Worship in the Old Testament

A day set aside for worship 

We have seen that the true worship arises from the understanding of our covenant relationship with God.  In this church we have a liturgy – an order of worship – whose pattern we follow ‘religiously.’  Why do we only include certain activities and exclude other activities? Who decides when is the proper day and time for worship?  In order to help us understand the true worship of the Triune God, we should examine the principles and practices of worship as taught in the Bible.  Let’s begin in the beginning and follow worship in the Bible to see the principles and practices of true worship. 

Worship in the Bible begins ‘in the beginning’ in the Garden of Eden. When God created the universe, after the sixth day, we read in Genesis 2:2-3 “And on the seventh day God ended His work which He had done, and He rested on the seventh day from all His work which He had done. 3Then God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, because in it He rested from all His work which God had created and made.” The Hebrew word ‘Sabbath’ derives its meaning from this act of God. Sabbath means, ‘to cease’ or ‘to rest.’  It is also the Hebrew words for the number ‘seven.’  The Sabbath day was then the seventh day of the week. It was a day of physical rest; a time when all mankind was to cease from their daily activities of work and rest.  The Sabbath day was created as a part of the sinless creation in the beginning. 
The association of worship and the Sabbath day comes to our attention in Genesis 4, quite soon after the Fall.  We read that Abel and Cain, the two sons of Adam and Eve, bring their offerings before the Lord.  Both men bringing their offerings on the same day, at the same time, points to the activity as being part of a regularly scheduled event.  There was already a time set aside for worship and bringing sacrifices to God.  This day was most likely the Sabbath Day.  We read in Genesis 4:3, ‘And in the process of time it came to pass…’  Literally it says ‘At the end of days…’ the two men brought their sacrifices.  This ‘end of days’ is best understood as the end of the days of the week, that is, the seventh day or the Sabbath day.  Beginning soon after creation not only was the Sabbath recognized as a day of rest, but also as a day of worship. 

The Sabbath Day seems to disappear and is not mentioned again in the Bible until the book of Exodus. In Chapter 16, God ‘re-instates’ the Sabbath as the day of rest and worship as a gift to the Israelites soon after He delivered them from slavery and death in Egypt.  It was a sign that they were no longer slaves working seven days a week, but were a free people living under His care.  In worship God designated a specific day of each week designed to be a day of resting from one’s physical labors and a day of spiritual rest in worship. 

Worship in the Old Testament

The Need for the Sacrifice 
In the beginning the Garden of Eden was God’s earthly home.  There God lived among His people: Adam and Eve.  God came to the Garden each day, ‘in the cool of the day’ to walk and talk with Adam and Eve.  This fellowship between God and His image bearers can be understood as worship.   Worship is, after all, communion with God.  We notice here in the Garden of Eden there is no need for sacrifices of any kind. 

In the Garden, God has said that if Adam and Eve ate of the forbidden fruit they would die.  Adam and Eve chose to disobey God’s command.  The consequences were horrific. Their relationship with God was broken and they came under His judgment.  The broken relationship demanded separation from God. This meant being evicted from the Garden of Eden 

Death and future eternal punishment was the penalty demanded by God’s justice. Physical death was the picture of this judgment.  Unless and until the penalty for sin was paid for in full, death and separation from God would mark their lives and the lives of their children.  Afterward would come the eternal punishment as the just penalty for their sin. 

God did not leave them in their sin and misery however.  At some point after Adam and Eve were evicted from the Garden God instituted the animal sacrifice. This sacrifice pictured the coming fulfillment of God’s promise in Genesis 3:15, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.".  In His promise God said that someday a descendant or a ‘Seed’ of the woman would crush the head of the serpent and free them from Satan’s and death’s domination.  It would be through this sacrifice that fellowship with God would be restored. 

