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Text 
"Build an altar of acacia wood, three cubits high; it is to be square, five cubits long and five cubits wide. 

2
 

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. 
3
 Make all its utensils of bronze-- its pots to remove the ashes, and its shovels, sprinkling 

bowls, meat forks and firepans. 
4
 Make a grating for it, a bronze network, and make a bronze ring at each 

of the four corners of the network. 
5
 Put it under the ledge of the altar so that it is halfway up the altar. 

6
 

Make poles of acacia wood for the altar and overlay them with bronze. 
7
 The poles are to be inserted into 

the rings so they will be on two sides of the altar when it is carried. 
8
 Make the altar hollow, out of boards. 

It is to be made just as you were shown on the mountain. 
9
 "Make a courtyard for the tabernacle. The south 

side shall be a hundred cubits long and is to have curtains of finely twisted linen, 
10

 with twenty posts and 

twenty bronze bases and with silver hooks and bands on the posts. 
11

 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. 
12

 "The west end of the courtyard shall be fifty cubits wide and have curtains, with ten 

posts and ten bases. 
13

 On the east end, toward the sunrise, the courtyard shall also be fifty cubits wide. 
14

 

Curtains fifteen cubits long are to be on one side of the entrance, with three posts and three bases, 
15

 and 

curtains fifteen cubits long are to be on the other side, with three posts and three bases. 
16

 "For the 

entrance to the courtyard, provide a curtain twenty cubits long, of blue, purple and scarlet yarn and finely 

twisted linen-- the work of an embroiderer-- with four posts and four bases. 
17

 All the posts around the 

courtyard are to have silver bands and hooks, and bronze bases. 
18

 The courtyard shall be a hundred cubits 

long and fifty cubits wide, with curtains of finely twisted linen five cubits high, and with bronze bases. 
19

 All 

the other articles used in the service of the tabernacle, whatever their function, including all the tent pegs 

for it and those for the courtyard, are to be of bronze. 

 

Introduction 
 Turn with me to the first chapters of the Bible – Genesis 1-3.  God creates a good 

world – formed, filled, functional, but not finished.  He then puts human beings in it to 

rule it and reflect his glory by cultivating the creation, unpacking its latent potential, 

continuing to make things like babies and books, farms and factories, cities… civilization 

(Gen. 1:28)!  It was very good, not because there were endless days floating about with 

nothing to do, but because there were unbroken relationships: vertically with God, 

horizontally with each other, and also environmentally. 

 In the account of chapter 2 we read that “the Lord God planted a garden [facing] 

eastward in Eden; and there he put the man whom he had formed” (Gen. 2:8; KJV).  So 

the Garden of Eden is something like the Loop of Chicago.  There is Chicago, and then in 

Chicago there is the Loop.  There is Eden, and then in Eden is a special garden… that 

faces eastward.  There is the place of Eden and then a place within the place where God 



2 

walked with his people, where the Tree of Life was.  This pattern is very similar to what 

we’ve been seeing with the Tabernacle: the Most Holy Place, the Holy Place, and today 

the courtyard.  In fact, Gordon Wenham has said, “The garden of Eden was a type of 

archetypal sanctuary, where God was uniquely present in all his life-giving power.”
1
  

And Adam and Eve had the joyful task of expanding this garden so that God’s presence 

and God’s people filled the whole earth. 

 But what happens in chapter 3 is truly tragic – Adam and Eve reject their role and 

rebel against God; they want to rule the world for themselves.  And in that act everything 

begins falling apart.  Fear and guilt characterize their relationship with God (Gen. 3:8ff).  

Blame, strife, and discord disrupt their relationship with each other (Gen. 3:12, 13).  Even 

the relationship between humanity and their environment is corrupted (Gen. 3:17-19).  

God’s great act of creation culminating in the establishment of man and woman living in 

the garden paradise of Eden as God’s vice-regents ends in failure and tragedy.  And 

rebellion is punished by banishment from the sacred Garden of Eden. 

 Look at Gen. 3:24 – “After [God] drove the man out, he placed on the east side of 

the Garden of Eden cherubim and a flaming sword flashing back and forth to guard the 

way to the tree of life.”  So it’s made clear that the entrance to this holy place faced east. 

 Now look at Gen. 4:16.  Adam and Eve pass their sin on to their children.  In 

chapter 4 they have a family, but there is no unity and one son – Cain – kills his brother – 

Abel.  And we read in 4:16 that “Cain went out from the Lord’s presence and lived in the 

land of Nod, east of Eden.”  Notice the eastward movement. 

