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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In the last two chapters of Exodus we have been considering the 

Tabernacle.  We took a look at its furnishings—in the Holy of holies the Ark 

of the Covenant, and in the Holy Place the Table of the Presence and the 

lampstand with its seven lights.  There is one more article in the Holy Place 

we have not touched upon; it is the altar of incense.  We won’t get to that 

altar until chapter 30.  Why wasn’t it included in the lessons we have just 

finished?  I think this is the answer: The articles we have looked at—the ark, 

the table, the lampstand—speak supremely about Jesus Christ—about who 

he is and about what he has done.  The altar of incense, on the other hand, 

speaks principally about worship.  It is here at this altar that the priests 

would come before God in prayer, the burning incense symbolizing the 

prayers of the people rising up to heaven.  Once we get to the laws and 

regulations concerning the priesthood we will find a description of the 

incense altar. 

 Well, in our lesson tonight we find ourselves outside the tent that 

housed the Holy of Holies and the Holy Place and in the courtyard of the 

Tabernacle.  It is there, in the courtyard, just in front of the door to the 

compound, that we find the bronze altar designed for the offering up and 
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burning of sacrifices to the Lord.  This altar was the foundation of the Old 

Testament sacrificial system.  It was here that the sinner would come with 

his victim—a lamb without spot or blemish, in the prime of his life.  A fire 

was continually burning on the altar and the daily sacrifice was renewed 

each morning.  In Leviticus 6 we read these instructions: “The fire on the 

altar must be kept burning; it must no go out.  Every morning the priest is to 

add firewood and arrange the burnt offering on the fire and burn the fat of 

the fellowship offerings on it.  The fire must be kept burning on the altar 

continuously; it must not go out.”  There it stood: ever smoking, ever blood-

stained, ever open to any guilty Israelite who might wish to approach it.  The 

sinner, who had forfeited his life by his sin, must offer another life in his 

place—an innocent life.  When the Israelite brought his sacrifice to be killed, 

before its throat was slit he would lay his hands upon its head to symbolize 

that he had transferred his sins to the animal.  Then the animal would be 

killed and burned, dying in the man’s place.   

 Let’s look at how our lesson begins: 

 Build an altar of acacia wood, three cubits high; it is to be square, five 
cubits long and five cubits wide.  Make a horn at each of the four corners, so 
that the horns and the altar are of one piece, and overlay the altar with 
bronze. 
The bronze altar was placed just within the courtyard.  It was the first object 

an Israelite would see on entering into the Tabernacle courtyard.  Now think 
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about what this means.  There are two points that need to be made.  First of 

all, because the altar is inside the Tabernacle courts, we learn that salvation 

is not universal.  The offering of Christ as a substitute for sinners is not an 

offering made for everyone; it is an offering made for everyone who 

believes.  To have access to the altar you had to be an Israelite; you had to be 

a believer; you had to be a member of the covenant community; you had to 

come through the gate.  If salvation were designed for everyone, this altar 

would have been placed outside the compound door.  It was not.   

 Beloved, there are many people today who will tell you that in the end 

everyone will be saved.  They will say that the love of God requires hell to 

be empty.  It’s entirely understandable.  The thought of hell and eternal 

punishment can be overwhelming.  This is what evangelical Christian John 

Blanchard wrote in his book entitled, What Ever Happened to Hell?   

 Many sensitive Christians have wrestled with questions like 
these, and it is interesting to notice how some have expressed their 
turmoil.  C. S. Lewis wrote, “There is no doctrine which I would more 
willingly remove from Christianity than this, if it lay…in my power.  I 
would pay any price to be able to say truthfully, ‘All will be saved.’”  
In one of his books, the evangelical writer and preacher John Stott 
says that he approached the subject “with a heavy heart,” that the 
thought of people being lost forever was “almost unbearable,” and 
that people who could speak glibly about the subject showed a 
“horrible sickness of mind or spirit.”  Paul Helms writes, “Hell is a 
dreadful topic, which anyone with any sensitivity naturally shrinks 
from thinking about.”  John Wenham, another contemporary author, 
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says that to read everything Jesus said about hell “is to receive an 
awesome and indelible impression which remains with one for life.” 

But as awesome and dreadful as the thought of hell is, nevertheless it is real 

and the bronze altar with its continuous fire and bloody sacrifices attest to 

the reality of sin and its consequences. 

