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

 Over the course of the last several weeks we have examined what 

might be called the “laws of the Tabernacle.”  We have examined its 

furnishings—the Ark, the Table, the Lampstand.  We have examined its 

construction—fine linen walls covered with layers of goat hair, hides and sea 

cows—fine linen veils to curtain off the Holy of Holies and the Holy Place

—posts and braces covered with gold and sockets made of silver and bronze.  

We have examined the courtyard, its construction, its dimensions and, most 

importantly, its bronze altar for sacrifices.  And we have seen in all of these 

details a picture of the Lord Jesus Christ and his work of redemption.  In the 

Ark of the Covenant we learn that Christ is holy and undefiled and that he 

has kept the law perfectly in his heart.  In the Table of Presence we find 

fellowship with the Lord.  In the lampstand we learn that Jesus is the light of 

the world.  In the altar for burnt offerings we learn the price of sin and the 

cost of redemption—that without the shedding of blood there is neither 

forgiveness nor remission of sin.  In the tent walls we find one door and one 

door only, teaching us that the one way into the presence of God is through 

Jesus Christ, who said, “I am the way and the truth and the life; no one 

comes to the father but by me.”   
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 Well tonight we come to a section of Exodus that might be called, 

“The Laws of the Priesthood.”  We will over the course of the next few 

chapters find three categories of priesthood law—one regarding what the 

priests are to wear in worship, another regarding the regulations pertaining 

to ordination and consecration to the priesthood and a third dealing with 

commands for actual worship in the tabernacle—lighting the lamps, offering 

sacrifices and so on.  Tonight we deal with the robes of the high priest.   

 Now before we get to the detail of the priestly garments, let me make 

one point about their purpose.  God instructs these clothes to be made in 

order to “give… dignity and honour” to the serving priests.  These garments 

indicate that something special is taking place—something important and 

out of the ordinary—something holy and awesome.  Beloved, it is a 

privilege to enter into the presence of the Lord.  It is not something to be 

taken lightly.  A casual or flippant attitude is not the way to come before  

God.  I can’t remember who it was other than to say it was a Frenchman—a 

general or a philosopher or some such—but in any event, this man, 

confronted by another after doing something he knew was wrong, said, in 

effect, “Don’t worry.  God will forgive me.  That’s his business.”  Wrong.  

God is not in the forgiveness business—he’s in the glory business.  He does 

all things for the honour and glory of his name.  Now don’t get me wrong; 
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that does include forgiveness.  God forgives so that his name might be 

glorified for his compassion and mercy.  But he doesn’t forgive so his name 

can be presumed upon and mocked.  And God also condemns, so that his 

name might be glorified for his holiness and righteousness.   

Now maybe I am becoming an old fuddy-duddy in my advancing 

middle age, but it seems to me people these days are far too casual in the 

way they approach the Lord.  I yearn for that day when more and more 

would come into his presence with a sense of awe and with fear and 

trembling—for that attitude reflects a true and deep understanding of the sort 

of God our God truly is. 

 That said, let’s look at the priestly dress God requires.  They are 

summarized in verse four.  “These are the garments they are to make: a 

breastpiece, an ephod, a robe, a woven tunic, a turban and a sash.” Like 

the materials used in the construction of the inmost wall of the Holy of 

Holies, these garments were to be made with gold, blue, purple and scarlet 

yarn and fine linen.  Let me mention the linen for a moment.  At an 

archeological dig in the Middle East not too long ago an ancient piece of 

linen cloth was discovered.  It had been spun so finely that it had about it the 

feel of silk.  The workmanship on these garments was outstanding.  It 
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shouldn’t surprise us; it was God himself who gave the skill and the wisdom 

needed to the tailors and jewelers who created these clothes. 

 The ephod is the first garment described in detail.  It was the outer 

robe of the high priest and it was made of two pieces, one that covered his 

front and the second which covered his back.  They were joined together at 

the shoulder by golden clasps.  The material was blue, red and purple.  The 

blue is symbolic of heaven and speaks of God’s grace, for God in Christ 

came down from heaven to save his people.  The red is symbolic of the earth 

and speaks of Christ’s humanity and his sacrifice at Calvary.  The purple, a 

combination of blue and red, speaks of the royal nature of Christ and points 

to the fact that he is the King of kings and Lord of lords.  The gold—which 

was beaten into thin plates and then cut into wires that were used to piece 

together the different coloured linen pieces—gave the ephod strength and 

well as a radiant beauty.  Gold speaks of the divine glory and beauty of 

Christ.   