 Now look at Gen. 11:2 – “As men moved eastward, they found a plain in Shinar 

and settled there.”  Some translations have “from the east,” but I believe they’ve 

misunderstood the use of the preposition here.  Many translations, accurately I think, 

reflect this notion that ever since Adam and Eve in 3:24 and Cain in 4:16, humankind has 

been in a constant state of motion away from Eden, towards the east, toward Babylon – 

that legendarily evil city.  It is here in ch. 11 that we read of humanity wickedly building 

the Tower of Babel and incurring God’s judgment. 

 Look at Gen. 13:11 – “Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan and set 

out toward the east.”  He thought he was picking the place that was like the Garden of the 

Lord – lush and verdant, but, going east, he ends up in that other city synonymous with 

sin – Sodom. 

Finally, you can look at Gen. 25:6 and see that Abraham is sending his sons who 

are not of the promise eastward.  These are not superfluous details! 

Bruce Waltke summarizes this motif well: “[M]ovement to the east in Genesis is 

usually negative, in the context of judgment (3:24; 4:16), vainglory and greed (11:2; 

13:11), and alienation (25:6).”
2
  Here’s the theme: alienation and disintegration is to be 

on the eastward track… but redemption goes with being westward bound.  This is what 

God is about: reversing the eastward movement, calling people back, rewinding the 

wreckage, restoring, putting the pieces back together.  We see it with the call of Abraham 

in Genesis 12 to leave his moon-worshipping life in the east and go west to the Promised 

Land.  Isn’t the story of redemption in the Bible is a masterpiece?! 

And today we see this theme, oddly enough, also in the layout of the Tabernacle.  

What may seem like totally boring details if you pay attention and put them into the 

larger narrative are beautiful indications that God has a plan for restoring what has been 

lost.  Look at Exodus 27, verse 13.  Why is it emphasized that the Tabernacle’s entrance 
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was on the east side, toward the sunrise?  This is hearkening back to Eden.  God is calling 

his people to come back in from the east, to worship in his presence.  In short, what we 

are here to hear this morning is just this: God has made a way for us to come back. 

Two weeks ago we looked at what’s in a Tabernacle (the Ark, the Table, the 

Lampstand).  Last week Mike answered the question, “What is a Tabernacle?” (a tent 

with a cherubim embroidered curtain partitioning the Most Holy Place from the Holy 

Place; again an allusion to the cherubim guarding Adam and Eve from re-entering the 

Garden).  Today we’ll look a little at what’s around a Tabernacle.  But mostly I just want 

to explore together what it means that God has made a way for us to come back. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Courtyard 

Do you have a good picture in your mind of what this Tabernacle complex looked 

like?  I heard Mike put tape on the floor last week.  We should have left that up…  Using 

your imagination, take a perfect cube (10 cubits x 10 cubits x 10 cubits).  A cubit, let’s 

say was 1.5 ft. so 15ft. x 15ft. x 15ft.  That’s the Most Holy Place.  In it was the Ark with 

the atonement cover on top of that and the cherubim on top of that and the presence of 

Yahweh on top of that – the portal between heaven and earth.  Its eastern side was a 

curtain with cherubim woven into it opening up to a rectangular room still 15 ft. wide, but 

30 feet long.  In there was the Table for the Bread of the Presence and the Lampstand and 

(we’ll find out later) an Incense Altar.  This was the Tabernacle, and it was entered into 

from the east and only by a priest. 

There’s more.  We find out today that this Tabernacle was surrounded by a screen 

of sorts, kind of like a privacy fence.  This fence was 7.5 ft. tall – half the height of the 

Tabernacle; so people could see the top of the tent representing God’s presence over the 

fence, but couldn’t see right in.  It created a courtyard.  That’s what verses 9-19 are 

describing in today’s text.  Its dimensions were 75 ft. wide by 150 ft. long, so a rectangle 

of the same proportions as the Holy Place (1:2, 15:30, 75:150).  The Tabernacle sat on 

the western half of this rectangle and took up only 6% of the total area.  The front half or 

the eastern half was fairly open to accommodate worshippers.  This is the precedent for 

the temple ‘courts of God’ talked about so often in the Psalms (i.e. 84:10 – “better is one 

day in your courts than a thousand elsewhere;” 100:4 – “enter his gates with thanksgiving 

and his courts with praise”).  Again, the eastern edge was where the only entrance to the 

complex was found. 

