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Of altars and taxes and lavers

      [Biblical text and other notes at the end of sermon for those online]

Introduction

 59 years ago Jewish people were finally emancipated from Nazi Germany’s forced labor camps and allowed to settle down. Many chose to move to another country, be it Israel or Australia. But many settled back into their country of birth, in Europe or Russia. The war was finally over.

Throughout our history we have been chased from one country to another. At least in the last 1000 years, this is true. England, France, Spain, Russia, Poland, all have laws in their history of hostility to Jews and a record of expulsion. Being Jewish meant forced travel. 

This was certainly the case in the beginning of our history as well. Moses took the captives, who had been away from home in forced labor camps for centuries and delivered them. But we didn’t immediately settle into new housing provided by the government. We moved. From one area of the Sinai desert to another, over the course of 40 years. That’s a substantial amount of time! Today my son turns 25 years old, and I think he’s pretty old. 40 years ago today I was getting ready for my Bar Mitzvah as a 12 year old puppy in Kansas City. I think 40 years is a long time.

But the point is that moving is tough on people, and we need some stability whilst we move around. One of the foundational teachings for the Jewish people is that our stability is found in God, and not in a permanent place. We could live in Tehran or New York or Melbourne and be found to be comfortable with God because God was our strength and song, and He became our salvation. No physical structure was ever to give us a sense of the permanent. God alone was our permanent. 

Now, into that mix, of faith and longing, comes the instruction by God to Moses about a traveling tent. Something to make statements to the people around and to the people of God at the same time. The statements were:

1) God is alive and well and wants to dwell with Israel.

2) The people of God owe God everything

3) There is one way to know God and to follow Him

We’ve been studying the furniture and the tabernacle and the priesthood. Today we look at the altar of incense, the half-shekel census tax, and the laver. It’s a little particular, but I don’t want you to miss out on the overall picture. The picture is designed to teach us about God and His presence. He wants us to see the big picture and not get lost in the details, but definitely to observe the details.

Altar of incense (acacia, gold, daily, smell)

The box of incense is a strange item to be sure. 359 days of the year it is in the Holy Place, this middle section of the layout. It takes its place along with the menorah and the table of showbread, about which we will be speaking later. But one day of the year it moves into the Holy of Holies. Can you guess which day that is? That’s right, Yom Kippur. We see that described in its uniqueness in Hebrews chapter 9.4. There we read, “the Holy of Holies, having a golden altar of incense and the ark of the covenant…”

But that unusual day should not make us forget the original design and purpose of the altar itself. 

It was to be made of acacia wood, that very common material out in the wilderness. Then it was to be overlaid with gold. That’s not so common. But the ladies had taken the gold from the women in Egypt so it was bountiful. Acacia speaks to the ordinary nature of humanity in service to the Almighty. He will overlay us with his purposes. He will make us what He wants. But he starts with ordinary stuff—you and me—and not the grand. You might better imagine God doing a makeover than a  choice of a supermodel. In other words, there are not many who are very excellent from the beginning. Most of us are common.

The apostle Paul teaches this with

1Cor. 1.26  For consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble;
God wanted the people to see an ordinary thing turned extra-ordinary.  That’s why He did the overlay thing. We all standardize when we are overlaid with extraordinary gold. And we all reflect an image that is powerful and royal. The gold in the Tabernacle reflects the deity of God. 

God will make us ordinary beings to be used by Him in His service and thus reflect Him. We bring ourselves; God brings the gold and we are useful to His purposes. 

God wanted the ordinary thing to be used daily. I like the expression we read in verses 7 and 8. “Burn it every morning… and at twilight” Note the order of things. When the Bible says “evening and morning”, it means “one day.” When the Bible says it in the opposite manner, “Morning and evening”, I get the impression that it means “continual.” Why is that? The Jewish day is counted from evening to morning. (Note Genesis 1 lessons). So evening to morning is one day. But morning (of one day) to evening (of next day) sounds like a method of communicating ‘continuity’ and thus means ‘daily.’

God is not a once-a-week reality. He is a daily concern of the people of God. He wants to be known and adored. He wants to be filling our lives and our tabernacles with His presence.