God established the animal sacrifice as a central part of Old Testament worship.  The animal sacrifice pointed to and pictured the coming sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross.  There were two main categories of sacrifice: sin offerings and fellowship offerings.  The sin offering was the sacrifice of an animal to God on an altar.  The animal sacrificed died in place of the person offering the sacrifice, picturing Christ’s suffering and death in the place of the sinner.  The fellowship offering could be animal, or it could be produce offered after the sin offering.  It celebrated the restored relationship and fellowship between God and His people that would be achieved through Christ’s sacrifice.  All Old Testament worship was then Christ-centered.  

One of the things to watch for in reading the Bible is the place and the impact of the sacrifice in the Bible narratives.  Animal sacrifices, because they picture Jesus’ sacrifice, often introduce a dramatic change in the Israel’s relationship with God.  When the sacrifice is offered they move from under God’s wrath and slavery to other nations or God to restored fellowship with God seen in victories or blessings on the nation.
The sacrifice removes the separation between God and His people.
One of the great consequences of sin is separation. In the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve live together in perfect fellowship with God as they walked and talked with Him in the Garden.  When sin entered the picture the relationships between Adam and Eve themselves and Adam and Eve and the creation were damaged or destroyed.  Finally Adam and Eve’s relationship with God was ruined. They could no longer live with Him in the Garden of Eden or have fellowship with Him.  Our separation from God because of our sin becomes a dominant theme of the Old Testament.

This separation began when God evicted them from the Garden and placed a cherubim at the gate with a flaming sword to prevent them from entering the Garden again.  The theme of separation arises again in the book of Exodus.  Separation was evident in the design of the tabernacle and the temple.  There were multiple layers of separation. The closer one came to God the fewer people were allowed into that room. 

Once a year the High Priest was allowed in the Most Holy Place located in the innermost chamber of the temple.  At the door of that room was a heavy curtain that prevented anyone from going or seeing in that room.  The next room was called the Holy Place and only priests could enter that room. In that room they placed the showbread on the table, trimmed the lampstand and offered incense on the altar located there. Outside the Holy Place as the courtyard where the Israelites could enter. Located in the courtyard was the altar where they brought there sacrifices and where they stood to worship. Surrounding the courtyard was a wall that prevented unbelievers from coming into the temple area. The separation of sinful man from a holy God was the key theme of the Old Testament.  

However, God ordained that the sacrifice would be the instrument that allowed His people to have access to Him. After offering part of their animal to God in a sacrifice the people would cook the meat and make a meal where they would eat a fellowship meal with God in the courtyard. 

When Jesus sacrificed his life for the sins of His people, the gospel of Matthew tells us at the moment of His death, the heaven temple curtain separating the Holy Place from the most Holy Place in the temple was ripped from top to bottom (the way it would be ripped if someone tore it open).  This was the sign that the wall of separation between God and his people was coming down. This separation comes to an end in heaven in Revelation 21 where the holy city of Jerusalem is described as having no temple. God Himself lives among His people and fellowships with them like he did in the Garden of Eden only better.  All of this made possible by the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross of our sins. 

God’s Presence among His People
True worship honors God’s holiness and our sinfulness by separation. We have examined the separation that characterized God’s relationship with mankind throughout the ages. However, relationships are characterized by closeness and fellowship. Therefore God established animal sacrifice to picture the one sacrifice of Jesus Christ that allows God to once again live among His people. 

God’s presence among His people once again begins in the Garden of Eden. There God lived with Adam and Eve and walked and talked with them in the afternoon. Sin resulted in them being evicted from the Garden. The rest of the Bible records God’s plan of restoring that relationship to its original condition.  

God continued to have fellowship with His people throughout history. We read in Genesis 5 that ‘Enoch walked with God.’ Two persons walking together in the Bible is a sign of fellowship and unity.  God’s presence among His people from then on is limited to periodic appearances throughout the lives of Abraham Isaac and Jacob. 

