
Faith Reformed Church 
Stevensville, Ontario 
August 7, 2005 
Evening Service 

Text: Exodus 30 
Sermon: The Tabernacle Finished 



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 been contemplating 

the Tabernacle that God commanded his people to build.  We have taken a 

look at its furnishings.  We have considered its dimensions, its materials and 

its construction.  For the last two weeks we have looked at the priests who 

would run the daily affairs of the Tabernacle.  We have considered their 

garments with all of their underlying symbolism.  We have taken a look at 

their consecration and ordination service—a service lasting seven full days

—a service that was drenched in the blood of bulls and lambs.  In all of these 

Tabernacle details—details of construction and details of worship—we have 

seen a number of truths vividly portrayed.  First, the Tabernacle, with its 

gold furnishings and finely embroidered linen proclaimed the holiness and 

majesty of our great God.  Second, the Tabernacle expressed the terms on 

which the people could approach and have communion with God.  As we 

saw in particular last week, the way to God was through the shedding of 

blood.  Without the shedding of blood we saw that no atonement could be 

made.  And third, we saw the necessity of having a Mediator who could 

stand in our place.  All of the blood of goats and bulls could not truly atone 

for our sins; that is why they had to be repeated continually.  They could, 

however, point to the blood that could and did provide forgiveness and new 
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life—the blood of the Lamb of God that takes away the sin of the world, 

even Jesus Christ our Lord.  That blood—the blood of a perfectly righteous 

and holy man—can and did atone for the sins of all those he had come to 

seek and to save. 

 Well in our lesson tonight we come to the last section dealing with 

Tabernacle furnishings and ceremonies.  It begins with God’s command to 

make an altar of incense to be placed in the Holy Place.   

 Make an altar of acacia wood for burning incense.  It is to be 
square, a cubit long and a cubit wide, and two cubits high—its horns 
of one piece with it.  Overlay the top and all the sides and the horns 
with pure gold, and make a gold molding around it.  Make two gold 
rings for the altar below the molding—two on opposite sides—to hold 
the poles used to carry it.  Make the poles with acacia wood and 
overlay them with gold.  Put the altar in front of the curtain that is 
before the ark of the Testimony—before the atonement cover that is 
over the Testimony—where I will meet with you.   

Now over the course of the past few weeks as we have been studying the 

Tabernacle and its furnishings, we have been making an orderly progress.  

We first looked at the furnishings for the Holy of Holies and the Holy Place

—the Ark, the Table and the Lampstand.  Next we looked at the Tabernacle 

construction itself, staring with the inner layers of finely twisted linen and 

moving outward in order through the three next layers.  After dealing with 

the Tent of Meeting, we moved outside and took a look at the altar for burnt 

offerings and the courtyard.  After this we looked at the priesthood—the 
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clothes they had to wear and the ordination service they had to undergo.  But 

now tonight we find ourselves back in the Holy Place, under the curtain and 

beside the Table and the Lampstand.  The question that arises is this: Why?  

Why didn’t we have a description of the golden altar of incense back when 

we were dealing with the other furniture in the Holy Place?  Why would 

God wait for this moment to tell Moses about it?  Isn’t it out of place? 

 As you may suspect, the answer to that question is “No.  It is not out 

of place.”  You can think of it this way.  The articles we have seen earlier—

the Ark of the Covenant, the Mercy Seat, the Table and the Lampstand all 

speak of God in Christ coming to his people and showing forth the riches of 

his grace.  They are all symbolic of God stooping low to come to his people 

to forgive them, to feed them and to show them the way.  The Altar of 

Incense, however, does not so much speak of God coming to us in Christ as 

it does of our going to God in prayer.  Psalm 141 opens this way: 

O Lord, I call to you; come quickly to me. 
Hear my voice when I call to you. 

May my prayer be set before you like incense; 

May the lifting up of hands be  
Like the evening sacrifice. 

Or think of this passage from Revelation 8: 

 Another angel, who had a golden censer, came and stood at the 
altar.  He was given much incense to offer, with the prayers of all the 
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saints.  The smoke of the incense, together with the prayers of the 
saints, went up before god from the angel’s hand.   

The Altar of Incense comes at this point in the story of the Tabernacle simply 

because we cannot go to God in prayer unless he has first come to us.  

Unless his work is first done in our hearts by Christ we will never go to him 

in true prayer.  We will never want him.  We will never seek him.  We will 

continue to try to be self-sufficient.  If, however, he first awakens us by his 

grace, if he first reaches down and opens our hearts, we will come to the 

golden altar; our prayers will rise up to him as sweet incense rose from the 

Holy Place in the days of Moses.   

 Now before going on I want to make two more points.  First, there is a 

connection between the two altars of the Tabernacle, the bronze altar out in 

the courtyard for burning sacrifices and the golden one in the Holy Place for 

burning incense.  We know from Leviticus 16 that the fire that was used to 

burn the incense in the Holy Place was taken from coals from the bronze 

altar for burnt offerings that was outside in the courtyard.  Now think about 

what that means.  Before prayers can rise to God’s throne, as symbolized in 

the Altar of Incense, an atoning sacrifice must be made on the bronze altar.  