 Now at the shoulders of the ephod where the two pieces of fabric were 

joined together, two large onyx stones were also mounted.  They were 

attached to the garment with gold threads.  On these stones the names of the 

tribes of Israel were engraved—six on each one.  In the Bible the shoulder is 
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symbolic of strength, security and government.  For strength and security, 

think of the parable of the lost sheep.  “Suppose one of you has a hundred 

sheep and loses one of them.  Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open 

country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it?  And when he finds it, he 

joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes home.”  For authority and 

government, think of Isaiah 9, a very familiar passage: 

 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the 
government will be upon his shoulders.  And he will be called 
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 
Peace.  Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no 
end.   

It’s a wonderful thing to ponder that the names of the tribes of Israel 

are on the shoulders of the high priest—and that by faith we are children of 

Abraham and inheritors of all the covenant promises given to him 

immutably by God.  If your name if engraved on Christ’s shoulder you can 

be confident that he has the authority and the strength to lead you beside still 

waters, to restore your soul and to carry you safely home through the valley 

of the shadow of death. 

 But it is not only on his shoulder that the names of the elect are 

written—they are also written upon his heart.  That is what the breastpiece 

symbolizes.  The breastpiece was made of the same material as the 
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Tabernacle curtain and the ephod.  It was about nine inches by nine inches 

and was folded double at the bottom to make a pouch which opened from 

the top.  On this breastpiece were four rows of precious stones with three 

stones in each row to make a total of twelve.  Each of the stones had one of 

the names of the tribes of Israel engraved upon it.  The breastpiece was 

securely fastened to the ephod with gold chains, gold rings and blue cords so 

it couldn’t come loose.     

 Let me get at the significance of it this way.  In our study of the Book 

of Acts in our morning service, we have been noting a recurring theme.  On 

the one hand God is the sovereign, almighty and awesome ruler of all that he 

has made.  On the other hand, God is the loving heavenly Father who 

condescends to come to his people in grace to bless them with reconciliation 

and peace.  Almighty God—loving heavenly Father.  We have the same 

theme in our lesson tonight.  On one hand God is the almighty ruler—the 

government is on his shoulder.  On the other hand God is the loving 

heavenly Father who holds his children close to his heart.  That is what the 

symbolism of the ephod and breastpiece together teaches as it points to Jesus 

Christ, our great high priest.     
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 These two aspects of the nature of our God, his power and his love, 

are wonderfully captured in the 40th chapter of Isaiah.  Listen to this. 

You, who bring good tidings to Zion, go up on a high mountain.  
You, who bring good tidings to Jerusalem, lift up your voice with a 
shout, lift it up, do not be afraid; say to the towns of Judah, “Here is 
your God!” 

See, the Sovereign Lord comes with power, and his arm rules 
for him.  See his reward is with him, and his recompense accompanies 
him.  He tends his flock like a shepherd: He gathers the lambs in his 
arms and carries them close to his heart; he gently leads those that 
have young. 

Power and love meet together in our Lord, so take heart.  Rest in him and 

put away all fear.  It is as they hymn says: 

What have I to dread, What have I to fear? 
Leaning on the everlasting arms, 

I have blessed peace 
With my Lord so near, 

Leaning on the everlasting arms. 

“I have blessed peace with my Lord so near.”  It is not that I have drawn 

near to him and am holding on for dear life; it is that he has drawn near to 

me and drawn me close to his heart.  The whole story of the Bible is the 

story of God drawing near to his people.   He hasn’t been hiding from us; we 

have been hiding from him.  So he enters this world to set things right.  He 

seeks us out.  He rescues us from sin and its wretched consequences.  And 

when he lays hold of us, we can rest secure.  His grip on believers is 

infinitely more secure than their grip on him.  He has vowed that nothing can 
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snatch us out of his hand.  Here is a quote from A. W. Pink’s commentary of 

Exodus: 

 …the mighty power of the arm of the Lord is intimately linked 
on with the tenderness of his heart of love.  No action of his strength 
is disconnected from his counsels of mercy and grace toward his 
saints.  He makes all things work together for good to them that love 
him.  His arm and his heart are combined in sustaining them in their 
high calling.  He is able to keep them from falling, and to present 
them faultless before the presence of his glory with exceeding joy.  
They shall never perish, neither shall any pluck them out of the 
shepherd’s hand.  And who shall separate them from his love? 

 Let me mention some other lessons of the breastpiece.  The “Urim” 

and the “Thummim” are to be placed in the breastpiece—in the pouch.  Now 

we don’t know exactly what these objects were, for they are not described.  

