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!
“IN THE COMFORTABLE PRESENCE OF GOD”!!

I. Introduction !
A. Man was created to live in what our Larger Catechism describes as the 

“comfortable” or “favorable” presence of God (WLC 29, 89).  !
1. In the words of biblical scholar Meredith Kline, “man was by 

creation’s arrangement a house-guest at home in the house of 
God.” [Kingdom Prologue, 60]  !

2. This is why the psalmist exclaims that “a day in [God’s] courts is 
better than a thousand elsewhere.” (Ps. 84:10)  !

3. Not everyone shares that sentiment.  !
4. Even as Christians, we have to admit that we do not always value 

communion with God above everything else.  !
5. The reason why this is so is because we either do not remember or 

do not believe that the only alternative to dwelling in God’s 
comfortable presence is dwelling in his wrathful presence.  !

6. There is no running away from God.  !
7. You will either experience the blessing of having his favor rest upon 

you for all eternity or you will experience the torment of having his 
just anger bear down upon you for all eternity.  !

8. Listen to this description of hell by Jonathan Edwards:  “the angry 
God will appear as most intimately present with [those condemned 
to hell]:  he with his wrath will be in them and before them and 
everywhere round about them, expressing his furious displeasure; 
and they shall see and feel and be as sensible of God’s presence, as 
we are of a man’s that stands before our eyes.” [cited in Engaging 
with Keller, 87]  !
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9. This is not a pleasant thought, but it is true.  !
10. It is made clear in passages like Revelation 14, where it says that 

those condemned to hell “will be tormented with fire and sulphur 
in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the 
Lamb… forever and ever” (Rev. 14:10, 11).  !

B. The fact that this is true should cause us to see the glory of what is 
described in Exodus 27.  !
1. Moses was in the favorable presence of God when he received the 

instructions that are relayed here.  !
2. He was meeting with the Lord inside the glory-cloud on Mount 

Sinai.  !
3. The tabernacle (and the temple that eventually replaced it) was the 

place where God caused his comfortable presence to dwell in the 
midst of the people of Israel under the old covenant.  !

4. As we consider in this sermon what this passage teaches us about 
God’s altar, God’s courts, and God’s light, we will gain insight into 
what it means to dwell in the comfortable presence of God.  !

II. God’s Altar  !
A. The first part of our text contains instructions about the construction of the 

bronze altar.  !
1. This altar and the bronze wash basin were the only objects in the 

courtyard of the tabernacle.  !
2. If you have a study Bible, it probably has a drawing of what the 

tabernacle and its court would have looked like.  !
3. One thing that such depictions will show you is that the first thing 

that worshippers would see when they entered the courtyard of the 
tabernacle was the bronze altar.  !
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4. This was no minor detail.  !
5. It made it clear that the only way into God’s favorable presence is 

by way of sacrifice.  !
6. Our sin places us under God’s just wrath.  !
7. It casts us out from the place of blessing and puts us in the place of 

judgment.  !
8. God will not simply overlook our sin.  !
9. Our sin has to be dealt with before we can enjoy fellowship with 

the God who is perfectly holy and just.  !
B. The Lord gave the Israelites the sacrificial system to teach them that they 

needed a righteous substitute to die in their place if they were to be 
brought into fellowship with God.  !
1. This was conveyed by the fact that the animals that were offered on 

the bronze altar had to be without defect.  !
2. You couldn’t give God a crippled lamb from your flock.  !
3. It had to be perfect.  !
4. This pointed to Jesus Christ as the spotless Lamb of God who takes 

away the sin of the world.  !
5. Jesus offered himself up in our place, the just for the unjust, in 

order that those who believe in him might be brought into God’s 
comfortable presence.  !

6. This is what the apostle Paul is talking about in Romans 5 when he 
says, “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have 
peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.  Through him we 
have also gained access by faith into this grace in which we stand, 
and we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.” (vv. 1-2)  !
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7. When we look to Christ’s perfect sacrifice as the atonement for our 
sin, we gain access into God’s favorable presence.  !

C. Another detail that we learn about the bronze altar in the book of 
Leviticus is that its fire had to be kept burning continually. (see Lev. 6:9)  !
1. This communicated that God’s provision of atonement for sin was 

readily available.  !
2. The same thing is communicated to us in the preaching of the 

gospel. !
3. The gospel says that you do not have to go to great lengths in hopes 

of finding a way back into God’s favor.  !
4. You don’t have to do things to make up for your sins.  !
5. You don’t have to work yourself up into a heightened emotional 

state so that you can feel close to God.  !
6. Instead Romans 10 tells us this:  “‘The word is near you, in your 

mouth and in your heart’ (that is, the word of faith that we 
proclaim); because if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is 
Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, 
you will be saved.  For with the heart one believes and is justified, 
and with the mouth one confesses and is saved.  For the Scripture 
says, ‘Everyone who believes in him will not be put to 
shame.’” (Rom. 10:8-11)  !

