Exodus 35:1-40:38

The Dwelling Place of God Is With Men

Last week's text was a disgusting interruption of the flow of events at Mount Sinai.  Moses and Joshua were on the mountain, receiving the instructions and the pattern for the tabernacle; Aaron was giving in to the people's desire to worship God as they saw fit.  Our text today begins where chapter 31 left off, without even a mention of the golden calf incident.  It's almost as though it didn't even happen.  Why is that?

"Nothing, of course, justifies our sin, but not even the grossest rebellions of his people can deflect the Lord from his purposes.  Such is God's overruling sovereignty in power and mercy that, without besmirching his holiness or condoning or in any way accommodating himself to the moral calamity of what Israel did, the disaster of the golden calf became the occasion when Israel learned the sinfulness of sin, the exceeding graciousness of grace, and the inflexible determination of the Lord to fulfill his stated purposes" (J.A. Motyer, The Message of Exodus, 322-323).

One of the themes that keeps coming up over and over again in both Genesis and Exodus is that God's purposes do not and cannot fail, even in the face of his people's sin.  We saw this with Abraham lying about Sarah.  We saw this with Isaac and Ishmael.  We saw this with Jacob's deception of Isaac.  We saw this with Joseph and his brothers.  We saw this with Moses killing the Egyptian.  Over and over again, the Bible makes it clear: God will not and cannot be deterred in his purposes, and we know from Ephesians that the "counsel of his will" was to carry out the plan of salvation set "before the foundation of the world."

The people obey the instructions given by God to Moses (35:4-39:43).

The people are given everything they need to obey.

Moses conveys the commands regarding the construction of the tabernacle: the taking of a freewill offering, and the assembly and crafting of the various components of the tabernacle and its furniture.  The people respond by bringing personal jewelry, gold, silver, bronze, yarn, skins, wood, gemstones, spices, and oil.

How in the world did two million slaves come up with 2200 pounds of gold, over 7500 pounds of silver, 5300 pounds of bronze, plus all of the dyed yarns and linens?  Spread among 2 million people, it may not have been an exorbitant amount per person, but the question remains, how did a bunch of slaves come across that much stuff to use in the first place?

The most likely answer is, of course, when the Israelites plundered the Egyptians on their way out.  God promised, " 'And I will give this people favor in the sight of the Egyptians; and when you go, you shall not go empty, but each woman shall ask of her neighbor, and any woman who lives in her house, for silver and gold jewelry, and for clothing. You shall put them on your sons and on your daughters. So you shall plunder the Egyptians.'" (Exodus 3:21-22 ESV).  God then delivered on that promise: "The people of Israel had also done as Moses told them, for they had asked the Egyptians for silver and gold jewelry and for clothing. And the Lord had given the people favor in the sight of the Egyptians, so that they let them have what they asked. Thus they plundered the Egyptians" (Exodus 12:35-36 ESV).

All along, God knew that his people needed to obey him, so before they even set foot out of Goshen, God had already prepared the means for them to be able to obey him.  This is exactly what Augustine famously prayed in the late fourth century, "Lord, give what thou commandest, and command what thou wilt."  What God commands his people, he graciously equips and enables them to obey.  Paul teaches this same truth as well in Philippians, when he follows the instruction to obey God in all things with the truth: "for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure" (Philippians 2:13 ESV).

God's grace stands out even more, given the recent situation Israel just came out of.  Compare God's command to that of Pharoah's.

The same day Pharaoh commanded the taskmasters of the people and their foremen, “You shall no longer give the people straw to make bricks, as in the past; let them go and gather straw for themselves. But the number of bricks that they made in the past you shall impose on them, you shall by no means reduce it, for they are idle. Therefore they cry, ‘Let us go and offer sacrifice to our God.’ Let heavier work be laid on the men that they may labor at it and pay no regard to lying words” (Exodus 5:6-9 ESV).