And we don’t know how they were used, because the Bible doesn’t say.  It 

seems clear, however, that they were somehow used to figure out God’s will 

for his people.  Some have suggested that one of the objects meant “yes” or 

“blessing” while the other one meant “no” or “curse.”  To find God’s will in 

a particular matter, the priest would draw an object from the pouch and find 

the answer.  This is all speculation, however.  The most we can say is that 

somehow God’s will was made known to the high priest in this way.   

 Now in the Old Testament God used a number of methods to make his 

will known to his people.  Sometimes he used prophets to speak his word.  
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He also spoke to certain people through dreams.  Gideon once laid out a 

fleece so that God would make his will known to him.  At other times lots 

were cast to discern what must be done.  Sometimes people wonder if God 

uses these same methods today.  If he doesn’t, why not?  If he does, does he 

speak to everyone in these ways?  Are these methods still applicable in the 

church?  The answer is given in the opening verse of the Letter to the 

Hebrews, a letter that supremely teaches that Jesus Christ is our Great High 

Priest: 

 In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at 
many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken 
to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through 
whom he made the universe. 

The fullness of God’s revelation to us is now complete and final in the 

coming of Jesus Christ.  No further revelation is needed.  We do not need 

dreams or voices or the casting of lots or stars in the sky to reveal to us 

everything we need to know for our salvation in Christ and our service to the 

Lord.  It has all been given and given sufficiently.  Look to the Bible, for you 

will find your answer there. 

 In the time that remains let’s quickly look at the other items that the 

high priest was to wear.  Under the ephod the priest was to wear a robe.  This 

robe was of one piece with a reinforced hole in the centre for the priest’s 

 10



head—like a poncho.  On the skirt of this robe the Israelites were to attach 

imitation woven pomegranates and bells.  The pomegranates—which were 

plentiful in the Promised Land but unknown in Egypt—were symbolic of the 

fruitfulness of the land of promise.  The bells symbolized the praises of 

God’s people rising up as the priest ministered within the veil.  They also 

had a practical aspect.  If the people could hear the bells tinkling as the priest 

ministered, they knew that he had entered the holy place in a manner that 

was worthy of the Lord.  He had entered in undefiled.  If they couldn’t hear 

the bells tinkling, they knew he had been struck dead by God for coming 

before him in an unworthy manner.   

 I spoke earlier about coming before God in a casual or presumptuous 

manner.  The bells on this robe emphasize that lesson.  Coming before God 

is a serious matter.  We need to prepare ourselves beforehand if we are to 

meet properly with the Lord.  This is especially true if we are to come to the 

Lord’s Table.  Listen to the Apostle Paul’s instructions and warnings to the 

Christians in Corinth: 

 Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord 
in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and 
blood of the Lord.  A man ought to examine himself before he eats of 
the bread and drinks of the cup.  For anyone who eats and drinks 
without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgement 
on himself.  That is why many among you are weak and sick, and a 
number of you have fallen asleep.   

 11



 The last matter to deal with tonight is the headgear of the high priest.  

It was made of two parts.  The first was a plate of pure gold, engraved with 

the words “Holy to the Lord.”  It was attached by a blue cord to a turban of 

linen.  The word holy means “to be set apart/ to be distinct” at it indicates 

that Aaron has been especially set apart to his task as high priest and 

representative of Israel.  The turban signifies that the wearer is under the 

authority of his Lord.  Now listen to this:  

 It will be on Aaron’s forehead, and he will bear the guilt 
involved in the sacred gifts the Israelites consecrate, whatever their 
gifts may be.  It will be on Aaron’s forehead continually so that they 
will be acceptable to the Lord. 

The high priest first, as the representative of the people, incurs responsibility 

and bears the guilt for the sins of his people.  The high priest second renders 

an offering for that sin that is acceptable to the Lord God.  The high priests 

of Aaron’s line had to bring these offerings and make sacrifices to the Lord 

day after day, week after week, year after year.  But we no longer have a 

high priest in Aaron’s line.  The sacrifice he had to make he had to make 

only once.  In the Letter to the Hebrews the Great High Priest, Jesus Christ, 

is described: 

 Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, blameless, 
pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens.  Unlike the 
other high priests, he does not need to offers sacrifices day after day, 
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first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people.  He 
sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself. 

First, then, Jesus Christ, the great high priest, holy, pure and blameless 

represents his people and incurs the guilt of their sin.  Second, he makes a 

sacrifice to atone for their sins that is acceptable to God the Father.  In this 

way man is reconciled to God and can enter in through the veil to have 

fellowship with him.  That’s the story told by the ephod, breastpiece, tunic 

and turban.  In Christ’s name.  Amen.
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