BUILDING THE TABERNACLE

Exodus 32-40

Key verse: 40:34

“Then the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting,

and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.”


Most of those who attempted to have a grasp of Exodus 20-31 last week probably felt bored while they went through the content and perhaps many ended up in confusion. I guess those who tried to write a testimony anyway ended up writing mostly on the ethical application of the Ten Commandments with the reservation of the feeling of confusion on the rest of the chapters. As we read today’s passage we are not less baffled by the maze of the detailed description of the building of the tabernacle which occupies chapters 35-40, more than a half of the content. 


I have learned that the frustration is, in my case, due to the ignorance on the matter of the covenant. In those days elaborate ceremonies were held to seal the covenants. When two parties agreed, a covenant meal was eaten, or an oath was recited. A book in which the covenant’s promises were written was put in a secure place. The solemn moments of the ceremonies were to heighten the seriousness of covenant making. Covenants were never entered into casually. Every step of the ceremony was an act of sealing the covenant. That is why there are the meticulous instructions as we saw them in the last passage and are the detailed description of the execution of them in today’s passage. 


There is something more in the case of the covenant which we studied last week. It was the covenant which the Lord established with the Israelites. The covenant was unique because it is the impossible. But God in his mercy came to men and established a covenant with them in the fashion of the covenants which the kings made with their subjects. The implication is beyond just to say that God opened the way for man to live as God’s own. We will follow the instructions on the materials to use, on the construction of the tabernacle and on the making of the priestly garments and the description of how they set up the tabernacle. We may no more treat him as a father, or a contractor. God may build a sanctuary in our hearts.

I.  Covenant Breaking and Covenant Renewal (32-34)

In these chapters are the story of the golden calf and the giving of the new stone tablets. It is hard to understand why the Israelites made the golden calf. It is harder to understand how God could “relent”. They can be understood properly only if we keep in mind the grace of the Lord that he established a covenant with men. 

Aaron’s leadership(32:1-6): As Exodus 24:18 notes, Moses left the people under Aaron’s leadership for forty days. When we read chapters 25-31 we can understand that the Lord spoke to Moses during the forty days. It wasn’t like the movie where God writes the Ten Commandments on the tablet in about ten seconds after Moses waited for 39 days. Moses got into the covenant during the intensive forty days’ Bible study with the Lord. We may not know whether the Bible study continued 24 hours a day but there is some difference from what we do in our Bible study. Today learning the Bible is taken more as an act of downloading information. In Moses’ example it seems that the learning of the covenants was the worship of the Lord. We get this idea from 24:1-2.

We learn from the same verse that the forty days were the time to worship for the people of Israel as well. It was not a break from the coercive rule of the powerful leader Moses to think and act according to their logical empiricism. Though they didn’t deserve and therefore kept away from approaching the mountain they were given the opportunity to worship as well. For the people the worship meant the waiting in reverence for the message from the Lord while the worship meant a Bible study for Moses. When we picture Moses at the top of the mountain and the Israelites waiting at the foot of the mountain we can see the emergence of the worship of God on earth.. The forty days meant equivalent to the creation of the heavens and the earth. 

What happened that the Israelites developed an idea of making an idol in this unequaled solemn and holy period of human history?  In the description “so long” in 32:1 we gather an idea that the Israelites became fearful. They feared that he has died or left them. They left Egypt under the leadership of Moses, but they didn’t know where to turn since he wasn’t there anymore. Therefore, they encouraged Aaron to make an idol who would lead them. They were asking for leadership. When we remember the Lord’s command in 24:1 we see that the people of Israel overrode the worship because of their anxiety regarding leadership. As we see in the subsequent development we learn that to nullify worship was to breach the covenant, to be more precise, to nullify the covenant. In the recent situation of our ministry we see the same problem. Some cry for leadership while others defend it, and so we got into the crisis where the worship vanished.