The use of incense was first and foremost a sensory problem solution. If you have a wandering community in the wilderness, and it’s hot, the people stink. The slaughterhouse described in the last weeks’ sermons, from Exodus 28 and 29, would have had similar smells. Leftover blood doesn’t sit well with the nose. Carcasses left in the open attract vermin and birds of prey, but are not useful in polite society. Thus the incense was primarily a cover-up of the aromas. 

Look I was a hippie, and we used incense to cover the smells of marijuana in those days, and to protect ourselves from unwanted visits by the police. Incense does a great job in overwhelming even ordinary smells.

The Bible uses the phrase “the prayers of the saints’ (Revelation 5 (cf. Ps 141:2; Lk 1:10; Rev 8:3-4).) to help us understand the metaphor of the incense. Prayers are to be said morning and evening. Prayers will fill the house of God with symbols of His presence. Prayers cover up a lot of unholy things. Prayer accomplishes what smoke screens do in modern techno-concerts.  Prayer will fill the house of God with Godlikeness and with the inescapable possibility of remembering the Almighty.  If you pray in the morning and in the evening, you will fulfill the mandate of Paul to “Pray without ceasing.” (1 Thes. 5)

Yom Kippur and the altar of incense

Why then was the altar moved in the Holiest of All on Yom Kippur? And really a bigger question is “how!?” The poles are affixed to the side of the box, which was only a meter tall and half a meter wide and long. It sat usually on a box in the Holy Place. So during Yom Kippur preparations, the High Priest would have to move the box into the Holiest of All. How did he do that? The bible doesn’t describe this, but it must have been a lot of work. The box would have weighed enough for Aaron at 83 years old to get a good workout!

Why then was the altar moved? 

I believe that it is a symbol of the combination of priestly and personal responsibility in the Yom Kippur sacrifice. The priest does something, in fact many things, on that day. Israel is called to participate, and the number one way we are ‘called’ is to smell the incense. You know the phrase, “wake up and smell the coffee.’ Now someone else made the coffee. Your job, in reality terms, is to simply smell it. 

That’s what God is after with Israel. He will make sure that atonement is made. Israel has to participate along with Him on that day. Don’t’ miss it, We are required to smell the coffee each day, but on one day Atonement is merged with this altar in some very significant way. Miss this and you will not have the benefits of forgiveness of sins.

The half shekel tax (.11-16)

The word for “ransom” or “atonement” signifies “to deliver or redeem by a substitute.” In this case the substitute was money by taking a census. Usually a census was equivalent to mustering troops; that is why it was so dangerous in David’s case (2 Sam. 24). It is clear, however, that those who were numbered under the proper circumstances would be under divine protection. 


The shekel was mentioned in 21:32. A “half shekel” would be about one-fifth of an ounce. This tax was to be paid by adults of military age. The fact that the rich were to give the same amount as the poor shows that it was not how much one had that obtained atonement for his life. The proceeds from the census tax were to be used by the Levites in their service for the Lord and were also to serve as a memorial for the Israelites (v. 16).

This half shekel was to determine how many adults there were in Israel. That’s it. It wasn’t for atonement in the sense of redemption from sins, merely as a counting devise.

The laver (.17-22)

This scrub basin is one of my favorite pieces of furniture in the entire Tabernacle. It was to be made of bronze, and was to be used by all the priests in their feet and hands as a lavatory. After all the sacrifices and butchering of the entrails and the kidneys and the …and traveling in the unsettled dust of the wilderness, a sink makes a lot of sense. 

In chapter 38.8, we read “he made the laver of bronze with its base of bronze, from the mirrors of the serving women who served at the doorway of the tent of meeting.” Whether the mirrors were made of sand/glass as in modern days or just by polishing brass or bronze, the point is clear. The wash basin was a place where you could see yourself in a mirror if there were water or if there were not. 

As we continue to unpack the meanings in the Tabernacle, I believe the laver has very great significance. It is a place of cleansing, and that cleansing is directly related to the mirrors of the women. What could that symbolize?

Reading two verses in the Newer Testament may help us.

Paul wrote the Ephesians:

He (Y’shua) might sanctify her, having cleansed her (the church) by the washing of water with the word, (5.26) and again in James’ letter we read

But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves.  For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks at his natural face in a mirror; for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has immediately forgotten what kind of person he was.  But one who looks intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, this man shall be blessed in what he does. (1.22-25)

I believe the laver is a symbol of the Scriptures that have the capacity to cleanse and to reveal to us what we need to fix. God help us if we look into the pattern of the Tabernacle or the pattern of the apostles or the pattern of the Lord Y’shua and find it all interesting, but we do not adjust ourselves to God’s purposes. It’s as silly as a man who looks into the Bible, reads it, then forgets what he reads. When I look in a mirror and see a smudge, I wash it! Our cleansing is by the water of the word, and that Word is a mirror of our God who wants to cleanse us all, inside and out, with His Spirit.