To put it another way, the sacrifice that took place on the bronze altar was 

the foundation for the prayers lifted up on the golden altar.  The lesson is 
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clear.  Before we can go to God in prayer, before we can come into his 

presence, we must first be washed and made new by the sacrifice of Jesus 

Christ.  Without his shed blood, our prayers will rise no higher than the 

ceiling.     

 The second thing to mention is this.  You know that the two eldest 

sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, were consecrated as priests to the Lord.  

You know that God slew them.  They offered what the King James Version 

calls “strange fire” and what the New International Version “unauthorized 

fire” on the altar of incense.  When they did this, God sent forth fire and 

burned them up.  This “strange” or “unauthorized fire”—we don’t know 

exactly what it was—was evidently fire taken from someplace other than the 

altar for burnt offerings.  You see the symbolism.  When they tried to come 

into the presence of God in prayer on a foundation other than the foundation 

laid by the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, they perished.  There is one way and one 

way only to come into God’s presence and to be received by him in mercy.  

You must come trusting in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ alone.  If you come 

by any other route—if you seek to gain entry by any other gate than Jesus 

Christ—you are a thief and a robber.   
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 Let’s turn back to the lesson and the heading entitled “Atonement 

Money” in the New International Version. 

 Then the Lord said to Moses, “When you take a census of the 
Israelites to count them, each one must pay the Lord a ransom for his 
life at the time he is counted.  Then no plague will come on them 
when you number them.  Each one who crosses over to those already 
counted is to give a half shekel, according to the sanctuary shekel, 
which weights twenty gerahs.  This half shekel is an offering to the 
Lord.  All who cross over, those twenty years old or more, are to give 
an offering to the Lord.  The rich are not to give more than a half 
shekel and the poor are not to give less whey you make the offering to 
the Lord to atone for your lives.  Receive the atonement money from 
the Israelites and use it for the service of the Tent of Meeting.  It will 
be a memorial for the Israelites before the Lord, making atonement for 
your lives.   

  
Now there are some people who are disturbed by this passage.  They think 

that it suggests that salvation can be paid for by silver.  A particular amount 

of money has to be paid to the Lord by the believer as “a ransom for his 

life.”  Let me make a couple of points.  The first is this.  God went down to 

Egypt.  He brought the Israelites out of that house of bondage.  He set them 

squarely on a new path and he guarded them until they entered into the 

Promised Land.  All of this God did graciously.  Freely.  It was free; at least 

it was free to the Israelites, the recipients of this grace.  It wasn’t free to 

God; it cost God the death of his only begotten Son on a cross at Calvary.  

After the Israelites had been brought to freedom, however, they were 

required to acknowledge the debt they owed to their God.  They owed a debt 

of gratitude.  They owed a debt of thanksgiving.  They owed a debt of 
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obedience.  That is what this offering symbolized.  God had acquired rights 

over them because he had brought them into a glorious freedom suitable for 

the children of God.  He had brought them from darkness into the light.  

They now had responsibilities toward God.  They were to serve him, to 

worship him, to obey him.  They were to call upon his name, to seek his 

glory and to serve his people with thanksgiving and praise.  They were no 

longer their own; they belonged to God, body and soul, in life and in death.  

They had been purchased.  That was what this offering symbolized.  It was 

an offering of their lives back to God for what he had graciously done for 

them.  It reminds me of the last verse of Isaac Watts’ hymn, When I Survey 

the Wondrous Cross: 

Were the whole realm of nature mine, 
That were a present far too small; 

Love so amazing, so divine, 
Demands my soul, my life, my all. 

 The second thing to say is this.  The offering that had to be made was 

half a shekel.  In our terms it was about a dollar or two.  What we might call 

small change.  Now the payment was required.  There were no exemptions 

allowed.  There were no excuses entertained.  A rich man could not pay 

more to puff himself up and appear important; a poor man could not pay any 

less.  A rich man might think it was a trifling amount, but he could not 
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neglect it.  And no man was too poor to be able to pay it.  Each man had to 

pay alike.  This teaches us that God is no respecter of persons.  In matters of 

redemption, he sees us as all being alike.  We are all, in and of ourselves, 

only lost and perishing sinners stumbling along the path that leads to 

condemnation.   

 Let’s turn back to our lesson and consider the basin for washing. 

 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Make a bronze basin, with its 
bronze stand, for washing.  Place it between the Tent of Meeting and 
the altar, and put water in it.  Aaron and his sons are to wash their 
hands and feet with water from it.  Whenever they enter the Tent of 
Meeting, they shall wash with water so that they will not die.  Also, 
when they approach the altar to minister by presenting an offering 
made to the Lord by fire, they shall wash their hands and feet so that 
they will not die.  This is to be a lasting ordinance for Aaron and his 
descendants for the generations to come.   