In light of the example of the Israelites we cannot lament at this time over human nature, or the Korean temperament which is branded as sectarian. We cannot evade the current situation as an unfortunate happening. We should learn that the Christian life is a period of worship. Just as Moses was on the mountain, our Lord Jesus went up to heaven. Just as the people of Israel were commanded to worship from a distance we are commanded to worship in this long awaiting of the coming of the Lord Jesus in this world. We should learn that the seriousness of the current situation is that we abandoned the worship of the Lord. As a result people argue over the issues to find a breakthrough of our situation. If we continue it we will make another shiny golden calf. We should all pray for our leadership that God may encourage them to listen to the word of God. We should all pray for ourselves that we, too, may listen to and wait for the word of God. God who has called us into his covenant by the grace of our Lord Jesus will help us to be restored to the worship of our gracious Lord.

 In 32:2-6 is the record of how Aaron dealt with the demand of the people for an idol. Without arguing, Aaron made an idol for them. He collected gold from all the people and cast it in the shape of a calf. Then he fashioned it with a tool. When Aaron finished the fashioning work probably he polished it to make it very shiny. Then the Israelites became happy. They said, “These are your gods, O Israel, that brought you out of Egypt” (32:4). We are puzzled with Aaron’s attitude. Why did he who Moses had been told would be the people’s main priestly leader make an idol? We are even more confused because we get the impression that he labored to make the idol attractive and satisfying to the people. We find the clue in 32:5.   

He had an intention to lead the rebellious people to the worship of the Lord. He knew that the idol was nothing and there were no other gods but the Lord. He swallowed his disgust over the stupidity of the people, his frustration over his own weakness while he labored to make the dumb thing shiny. He endured and persevered in order to lead the unruly and help them to worship the Lord. He did not waste time when the opportune time came. When Aaron saw that the people became happy again, “he built an altar in font of the calf and announced, ‘Tomorrow there will be festival to the Lord”, says 32:5. It seemed a perfect strategy because the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. But then everything went wrong. 32:6b says, “Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry.” The supposedly joyful worship service quickly turned into an orgy complete with gluttony, drunkenness, and immorality.  

What went wrong? Look at 32:7. Whatever the reason of the people, and whatever the intention of Aaron, they made an idol and worshiped it. The seriousness of their act is that their broke the most basic of the covenant’s ten foundational commands. Their act was more than an ethical matter. It was more than being wrong. It was an act of war against the Lord. It was an act of denial of the Lord. By acting this way, they also broke their covenant commitments to one another. Since the Lord couldn’t be denied their act meant the destruction of God’s people in which they belonged to by the grace of the Lord, the property which was not their own but belonged to God. They were not God’s any more. That is why the Lord said they were Moses’ people, whom Moses brought up our of Egypt. God was not using a wry joke. When the covenant was gone there left only Moses and them. They became corrupt.

In the past people sought for a leadership. Today everybody is a boss. Thanks for the teaching of making God’s people who are bound to the covenant with the Lord. We shouldn’t follow Aaron’s example who intended to lead the people of God. He made them Moses’ people. This strange thing happened when he forgot that he was supposed to be a servant of the Lord for the people. We should follow Moses’ example. He worshiped the Lord, and God used him as his chosen instrument to guide his people. We are not talking about leadership. We are talking about the ongoing work of redemption.

Moses, the servant of the Lord (32:7-34:35): While Aaron was leading people to corruption, on Mount Sinai Moses had no idea what the people had done until the Lord told him about the tragedy. The Lord was angry enough to consider destroying Israel and making a new nation from Moses’ family (32:9‑10). We do not know whether God was testing Moses’ commitment to serve as some suggests. We learn, however, Moses sought the favor of the Lord his God at this time (32:11-13).

In his prayer we learn Moses’ understanding of who the Israelites were. They were what they were by the grace of God. They were God’s own because God chose them. They were God’s representatives because God chose them. God entrusted his eternal promise to them through Abraham, Isaac and Israel. Moses didn’t manipulate God by reminding his promise. He was not twisting God’s arm on behalf of his own people. Rather he prayed for the honor of the name of the Lord among the people on earth, which was entrusted to the existence of the Israelites. In other words, he prayed that God’s intention to evangelize the whole earth may stand to the end. We may say he prayed according to the Lord’s prayer. 32:14 says, “Then the Lord relented and did not bring on his people the disaster he had threatened.” May the Lord’s prayer be your prayer all through your years.

