Today, we come to the next major section of the book of Exodus as we look at Exodus 25-31.  As we saw last week, the people have reached Sinai and they remain there until Numbers 10.  It is here at Sinai that the Lord gives the people full instructions regarding how they are to live before, and serve, Him.  

Last week, we saw that God expects His people – whom He has redeemed – to live a certain way.  This week, we will see that the Lord intends to dwell in the midst of His people.  This entire section concerns the tabernacle – both the structure itself as well as the work that would go on inside of it.  The tabernacle itself was a rather elaborate structure made of acacia wood, animal skins, yarn and linen and various types of precious metals.  It contained a number of sacred articles used by Israel in the service of the Lord – including the ark of the covenant, the golden lampstand, the altar of incense, the table for the bread of presence, the bronze washbasin and the bronze altar for sacrifice.  The structure itself was portable and was intended to travel with the people as they made their way to the promised land.  

As we read these chapters, we see that there is a great deal of detail here.  Since we are looking at the section as a whole, we will not be able to examine all of the detail.  Instead, we will be trying to get a big-picture understanding of the Tabernacle.  What was it?  Why did it exist?  What was its purpose?  The text answers these questions, so let us look at those answers together.  

I. The primary end of the tabernacle was to provide a way for God to dwell with His people.

The first thing that we should note from these chapters is that the fundamental reason God had the people build this structure is so that He could dwell in their midst.  Numerous times throughout the text, God makes this explicit (25:8; 25:22; 29:42-46; 30:6; 30:36).  Various other times, we see the tabernacle itself called the “tent of meeting” (27:21; 28:43; 29:4,10,11,30,32; 30:16,18,20,26; 31:7).  The ark of the covenant is the first object listed in the instructions – because of its primary importance as the center and focus of God's presence.  The metals get less precious as they get further away from the ark in order to make the point that God is the center.  The reason for all of the opulence and splendor in the structure as a whole was because it was to be the dwelling place of God.  The primary reason the structure was so impressive and expensive was not because of who would be looking at it (as is the case with most structures today) but because of who would be dwelling in it.  As a case in point, the Holy of Holies would have been the most impressive part of this structure and yet no one would have seen it on a regular basis – except the God who was going to dwell there.  

The reason this is important is because it is easy to get caught up, and even lost, in the details of these chapters as if the pieces of the tabernacle, or even the tabernacle itself, are the main point.  But the main point is not the structure; it is the One who was going to inhabit the structure.  Ultimately, the people of Israel were not supposed to praise the structure or stand in awe of the structure.  They were supposed to praise, and stand in awe of, the One for whom the structure was made.  In the same way, we must be careful not to get so lost in the details of the structure that we lose sight of the One for whom it was built.  The glorious part of these chapters is not that Israel was going to have the tabernacle in their midst but that they were going to have God in their midst.  

We will understand this rightly if we remember all that has come before these chapters in Genesis and Exodus.  Originally, God walked with His people in the garden.  They had unhindered fellowship with Him.  But, as a result of their rebellion and sin, they were banished from His presence – blocked from returning by an armed cherubim.  From that point forward, mankind lives in a state of alienation from God.  Even though He is still active and involved in creation, He does not dwell with people as He had before.  But, in His grace, God called Abraham and promised to make Him into a great nation.  As we have seen God kept those promises, and now we see that one of the central reasons God did this was in order to begin restoring what had been lost.  God was re-creating what had been lost in the original creation by creating a people for Himself and making it possible for Him to dwell in their midst.  As we will see, there were still limitations to this arrangement, and the people did not yet have full, free access to God like Adam and Eve had possessed.  Nevertheless, God was beginning to restore what had been lost.  The focus of these chapters is the presence of God with His people.  

II. The tabernacle was built according to a pattern shown to Moses.

The second thing we should note from these chapters is that the plan and structure for this tabernacle did not spring out of thin air – as if this tabernacle was the original.  Rather, God instructed Moses to build this tabernacle after the pattern he was shown on the mountain.  Repeatedly in these chapters, God told Moses to build the structure, or some part of it, according to the pattern (25:9; 25:40; 26:30; 27:8b).  