 The first lesson of the altar, then, is that it is for God’s people—it is 

for believers.  The only way to come to this altar is through the gate of the 

Tabernacle—through the gate of faith.  Our Lord puts it this way in John 10: 

 Therefore Jesus said again, “I tell you the truth, I am the gate 
for the sheep.  All who ever came before me were thieves and robbers, 
but that sheep did not listen to them.  I am the gate; whoever enters 
through me will be saved.  He will come in and go out, and find 
pasture.  The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have 
come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”   

The second lesson of the altar is this:  the only way to approach God is 

through the shedding of blood.  R. C. Sproul tells a story about this.  He was 

giving a lecture on the Old Testament sacrificial system.  He was talking 

about the shedding and sprinkling of blood, the killing of thousands of 

lambs, the burning of their remains.  One of the students in the audience that 

day got agitated.  When he couldn’t stand it any longer he jumped up to 

object and he yelled out to Sproul, “but that’s primitive and obscene!”  

Sproul stopped speaking and looked at the young man for a moment.  And 

then he said, “You’re absolutely right.  And I like your choice of words.  It is 
 5



primitive and obscene.  How better to describe the sins we are all guilty of?  

They are primitive—they arise from hearts full of pride, hatred and self-

concern.  They are obscene—an offense to a three times holy God.  And how 

better to describe what these sins will do to us unless we repent?  They will 

leave us dead and in the flames.   

 The altar is to be made of acacia wood and overlaid with bronze.  It 

was overlaid with bronze because in the Bible bronze is a metal associated 

with judgement.  Let me give you some examples.  In the Book of Numbers, 

in the 21st chapter, we find an account of a minor rebellion that takes place.  

The people are growing impatient and they make their way through the 

desert.  They are growing hungry.  They are growing thirsty.  They are in an 

ugly mood.  They begin to speak out against Moses and, what is much 

worse, against God himself.  “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt?” 

was their complaint.  As a result of this ingratitude, God sent venomous 

snakes among the Israelites.  They bit many, and many died.  The people 

then came to Moses, confessed their sin of rebellion, and pleaded with him 

to pray to the Lord that the snakes might be taken away.  This is how the 

story continues: 

 The Lord said to Moses, “Make a snake and put it on a pole; 
anyone who is bitten can look at it and live.”  So Moses made a 
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bronze snake and put it up on a pole.  Then when anyone was bitten 
by a snake and looked at the bronze snake, he lived. 

The bronze snake represents Jesus when he went to the cross.  As the 

Apostle Paul says, “He who knew no sin became sin.”  The bronze snake is a 

picture of Jesus bearing the judgement of his people. 

 There are numerous other examples as well.  In Deuteronomy 28 God 

lists the curses that will befall his people for disobedience.  This is one of 

them: “The sky over your head will be bronze, the ground under your feet 

iron.  The Lord will turn the rain of your country into dust and powder…”  

In Isaiah 60, when God speaks of the restoration he is going to bring to his 

people, he says, “Instead of bronze I will bring you gold, and silver in place 

of iron.”  In Psalm 107 we have a picture of God delivering his people from 

the prison in which their sins had placed them.  “He breaks down gates of 

bronze and cuts through bars of iron.”  In Isaiah 48 God speaks about how 

stubborn his people are.  He says that they are hard-headed.  “For I knew 

how stubborn you were; the sinews of your neck were iron, your forehead 

was bronze.”   

 It was also made of bronze because bronze was a hard metal, harder 

than gold or silver, and it could withstand the intensity of the fires that were 

to burn on it every day.  As such bronze also became a symbol of endurance.  
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We see that in the first chapter of Jeremiah.  God appointed Jeremiah to a 

dreadfully difficult ministry.  It was difficult for two reasons.  The first 

difficulty had to do with the content of his message.  He had to preach the 

certainty of the judgement that was going to come against his people.  They 

were rebellious.  They would not listen.  They would not repent.  And God 

was not going to put up with it.  Jeremiah’s message was that Judah and 

Jerusalem were going to be destroyed and the people were going to be taken 

away into exile.  The second reason it was difficulty had to do with the 

opposition Jeremiah would face.  The men of the priesthood would stand 

against him.  People claiming to be in God’s service would oppose Jeremiah 

every step of the way.  They would seek over and over again to silence or 

destroy him.  Here is God speaking to Jeremiah as he commissions him into 

this preaching ministry: 

 “Get yourself ready!  Stand up and say to them whatever I 
command you.  Do not be terrified by them, or I will terrify you 
before them.  Today I have made you a fortified city, an iron pillar and 
a bronze wall to stand against the whole land—against the kings of 
Judah, its officials, its priests and the people of the land.  They will 
fight against you but will not overcome you, for I am with you and 
will rescue you,” declares the Lord. 

We see the endurance symbolized by bronze supremely, of course, in the 

work of Jesus Christ.  He had to endure mocking and humiliation, rejection 

and torture.  Finally he had to endure the cross.  But much more than the 

physical punishment was the wrath of God that he bore at Calvary.  Only the 

 8



Lord Jesus, true God and perfect man, had the endurance and the strength to 

stand under the divine wrath and judgement of the Father.  The Lord is 

mighty to save because he is mighty to endure; he passed through the wrath 

of God and rose victorious over sin and death and the grave.   

