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THE HOLY ALTAR (SANCTUARY)

• The area behind the iconostasis is the Sanctuary, the Holy
Altar, the Holy of Holies. It symbolizes Heaven itself.
• As the narthex was historically the place of the penitents
and catechumens, and the nave the place of the faithful, the
sanctuary is the place of the ordained clergy.
• Altar Throne – the heart and most important place of the
sanctuary and the entire church is the Altar Throne, the
Holy Table. It symbolizes the very Throne of God in Heaven.
St. Simeon of Thessalonica writes: “The Holy Altar in this
place represents heaven and all that is ‘above the heavens,’
where stands the Holy Throne of the invisible God” (De
Sacro Templo, 131).
• Synthronos – In the apse is the synthronos (co-throne). It
consists of the high place, the throne (kathedra) for the
bishop, and the thrones for the priests, on either side.
• Preparation Table – on the north side where the
offerings are prepared in the Preparation Service, the first
part of the Divine Liturgy.
• Service Table – on the south side, also known as the
Deacon’s or Vesting Table. Objects needed for the liturgy
are stored here.

ALTAR THRONE
“At once I was in the Spirit, and lo, a throne stood in heaven, with One seated on the throne!
And He Who sat there appeared like jasper and carnelian, and round the throne was a
rainbow that looked like emerald. Round the throne were twenty-four thrones, and seated on
the thrones were twenty-four elders, clad in white garments… From the throne issue flashes
of lightning, and voices and peals of thunder, and before the throne burn seven torches of
fire… and before the throne there is as it were a sea of glass, like crystal… and round the
throne, are four living creatures… each of the with six wings, are full of eyes all round and
within, and day and night they never cease to sing: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty,
who was and is and is to come!’” (Rev 4:1-11)
• The Altar Throne symbolizes the very Throne of God in Heaven. It is the most
important place in the sanctuary, the very heart of the church.
• It stands in the centre of the sanctuary, apart from everything else. Upon the Altar
Throne, the invisible God reigns. This is His dwelling place: Father, Son and Holy
Spirit. Everyone who enters or leaves the sanctuary, bows before the Altar Throne
and venerates it.
• Over the Altar Throne is the rainbow arch, on which are written the words, sung by
the four living creatures (cherubim) in heaven: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God
Almighty.”

ALTAR THRONE - CONTINUED
• The Altar Throne is also symbol of our Lord Jesus Christ, to
Whom belongs our greatest reverence, honour and worship. From
the Altar Throne, the priest brings to us the most-precious Body and
Blood of Christ our Saviour, Risen from the dead.
• During the celebration of the Eucharist, the Altar Throne becomes
for us:
• The Cross – the altar upon which Jesus Christ offered a perfect
sacrifice to the Father for the forgiveness of our sins;
• The Tomb – where Jesus is buried and where He rises in glory from
the dead;
• The Mount – from which Jesus ascends into heaven and is seated at
the right hand of the Father;
• The Judgment Seat of Christ – where Christ is enthroned at His
Second Coming in glory, to judge the living and the dead.

ARTOPHORION
• The Eucharist is reserved on the Altar Throne, in
the Artophorion, which means “House of Bread.”
(Other names are: Tabernacle, Ark, Kivot, Ciborium.)
• The Eucharist, the “Bread of Life,” is a living
Person; a Veiled Presence. The Eucharist is Jesus,
full alive, risen from the dead – Body, Blood, Soul
and Divinity. Each particle is the whole Person of
Christ, veiled by the appearance of bread and wine.
• In Communion, we receive the whole living
Person of Christ, risen from the dead.

• But Jesus is not alone. God is One, yet there
Persons, interpenetrating one another without
losing their identity. If Jesus is present, so is the
Father and the Holy Spirit. In Holy Communion,
we partake of the divine Life of the Most Holy
Trinity.

• The cross behind the Altar Throne is a reminder
of God’s love for us. Jesus died for us, once and for
all. That sacrifice becomes present to us in the
celebration of the Eucharist.
• The repidia are the two fans located on either
side of the cross, behind the Altar Throne. On each
fan is engraved an image of a cherubim. The
cherubim are truly present as guardians of God’s
Throne. They unceasingly worship Him, singing:
“Holy, holy, holy…”
• The seven-branched lampstand – (menorah)
reminds us that God is uncreated Light, the Light of
the world and all seven days of creation.

• The Gospel always rests on the Altar Throne,
before the Artophorion. The word of God is also
the Bread of Life. The Gospel Book is a symbol of
Jesus Christ, who nourishes us with His word.
• The eternal lamp burns continually before the
Holy Altar, as a reminder of God’s Presence.

“Then he showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal,
flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle
of the street of the city…” (Rev 22:1)
• On the back wall if the Holy Altar, in the centre, we see a
lamb and the cross. The lamb is standing on a rock, from
water is flowing.
• Jesus is the Lamb of God, “who takes away the sins of
the world” (Jn 1:29). On the Cross, He offered Himself as a
perfect sacrifice to the Father for the life of the world.
• Jesus is the Rock that was struck on the cross, and from
His open side flowed blood (a symbol of the Eucharist) and
water (a symbol of the Holy Spirit). “One of the soldiers
pierced His side with a spear, and immediately blood and
water came out” (John 19:34). Jesus is the Rock on which
His Church is built.
• The Holy Spirit is the water of life, which flows from
the Lamb, the Eucharist, seated upon the Throne of God.

THE LAMB

THE APOSTLES

ON THE RIGHT SIDE OF THE LAMB
 St. Peter is the first, apostle on this side (right to left),
holding the keys to the Church.
 St. John (Evangelist and Theologian) is the next apostle.
He is the only one without a beard and holds a copy
of his gospel.
 St. James (brother of St. John)
 St. Andrew is the Apostle holding the X cross, on
which he was crucified.
 St. Philip and St. Bartholomew.

ON THE LEFT SIDE OF THE LAMB:
 St. Paul is the first apostle on this side (left to right),
holding the scroll (his writings) and the sword, with
which he was beheaded.
 St. Matthew (Evangelist) is standing next to St. Paul,
holding a copy of his gospel. Next to him is St. Thomas.
 St. Simon the Zealot is the apostle holding the saw. He
was sawed in half.
 St. James, son of Alphaeus and St. Jude.

CHRIST – THE KING OF GLORY
• Painted on the east wall (apse) is the Lord Jesus
Christ, the King of Glory, the Divine Teacher and the
Ruler of the Universe, seated upon His throne.
• The throne is supported by four six-winged seraphim
(Isaiah 6:1-2)
• The first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, the
alpha and the omega, indicated that He is the First and
the Last (Rev. 1:11).
• On each side of Jesus is an angel in motion, bowing in
worship. One is holding a cross, the other a scepter.