When God delivered Israel from the land of Egypt, God’s presence among His people took a dramatic step forward.  The glory cloud (the Holy Spirit) accompanied them also through the wilderness as a pillar of cloud during the day and a pillar of fire at night. This glory cloud signaled the presence of God among His people through the Holy Spirit.  

Upon completion of both the tabernacle and the temple, the glory cloud filled the tabernacle showing God’s approval of the house the Israelites had constructed for Him.  Through the tabernacle and temple God once again lived among His people and fellowshipped with them. This arrangement was a step forward but did not fully restore the relationship between God and his people. There were still the different layers of separation that were included in the tabernacle worship system. 

The next step forward in the relationship occurs after the death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ.  With God’s justice satisfied and our sins paid for, the stage is set for God to move closer to His people. On Pentecost morning the Holy Spirit came down from heaven and lands on each of the persons in the upper room.  God through the Holy Spirit now inhabits, not a building, but the covenant people themselves and lives in them.  The barriers of separation have been removed and fellowship with God becomes greater and more powerful in the hearts and lives of His people. 

The final stage of the restoration of God living among His people will in the new heavens and new earth. There all sin will have been removed from God’s people. Then and there God will live among them in perfect fellowship for all eternity.  The fellowship of the Garden of Eden will be fully restored and more.  

as much the desire of the heart. “
The Tabernacle: God’s Design for Living Among His People.
In order to determine the correct and God-pleasing way to worship our God, we look to the Old Testament. There God teaches the Israelites how they must worship Him. By examining God’s instructions for worship, we can learn the principles underlying their worship.  It is our duty to take those principles and apply them to our in this New Testament era.  We always bear in mind the life and work of Jesus Christ and how He changed, not the principles of worship, but the practices of worship. 

On Mount Sinai God commanded Moses to receive an offering from the Israelites, so they could construct a tabernacle where God would live among them.  The Israelite offering for the tabernacle came to about $13,000,000.  God then gave Moses the plans for the tabernacle.  In both the plans and the way Moses carried out God’s instruction teaches us about God and worship.  

God was very precise and particular about how He wanted His house to be built.  In Exodus 25-31, God goes into great detail describing the tabernacle, the furniture, and the High Priest’s garments.  In Exodus 35-39 the Bible describes in great detail how Moses and the Israelites were very careful to do exactly as God had designed.  What do we learn about God in this?   God never does anything sloppy or in a haphazard fashion.  Everything is done with purpose and order.  When we plan our worship liturgy we too must be very careful that everything we do is done with purpose, not according to our desires, but according to God’s principles. 

The second lesson we learn is that we must not be careless or haphazard in our worship of God.  God-pleasing worship honors God by closely and carefully following His commands and principles.  This principle is re-affirmed in the New Testament Church in 1 Corinthians 14:40, where the Apostle Paul’s command to the Corinthian Church concerning their worship is: “Let everything be done decently and in good order.” 

Where did the design for the tabernacle come from?  The tabernacle and temple, since they are alike in their structure, are both copies of heaven.  Hebrews 8 refers to the tabernacle and its worship and a copy and shadow of the heavenly things.  Worship is a time when God’s people are taken up to heaven to participate in the heavenly worship and fellowship with God.  Another good reason to be very careful in our liturgy and worship.

The Tabernacle/Temple Furniture – Pictures of God Providing and Caring for Us. 
The tabernacle and it worship was designed by God Himself and given to Moses.  As we have said God always does everything with purpose and meaning.  This is true with both the structure of the tabernacle but also the furniture.  We have already noted the tabernacle contained different layers of separation from God. It also allowed the priests to and worshipper to approach God to worship and enjoy fellowship with Him.

The outer court was the area where the Israelites brought their sin and fellowship sacrifices. There also they had their fellowship meal with God, and invited the the Levites, the poor and widows to eat with them. The outer court also had a huge bronze laver or bowl where the priest would wash themselves before entering the rooms in the tabernacle. 