Where Pharaoh's evil heart demanded from the people what they had no means to produce, God gave his people more than enough to build what he commanded.  "Then all the craftsmen who were doing all the work for the sanctuary came one by one from the work they were doing and said to Moses, 'The people are bringing more than is needed for the construction of the work the Lord commanded to be done.'  After Moses gave an order, they sent a proclamation throughout the camp: 'Let no man or woman make anything else as an offering for the sanctuary.'  So the people stopped.  The materials were sufficient for them to do all the work.  There was more than enough" (36:4-7 HCSB, emphasis added).

When God commands his people to obey him, he does so as the one and only Sovereign of the universe.  He is perfectly entitled to demand obedience, but because he is both holy and gracious, both just and merciful, he gives to all his people "all things that pertain to life and godliness" (2 Peter 1:3 ESV).  Is it any wonder, then, that Paul cries out in amazement of praise, "Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. Amen" (Ephesians 3:20-21 ESV, emphasis added)?

The people are equipped differently to obey.

All different kinds of people obeyed the Lord's command to build the tabernacle, but did so in the particular ways that God equipped them with.  Some brought jewelry, some brought yarn, some wove the curtains together, some were carpenters, some were gem cutters, some were gold workers, and some were undoubtedly just pack mules and gofers.  Listen to the text again:

"Everyone whose heart was moved and whose spirit prompted him came and brought an offering to the Lord for the work on the tent of meeting, for all its services, and for the holy garments.  Both men and women came; all who had willing hearts brought brooches, earrings, rings, necklaces, and all kinds of gold jewelry—everyone who waved a presentation offering of gold to the Lord.  Everyone who had in his possession blue, purple, or scarlet yarn, fine linen or goat hair, ram skins dyed red or manatee skins, brought them...Everyone who possessed acacia wood useful for any task in the work brought it.  Every skilled woman spun yarn with her hands and brought it: blue, purple, and scarlet yarn, and fine linen.  And all the women whose hearts were moved spun the goat hair by virtue of their skill.  The leaders brought onyx and gemstones to mount on the ephod and the breastpiece, as well as the spice and oil for the light, for the anointing oil, and for the fragrant incense" (Exodus 36:21-28).

Not everyone had everything that was asked for.  Not everyone had wood, nor did everyone have gold or silver or bronze.  It was the leaders who brought the gems and onyx and spices and oil.  The women who had skill wove yarn and linen.  

Everyone served in the way in which God gifted them, both in terms of materials and abilities.  Is it not the same in the Church?  When Jesus Christ "led a host of captives and gave gifts to men," did he not give gifts to each Christian differently?  Are you all elders? All deacons?  All gifted in hospitality or service or mercy or giving?  And yet, you all form one Body of Christ?

Those who brought the wood could not look down on the weavers.  Those who brought spices could not despise those who brought silver.  It was all necessary to accomplish what the Lord commanded.  Likewise in the Church: do not despise someone with a different gift than you; rather, thank God that he has built his Church in such a way as to meet the weaknesses of one with the strengths of another.  Those of you who boldly share the gospel are an encouragement and source of wisdom for those who are timid.  Those of you who teach are a means of growth in grace and maturity to those who sit under you to learn.  Those of you who give generously of time and money and everything else minister to those who are in need.

The people are not allowed to innovate or deviate from the pattern given to Moses on the mountain.

When the instructions for the tabernacle and all its furnishings were given, there was a phrase repeated to Moses: "'Exactly as I show you concerning the pattern of the tabernacle, and of all its furniture, so you shall make it'" (Exodus 25:9 ESV); "'And see that you make [the utensils] after the pattern for them, which is being shown you on the mountain'" (Exodus 25:40 ESV); "'Then you shall erect the tabernacle according to the plan for it that you were shown on the mountain'" (Exodus 26:30 ESV).

God equipped the people to obey, and he equipped each one to obey differently.  However, in everything, the pattern shown to Moses on the mountain was not to be tampered with nor deviated from.  The people did not have license to say, "Well, the blueprints Moses got from God himself on the mountain that we're not allowed to touch upon pain of death, those plans need a little work.  I know God said the bases were supposed to be silver, but here's some bronze lying around.  Let's just use that."

