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As we read about and journey with the Children of Israel near the end of the Book of Exodus we 

see how God commands them to build the Tabernacle.  God gives them instructions, that it was 

to be “a sanctuary for me, and I will dwell among them. (25:8) The Tabernacle was to be a 

visible sign of God’s presence with them. 

 

Therefore in these chapters starting in Exodus 25 and through Leviticus 7, we see the very 

specific details and ways God wants his Tabernacle constructed and furnished.  We read about 

the instructions given to the priests on what they should wear; the kind of utensils they should 

use; the kind of offerings and sacrifices they should administer. 

 

In reading all this we may wonder why everything needed to be so ornate, so expensive and 

fancy with such elaborate rituals. Yet at that time, it is important to note, they truly believed that 

the Tabernacle was where God resided.  They truly believed that God actually dwelt and lived in 

that sacred space. 

 

When I was in college I had the great opportunity to be able to go on a religion study trip to 

Rome and many other countries with phenomenal cathedrals.  In looking at the ornate gold like 

tabernacle over the altars, as well as all the ornate paintings and statues, our professor reminded 

us that the Roman Catholic Church believes that in the Lord’s Supper that the bread and wine 

actually change into the body and blood of Jesus. 

 

In this belief in what is known as transubstantiation, in the concept that the bread and wine 

actually become Jesus, there has also been a belief that then Jesus actually dwells in that space.  

Therefore the belief has often followed that ornate buildings, with lots of gold and silver, with 

beautiful robes and chasubles, somehow give honor to God’s presence. 

 

It was the Protestant Reformation, of course, that started pointing people to the Bible truth that 

God does not dwell in a church or a place.  Rather God dwells in us—in our hearts and lives— 

through his Holy Spirit. Therefore the church is really not to be about being ornate with lots of 

fancy things, it is rather about equipping and empowering people in worship to be God’s 

presence; his instruments; his vessels in their daily lives of faith and service. 

 

Yet in the time of the Exodus the people believed completely that God resided and dwelt in the 

Tabernacle.  In this sacred place was the Holy of Holies which only the High Priest could enter 

once a year.  This set apart area contained the Ark of the Covenant which held some of the bread 

called manna, the rod of Aaron, along with the tablets of the Ten Commandments. 

 

The Ark of the Covenant reminded the people of God’s covenant promise to them.  The manna 

or bread they received in their wanderings reminded them to trust God each day.  The rod of 

Aaron reminded them to worship God.   



 

The tablets with the Ten Commandments reminded them to obey God.  God’s presence, they 

believed, was in and all around this wooden box called the ark.  This area called the Holy of 

Holies was therefore too holy for all but one person to enter once a year. 

 

Another interesting thing about the Tabernacle is that it was placed right in the middle and 

center of their community.  In fact, all the resident tents were built around the Tabernacle and 

the door of each tent faced toward that important structure. 

 

Also when they moved or marched to a new place the structural pieces and contents of the 

Tabernacle were carried in the middle of the congregation.  The message, of course, is that they 

were to be a community centered completely on God. 

 

In my first parish where I was pastor I served two churches, one in town and one in the middle of 

a farm field.  The unique thing about this country church, the Wang Lutheran Church, was that 

when it was built over 100 years ago, the people built their farms and homes all around this 

church building.  Very similar, I’m sure, to the Aeneas, Bethel and Lands churches.   

 

As the farmers worked in their fields, as they drove to town and as the children went on the bus 

to school, they could look up and see from all different places, even from miles away, the steeple 

of that little white church.   

 

The significance of this for many who lived there was that they had been baptized in that church.  

Many had gone there for Sunday school and confirmation; they had been married at that altar; 

their own children had been baptized at that baptismal font.  Some had worshipped and had 

received the Lord’s Supper there for 60, 70, 80 years and more. 

 

And when they died their funeral was also in that little church.  The pall bearers then carried 

their casket out the door, across the lawn, and they were buried with many relatives and friends 

in the church cemetery.  From birth to death and everything in between, the church had been the 

center of their lives and community. 

 

Just think, my friends, how important that visual and image really is.  This picture reminds us 

that God is with us—guiding us, leading us, watching us.  It affirms that no matter what we do or 

what challenges we go through, God is always present with us.  There is no way to run away and 

hide from him; he is with us in everything that we do. 

 

This Bible truth is often more difficult for us to realize today since the church is no longer the 

center of the community.  That is why it is so important that we worship each week, read our 

Bibles regularly, pray each day.  Centering our lives on God, knowing he is with us always 

should have a powerful impact on how we live, on all we say and do. 

 

In the Tabernacle courtyard there was a basin to wash and be cleansed.  This was also meant to 

be a reminder of the importance of having one’s heart and conscience cleansed from impurity.  

In the outer chamber there was a lamp stand meant to remind them that God is present; that he is 

there if they are worried or upset; that his light never goes out. 

 



This outer chamber also had lots of burning incense which was intended to cover over the foul 

odors of sacrificing animals.  This area also contained the table of the presence which would 

hold what was known as the bread of the presence.  

 

Each and every week the priests were to bake twelve loaves of bread, one for each of the twelve 

tribes of Israel.  This bread was meant to remind the people of the face of God, that God is the 

one who provides for them and is present with them each day.   

 

This, of course, is very similar to the bread we share in Holy Communion.  In this bread we see, 

taste, feel, hear, and even smell the presence of God and his promises of grace.  And in eating 

this bread we experience receiving Jesus’ loving nourishment in our hearts. 

 

Then came the Holy of Holies, separated by a heavy veil—a blue, purple, and scarlet curtain.  In 

this space was the Ark of the Covenant with cherubim of pure gold on top.  The ark was a 

reminder that God would always be faithful, would always provide for his people each day. 

 

The good news, my friends, of the Tabernacle then and of our sanctuary and worship now, is that 

this place is to be a visible sign that God has his arms extended to all people.  God is calling us 

with open arms to come here and hear his word, to share in his supper, to worship his name, to 

be empowered with his presence and love. 

 

It is extremely important for each of us at Messiah to realize that this sanctuary along with all the 

beautiful things in it, are never to be the focus of our worship.  Also, we need to always be 

careful that things like furnishings, communion ware, robes and worship structures don’t detract 

us from God’s mission and purposes.  

 

Our true focus and mission is God and God alone, centered in his Word and Sacraments.  Our 

purpose is to come to this sanctuary for strengthening and encouragement for our many 

challenges in life.  We are to come just as we are, with all our sins and failings, and be assured of 

God’s forgiveness and the reconciled relationships he wants us to have. 

 

We come to this place to be encouraged and supported by other believers who are here to pray 

for us, to walk with us in our challenges, to comfort us in our pain and losses.  We come to this 

place to learn from God’s word, to be equipped to use our spiritual gifts, to be empowered to live 

our faith and witness each day. 

 

God’s call and purpose is not that this is his dwelling place; rather he wants us to take his 

presence, his love, his healing power into our daily lives, our work, our community.  We are to 

be his incarnation where God dwells in us through the Holy Spirit. 

 

The children’s song is true that the church is not a building—not bricks, robes or altars.  Rather 

we, you and I are the church; we are the body of our Lord.  Let us all, each one of us, allow Jesus 

to be present in us by faith. Let us shine forth his presence, love and witness in all that we say 

and do.  Then we will know the real and true purpose of worship.    