But where did the pattern come from?  It is clear, from the book of Hebrews, that this earthly tabernacle was patterned after the true, heavenly temple of God.  Hebrews 8:5 quotes Exodus 25:40 to make the point that the earthly tabernacle – along with the priests and the law – were “a copy and a shadow of the heavenly things”.  Hebrews 9:23, also, refers to the tabernacle and its vessels as “copies of the heavenly things”.  In reading through this text, we are not merely getting a glimpse of what Israel's earthly tabernacle looked like but what the true, heavenly dwelling place of God looks like.  

Interestingly, this is one reason there are so many echoes of Eden in the tabernacle – because Eden was an earthly tabernacle of sorts as well.  Just as there were precious metals in Eden, there are precious metals in the tabernacle.  Just as there was bountiful growth in Eden, there are symbols of bountiful growth in the tabernacle.  Just as there was a cherubim guarding the entrance to Eden, there are cherubim guarding the entrance to the Holy of Holies in the tabernacle.  Just as there were six days of creation followed by a sabbath in Eden, there are six “acts” of creation – six different times when we read “And the Lord said to Moses... (25:1; 30:11; 30:17; 30:22; 30:24; 31:1) – followed by mention of the sabbath (21:12-18).  

The earthly tabernacle was a copy of the real dwelling place of God.  At the end of the day, the tabernacle was built in this way because God wanted it to look this way.  Certain things had to be in place for God to dwell there, and God made sure Moses had a perfect pattern to follow.  

This is important for two main reasons.  First, it helps us understand why certain details that we would like to know are omitted.  Many parts of the tabernacle are not explained or interpreted as much as we might like?  Why did the lampstand have to stay lit continually?  Why did the bread of the presence have to be continually set out before the Lord?  Why was incense necessary?  We can answer many of these questions with some educated guesses based on the symbolism of other Scriptures, but ultimately, we need to understand that the structure was built this way because God wanted it that way.  This whole structure was built according to the pattern God desired.  It was all done so that God would be satisfied – not so that we would be satisfied.  Many details and explanations are absent – presumably because the people (and, in turn, we) did not need to know.  They were simply to build it just as God showed them.  

Second, it is important because it helps us understand that the tabernacle – and even the later temple, which was built after the same pattern – were not the originals.  They were copies.  There are some who put an inordinate focus on this earthly temple/tabernacle and even want to see it rebuilt again just like it was in the Old Testament.  The problem is that it was just a temporary copy.  We are looking not for a reinstitution of the copy but for the realization of the reality.  And, according to Revelation, the reality is the day when there is no temple because God will dwell in the new heavens and the new earth (21:22-27).  Ultimately, as was the case in Eden – and as the tabernacle foreshadowed – God's temple will be a perfectly renewed and restored heavens and earth.  He will dwell with us and we will dwell with Him.  The earthly tabernacle was supposed to point the people forward to that day by being a small picture of what would come later.   

III. Proper precautions had to be taken to address the people's sin.

A third thing we see very clearly in this text flows very logically from what we have already seen.  Since the tabernacle was a copy of the heavenly tabernacle that was intended as a dwelling place for God, what was to be done with the people's sin?  As we saw last week, God is so holy that the people could not even touch Mount Sinai when He descended on it.  How then could He dwell in their midst without destroying them?  The answer God gave is that one individual – the high priest (and, by extension, his family of priests) – was to be set apart as a holy representative who would intercede, and atone, for the people as a whole.  In order for God to dwell with His people, there had to be one who was holy Himself interceding for the people as a whole so that they might be counted holy as well.  There had to be a ransom for the people.  Let us look at these various pieces in the text.  

First of all, the text makes clear that the priests themselves – and the high priest in particular – symbolized a pure and holy representative.  We see this clearly in chapter 28 as we read the details of the priests' garments.  The high priest's garments were made of gold and fine yarn and linen and were “holy garments” (28:2-8).  The plate on the turban of the high priest designated him as “Holy to the Lord” (28:36-38).  And the garments of the other priests were to be made “for glory and beauty” (28:40-43).  Clearly, the garments of the priests were to symbolize that they were pure and holy.  