Between the Altar of Burnt Offerings and the Tent of Meeting a bronze basin 

was to be set up.  This basin, on a pedestal, was to hold water and it was 

there that the priests would wash their hands and feet before entering 

through the curtain to the Holy Place.  They would was their hands because 

they would be dirty from making the sacrifices and burnt offerings; they 

would wash their feet because they wore no sandals as they served before 

the Lord.  Remember Moses before the bush that was burning but was not 

consumed.  God commanded him in a voice from the bush to take off his 
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sandals, for he was standing upon holy ground.  But there is more to it than 

mere hygiene.   

Think of it this way.  It was on the bronze altar that atonement for sin 

was made through the shedding of blood.  The animals sacrificed there 

pointed to the sacrifice that Christ would make at Calvary.  Through faith in 

him, atonement for sin was made and eternal life was granted.  That altar 

speaks of justification before God.  It speaks of something that happens once 

and lasts forever.  But justification is not the end of the Christian life.  It is 

only the beginning.  We are saved in order to be sanctified and that is what 

the washbasin points to.  You see, as we walk through this world, even 

though we are saved we still get dirty.  Although we are saved, we are not 

fully and perfectly sanctified.  Although we are saved, we still fall into sin 

daily.  And when that happens, we need to wash ourselves by confessing our 

sins before God and starting afresh.  That is what the washbasin points to.  

We approach God on the basis of the sacrifice of Christ.  We commune with 

him in joy and thanksgiving when we wash our hands and feet through daily 

confession, keeping short accounts with him and humbly bowing before 

him.  It is only in that way that as a nation of priests we can each enter into 

his presence with hearts filled with reverence, joy and good cheer.   
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There are two more items for us to consider tonight—the oil for 

anointing and the incense for burning.  Let’s look at the oil first. 

Then the Lord said to Moses, “Take the following fine spices: 
500 shekels [12.5 lbs.] of liquid myrrh, half as much (that is, 250 
shekels) of fragrant cinnamon, 250 shekels of fragrant cane, 500 
shekels of cassia—all according to the sanctuary shekel—and a hin [1 
gallon] of olive oil.  Make these into a sacred anointing oil, a fragrant 
blend, the work of a perfumer.  It will be the sacred anointing oil.  
Then use it to anoint the Tent of Meeting, the Ark of the Testimony, 
the table and all its articles, the lampstand and its accessories, the altar 
of incense, the alter of burnt offering and all its utensils and the basin 
with its stand.  You shall consecrate them so they will be most holy, 
and whatever touches them will be holy. 

Anoint Aaron and his sons and consecrate them that they may 
serve me as priests.   

In the Old Testament anointing an object signified dedication and 

inauguration.  The tabernacle and the things in it are anointed as a sign they 

are to be set apart strictly for God’s purposes.  They are no longer common; 

they are not to be used in ordinary ways.  God has given them a special 

purpose.   

 Anointing of people with oil has the same meaning in Scripture.  

Priests, prophets and kings were all anointed as they took up their offices.  It 

was a sign that God had set them apart for special duties.  It was also a sign 

of the anointing of the Holy Spirit, who comes to his own and fits them for 

service in God’s name.  The Spirit sets believers apart and equips them that 

they might fulfill their God given mandate.   
 11



 Finally God commands spices to be mixed for the incense.  The gum 

resin is a powder made of myrrh.  Onycha is made from mollusk shells.  

Galbanum is a rubbery resin taken from the roots of a flowering plant that 

thrives in Syria and Persia.  These spices are to be mixed with frankincense 

and burned on the altar of incense, making a sweet fragrance before the Lord 

and symbolizing the prayers of his people being lifted up.   

 Let me make two points about the oil and the incense before closing.  

First, in both cases very expensive ingredients were used.  The lesson is that 

we are to give of our best to the Master.  God has given his best to us; we are 

to return the favour so far as it is in our power.  Give him yourself—and then 

watch how he begins that long work in you to bring you to perfection.  It 

won’t be finished in this life, but a small start will be made—a start that for 

God’s children will be carried through to eternity.   

And second, in both cases the Lord says that these items are sacred 

and are not to be imitated or used for any other purpose or by anyone 

unauthorized on pain of excommunication—and excommunication in this 

case—being cut off from the people and left to fend for yourself on your 

own in the desert—was tantamount to a death sentence.  This is the lesson: 
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God is holy.  He jealously guards his prerogatives and will not let his 

commandments be violated without seeing to it that justice is perfectly done.  

So let’s give him thanks and praise that while we cannot meet these 

requirements he has sent us someone who has—and who has done it on our 

behalf, the Lord Jesus Christ.  In his the holiness and righteousness of God 

are satisfied.  In him the common things of this world—and in this I include 

people like you and me—are made sacred and holy objects of his love.  In 

Christ’s name.  AMEN.  
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