Lesson 3

The Tabernacle

Worship

Read responsively these selected verses from Psalm 84.
(This psalm extols the blessings of God’s house of worship.)

Leader: How lovely is your dwelling place, O LORD Almighty!
Group: Blessed are those who dwell in your house; they are ever praising you.

L: Better is one day in your courts than a thousand elsewhere;
G: 1 would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell in the tents of the wicked.

L: For the LORD God is a sun and shield; the LORD bestows favor and honor; no good thing does he
withhold from those whose walk is blameless.
G: O LoORD Almighty, blessed is the man who trusts in you.

Introduction

The architecture of a “holy” place (tabernacle, temple, shrine, church) can tell you a lot about what the
people who go to worship at that place believe. For example, you won’t find idols in the most inner part of
Shinto shrines in Japan. Instead, you’ll find a mirror on the altar. Why? Because Shintoism teaches that
gods live everywhere—in trees, rocks, and even in people. So when the priest officiates at a Shinto shrine
and looks at the mirror on the altar—he is reminded of the god that lives in him.

The world constructs its temples to reflect its own man-made ways of worship. The true God impressed on
his people the way he wanted to be worshiped by directing Moses to build a special tabernacle.

Studying God’s Word

Read Exodus 40:1-8,34.

Discuss the appearance and use of the following tabernacle items and then reflect on the sacred silhouettes
they provided for God’s people and for us. Show floor plan and renderings of tabernacle.

The Altar of Burnt Offering
Read Exodus 27:1-8 and 38:1-7.

The altar of burnt offering stood in the outer court. This altar was where God met with his people when they
presented sacrifices and offerings, where their sins were atoned for, and where they received God’s
blessing. (Think of Aaron raising his hands to bless the people when his ordination was complete, Leviticus
9:22))

1. Describe the altar. In the tabernacle God gave the Israelites in the desert, the altar of burnt offering was
7.5 feet square and 4.5 feet high. Envision two large dining room tables arranged side by side. It looked
like a hollow box that stood on a grate. The altar in Solomon’s temple was about the height of a
modern two-story house, 15 feet high and 30 feet wide. It was ascended by means of a broad ramp. Its
tabletop surface was large enough for three woodpiles: one for offerings, one for incense coals, and one
for the perpetual fire, which had been ignited by God on Aaron’s ordination day and then ignited by
God again at the dedication of Solomon’s temple. Despite its looming size, the altar did not enable the
Israelites to reach God in heaven but was the means by which God reached down to them and
interacted with them on earth, even as he promised in Exodus 20:24: “I will come to you and bless you.



2. List some possible sacred silhouettes suggested by the altar. The sacrifice: This altar was where the
animals were given to God. In the same way, the cross was God’s altar for Christ’s sacrifice for us.
The horns: These protrusions on each corner of the altar provided refuge. First Kings 1:50 describes
Adonijah grabbing hold of the horns of the altar, hoping that he could escape Solomon’s wrath. The
horn was also a picture of strength throughout Scripture (Psalm 18:2; 1 Samuel 2:1; Luke 1:69).
Through the sacrifices made on this altar, the people could be certain that God was their refuge, just as
we find refuge in Jesus and his cross. The fire: In Leviticus 6:12, God told Moses and Aaron not to let
the fire go out at the altar of burnt offering. God had started this fire when he consumed the offering
made by Aaron on his ordination day. The fire might symbolize the fire of the Holy Spirit that God
gave his people, especially the outpouring of his Spirit on Pentecost and on the members of the New
Testament church. It may also picture the fact that God’s people are in a constant state of grace.

The Bronze Basin
Read Exodus 30:17-21 and 38:8.

The bronze basin stood in the courtyard near the altar of burnt offering. The priests washed their hands and
feet before they entered the sanctuary or made an offering.

3. What sacred silhouette might the basin represent? If the priests skipped this purifying step before they
began their work of representing God’s people, they would die because they refused to acknowledge
their sin and need of God’s purification. Exodus 38:8 says that the original bronze basin was made
from the mirrors of the women who served at the entrance to the tabernacle. Solomon’s “Sea” of cast
metal held 11,500 gallons of water, about the amount of a small, in-ground swimming pool! Sacred
silhouette: While there is no Bible passage that directly connects the bronze basin with Baptism, we
are certainly reminded of the fact that we enter into the kingdom of God through the purifying water of
Baptism and the Spirit (John 3:5)

The Table of Presence
Read Exodus 25:23-30; 37:10-16; and Leviticus 24:5-9.

4. Describe this table and its purpose. It was a small table inside the tabernacle where 12 loaves of fresh
bread were placed each week. (1.4 Ibs of flour for each loaf) On it were also placed thank offerings for
the daily bread God gave his people. It assured Israel of God’s continued presence. It was a symbol of
constant fellowship. Exodus 25:29 tells us that plates for incense and flagons and bowls were to be
placed on the table of presence for “pouring out of offerings.” We assume the drink offerings were
wine

5. What significance might it have for us? Sacred silhouette: This reminds us of God’s continual care for
our earthly needs. Also, although there is no Bible passage that directly connects the table of presence
with Holy Communion, we are reminded that we have constant fellowship with God through the bread
and wine and Christ’s body and blood. The bread on the table of presence may also remind us of our
faith in Jesus, the Bread of Life: In John 6:51 Jesus says, “I am the living bread that came down from
heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for
the life of the world.

The Golden Lampstand
Read Exodus 25:31-40; 27:20,21; and 37:17-24.

As the priests entered the Holy Place, they saw a hefty menorah (lampstand) on their left. It was so tall that
it stood on the floor. It was fashioned from pure gold and had seven candles or lamps. Every evening a
priest filled the lamps with fresh oil so they would burn throughout the night.

6. What connection do you see to New Testament times? Sacred silhouettes: When John had a vision of
heaven’s throne room (Revelation 4:5), he saw seven lamps before the throne, which represented the
Holy Spirit.. The lampstand may have reminded the Israelites that they were to be a light to others.
Without the Holy Spirit working in us, we would not be able to let our light shine. It may be a
silhouette that Christ is the Light of the world (see Isaiah 9:2 and John 1:6-9; 8:12).



The Golden Altar
Read Exodus 30:1-10,34-38 and 37:25-29.

The golden altar (or altar of incense) is the third and last article in the Holy Place of the tabernacle. It stood
at the far end, in front of the curtain that hid the Most Holy Place. A priest offered incense on this golden
altar twice a day. On the Day of Atonement, blood from the sin offerings was smeared on the horns of this
altar.

7. What did the burning incense symbolize? (See Psalm 141:2 and Revelation 5:8.) Sacred silhouette:
The burning of incense symbolized the prayers of God’s people "8 to heaven.

The Ark of the Presence
Read Exodus 25:10-22 and 37:1-9.

The ark of the presence, or ark of the covenant, was a gold-covered box and the only item in the Most Holy
Place. It was about the size of a living room coffee table. If you had been able to peek inside the ark during
the time of the exodus, you would have seen a gold jar of manna, Aaron’s staff, and the two stone tablets
on which God had written his commandments. By Solomon’s time, only the tablets remained in the ark.
The other items perhaps were lost when the Philistines temporarily captured the ark.

&. Describe the ark.