However, that raises a problem: they were not pure and holy!  How could they stand before God in these holy garments even though they were sinners?  The answer is found in the elaborate ceremony of 29:1-37.  As the priests went through this ceremony of purification and consecration, they were “atoned for” so that they could stand before God as pure and holy representatives.  Since they continued to sin, they had to continue to purify themselves, but such purification allowed them to stand before God.  So the first thing that had to be done to address the people's sin is that there had to be a pure and holy representative who could stand before the Lord.  

Second of all, the text shows us that the properly purified and consecrated high priest actually interceded on behalf of the entire nation of Israel as an acceptable representative who could go before God and ensure that the people's sins were atoned for.  Once again, we see this in his clothing because he bore the names of the twelve tribes of Israel on both his shoulders (28:9-12) and his chest (28:15-21).  The text is clear that in bearing the names of Israel, the high priest was to “bring them to regular remembrance before the Lord” (28:29) and “bear the judgment of the people of Israel on his heart before the Lord regularly” (28:30).  And in this capacity as the holy representative of the people before the Lord, the priests made regular offerings and sacrifices on behalf of the people of Israel (29:38-42).  In this way, the people's sin would be atoned for and the Lord would be able to dwell in their midst (29:45).  So the people needed not only a pure and holy high priest, but they needed a pure and holy high priest who would faithfully intercede for them before God.  

Third, the text tells us about a “census tax” that was instituted by the Lord (30:11-16).  In short, whenever a census was taken, each person counted was to give a half-shekel as a ransom for their life.  The point of this seems to be so that the people would recognize that their lives only continued to exist because of the grace of God and because of this ransom that was paid.  God wanted to make clear to the people that there had to be a price paid in order for them to be in His presence.  This was yet another way of highlighting the people's sin and God's grace in addressing it.  

IV. The people bore particular responsibility to obey.

As we look at the text, it becomes very apparent that the Lord is in absolute and complete control.  He is the One giving commands.  He is the One running the show.  Nevertheless, it is clear that the people also bore great responsibility in this entire structure.  First of all, the precious materials that were used in the entire enterprise were given in a free-will offering of the people (25:1-9).  God called them to donate particular items.  Then, God had them make the entire thing.  Though He gave very clear instructions and a very clear pattern, God expected the people to be involved in the work and to carry it out – under the leadership of Moses.  

This is a brief but important point that we must not forget.  The fact that God is sovereign and in control over all things does not mean that we have no responsibility.  God chose to work through and with His people in this endeavor.  They were part of this too.  And God expected them to obey.  

V. God equipped them for this task.  

And, as we look at the text, we see that God not only called the people to obey but equipped them to obey.  First of all, He made sure that the people had enough of all the necessary resources to actually build the sanctuary.  God called them to a free-will offering, and the free-will offering was more than enough (according to Exodus 35 and 38) to build the structure: over 2,200 pounds of gold, 7,500 pounds of silver and 5,200 pounds of bronze along with all of the fine linen and yarn.  Where had all of these things come from?  More than likely, it had come from the plundering of the Egyptians, but regardless of the source, God had provided it to the people beforehand so that it would be ready at hand when it was needed.  

Second of all, the text makes clear that God specially equipped certain people to lead the work as well as to do the work (31:1-11).  God did not leave them to figure it out on their own.  He gifted particular people in particular areas so that each part would be done well.  

Once again, this is important because of what it teaches us about God.  The same One who calls us to obedience and to action will also equip us for that action.  It was the case with Moses when he was called to bring the people out of Egypt.  It was the case with the people of Israel when the time came to build this tabernacle.  And it is still the case today.  God gives His people as gifts to the church so that she might be built up.  

* So what?  

But, all of that said, why does it matter?  Why do we care about the tabernacle or how it was constructed or why it was constructed?  Why is Exodus 25-31 important for us?  We must answer this question as we close.  

1) It points us forward to Christ.  