I don’t believe any part of the Tabernacle was designed to be ‘outside’ or ‘external’ only. Each piece was to teach us of God’s program and God’s promise of His presence with us and all people. 

Thus the laver is a teaching devise to remind us of the place of cleansing, both inside and out, for the believers, and the role of the Word of God in such cleansing. Let His word dwell in you richly and thus be ever seeing yourself in it. As a result of seeing yourself and learning, we not only hear, but we become doers of the very law of God which is described as a law of liberty. Doing God’s word brings liberty. That’s what the wash basin is all about.

Three gifts (Gold, incense, myrrh)

One last point, and it’s about the magi in the Christmas story. Hang in there, it’s not as far-fetched as I just introduced it.

In Matthew 2.11 we read

The magi came into the house and saw the Child with Mary His mother; and they fell down and worshiped Him; and opening their treasures they presented to Him gifts of gold and frankincense and myrrh.
Whoever the magi were, they had some presents to bring Y’shua. And what they brought Him indicated that they understood something about his life and ministry. For our story today I am reminded of the three gifts, each one already listed here in Exodus 30 (.3, .4, .8, .23). These three gifts are Tabernacle-based. In other words, the magi who had learned the Bible from the people in the Babylonian captivity and the deposit they left, were reflecting something particular. The magi believed as you and I do, that Y’shua is the Tabernacle of God among men. Their gifts said, “Y’shua, you are the priest and you are the Tabernacle. I want to be with you and you with me. God is Immanuel, God is dwelling with me, the Tabernacle of God is with men.” 

 Friends, as we travel along with God in our world, in Chatswood, in Sydney, in the Eastern suburbs, in Australia, or wherever we go, we have to have our hope fixed in Him. Our hope is not fixed in the permanence of a building or the efficacy of the ministers there. Our hope is fixed in Y’shua, the Tabernacle of God among men, as He lives with us and in us this day. To God be the glory forever, amen.

Lessons learned

I believe we should see applications from our chapter today. 

1) God’s demands on his  people for participation are not to be yielded to the clergy and the priesthood. We all are a priesthood to the Almighty

2) Daily prayers will make sure that we are thinking about God throughout the day

3) No one gets special favors in Israel; all alike are called to pay the same for the count. We all count in God’s eyes.

Invitation

So, if you are not yet a believer, let me ask you a question. Have you met Jesus, the One who forgives sins? Do you know His forgiveness extends to all people and that includes you?  Will you become a follower of Y'shua today? The priests laid their hands on the head of the bull and thus transferred their sins to the animal before he was slaughtered in their place.  All you have to do today is to lay your hands in faith on Y’shua who is the Saviour. He wants to change you from the inside, and to give you release from your own bondages to sin and self-centeredness. Transfer your sins into him and he will remove them from you. Pray and atonement is secured.

I want to offer you the choice to join us, to identify with and confess Y'shua as your Saviour. If you would like to be delivered from your bondage, this time to sin, then pray this prayer and receive His love and grace. Father, forgive me in the name of Y’shua for all my sins. He was the Saviour and the fulfillment of all prophecies about Messiah. He is the one and the only one who can save me from my selfishness, from my sin. I acknowledge Y’shua as that one who wants to free me, and who alone can free me. I repent of my sin and accept Y’shua as my deliverer. By faith I am now born again by the Holy Spirit. Amen.

If you prayed that prayer, please talk to me after the service is over, [or email me if you are reading this online] so we can talk about growing in this knowledge and this relationship with God.

__________________________

Bob Mendelsohn is the leader of Jews for Jesus for Australasia. He lives in Sydney, and travels the countries of Singapore, New Zealand and Australia in his regular assignments. He writes this sermon series each week and teaches individuals as well. The team of missionaries of Jews for Jesus is his principle responsibility. Bob is married to Patty and they have three children.