The issue at stake was whether or not they would abide by the pattern shown to Moses on the mountain, as simple as that.  They were not given discretion to decide whether or not they felt like making it that way, whether or not they thought it best or smartest or most efficient or anything else.  God gave the command, and it was simply a matter of obedience or disobedience.

The same is true with Christians in the New Covenant.  No, we're not given blueprints for a tabernacle or a temple to follow.  We are given commands as Christians, however, and it is a simple matter of obedience and disobedience there, as well.

· Husbands, you don't have the right to decide whether or not to love your wives.  

· Wives, you don't get to determine whether or not you feel like submitting to your husbands.  

· Parents, you don't get to decide whether raising your child in the fear and admonition of the Lord is the most efficient use of time and resources.  

· Children, you don't get to obey your parents only when you want to.  

· Church members, you're to obey and submit to your leaders in a way that makes it joyful for them to shepherd you.  

· Pastors, we are to shepherd God's people whether they like or want shepherding or not.  

· Christians, you don't get to customize the parts of the gospel (or the whole Bible, for that matter) that you want to believe and like to hear and then throw out the rest.

Jesus himself obeyed the Father in everything: all that the Father gave him to speak, he spoke (John 8:28, 12:49); Jesus came to do only the Father's will (John 6:38).  Paul described his preaching ministry thus: "But we have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse to practice cunning or to tamper with God’s word, but by the open statement of the truth we would commend ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God" (2 Corinthians 4:2 ESV, emphasis added).

Had the Israelites deviated from the pattern given on the mountain, the sin would not have been simply not following instructions (although that in and of itself is bad enough).  It would be saying to God, "I am better equipped than you to determine how you should be worshiped and how I'm going to understand you.  I know you said you wanted it this way, but I'd rather you not control me or boss me around like that.  You'll get whatever I give you, and you'll just have to deal with it."  We must remember that refusing to walk in the ways of the Lord Jesus who bought us is saying the same thing.

God is jealous for the love and worship of his people (35:1-3, 40:1-38).

Worship is a joyful privilege, but it must not be taken lightly or flippantly.

We've seen that the golden calf incident was, in a manner of speaking, a rude interruption of God's instructions for his people.  Chapter 35 has almost an implied, "As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted..." (Motyer 318).

To understand why the Sabbath is brought back up, instead of just moving on to the collection of the freewill offering and the building of the tabernacle, we have to remember why the Sabbath was to be observed in the first place.  The Sabbath was set aside for the Israelites with a specific purpose: "so that you will know that I am Yahweh who sets you apart" (31:13 HCSB).  Failure to observe the Sabbath resulted in immediate execution (31:14).  God was not capriciously imposing the death penalty here, nor was it just a whim.  

Follow the logic of chapter 31: the Sabbath was set apart to teach Israel to know Yahweh who set them apart, so refusing to observe the Sabbath was tantamount to saying, "I don't care who Yahweh is."  The seriousness of that sin was demonstrated in the seriousness of the penalty associated with it.

God through Moses is reminding the people whom they serve, for whom they are working six days, and who has set them apart on the seventh day.

"Holy" typically carries the meaning of separate from common use, separate from sin or uncleanness.  Moses is instructed to anoint the tabernacle, the furnishings inside, and Aaron and his sons as priests.  Everything regarding the worship of the Lord had to be cleansed and consecrated (i.e., made holy).

As both Exodus and Leviticus make painfully clear, no one can just waltz into God's presence to worship just willy-nilly.  Even if an animal touched the mountain, it was to be put to death.  God's justice demands judgment upon sin and uncleanness, which is spelled out in Leviticus.  Only people with clean hands and pure hearts can come before the Lord.  The altars are there to make sacrifices upon to remind the people that the privilege of coming into God's presence is a costly and serious one.

God redeems his people so that he can be with them.

Finally, Moses sets everything in place.  The tabernacle itself is raised, the ark placed inside, the altars and tables and utensils set up properly—everything according to the pattern shown on the mountain.  Then, something amazing happens.  God's glory fills the tabernacle in a majestic and incredible display of the cloud.