First of all, Christ was the fulfillment of the tabernacle (and later the temple).  Christ was the true light and the true bread.  He was a true fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.  Moreover, as we saw earlier, the central point of this entire section is not so much the tabernacle as the presence of God among His people.  The presence of God that was lost in Eden was being at least partially restored in the tabernacle.  However, there was coming a day when God would dwell with His people in a far more intimate way when Jesus walked the earth.  As John wrote, “And the word became flesh and dwelt [literally “tabernacled”] among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14).  Jesus even spoke of Himself as the true temple (John 2:18-22).  Why?  It was because He was the true place where God dwelt in His absolute fullness (John 2:18-22).  Jesus was the point of the tabernacle – to show that God was going to come and dwell among His people.  He was, truly, “God with us”.  And, moreover, because of His life and work – because He lived a perfect life, died on the cross and rose from the dead -  it is possible for God Himself to actually dwell inside of us in the person of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16-17).  Now, instead of God merely dwelling with His people, He actually dwells in them.  Christ has made this possible.  He is the means of making it so that God can dwell with His people.  And yet, we still await an even greater day when the presence of God is full and complete and unhindered by anything and everything.  And because of Jesus Christ, that day is coming.  There will be a day when there is no temple because God Himself will be the temple, and He will dwell with us in all of His glory and we will behold Him in His fullness.  And, on that day, we will be like Him.  The very thing that the people of Israel got a taste of through the tabernacle of Exodus 25-31, we have an even better taste, and bigger glimpse, of through Christ.  And there is coming a day when there will be no more glimpses or shadows at all because we will know the glorious presence of God.  This is critically important because the only way into this presence of God is through Christ.  If you are in Christ, you are part of God's people and know His presence.  If you are not, then you cannot.  

Second, this text points us forward to Christ because He is the true, ultimate priest to whom Aaron and his sons pointed.  Through his garments and his work, Aaron symbolized a pure and spotless representative who symbolically carried the people before the Lord and symbolically atoned for their sin by the blood of bulls and goats.  But Jesus is far better.  And Jesus has done something for better.  According to the author of Hebrews, Jesus actually was a pure and holy priest (who had never sinned) who entered into the real Holy of Holies (after which the earthly tabernacle was patterned) and offered His own, spotless blood as a ransom for His people (Heb. 9:11).    And just as Aaron carried the names of the people before God and interceded for them, Jesus is at the right hand of the Father interceding for us (Rom. 8:34).  He lives to make intercession for us (Heb. 7:25).  He bears us before the Lord and pleads on our behalf, and He is accepted because of His perfect life and work.  

Ultimately, this entire text points us to Christ.  He is the fulfillment of it.  He is the One who was truly able to reconcile God and man and restore the realty of God dwelling with His people.  And He has done this by rescuing God's people from their sin and making them God's children and securing their eternal redemption.  

2) It motivates us in our mission.  

But this text is also important because it helps us understand our mission.  As we saw earlier, God used Israel to build the tabernacle.  He gave them everything they needed to do it,  but He still called them to participate in the work.  In the same way, He is still using His people today to build His tabernacle.  He has called us to participate in this work.  The difference is that we are not building a physical building but a spiritual building.  Actually, God is building this spiritual building (Eph. 2:19-22) by causing people to be born again by the Spirit so that they repent and believe and are joined together into a dwelling place for Him.  And He is doing this through us.  He has called us to go into all the world and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them and teaching them to obey all that Christ commanded.  As we speak the gospel, we are building the temple of God.  Remember, God's goal is to eventually fill the whole earth with His glory, and as we speak the gospel and God uses the gospel to bring people to life, He is spreading His glory to the ends of the earth.  In a very real sense, we are doing what Israel's work in Exodus 25-31 pointed to – we are being used of God  to build a structure in which His glory will dwell.  It will not be made of stones and wood but of hearts and souls and flesh.  God is carrying out this work, and He has called us to walk with Him in it.  May we be faithful in this task.  

Communion 

As we come to the table, I invite anyone who has repented of their sins and trusted Christ to take of the bread and the juice with us.  As you do, rejoice that the One to whom the tabernacle and the priests and the sacrifices pointed has come.  Rejoice in the true Tabernacle who has made it possible for God to dwell in His people.  Rejoice in the true Priest who has opened a way through the curtain into the very presence of God by His blood and who intercedes for you at the right hand of God so that you are always, forever accepted.  Rejoice in Him, and then walk out of here in faithful obedience to Him.  

And if you have never repented and believed, you should heed the warning of this text.  There is no access to God except by the means He has appointed.  He sets the terms, and He has made clear that Jesus Christ is the way, the truth and the life.  Bow your knee to Christ and you will be accepted.  Refuse and you will be destroyed.  Repent and believe.  Flee from the wrath to come.  

Glory to God.  Amen.  

