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Whatever Happened to that Gruesome Alter? 
(Chapter 6) 

 
What about a worshipper of God in the time Moses and Joshua…what 
would have been the look of his worship?  From the books of Exodus, 
Leviticus, Deuteronomy, Numbers, and Joshua we have a detailed 
understanding of their worship.  There was there reading of God’s word.  
They did not have the Bible as we have it. They did have the written 
words that God had given Moses. God kept saying to Moses and 
Joshua… “Write this down.”  The people gathered at the Tabernacle to 
hear the Book of God’s law read.  Their worship involved singing.  
Remember the song they sang as they were delivered from Pharaoh’s 
army at the Red Sea. 
 
They had choirs and instruments.  There were prayers offered and 
sermons preached when they gathered for worship. 
 
But there was one event that took place when Israel came to worship 
that was radically different from anything we do.  There was an animal 
sacrifice that took place on the altar at the Tabernacle.  We usually 
sanitize these sacrifices in our minds when we read about them.  I never 
will forget the first time I saw a sacrifice acted out in a drama… exactly as 
the worshipper and priest in Israel would have done it. It was a graphic 
and bloody ceremony involving confession of sin, a bloody death, and the 
slaughter and burning of an animal.  Sacrifice at the altar  was a 
gruesome scene that spoke of themes such as sin, death, life, 
forgiveness, and grace.  
 
As a younger Christian I viewed the Old Testament saints as people who 
did not understand grace, sin, and forgiveness.  I was blind to the gospel 
in the Old Testament. The study of the Tabernacle and the worship there  
has opened my eyes to the richness of the gospel that was there for 
them to see.  
 
That gruesome altar was an integral part of their worship and the gospel 
they enjoyed.  This is seen in the prominent position of the altar. 

“If his offering is a burnt offering from the herd, he shall offer a male 
without blemish. He shall bring it to the entrance of the tent of meeting, 
that he may be accepted before the LORD.  He shall lay his hand on the 
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head of the burnt offering, and it shall be accepted for him to make 
atonement for him.  Then he shall kill the bull before the LORD, and 
Aaron's sons the priests shall bring the blood and throw the blood 
against the sides of the altar that is at  the entrance of the tent of 
meeting.”       “Leviticus 1:3-5) 

Where was the altar placed in the Tabernacle and later in the Temple?  
The writer tells us in verses three and five that the altar was at the 
entrance of the Tabernacle.  When the worshiper walked through the 
door the imposing altar dominated his field of vision. 
 
What was the altar?  It was a structure built especially for the sacrifice of 
animals. The altar in the tabernacle was designed by God.  He had told 
Israel, “If you are to come to Me, you must come by way of an altar.” 
The entire Bible speaks to us of the unending, primary position of the 
altar.  
 
When God gave Israel the law, what did He say to them? 

“And the LORD said to Moses, ‘Thus you shall say to the people of Israel: 
‘You have seen for yourselves that I have talked with you from heaven.  
You shall not make gods of silver to be with me, nor shall you make for 
yourselves gods of gold.  An altar of earth you shall make for me and 
sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your peace offerings, your sheep 
and your oxen. In every place where I cause my name to be remembered 
I will come to you and bless you.’”          (Exodus 20:22-24)        

God gave them the law and immediately said, “You will need and altar.”  
Why would they need an altar?  They could not keep God’s law.  The 
Psalmist said it clearly in Psalm 130:3.  “If you, O LORD, should mark 
iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?” No One!    We must not miss the 
significance of this.  In the Temple, where God lived…where God met with 
His people…the altar stood just inside the entrance by the design of God.  
 
When the Temple was destroyed by the Babylonians, Jerusalem was left 
desolate.  Grass and weeds grew in her streets.  Then after 70 years the 
people returned from Babylon to rebuild Jerusalem and the Temple.  
They understood the unending primary position of the altar.  Before they 
erected the walls of the temple…before they laid the foundation of the 
Temple…they built an altar. 
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“When the seventh month came, and the children of Israel were in the 
towns, the people gathered as one man to Jerusalem.  Then arose 
Jeshua the son of Jozadak, with his fellow priests, and Zerubbabel the 
son of Shealtiel with his kinsmen, and they built the altar of the God of 
Israel, to offer burnt offerings on it, as it is written in the Law of Moses 
the man of God.”    (Ezra 3:1-2) 

They were good theologians.  They understood the place of the altar in 
their worship.  If they wanted to come before God, they had to come by 
way of the altar.  God said to Israel, “If you build a Temple…if you build a 
place to meet Me…you must have an altar…you cannot have a temple 
without an altar.” 
 
Then if we worship the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob…why don’t we 
have an altar?  Whatever happened to that gruesome old altar? 
 
We have an altar. 