7. The perpetual fire on the altar made the same declaration.  !
8. It announced the day of salvation, the day when God’s free grace is 

readily available to all who will believe.  !
9. That day is today, the day when mercy is held forth to anyone who 

will lay hold of Christ.  !
10. The day of salvation will not last forever.  !
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11. On the day of Christ’s return, the offer of forgiveness will expire 
and God will render his final judgment upon all flesh.  !

12. On that day, only those who look to Christ in faith will enter into 
the full enjoyment of God’s favorable presence for all eternity.  !

D. One other feature of the altar that bears mentioning is the horns that were 
fashioned at its four corners.  !
1. Horns are often used in Scripture as symbols of strength.  !
2. We find one example of this in Psalm 18, where David exalts the 

Lord as “my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my 
stronghold.” (v. 2)  !

3. The priests smeared the blood of the sacrifices on the horns of the 
altar as a declaration of God’s power to save his people.  !

4. This helps us to understand why fugitives would sometimes seek 
refuge by clinging to the altar’s horns.  !

5. We see one example of this in 1 Kings 1, where David’s son 
Adonijah declares himself to be king and then has to flee for his life 
when David anoints Solomon as his successor.  !

6. When Adonijah heard that Solomon had been anointed, he took 
hold of the horns of the altar and would not let go until Solomon 
swore not to kill him.  !

7. Adonijah sought refuge at the place where God extends mercy, and 
his life was spared.  !

8. This feature of the altar assures us of God’s power to save us from 
everything that stands against us.  !

9. This is extremely good news, because the enemies of our faith are 
far too mighty for us to overcome in our own strength.  !
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10. The world, the devil, the sin that continues to dwell within us — 
these are formidable foes.  !

11. We are no match for them.  !
12. Consider these thoughts from the Puritan Thomas Brooks:  “It is 

only faith in Christ that makes a man triumph over sin, Satan, hell, 
and the world… Ah! sinner, remember this, there is no way on 
earth effectually to be rid of the guilt, filth, and power of sin, but by 
believing in a Saviour.  It is not resolving, it is not complaining, it is 
not mourning, but believing, that will make thee divinely 
victorious over that body of sin that is too strong for thee, and that 
will certainly be thy ruin, if it not be ruined by a hand of 
faith.” [Precious Remedies against Satan’s Devices, 220]  !

13. The forces aligned against us are great, but we have nothing to fear 
if the Lord is the horn of our salvation.  !

14. In him, we are more than conquerors.  !
III. God’s Courts !

A. We turn now to the second part of our text, where we find instructions 
about the courtyard of the tabernacle.  !
1. The courtyard was formed by a series of fabric screens that were set 

up around the tabernacle.  !
2. While the tabernacle itself was only 45 feet long and 15 feet wide, 

the court was much bigger, measuring 150 feet in length and 75 feet 
in width.  !

3. At its eastern side, the court had a 30 foot wide gate that was 
covered with a screen through which the worshippers would enter.  !

4. As we noted a few weeks ago, there was important symbolism in 
the way the tabernacle and its courtyard were oriented.  !
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5. The fact that the entrance faced east pointed back to the garden of 
Eden, whose entrance also faced east.  !

6. When Adam and Eve sinned, they were cast out of the garden and 
the Lord set a guard of cherubim at its eastern side to prevent them 
from entering in and eating from the tree of life, which was a 
symbol of all of the blessings of living in God’s comfortable 
presence.  !

7. The eastward-facing entrance to the tabernacle courtyard told the 
Israelites that God had opened up a way of access into his 
comfortable presence.  !

8. Even though ordinary Israelites were not allowed to go inside the 
tent, God’s courts were open to them.  !

9. God makes a place where his people can meet with him and 
worship him.  !

10. In the old covenant era that place was a centralized location:  the 
tabernacle and the temple that would later replace it.  !

11. But as Jesus told the Samaritan woman in John 4, in the new 
covenant era the place of worship has been de-centralized.  !

12. Now God’s people gather for worship in places all throughout the 
earth by the power of the Holy Spirit and in the truth that is 
revealed in Jesus Christ.  !