Visit the website on www.jewsforjesus.org.au or send an email to Bob on bobmendo@aol.com
Actual text

Ex. 30.1 ¶  “Moreover, you shall make an altar as a place for burning incense; you shall make it of acacia wood.  Its length shall be a cubit, and its width a cubit, it shall be square, and its height shall be two cubits; its horns shall be of one piece with it. And you shall overlay it with pure gold, its top and its sides all around, and its horns; and you shall make a gold molding all around for it. And you shall make two gold rings for it under its molding; you shall make them on its two side walls — on opposite sides — and they shall be holders for poles with which to carry it. And you shall make the poles of acacia wood and overlay them with gold. And you shall put this altar in front of the veil that is near the ark of the testimony, in front of the mercy seat that is over the ark of the testimony, where I will meet with you. And Aaron shall burn fragrant incense on it; he shall burn it every morning when he trims the lamps. And when Aaron trims the lamps at twilight, he shall burn incense. There shall be perpetual incense before the LORD throughout your generations. You shall not offer any strange incense on this altar, or burnt offering or meal offering; and you shall not pour out a libation on it. And Aaron shall make atonement on its horns once a year; he shall make atonement on it with the blood of the sin offering of atonement once a year throughout your generations. It is most holy to the LORD.” 

Verse 11. The LORD also spoke to Moses, saying, When you take a census of the sons of Israel to number them, then each one of them shall give a ransom for himself to the LORD, when you number them, that there may be no plague among them when you number them. This is what everyone who is numbered shall give: half a shekel according to the shekel of the sanctuary (the shekel is twenty gerahs), half a shekel as a contribution to the LORD. Everyone who is numbered, from twenty years old and over, shall give the contribution to the LORD. The rich shall not pay more, and the poor shall not pay less than the half shekel, when you give the contribution to the LORD to make atonement for yourselves. And you shall take the atonement money from the sons of Israel, and shall give it for the service of the tent of meeting, that it may be a memorial for the sons of Israel before the LORD, to make atonement for yourselves.” 

Ex. 30.17 And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, You shall also make a laver of bronze, with its base of bronze, for washing; and you shall put it between the tent of meeting and the altar, and you shall put water in it. And Aaron and his sons shall wash their hands and their feet from it; when they enter the tent of meeting, they shall wash with water, that they may not die; or when they approach the altar to minister, by offering up in smoke a fire sacrifice to the LORD. So they shall wash their hands and their feet, that they may not die; and it shall be a perpetual statute for them, for Aaron and his descendants throughout their generations.” 

Ex. 30.22 Moreover, the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, Take also for yourself the finest of spices: of flowing myrrh five hundred shekels, and of fragrant cinnamon half as much, two hundred and fifty, and of fragrant cane two hundred and fifty, and of cassia five hundred, according to the shekel of the sanctuary, and of olive oil a hin. And you shall make of these a holy anointing oil, a perfume mixture, the work of a perfumer; it shall be a holy anointing oil. And with it you shall anoint the tent of meeting and the ark of the testimony, 

and the table and all its utensils, and the lampstand and its utensils, and the altar of incense, and the altar of burnt offering and all its utensils, and the laver and its stand. You shall also consecrate them, that they may be most holy; whatever touches them shall be holy. And you shall anoint Aaron and his sons, and consecrate them, that they may minister as priests to Me. And you shall speak to the sons of Israel, saying,  ‘This shall be a holy anointing oil to Me throughout your generations. It shall not be poured on anyone’s body, nor shall you make any like it, in the same proportions; it is holy, and it shall be holy to you. Whoever shall mix any like it, or whoever puts any of it on a layman, shall be cut off from his people.’” 

Ex. 30.34 ¶ Then the LORD said to Moses,  “Take for yourself spices, stacte and onycha and galbanum, spices with pure frankincense; there shall be an equal part of each. And with it you shall make incense, a perfume, the work of a perfumer, salted, pure, and holy. And you shall beat some of it very fine, and put part of it before the testimony in the tent of meeting, where I shall meet with you; it shall be most holy to you. And the incense which you shall make, you shall not make in the same proportions for yourselves; it shall be holy to you for the LORD. Whoever shall make any like it, to use as perfume, shall be cut off from his people.” 

Matt. 2.11 And they came into the house and saw the Child with Mary His mother; and they fell down and worshiped Him; and opening their treasures they presented to Him gifts of gold and frankincense and myrrh.
