as well.  There are specific 
commands about when we worship. 
1. Sabbath.  The original instruction about 

time of worship was the Sabbath, the 7th day 
of the week.  This is anchored in the creation 
order…  

2. But the evidence of Scripture is a shift from 
the last day of the week (Saturday) to the first 
day of the week (Sunday) by the church to 
honor the resurrection. 



“Now on the first day of the week, when the disciples 
came together to break bread, Paul, ready to depart 

the next day, spoke to them and continued his message 
until midnight.” (Acts 20:7, NKJV) 

“I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day, and I heard 
behind me a loud voice, as of a trumpet,”  

(Revelation 1:10, NKJV) 
“On the first day of the week let each one of you lay 
something aside, storing up as he may prosper, that 

there be no collections when I come.” 
 (1 Corinthians 16:2, NKJV) 

3. Further, Paul's instructions in Romans 14 
seem to indicate that there was an ongoing 
active transformation in the practice of the 
church. 

“One person esteems one day above another; another 
esteems every day alike. Let each be fully convinced in 
his own mind. He who observes the day, observes it to 
the Lord; and he who does not observe the day, to the 
Lord he does not observe it. He who eats, eats to the 

Lord, for he gives God thanks; and he who does not eat, 
to the Lord he does not eat, and gives God thanks.” 

(Romans 14:5–6, NKJV) 



4. But here is the key to the whole question:  
Worship is to remain a corporate reality within 
the body.  It is not about individual preference.  
It is not about individual satisfaction.  It is about 
the body.  Each individual comes to the act of 
corporate worship to GIVE. 

Hebrews 10.19-25 
5. We enter the Holiest BOLDY.  We are free 

to come and worship individually.  There are no 
limits set as there were in the Old Testament.  
But that alone does not suffice for Christian 
worship.  If you are ABLE to be in the gathering, 
you are COMMANDED to be in the gathering.  
We gather to give.  We gather to give 
encouragement, to give comfort, to give our 
giftedness, our mutual love… we gather to 
bolster our confession.  Worship by its very 
nature and definition is EXOCENTRIC.  It is 
focused on the other. 

 
III. WRONG OBJECTS. 

 
A. The first commandment is stark.  It is plain.  You 

will have no gods before Me.  The Hebrew literal 



here is "before my face".  In other words, do not 
expect me to recognize your false gods. 

B. The use of God's things to worship false things 
is particularly offensive to Him.   

Jeremiah 7.16-20 
C. The worship of false gods and particularly the 

"queen of heaven" provoked God so much that 
he told Jeremiah not to pray for them, He stated:  
"I WILL NOT HEAR YOU".  In chapter 44 God takes 
up the string again with the terrifying words:  

“Behold, I will watch over them for adversity and not 
for good. And all the men of Judah who are in the land 

of Egypt shall be consumed by the sword and by 
famine, until there is an end to them.”  

(Jeremiah 44:27, NKJV) 
D. There is NO room in Christian worship for the 

prayers offered to saints, icons, Mary or human 
priests…  

E. Christ alone has entered the holiest.  Christ alone 
carries our worship to God.  Remember 1Timothy 
2… there is ONE mediator. 

F. And anyone that pretends that there are other 
paths to God has ceased being Christian. 



“Jesus said to him, “I am the way, the truth, and the 
life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.” 

(John 14:6, NKJV) 
G. To give our attention and worship to any but 

Christ and think that it is a path to God is to call 
Christ a liar and to call God a fool for slaughtering 
His Son when clearly there was another, easier, 
friendlier, more inclusive way that takes people's 
feelings and preferences into account… It is the 
most heinous of blasphemies and God will not 
only NOT hear, He will actively harm. 

 
IV. WRONG PEOPLE 

 
A. The last offense is the act of worship by those 

who do not belong to God 
Numbers 16.1-7; 35-40 

B. The sons of Korah sought to wrest the right of 
worship from the line of Aaron. 
1. They were not chosen by God 
2. They did not have the heart for God, they 

were for their own advancement and ways 
3. They did not have the tools -  

a. Bronze, common censers 



b. Aarons was gold, pure, holy, reserved. 
4. They did not know the call of God, rather 

they had the plain human call of arrogance and 
pride. 

5. They proclaimed that they had the right to 
speak to God, to speak FOR God, but God alone 
chooses, God alone determines who will 
approach Him. 

Job 42.7-9 
“Then Uzziah became furious; and he had a censer in 

his hand to burn incense. And while he was angry with 
the priests, leprosy broke out on his forehead, before 

the priests in the house of the LORD, beside the incense 
altar.” (2 Chronicles 26:19, NKJV) 

6. God determines who He will hear based 
upon HIS will and purpose. 
a. He hears the Godly, for He makes us so 

“But know that the LORD has set apart for Himself him 
who is godly; The LORD will hear when I call to Him.” 

(Psalm 4:3, NKJV) 
b. He hears our repentance 

“if My people who are called by My name will humble 
themselves, and pray and seek My face, and turn from 



their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and 
will forgive their sin and heal their land.”  

(2 Chronicles 7:14, NKJV) 
c. He hears because of Christ.  Because our 

intercessor gave His life FOR HIS SHEEP 
““I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd gives His 

life for the sheep.” (John 10:11, NKJV) 
“As the Father knows Me, even so I know the Father; 

and I lay down My life for the sheep.” (John 10:15) 
d. This is crucial, for the last offense is to offer 

no fire at all…   and while offering strange fire 
CAN kill you, offering NO FIRE will absolutely 
kill you every time. 

 
V. NO FIRE 

 
A. The wrath of God against sin cannot be 

appeased by any work of man.  We are ruined 
from our mother's womb and all our works are 
sin. 

“Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, And in sin my 
mother conceived me.” (Psalm 51:5, NKJV) 

“But we are all like an unclean thing, And all our 
righteousnesses are like filthy rags; We all fade as a 



leaf, And our iniquities, like the wind, Have taken us 
away.” (Isaiah 64:6, NKJV) 

B. The holiness of God breaks out against our sin… 
and He MUST be appeased.  This is why God 
slaughtered His Own Son… 

Isaiah 53.4-11 
C. God caused Jesus to bear our sin, to bear our 

guilt and to bear our punishment; so that He 
might give us His own righteousness. 

 2 Corinthians 5:21 
D. This is the cloud of incense that Jesus offers the 

Father on our behalf.  It is the cloud of His own 
suffering, His own blood and His own obedience.  
We cannot enter into the holiest place and the 
presence of God apart from this holiest of 
coverings.  This act of sacrifice and intercession 
must belong to you or you will not come 
peaceably into the presence of God.  Fly to the 
cross.  Fly to Christ, beg God for the mercy of the 
blood, confess your sin and repent of your evil 
and cry for mercy.  You will never be rejected 
when you ask for mercy… find rest in Christ and 
know that Jesus bore the wrath so that you might 
endure the glory.  