The God who brought them out of Egypt, who spoke to them from the mountain, had previously been far off from the people.  The tent of meeting where Moses would go and speak with God as a friend was outside the camp.  The people were roped off from the mountain.  Now, every time someone got up in the morning and stepped out of his tent, his eyes would be drawn to the center of the camp where the glory of the Lord himself was shining in a cloud in the day and in fire at night.  No longer was God outside the community of the people; from now on, he was right in the middle.

This was (and is) God's heart for his people.  God is perfect and perfectly happy in himself; he does not need human beings to fulfill some need in him.  As Paul says, he is not served by temples made with human hands as though he needed anything, but rather because the sheer overflow of love moves him.  God is in the midst of his people because he wants to be, not because he needs to be.

One commentator notes the urgency of verse 34 that can be obscured in our modern versions: it is as though God is eager, almost impatient to get into the tabernacle.  It's almost as though the moment Moses finished, the glory was covering it all (Motyer 323).

God's incredible love for his people does not mean that he is a pushover, however.  He is at the center of their camp, which is to teach them that he is the center of their lives.  It is God who determines when they break camp and when they make camp.  God leads them through the wilderness.  He is the Sovereign One deigning to join his people, who are at his disposal.  The people are under God's authority; he is not under theirs.

Jesus Christ is the perfect fulfillment and expectation of Exodus 35-40.

Exodus 35-40 is an amazing account of what happened in the wilderness at Sinai, but as we've seen each week, it ultimately points us to Jesus Christ.  If we walk away from the text without seeing Christ, we've missed the point of the text entirely.

Jesus is the perfectly obedient one in all that the Father gives him to do.

The kind of obedience seen in the offering and construction of the tabernacle is the kind of obedience Jesus had his entire life.  It was always true of him, "He did exactly as the Lord commanded."  He was even exposed to the same potentially sinful situations as we all are, yet he never sinned once.

The danger in reading about the people's obedience in Exodus is to lapse into morbid introspection.  You feel the weight of how disobedient you are, you try to obey more, only to fall deeper into the vicious cycle all over again.  Exodus 35-40 is intended to show you the kind of obedience God accepts; it is not intended for you to go find it in yourself.  We will sing in a moment, "Now Lord, I would be yours alone and live so all might see the strength to follow your commands could never come from me."  That's what you should take away from Exodus: your standing before God is by grace through faith in Jesus Christ the Righteous One, not by works.

You are expected to obey, however. "Everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure."  You have been bought with the precious blood of Christ out of his free grace; now, as his workmanship, walk in the good works he's prepared for you because your heart is now able to do what you once had no desire to do!

God is not like Pharaoh; God will give you everything you need to obey.  He has given you his Spirit who dwells within you to change your desires and abilities; he's given you his Word to make you wise; he's given you his Body to encourage and walk alongside you.  He truly has given you everything that pertains to life and godliness.  We can walk in obedience because we are accepted in Christ, not ourselves, and because God works in us to desire and actually do what is pleasing to him.  This means...

· Husbands, God will give you with more than enough to love your wives as Christ loves the Church.

· Wives, God will give you more than enough to submit to and respect your husbands.

· Parents, God will give you more than enough to raise your children well.

· Children, God will give you more than enough to honor and obey your parents in the Lord.

· Christians, God will give you more than enough to share the gospel and minister to the lost family members and friends you have.

Jesus provides rest for all those who believe.

Jesus is the Sabbath rest of God's people.  As Christians, we are not under law but under grace because of Christ.  The Sabbath was set apart to teach the people that they had been set apart; in Jesus, we have been set apart by God and for God from before the foundation of the world.

What does "resting in Jesus" mean?  It means believing.  It means trusting.  It means not working for God's favor anymore, because you could never earn it anyway.  We also sang this morning, "To wash away the crimson stain, grace, grace alone availeth; our works, alas, are all in vain, in much the best life faileth.  No man can glory in thy sight, all must alike confess thy might and live alone by mercy."  What is the next line?  "Therefore my trust is in the Lord and not in mine own merit, on him my soul shall rest, his word upholds my fainting spirit."