What would people see when they came in?  Verses 1-8 tell us about the most 

prominent item in the courtyard.  It was an Altar made of bronze.  Why bronze?  Well, 

first of all, for the most part as we’ve been moving from inner to outer the quality of the 

metals has decreased.  So pure gold on the Ark in the Most Holy Place; bronze on the 

Altar in the courtyard.  Secondly, bronze was a good metal for a grill, and that is 

essentially what this was.  A 7.5 ft. wide x 7.5 ft. long x 4.5 ft. high, square grill, with its 

own matching set of grilling tools.  Most people think this was hollow so it could be 

packed with earth or undressed stones and comply with the earlier specifications for 

altars and also prevent the wood inside the bronze from being burned up.  It had ‘horns’ 

on the top corners and a grate.  It was basically a big fire pit. 
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What for?  Leviticus 1-5 tells us.  There would be burnt offerings made on it at 

least every morning and evening that were totally consumed, grain offerings of thanks 

would be offered there by the people, fellowship offerings for eating in God’s presence, 

and sin and guilt offerings.  These were the most important.  A.W. Pink comments, 

“There it stood: ever smoking, ever blood-stained, ever open to any guilty Hebrew that 

might wish to approach it.  The sinner, having forfeited his life by sin, another life – an 

innocent life – must be given in his stead.”
3
  As sin was atoned for, then other sacrifices 

would be offered in worship. 

 

The Way 

 So let’s stop there.  Starting in v. 20 the direction of description changes from 

innermost => outermost and begins to talk about the priests who were to approach God’s 

presence.  So next week we’ll look at all the instructions for priests – their duties, their 

clothing, their preparation…  Let’s just think about this eastern facing Tabernacle 

complex in the context of the Bible’s storyline.  What did it represent?  It portrayed that 

God was making a way for humans to come back.  It was a marvelous message, but it 

was a temporary structure, portable, and relatively small.  It was majestic and exquisitely 

constructed, but really it was just a stripped down miniature representation of the abode 

of God in heaven and his long-lost abode on earth – the Garden of Eden.  But God 

wanted to picture in this Tabernacle what he had in mind with salvation. 

 The subsequent temples of Solomon and the Second Temple built by the returned 

exiles and later renovated by Herod embellished but essentially continued this imagery.  

They were all just foreshadows.  [By the way, where did the Israelites go when they were 

exiled?  East!]  Well the return from exile and the rebuilding of the Temple didn’t solve 

all the world’s problems.  The masterful master plan of redemption always had as its 

intended climax the ministry of Christ. 

We’ve already mentioned that Jesus represented the fullness of God dwelling in a 

human being – “the Word became flesh and [tabernacled] among us” (Jn. 1:14).  He lived 

among our race for approximately 30 years, pure, undefiled, unpolluted by sin, passing 

every test that Adam and subsequent humanity failed.  And at the end of his life he made 

the journey to Jerusalem one more time, entering the city from the east, coming up over 

the Mt. of Olives (cf. Mt. 21:1) with festive throngs encompassing him and going directly 

into the… Temple (Mk. 11:11; cf. Ezek. 10:18ff). 

 The next day Jesus awoke, returned to the Temple, and proceeded to overturn the 

tables, pronouncing judgment on what this great symbol had become – a mockery of God 

and an obstruction to people actually meeting with him.  Its time had come.  Earlier in his 

ministry he had provocated, “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days” 

(Jn. 2:19).  Nobody understood exactly what he meant, but after his death and 

resurrection his disciples remembered this saying and understood that “the temple he had 

spoken of was his body” (Jn. 2:21).  Jesus was ending Tabernacle/Temple worship, 

bringing a time when true worshippers would not worship at a specific locale but in spirit 

and in truth as they came to him, the true Temple (cf. Jn. 4:21ff). 

 He is the Way; no one comes to God except through him (cf. Jn. 14:6).  We are 

banished sinners, cut off from life, drifting eternally eastward in decay and depravity.  

But Jesus has come and offered the definitive sacrifice for sin – one, efficacious 

atonement not needing to be repeated again and again.  “We have been made holy 
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through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.  Day after day [in the 

Tabernacle and Temple] every priest [stood] and perform[ed] his religious duties; again 

and again he offer[ed] the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins.  But when 

this priest [Jesus] had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right 

hand of God…. there is no longer any sacrifice for sin” (Heb. 10:10-12, 18).  I love that 

phrase – “once for all!”  “But now he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to 

do away with sin by the sacrifice of himself” (Heb. 9:26).  In Jesus, sin is done away 

with! 

