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The Tabernacle is built 

Exodus 40:16-38 Pastor Tom Anderson 

Sally is good friend of ours who is acutely allergic to all forms of animal hair—dogs, cats, horses, 

cattle, hamsters, gerbils, mice. Her condition is so sensitive as to require a trip to the emergency room 

and days of recovery after contact with any animal. When she came to visit us in our home we had to 

prepare very carefully because we have a dog. So we would put on freshly washed clothes and set up a 

table in the backyard. We kept the dog in the house. We had a charcoal-filter face mask for her to wear 

as we visited. We treasure our friendship and we were willing to endure these inconveniences simply for 

the joy of spending time together. It was a great honor to us to know that despite our dog, she really 

wanted to come and meet with us. 

When God created the world in Genesis 1 and 2, he filled it with his presence. The Bible says, “Holy, 

holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” (Isaiah 6:3) We can sense this glory 

we look at maple trees burning red in the fall or the lacework of frost on a pinecone in your backyard. 

The beauties of nature are a glorious testimony to the artist who created them. In Eden, God walked 

and talked personally with Adam and Eve. They had a sweet friendship and intimate fellowship together. 

There was no room for doubt or loneliness or grief. God was immediately present and directly accessible 

to them in every moment. 

The first sin changed all this. As Adam and Eve introduced disobedience and unfaithfulness to the 

world, God had to withdraw his presence. God is holy and he is allergic to human sin. It’s not that our 

sins threaten to send God to the emergency room, it’s his holiness that threatens to send us to the 

emergency room. A huge obstacle formed between humans and their creator. It’s the obstacle of sin. 

The Bible says, “Your iniquities have made separation between you and your God, and your sins have 

hidden his face from you so that he does not hear.” (Isaiah 59:2) 

Let’s say you go to Florida for 3 weeks this winter and come back to find 15 inches of snow in your 

driveway. It’s more than you can shovel but you remember your neighbor has a snow blower. You walk 

over to knock on the door only to be attacked by your neighbor’s poodle on the front porch. The thing 

has latched on to your pants cuff so you give a little flick with your foot and it sails into the front bushes. 

You look up to see your neighbors’ face at the door. Would this be a good time to ask a favor? No. 

There’s an obstacle between you that must be dealt with first. 

The Good News is that God still wants to live among us! His goal in the Bible has always been this: to 

dwell among us as our God and for us to live with him as his people. The building of the Tabernacle in 

Exodus 40 is a dramatic public announcement of God’s plan for all time “to unite all things in him, things 

in heaven and things on earth.” (Ep 1:9) God makes the plans. God draws up the design. God makes the 
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materials list. God gives the instructions but it is the people who must carry out the work. The people 

must desire what God desires so that they will do what God has commanded them. God’s work requires 

the free will participation of his people. The miracle of human freedom and the power of God’s plan 

never cancel each other out but in the Bible, they always work together. 

The Tabernacle is only a symbol of God’s plan. Moses built it according to the pattern God gave him. 

It will not be the final plan but only a conceptual symbol of that plan. A good architect always provides 

his customers with a scale model of the building he is designing for them. The real thing will be built in 

the Gospel story. Christ is our high priest and in the gospel, “he doesn’t enter into holy places made with 

hands which are copies of the true things but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God 

on our behalf.” (Hb 9:23). Nevertheless if we pay attention to the model of heaven built in Exodus 40, it 

will teach us the Gospel truth and lead us into the presence of God. 

If we are going to host the presence of God among us. We must prepare ourselves. We must lay a 

moral foundation. Seven times in this passage it is repeated that Moses did everything, “as the LORD 

commanded him.” This is the essence of the moral life: not just to hear but to do the word of God. “Be 

doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves.” (James 1:22) An acquaintance of mine 

once said, “You Christians can’t have any fun because you have so many rules.” Actually we only have 

one rule: follow Jesus. This gives a beautiful simplicity to life: follow Jesus. Don’t follow your own heart, 

your own stomach. Don’t trust your own understanding but follow Jesus. Do what he tells you. Go 

where he sends you. Walk behind him, never in front of him. If you want to experience the presence of 

the glory of God dwelling in you, then follow Jesus. Listen to his voice and walk in his ways. 

In verse 33 we read some momentous words: “Moses finished the work.” Everything is complete. 

Everything that is necessary for God to dwell with his people is done. You and I do not need to add or 

change anything. Likewise in the Gospel story the last words from the dying Jesus are these, “It is 

finished” (John 19:30). Everything that is necessary for your salvation has already been done on the 

cross. As Karl Barth once said, “There is nothing left for us to do except to believe.” That sounds passive 

but let me assure you, it is not. Believing is not like signing the guest book and walking away.  Believing 

is everything. Believing sets your life in motion. If you believe then you will follow. 

 Once the Tabernacle has built by faith on a solid moral foundation, it’s ready for God to move in. 

And move in he does in 40:34, “Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting and the glory of the LORD 

filled the Tabernacle.” What is the glory? Glory is the essence, the brilliance, the magnificence, and the 

beauty of a thing. Proverbs 17:6 “Grandchildren are the crown of the aged, and the glory of children is 

their fathers.” Proverbs 20:29: “The glory of young men is their strength, but the splendor of old men is 
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their gray hair.” What then is the glory of God if not his son Jesus Christ our Lord? Hebrews 1:3, “He is 

the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the 

word of his power.” John 1:14: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his 

glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” Exodus ends with Christ taking up 

residence in the Tabernacle! They do not yet know him by that name but that is who fills the tent! 

Just as the cloud covered the tent of meeting in Exodus before Christ took up residence in the 

Tabernacle. So the Holy Spirit overshadowed the blessed virgin Mary before Christ entered her womb 

and was conceived. Mary is the Tabernacle in the Gospel story. Luke 1:35, “the angel answered Mary, 

‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you: therefore the 

child to be born will be called holy—the Son of God.” Even better, Jesus didn’t stay in the womb. He was 

born among us. Walked among us. He healed. He taught. He ate with sinners. He feed the hungry. He 

died our death. And when he comes again at the close of the age he will dwell among us. The last scene 

of the book of Revelation says it, “Behold the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with 

them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God.” (Rv 21:3) Wow. Who 

would have seen this coming? Christmas and the end of the world revealed in the book of Exodus? 

Between Christmas and the end of the world, the glory of God resides in the hearts of believers. You 

are his tabernacle. Mary carried Jesus in her womb but you and I get to carry him in our hearts. Peter 

said, “Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and 

filled with glory,” (1Pt 1:8) Paul said Christ in you is the hope of glory. (Col 1:27) 

St. Irenaeus once said the glory of God is man fully alive. Are you fully alive? Many people say they 

are checking out Christianity. They find a lot of rules: do this and don’t do that. You have to care for the 

poor or give up sex outside of marriage. Some say, “I just can’t accept that.” So people come to Christ 

with a list of conditions. But what if Christ really is God? What if he is the source of life and joy and 

beauty? What if he promises to live in you and change you from the inside out and live with him in 

eternity? If that is true, you’d never say things like, “You mean I have to give up ______?” 

If you’re deathly ill and the doctor says if you follow my advice you’ll survive and thrive in a long and 

fruitful life—just one thing, you’ll need to give up chocolate. At which point people say, “Life isn’t worth 

living without chocolate. I’ll follow the doctor’s orders but I’m still going to keep eating chocolate.” But if 

Christ really is God, there’s no conditions. You say to him, “Lord I will follow you anytime, anyplace and 

with anyone. Just live in me and I will always and everywhere live for your glory.” 