Just as observing the Sabbath for Israel pointed to knowing the One who set them apart, we rest in Christ because we have been set apart.

Jesus died and rose again so that God is faithful and just to forgive us and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

Even though the tabernacle was finished and God would now dwell in the midst of his people, the people still had sin that barred them from worshiping.  The tabernacle had altars to point out the people's sin and to provide God's way of dealing with it.  God demands and deserves worship, but he can only be worshiped by those who are holy.

Jesus Christ lived a sinless life in the power of the Spirit to be a pleasing, acceptable Sacrifice to God.  On the cross, God dealt with the sin of his people fully and finally.  God raised Jesus from the dead on the third day for our justification.  Jesus has finished and fulfilled God's requirement for holy worshipers, and we are united to Christ.  We can worship God, we can pray to God, we can sing to God, we can read God's word, we can share the gospel, we can know and do God's will only because we are in Christ.

Jesus is returning to earth to destroy his enemies and welcome his people into God's presence forever.

The tabernacle was the precursor to the temple—the magnificently beautiful and awe-inspiring building where God's people gathered to worship and meet with him.  We cannot stop with the temple, however, as though that were the end.  The temple is not the final goal of the worship of God's people.

When Jesus was talking to the woman at the well, he told her, "Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father.  You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father is seeking such people to worship him. God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth” (John 4:22-24 ESV) .  Jesus makes it clear that something greater than the temple is the goal: no temple at all.  It was never about geography or architecture at all; it was always about God being with his people.

In fact, the texts from John 1-2 have some amazing claims made by and about Jesus.  John must have had Exodus in mind when he wrote 1:14-18, because he picks up on major themes from the final chapters of Exodus.  

· As Chad noted two weeks ago, John 1:14 actually reads that the Word became flesh and tabernacled among us.  Then in John 2, Jesus himself claims to be the temple.

· "We have seen his glory," John says.  What did Moses ask to see?  "Show me your glory."  What descended upon the tabernacle?  God's glory.

· John says Jesus is "full of grace and truth."  What was God's proclaimed name to Moses?  "Yahweh, Yahweh, a God slow to anger and full of compassion, abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness." Steadfast love and faithfulness are parallel terms in Hebrew to John's grace and truth in Greek.

· John says that through Jesus we have "grace upon grace."  God was gracious to give the law; his people didn't have to stumble about in ignorance to figure out what he expected of them.  On top of that grace, he gave his only Son Jesus Christ.

· Finally, John says that no one has ever seen God, which is what God told Moses.  However, Jesus Christ, who is in the bosom of the Father—that is, the most intimate, loving fellowship with the Father—has made the Father known.

When Moses met with God in the tent of meeting outside the camp, his face shone afterward, and the people could not bear it.  Jesus Christ became flesh—the very season we're beginning to celebrate, Advent—and tabernacled among us in a way that we could bear, to bring us to God.  Because the people could not bear to come to the mountain and hear God, God himself came to man in flesh and blood to bring us back to him.  That is what we celebrate with Christmas; that is what we celebrate in the gospel.

The Scriptures tell us that the Holy Spirit is a guarantee of our inheritance.  He's proof that the goal of no temple is being fulfilled and will be fulfilled.  How?  When Jesus ascended to the Father, he sent the Spirit to dwell within his people, making them temples.  When we share the gospel with the lost, we're building tabernacles.  When we encourage the saints to walk in holiness, we're consecrating tabernacles.  Gloriously, when the work is finally done, we won't be like Moses, who couldn't enter the tabernacle, even though he tried.  We will be welcomed into the presence of God, face-to-face.

"And I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb. And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and its lamp is the Lamb. By its light will the nations walk, and the kings of the earth will bring their glory into it, and its gates will never be shut by day—and there will be no night there. They will bring into it the glory and the honor of the nations. But nothing unclean will ever enter it, nor anyone who does what is detestable or false, but only those who are written in the Lamb’s book of life" (Revelation 21:22-27 ESV).