 Listen to how A. W. Pink explains the significance of the bronze altar. 

 The [bronze] altar, inside the court, faced the door into the 
Tabernacle proper and it was at this place Jehovah met with his 
people.  “There will I meet with the children of Israel (Exodus 29:42, 
43).  So the cross is now the meeting-place between God and the 
sinner.  “It is on the foundation of what was accomplished there that 
he can be just and the Justifier of everyone that believes in Jesus.  
There is no other ground on which he can bring the sinner into his 
presence.  If the Israelite rejected the [bronze] altar, he shut himself 
out from ever from the mercy of God, and, in like manner, whoever 
rejects the cross of Christ, shuts himself out for ever from the hope of 
salvation.”  Inexpressibly blessed are the words of Exodus 29:37: 
“Everything that touches the altar shall be holy.”  So every sinner 
who, by faith, lays hold of Christ is cleansed. 

Let me make one more quick point.  The altar had four horns, one on each 

corner.  It was here at the horns of the altar that an Israelite could find his 

last place of refuge.  If, for example, an Israelite had accidentally killed a 

man, and if the victim’s family were seeking vengeance, the man could run 

to the altar and cling to one of the horns.  On doing that he would be granted 

sanctuary; he would not be killed.   
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 Let’s turn quickly now to the courtyard.  Our lesson describes what it 

is to look like:  

 Make a courtyard for the tabernacle.  The south side shall be a 
hundred cubits long and is to have curtains of finely twisted linen, 
with twenty posts and twenty bronze bases and with silver hooks and 
bands on the posts.  The north side shall also be a hundred cubits long 
and is to have curtains, with twenty posts and twenty bronze bases and 
with silver hooks and bands on the posts.   
 The west end of the courtyard shall be fifty cubits wide and 
have curtains, with ten posts and ten bases.  On the east end, toward 
the sunrise, the courtyard shall also be fifty cubits wide.  Curtains 
fifteen cubits long are to be on one side of the entrance, with three 
posts and three bases, and curtains fifteen cubits long are to be on the 
other side, with three posts and three bases.   

The courtyard is to be rectangular in shape, 150 feet long and 75 feet wide.  

The two long sides are identical.  The short sides are different, because the 

entrance into the courtyard is to be located on the eastern end, in the middle 

of one of the 75 feet wide sections of the rectangle.  On the east side wall 

there are to be two curtains, each 22 feet six inches long, one on the left side 

and the other on the right.  This leaves an entranceway in the middle of the 

eastern side of the courtyard 30 feet wide.  The doorway is to be of fine linen 

too, only it is also to have the addition of finely embroidered work done with 

blue, purple and scarlet yarn.  And all of this material is to be mounted on a 

framework of posts held together with bands, silver hooks and bronze bases.  

These walls are to be seven and a half feet tall. 
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 The walls that surrounded the tabernacle were, unlike the dark tents in 

the Israelite camp, of spotless white.  This points to three things.  First, it 

speaks of the holiness and purity of God.  It was a vivid reminder to the 

people that the God they had to do with was holy, awesome, righteous and to 

be feared.  He was not an ordinary, day to day god who could be approached 

lightly and with presumption.  Second, to those on the outside, the walls 

spoke of the exclusion of all those who would approach the divine courts in 

any other way than the one God had commanded.  There was one entrance 

and one entrance only.  There is one way to God only—as the Lord Jesus has 

said.  “I am the way, the truth and the life; no one comes to the Father but by 

me.”  Peter made the same point before the Sanhedrin.  “Salvation is found 

in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by 

which we must be saved.”  And third, to those on the inside, the walls 

provided a shield, a shelter, an adornment, a glory, a defense.  To be inside 

those walls, covered by the sacrifice of Christ, was the greatest blessing a 

person could ever receive.  It remains the greatest blessing a person can 

receive.  It is a blessing that rescues us from the wrath of God and pours out 

upon us new and abundant life that lasts throughout all eternity.  It is a 

blessing wonderfully expressed in Psalm 84. 

How lovely is your dwelling place, O Lord Almighty! 
My soul yearns, even faints, for the courts of the Lord; 

My heart and my flesh cry out for the living God. 
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Even the sparrow has found a home, 
And the swallow a nest for herself, 
Where she may have her young— 

A place near your altar. 
O Lord Almighty, my King and my God. 

Blessed are those who dwell in your house; 
They are ever praising you…. 

Better is one day in your courts 
Than a thousand elsewhere; 

I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God 
Than to dwell in the tents of the wicked. 

God grant us grace that this might be a blessing we will each know and 

experience now and always.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.
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