As we know only the priests were allowed to enter the room next to the Most Holy Place called the Holy Place.  This room was not empty. It contained several different pieces of furniture.  All of the furniture served to picture God’s covenant relationship with Israel and to point the worshipper to Jesus Christ. 

As the priest entered the room the first piece of furniture was a table. On the table there were twelve loaves of bread. They were called the showbread or the ‘bread of presence.’ Each day the priest would replace the old bread with twelve new loaves of bread.  This bread reminded the Israelites of God’s provisions of the manna in the wilderness and therefore his provision of all they needed symbolized in the bread.  Think of the petition in the Lord’s Prayer: “Give us this day our daily bread.’ Jesus identifies Himself as the fulfillment of that symbol and the true Provider of all our physical and spiritual needs when He calls Himself, ‘the Bread of Life.’ 

The next piece of furniture was the lampstand.  God commanded the priests to keep the lamps on the lampstand burning 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  The lampstand represents the Holy Spirit and His power that gives life and light to God’s people.  It is the Holy Spirit who reveals to God’s people the truth of God’s provision, just as the lampstand’s light revealed the table and the show bread to the priest. Jesus points to Himself as the ‘Light of the World.’ He is the One who brings life and reveals God to the world through the Holy Spirit.  The tabernacle/temple furniture pictured God continuing complete and continuing care for his People.
The Tabernacle/Temple Furniture: God’s People Approach God through the Priests. 
Jesus Christ is the One sent from God who ‘tabernacles’ with us and through whom we have fellowship with God. The temple furniture and worship pictured this in the work of the Priests.  In the Old Testament the priests approached God on behalf of the people.  The path to God’s throne (the Ark of the Covenant located behind the veil in the Holy of Holies), began with the altar, the first piece of furniture located in the outer court.  Here the burnt offerings were made to God for the sins of the priests and the people.  

The next piece of furniture was the bronze laver.  This was located half the distance between the altar and the Holy Place inside the temple.  The laver was filled with water.  Before the priests could enter the temple they had to wash their hands and feet in this laver.  The dirt and dust (as reminders of sin and its curse) had to be removed from the priest before entering into God’s presence. The laver served as a reminder that all worshippers must purify themselves from their sins before coming to worship God. “Let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled [with blood] to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water.” (Hebrews 10:22)

The third piece of furniture was the Altar of Incense. It was located in the Holy Place alongside the table of showbread and the lampstand.  The duty of the priest was to offer incense to God on this altar. This incense was made from a special formula given to Moses by God. The Israelites were forbidden to make or use this incense for any other purpose.  The priest burned this incense in the morning and evening, so the smoke would rise up to heaven throughout the day and night. The smoke from the burning incense pictured the prayers of God’s people ascending into heaven. 

The temple worship was covenantal.  It honored God’s holiness, yet it allowed for the worshipper to draw near to Him. It reminded the people of their sinfulness, but also of God’s provision to pay for their sin. It pictured the worshipper of God’s continuous provisions for all their needs, both spiritual and physical. It also allowed the worshippers to offer up their prayers and petitions to God.  

Jesus Christ as Our Eternal High Priest
The past few weeks we have been examining Old Testament worship practices as commanded by God.  This goal of this worship was fellowship between God and His people; therefore it honored God’s holiness and provided a way for His people to come near to Him. The Old Testament worship was characterized by signs and symbols, and sacrifices. All of which pointed to Jesus Christ and His coming work of salvation that secures our fellowship with God.  Jesus is One through whom true worship comes to God. 

We must also see Jesus as the High Priest who stands between God and His people and brings them together in fellowship.  When the Israelites were rescued from Egypt, God commanded that the first born son of every family be given to Him to be His priests.  When the Israelites broke the covenant by worshipping the golden calf at Mount Sinai, God moved the priesthood from the first born sons to all the men of the tribe of Levi, 

At Mount Sinai God appointed Aaron, Moses’ brother, and His sons to be High Priests.   God then described to Moses on Mount Sinai Aaron’s high priestly uniform and the consecration ceremony for inducting Aaron and His sons into the priesthood.  Moses makes His uniforms exactly as God commands and consecrates Aaron and His son and installs them in their office.  