32:15 says Moses went down the mountain with the two tablets of the Testimony in his hands. They were inscribed on both sides, front and back.  In 32:16 we see why Moses carried the heavy tablets in the urgent situation. He carried the tablets because “The tablets were the work of God; the writing was the writing of God, engraved on the tablets.” But in 32:19 we read that he threw the tablets out of his hands, breaking them to pieces at the foot of the mountain. Some people speak of Moses’ temperament with this abrupt attitude. But the breaking of the tablets was an symbolic act of the declaration that the covenant was broken and no more effective. Moses was simply declaring God’s anger.

From 32:20 we see what Moses did for God’s people.  He took the calf and burned it in the fire. Then he ground it to power, scattered it on the water and made the Israelites drink it. Then he stood at the entrance to the camp and said, “Whoever is for the Lord, come to me.” 32:26b says, “And all the Levites rallied to him.” Then Moses commanded the Levites to kill their own brothers and friends and neighbors. About three thousand people died that day. Thus he established the Levites who were set apart to the Lord. They were against their own families who broke the covenant. They were not clean by themselves. They were the sign of the repentance of the people to the Lord. 

Moses knew that they wouldn’t become God’s own again because they repented. He knew that they committed sin. So he went back to the Lord to make atonement for their sin. Moses offered his life and requested the Lord to forgive the people. The Lord forgave Israel but refused to lead them into Canaan, so the covenant relationship remained broken. Mostly because of Moses’ continued prayers for the people (compare 33:7‑23), the Lord finally decided to give Israel a second chance. God ordered Moses to cut new covenant stones, and he chiseled out two stone tablets like the first one and went up Mount Sinai early in the morning, as the Lord had commanded him with the two stone tablets in his hands (34:1‑9). The Lord now pledged to give Israel a homeland if they would reject idolatry, keep the laws already given‑especially the Sabbath observance, and celebrate the prescribed festivals (34:10-26).

34:29 says that Moses’ face was radiant because he had spoke with the Lord. In 2 Corinthians 3:7-18 we learn that the radiant face of Moses teaches us that the gospel of the forgiveness of our sins make us radiant. From the teaching of St. Paul we can understand that the covenant was established on the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ who brought the forgiveness of our sin. May the Spirit reminds you of the radiant gospel and set you free in the grace. We learn in 34:29‑35 that since the covenant was restored, Moses’ status as God’s representative is magnified. May God stand you firmly on the grace of the forgiveness of our sin by the grace of Jesus. As Moses’ leadership saved the nation from the deserved consequences of its own sinfulness may God bless his Church through you.

II.  Building the Tabernacle (35‑40)

Israel makes the most of its second chance. They obeyed the Lord. They provided the materials, funds, and workmen for the tabernacle (35:4‑36:7). In fact, they gave so generously that the Lord restrained them from giving too much (36:5‑7)! All the skilled men made all the parts of the tabernacle and priestly garments under the guidance of Bezalel and Oholiab exactly as described in chapters 25‑31 (chaps. 36‑39). We read the frequent expression “just as the Lord commanded.”  In the building of the tabernacle and the garments the covenant was established and the people of Israel was established as the covenant people! Finally, the tabernacle is completed, and the people walked behind it and the ark of the covenant, where the new covenant stones were stored (40:34‑38). The Lord was so pleased that “the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.” Even Moses could not enter the Tent of Meeting because of the overwhelming glory of God (40:34‑35).

In the record in Exodus 32-40 it is clear that the covenant was established on the grace of God who took the burden of our sin on himself. As we know the tabernacle worship would last until our Lord Jesus came and replaced it forever. May our Christian life become the work of building a place of worship in our hearts. 

Israel now has the opportunity to receive the rest of the covenant. They have standards, and they have a place to worship their God. What they do not have is a way to deal appropriately with their sins. What if they act like they did in chapter 32 again? There comes the need of the book of Leviticus.