B. When Jesus told the Samaritan woman that the time has arrived when 
people will worship in spirit and truth, he was not saying that worship is 
now a purely private and inward matter.  !
1. Public worship has always been a vital part of biblical religion.  !
2. In Israel, worship was not just an individual and family matter.  !
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3. It was also a corporate matter, a fact that is made clear by the sheer 
size of the court of the tabernacle.  !

4. Corporate worship is just as important in the new covenant era.  !
5. This is why the writer of Hebrews says that we should not neglect 

“to meet together, as is the habit of some.” (Heb. 10:25)  !
6. To be needlessly absent from worship is to deprive ourselves and 

our fellow believers of much needed encouragement.  !
7. Gathering in public worship gives us a point of stability in an 

uncertain and unstable world.  !
8. It reminds us of our identity as God’s people.  !
9. It reorients us and assures us that our true home is not in this world 

but in the lasting city that God has prepared for us.  !
IV. God’s Light  !

A. This brings us to the third part of our passage, where God gives Moses 
instructions about the lampstand that was set up inside the Holy Place.  !
1. God told Moses to command the people to bring pure olive oil to 

keep the lamp burning.  !
2. This was oil from the first pressing, the most expensive oil, which is 

what we refer to today as extra virgin olive oil.  !
3. It was important to use this pure oil because it gave brighter light 

and less smoke.  !
4. We might wonder why these instructions about oil for the lamp are 

given here instead of back in chapter 25, where the lampstand was 
described.  !
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5. The reason is because this begins the section of Exodus where the 
priests are discussed.  !

6. As we see in verse 21, it was the priests who had the responsibility 
of keeping the lamp burning in the Holy Place.  !

7. The priests were mediators for God’s people.  !
8. They represented the people before God.  !
9. They were responsible for maintaining the sanctuary, for making 

prayers of intercession, for offering continual worship.  !
10. This is the topic of Psalm 134, where the people of God encourage 

the priests in their ministry by saying, “Come, bless the LORD, all 
you servants of the LORD, who stand by night in the house of the 
LORD!  Lift up your hands to the holy place and bless the LORD!  
May the LORD bless you from Zion, he who made heaven and 
earth!”  !

B. Notice that the text says that the lamp was always to be kept burning by 
the priests.  !
1. This is why Psalm 134 talks about those who “stand by night” in 

God’s house.  !
2. There always had to be a priest on hand in the Holy Place to tend 

the lampstand.  !
3. This was symbolic of our need for continual intercession.  !
4. The perpetually lit lamp in the Holy Place assured God’s people 

that there was never a time when priestly intercession was not 
being made on their behalf.  !

5. This pointed to the priestly ministry of Christ.  !
6. Jesus is our perpetual priest before God.  !
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7. He is always interceding on our behalf.  !
8. The writer of Hebrews declares that Jesus’ priestly ministry is 

vastly superior to that of the Old Testament priests, saying, “The 
former priests were many in number, because they were prevented 
by death from continuing in office, but he holds his priesthood 
permanently, because he continues forever. Consequently, he is able 
to save to the uttermost those who draw near to God through him, 
since he always lives to make intercession for them.” (Heb. 7:23–25)  !

9. The apostle Paul makes the same point in Romans 8 when he says, 
“Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than 
that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed 
is interceding for us.” (Rom. 8:34)  !

10. If your faith rests upon Christ, then you have a high priest who is 
always on duty in the heavenly sanctuary, a priest who is always 
interceding with God on your behalf.  !

V. Conclusion !
A. Exodus 27 may not seem like a very significant passage at first, but when 

we take the time to ponder what it is saying we see that it gives us a 
picture of the reality that awaits God’s people in the world to come.  !

B. When Christ returns, he will gather all who have put their trust in him 
into the comfortable presence of God, where we will remain for all 
eternity.  !

C. Listen to the way this is described in Revelation 21:  “Then I saw a new 
heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed 
away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, 
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for 
her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “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. He 
will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, 
neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the 
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former things have passed away.” (Rev. 21:1–4)  !
D. A few verses later, we are reminded that not everyone will enter that 

blessed place:  “The one who conquers will have this heritage, and I will 
be his God and he will be my son. But as for the cowardly, the faithless, 
the detestable, as for murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, 
and all liars, their portion will be in the lake that burns with fire and 
sulfur, which is the second death.” (Rev. 21:7–8)  !

E. The blessing of dwelling in God’s comfortable presence is only for those 
who conquer, for those who hold fast to Jesus Christ as the horn of their 
salvation.  !

F. There is nothing in all the world that is more important than that.  !
G. Make sure that you always hold fast to Christ, and you will have the 

comfort of knowing that this blessed heritage belongs to you.  
 
 