The High Priest served as a picture of Jesus as Our Eternal High Priest.  God passed down the High Priesthood from Aaron to His descendants as a picture of the eternal and continuing High Priesthood of Jesus. From his uniform to his activities the high priest pictured Jesus and His work.

The high priest was to wear an ephod or a vest with two precious stones, one on each shoulder. On each of the stones were the names of six tribes of Israel. ‘So Aaron shall bear their names before the Lord on his two shoulders as a memorial.’ (Ex. 28:12b). When Aaron entered the tabernacle he did so in the name of the whole nation/church of Israel.  
Aaron also wore a breastplate under the ephod. This breastplate had twelve precious stones on it each bearing the name of a tribe of Israel.  ‘So Aaron shall bear the names of the sons of Israel on the breastplate of judgment over his heart, when he goes into the holy place, as a memorial before the Lord continually’ (Ex.28:29).   Whenever the high priest entered the tabernacle he did so as representative of God’s people.  The actions he performed he performed on behalf of God’s people. In doing this he pictures Jesus Christ our eternal High Priest who appears before God on our behalf.  ‘Now this is the main point of the things we are saying: We have such a High Priest, who is seated at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in the heavens, a Minister of the sanctuary and of the true tabernacle which the Lord erected, and not man.’  (Hebrews 8:1-2).  Jesus is our Eternal High Priest.  His work as the High Priest is pictured in the work of the Old Testament High Priest.  
Jesus and His sacrifice 
The High Priest is the Mediator who stands between God and His people.  When the High Priest entered the temple He represented God’s people before God.  The Precious stones on his ephod and breastplate represented the twelve tribes of Israel.  Through the High Priest the people came before God.  The High Priest’s main duties as representative of the People were to offer prayers on behalf of the people and to offer the sacrifice on Atonement Day.   

On the Day of Atonement the whole nation was gathered together at the tabernacle/temple.  The High Priest first offered a sacrifice for himself and his family.  He then took two goats to the door of the temple. Using lots he chose one to be the sacrifice and the other to be the scapegoat.  

He then offered the first goat as a sacrifice and taking the blood of the sacrifice entered into the temple. He also took some of the coals from the fire and some of the special incense and entered the Most Holy Place.  There he put the incense on the coals and the smoke would fill the room.   Then he would sprinkle the blood on the mercy seat of the Ark of the Covenant seven times.  This would be the atonement for him his household and the children of Israel,  He would then exit the Most Holy Place into the Holy Place where he would touch the blood to the horns of the altar of incense, sanctifying the prayers of God’s people.  He would then exit the temple. 

Aaron would then take the second goat, place his hands on the head of the goat and confess the sins of the people of Israel. The goat would then be led out of the city and released into the wilderness.  This would picture the sins of the people being removed from them never to be remembered again. 

Aaron would then remove his uniform and offer another sacrifice for himself and the people. A national holiday would be declared and the people would not work but rest and enjoy the day. 

One can see in the tabernacle/temple, its furniture and its worship a glorious picture of the saving work of Jesus Christ. Being perfectly righteous, He did not need to offer a sacrifice for Himself, but offered Himself as the sacrifice that truly paid for the sins of His people. When he finished offering that sacrifice he entered the Most Holy Place by ripping open the curtain and sprinkled His blood on the mercy seat; blood that truly paid for our sins.  “Not with the blood of goats and calves, but with His own blood He entered the Most Holy Place once for all, having obtained eternal redemption” (Hebrews 9:12).  Jesus Christ is our High Priest who offered Himself as the sacrifice that earns for us the complete forgiveness of all our sins.

