Exodus 27:1-19

I.   Introduction

In religion, man improves himself to gain access before God.  Religion is man’s approach to God in a kind of self-salvation.  In the bronze altar, by contrast, we have God’s provision for failure and his way of approaching us. 

II. God establishes the prototype of his meeting with the people in the bronze altar and the courtyard of the tabernacle.

1.  We see this in the location.  The bronze altar was located outside the tabernacle in the courtyard.  This entire structure was 150’x75’.  Think of it as a rectangle of two squares 75’x75’.  The tabernacle is in the first square, and the altar in the second.  The location is vital.  It is outside the tabernacle.  We are moving from the holy of holies, holy place, to the courtyard.  God is moving in grace providing access through the altar.  We have this wonderful theology that our faith is not just about God but the way of approach to God.  God is sequestered in the holy place because of his absolute perfections and justice.  He cannot approach man because he is holy.  But he provides a way for sinful man to approach him in the bronze altar (in between us and the tabernacle).  Religion is about man approaching God.  Our faith is about God approaching us.  

2.  We see this in the altar itself.  The word “altar” comes from the verb to sacrifice or slaughter.  The altar was made of acacia wood and overlaid with bronze.  It was 7.5’x7.5’x4.5’.  It is essentially a large BBQ spit where sacrifices were consumed.  One of the first uses of the word occurs in Genesis 22:9.  Isaac was the firstborn son.  As such, he belonged to God.  God provides a substitute.  Read 22:13-14.  A key to the understanding of the theology of sacrifice are the phrases “in the place of his son,” and “the Lord will provide.”  Men are sinners.  They are under the wrath of God.  God provides substitution in the sacrificial system.  In the movement of our theology, the giving of the law includes the provision for failure.  In a physical sense, God has saved the nation with the sacrifice of Passover.  He makes a covenant with them in the law and anticipates their failure with the bronze altar where sacrifices are made.  And this is his provision for their failure.  We really see the provision in what occurs on the altar.

3.  In the sacrificial system, there are numerous sacrifices from wine and grain to bulls.  But at the heart of the purpose is substitutionary atonement in which the justice of God takes the animal for the failures of the nation.  Read Leviticus 1:4-5.  The laying on of the hands forges identification between sinner and sacrifice.  And it was more than physical event.  In religion, the priest or holy man engages some ritual for the offender and it works automatically.  In our faith, the supplicant comes knowing he deserves justice for violating God’s word and seeking grace for renewal.  See Psalm 51:17 and I Samuel 15:22 (heart).  The provision is to come not just physically but spiritually.  This is, I think, expressed in the horns on each corner of the altar.  There is great debate as to purpose and utility.  In numerous verses, horns signify the power of God; in this case, the power of God to forgive.  See Psalm 18:2.  But there is also the corollary of judgment.  The altar is a place of judgment.  The horn, I think, represents this.  See 2 Chronicles 18:10 and Jeremiah 17:1.  Thus, the absence of genuine sacrifice brings the horns of judgment.  You come properly and not just perfunctorily; you come with the heart and not just the physical sacrifice. 

4.  Of course, the entire sacrificial system is anticipatory.  The faithful Israelite saw in the system that God would, one day, provide a human offering without blemish.  If a man sins, an animal cannot atone.  The sacrifice must be in correspondence to the sinner.  In redemptive history, Jesus Christ completes the provision.  See Ephesians 5:2 and Hebrews 9:12, 14.  Appl:  offer of the gospel.  Illus:  standing where the fire has already burned.  The location is now the God man and what he performs in a final and efficacious sacrifice of the one for the many (way to the tent).

5.  Lastly, there is no greater expression of religion than divisions of service.  Illus:  few for the many.  Thus, the secondary aspect of the sacrificial system was that the priests kept some of the sacrifice for their maintenance and the care of the cultus.  But, in redemptive history, we become the sacrifice in service to cultus (i.e., Church).  We are now the priests that sacrifice ourselves for the advancement of the faith.  See Romans 12:1, Philippians 2:17 and 4:18.  Our sacrifices are not redemptive or meritorious.  But like the sacrifices of old, we maintain the cult!  Appl:  professionals vice all.

6.  The courtyard was a place of access.  In religion, men add to it.  In the courtyard of Herod’s temple, there were four courts and dividing walls depending on the level of holiness of the worshipper:  priests, Hebrew men, Hebrew women, and the court of Gentiles.  There was a warning over the entrance to each court of death for violating the entrance requirement.  It is a great picture of religion.  There are always gradations and levels; some are special and some are less so!  But our faith is God coming to us and making us all one and the same.  See Ephesians 2:14 and Galatians 3:28.

7.  Religion is what man does for God; this is what God does for us!  We come to the tent through the altar of his provision.  We come in the manner he has specified (heart as done for).  He tears down the physical temple and the walls that divide and makes us priests, sacrifice, and one.  He is the fulfillment of Abraham’s words:  the Lord will provide.