 When we come to Jesus by faith we come to the awesome presence of God not 

with our own sacrifices for sin in hand, but claiming his sacrifice.  No animals were 

harmed in the making of this salvation.  So there is no need for us to atone for past, 

present, or future sins.  There is no need for Christ to be re-sacrificed again and again in a 

bloody mass.  Here’s a great ‘word of the week’ for you; saving faith in Christ has been 

described as recumbency.  You think you’ve never heard that word before, but you’ve 

heard of a recumbent bike, right?  A bike you lean back on.  Salvation is being recumbent 

on Christ, leaning back on him and letting him bring you from exile through the eastern 

gates, into the courts, past the bronze altar, through the curtains, past the lamp and table, 

through the cherubim curtains, on top of the ark, to the very presence of God without fear 

or guilt… without reducing God’s holiness one bit.  In Christ we have opened up for us 

again the gates of Paradise, “a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that 

is, his body” (Heb. 10:20).  We are united to the perfect man, back in perfect fellowship 

with God. 

 

The Way to What? 

God has made a way for us to come back.  Jesus is the way back.  But the way 

back to what, exactly?  To life!  Let’s close by reflecting a little more tangibly upon what 

that entails.  William Still was a pastor in one church in Aberdeen, Scotland, for roughly 

half of the twentieth century.  He recounts having been ‘going at it’ one Sunday evening 

about what it meant to live your whole life in Christ: 

 

One chap, because he thought that I must live my whole life on my 

knees, came to me, wringing his hands, because he was not being as holy 

as he thought he ought to be. 

I said to him, “You foolish boy, do you think this means winding 

yourself up into a kind of robot existence, forever clicking your heels 

before a ruthless sergeant-major Christ?  You have got it all wrong.  Christ 

is a world of being, not a set of rules.  You live your life in Him, you are 

naughty in Him, alas, as well as good in Him.  You have fun there as well 

as seriousness.  You must learn that Christ is no mere censor, but a 

Saviour who… [lets] us live our total life in Him….” 

This chap’s Christ was a drill sergeant and he thought that was 

what I was advocating.  No: I was thinking of a Christ who would be with 

him when he went off the deep end and betrayed his fallen self and made 

an ass of himself, and, in private, denied his own, true, holy nature.  A 

Christ who was always kindly, always there, not to his sin, but to him.
4
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What freedom and joy there is to live in Christ knowing that your sins are forever gone 

by right of his once for all sacrifice for sin!  Back to what?  Back to a life that enjoys 

God. 

 But this alone sounds kind of intangible, super-spiritual.  Is the “world of being” 

opened up in Christ just a mystical meditation?  Smiling in a trance all the time because 

our sins have been forgiven?  There’s more.  The Tabernacle was in the middle of a 

people.  It had a door wide enough to accommodate more than a single file line.  And 

God didn’t create isolated individuals in the Garden, but a community, a man and a 

woman in relationship and with the beautiful prospect of being fruitful and multiplying. 

When we come to Christ we are joined together with a kaleidoscopic community of 

believers – through Christ the dividing wall of hostility is torn down, a new humanity is 

created: the church (cf. Eph. 2:14-15), truly a house of prayer for all nations (cf. Mk. 

11:17).  The Second Adam (Jesus) has spiritually spawned a new human race.  “It is not 

good for the man to be alone” (Gen. 2:18).  Life east of Eden is lonely.  It doesn’t have to 

be that way.  Don’t try to live your Christian life just you and God.  It doesn’t matter if 

you’re skinny or smart, outgoing or ‘out-there’, or if you have a past.  It doesn’t matter.  

You can have a place here.  Back to what?  Back to a life that enjoys other people. 

But there’s even more.  Abraham Kuyper said in his famous Stone Lectures at 

Princeton, that “the Christian religion is substantially soteriological” – that is, concerned 

with salvation – but “the object of the work of redemption is not limited to the salvation 

of individual sinners but extends itself to the redemption of the world.”
5
  We’re talking 

about cosmic renewal.  The Tabernacle was an indicator backwards of Eden and forwards 

to the beginning of the New Creation (Christ), not an end in itself, as if the goal of 

salvation is to get people to some religious site to go through some religious rituals.  In 

Christ, we are saved to be fully human again, that is, to live an earthy existence.  Back to 

what?  Back to a life that enjoys creation. 

Remember: Adam and Eve’s purpose was to cultivate creation.  Life was fleshy, 

sensual.  Their purpose, again, was not to escape reality with ecstatic experiences.  The 

Message paraphrase of Genesis 1:28 puts it this way – “Prosper!  Reproduce!  Fill Earth!  

Take charge!  Be responsible…”  James Smith explains that “when God creates the 

world, he doesn’t imagine its end (its telos) to be a people just devoted to singing praise 

songs eternally.  God’s glory is most multiplied and expanded when all of the rich 

potential of his creation is unfolded and unpacked into the life-giving institutions that 

contribute to its flourishing.”
6
  Our mandate now involves telling people about Jesus and 

his finished work on the cross to pay for sins.  But part of the effect of the Good News is 

to make it possible to fulfill our original calling of cultivating creation as God’s image 

bearers. 

Thus Paul can summarize our philosophy on life: “Whether you eat or drink or 

whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God” (1Cor. 10:31).  Christians of all people 

are to be the most worldly.  More worldly than ‘the world’ because we have been 

reconciled to the world’s Maker and instead of futilely worshiping the creation use it as it 

was intended: to worship God.  As one of Marilynne Robinson’s characters says, “This is 

an interesting planet.  It deserves all the attention you can give it.”
7
 

 If you’re a not yet a Christian you need to hear this wide-angle view of salvation 

because you may have misunderstood the Christian life as a kind of detached piety, a 

humorless, pallid existence.  It’s not a diminishment of pleasure but an expansion! 
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And Christians need to hear of God’s great work of salvation in Christ frequently 

because so many of us so many times live with the constant nag of sin, alone with 

ourselves, and essentially as Gnostics – shunning the body and the stuff of embodied 

existence as somehow antithetical to the spiritual.  What are we talking about here?  Let’s 

put some flesh on these ideas. 

I’m saying get out of the ‘e-life’ more regularly and hear the leaves crackle 

beneath your body’s weight as you walk through the crisp Fall fair for the senses.  Plant a 

garden next spring, get dirt under your finger nails, and eat cherry tomatoes from its 

produce that explode with flavor in your mouth.  Come home at night and instead of 

entering a cyber-world of soul-deadening fantasy and Facebook ‘friends’ and 2-D sex, 

knock on a door and invite over a neighbor to experiment with a new recipe.  Make it 

look pretty on the plate.  Learn what arugula is and what wines go well with what meats.  

Take time to have good sex with your spouse, then wrestle on the carpet with the kids 

that come as a result.  Sleep eight hours a night.  Break a sweat at least three times a 

week.  Make something with your hands that’s not just a little figure on a screen killing 

another little figure on a screen.  Decorate your apartment, rearrange or paint a room, buy 

art.  Fix something, do the dishes for fun, clean the bathroom.  Give a hug.  Enjoy your 

job.  Dance at Family Worship (I’ve been working on some cool moves).  Read a novel.  

Recycle.  Study a topic inquisitively like Adam no doubt studied the indications that his 

favorite fruit was ready to eat.  ALL TO THE GLORY OF GOD! 

This is a great thought to take with you into your celebrations this week of 

Thanksgiving.  1 Timothy 4:4 says, “For everything God created is good, and nothing is 

to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving.”  Enjoy your family feasts this week! 

And when life aches, when your forgiven sins still sting, when there are 

indescribable pangs of loneliness even in the company of those you love and who love 

you, when life just sucks and the thistles prick and death closes in, remember that the new 

world exists alongside the old.  We live with one foot in each.  “In keeping with his 

promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of 

righteousness” (2Pe. 3:13).  It’s not the disposal of this world any more than Christ’s 

resurrection was the destruction of his crucified body, but rather it’s complete restoration 

and then fulfillment so that heaven and earth are one and God’s glory fills the cosmos 

like the waters cover the sea.  It is already, but not yet.  So let’s live with tinctured joy, in 

anticipation. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Let us proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes again.  Jesus gave his followers a 

very earthy way to remember his once for all sacrifice to bring them back – a meal.  

Bread and wine recollecting Christ’s body broken and blood shed.  Jesus suffered death 

on our behalf so that we could savor life.  If you are trusting in Christ, joined to his 

people, living in and for him in this world, this is the time we gather round this table and 

enjoy our salvation together with food and song.  God has made a way for us to come 

back, through Jesus.  Let’s celebrate him together. 

 

Benediction 
May you live your life in Christ in community with others and in communion with God, 

who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment (cf. 1Tim. 6:17). 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, November 21, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel Baptist Church is to be a multiplying 

community that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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