“We have an altar from which those who serve the tent have no right to 
eat.  For the bodies of those animals whose blood is brought into the 
holy places by the high priest as a sacrifice for sin are burned outside 
the camp.  So Jesus also suffered outside the gate in order to sanctify 
the people through his own blood. Therefore let us go to him outside the 
camp and bear the reproach he endured.”   (Hebrews 13:10-13) 

Jesus was a sacrifice.  John the Baptist called Him the Lamb of God 
(John 1:29).  The lamb was an animal of sacrifice.  John was saying that 
all the sacrifices of the Old Testament were symbols of the sacrifice God 
was sending in His Christ.  Jesus was the Lamb to be sacrificed for our 
sin at Calvary.  
 
We say we are sinners who need a Savior.  Their way of making the same 
statement was to say, “We are sinners who need an altar.  We are 
sinners who need a sacrifice.”  We have an altar. What the altar was to 
them…the Cross is to us. 
 
In Old Greenwich, Connecticut, there is a church with an unusual cross in 
a peculiar place.  Most crosses in churches are on steeples, on the wall 
behind the pulpit, or in stained glass windows.  The cross in the Old 
Greenwich church is bolted to the concrete floor at the pulpit. The 
minister when he preaches is not three feet from this cross.  It is made of 



 4 

rough, unfinished wood.  It is imposing…it is ten feet high.  The 
preacher’s words must pass through the cross.  The congregation cannot 
look at the preacher without seeing the cross.  That cross in the center of 
the Old Greenwich church is in the middle of every worship, prayer 
meeting, Bible study, funeral, wedding, concert, and baptism…it cannot 
be moved out of the way. 
 
The builders of that church were making a theological statement. They 
were stating an indisputable truth of the Christian faith…there is no 
approaching God except through the cross…there is no worship except 
via of the cross. 
 
There was a certain ugliness to that altar in the Tabernacle. 

“Then he shall kill the bull before the LORD, and Aaron's sons the priests 
shall bring the blood and throw the blood against the sides of the altar 
that is at the entrance of the tent of meeting.  Then he shall flay the 
burnt offering and cut it into pieces, and the sons of Aaron the priest 
shall put fire on the altar and arrange wood on the fire.  And Aaron's 
sons the priests shall arrange the pieces, the head, and the fat, on the 
wood that is on the fire on the altar; but its entrails and its legs he shall 
wash with water. And the priest shall burn all of it on the altar, as a burnt 
offering, a food offering with a pleasing aroma to the LORD.”  (Leviticus 
1:5-9) 

The altar was a place of slaughter. The animal was slain. The animal was 
then burned.  This was not a winsome, attractive activity.   
 
Today, in our churches we want to attract the world. We build “seeker 
sensitive” churches. We want the world to come and be comfortable in 
our midst. We want the world to feel at home.  Imagine walking into the 
church where the first sight was an altar bloody with animal sacrifices.  
God, by His design, put the altar right at the door.  It was the first thing to 
be seen.  It was a repulsive sight. Maybe that is why many churches have 
hidden the cross in their preaching.  The cross cannot be found in the 
messages of many churches. They say it is too bloody…to primitive. 
 
That was why so many folks are repulsed by any depiction of the 
crucifixion of Christ. Such violence was and is ugly…crucifixion was ugly.  
We go and see a painting of Christ being sacrificed and we stare at it for 
hours.  Sometimes the artist has softened the scene.  In St. Andrew’s 
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Chapel in Lake Mary, Florida there are six wonderful paintings in the 
sanctuary. These paintings depict several scenes from the gospels.  One 
of the scenes set forth by the artist is the crucifixion. I cannot stare at it 
for hours. These paintings are quite large and the painting of the 
crucifixion is close up…it is gruesome.  
 
A film reviewer wrote about a movie that graphically depicted the death 
of Jesus on the Roman cross.  He said that the movie’s purpose was to 
show man’s inhumanity to man.  He misunderstood.  The movie about 
Calvary was not about man’s inhumanity to man.  It was about God’s 
violent judgment of sin when our sin was put on Jesus.  The whip and 
hammer of the Roman torture machine was in the hand of God.  The 
producer and director of the movie understood the hideous, gruesome, 
and ugly nature of the crucifixion.  
 
Isaiah wrote, “But he was pierced for our transgressions, 
He was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace 
was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.”  Who pierced Him? 
Who crushed Him? Who punished Him? God did.  The slaying of the 
animal…the burning of the animal was a symbol of God’s judgment…the 
slaying of Jesus was God’s judgment.  
 
Kurt Vonnegut wrote many novels…one of the best known is “The 
Slaughterhouse Five.”  It is about a group of captured allied soldiers 
during WWII.  They were put in an old meat packing plant in Dresden.  It 
had been a slaughterhouse for animals. They hated that place.  They 
were in a jail of concrete rooms that still smelled of blood and death. 
 
That is very much like staying around the altar…it is a place of death.  
When we stay around Calvary there are scenes and sights that are 
repulsive.  These scenes remind us that we are thieves, murderers, 
adulterers, liars…these scenes that remind us that we are arrogant, 
selfish, and hypocritical…these scenes that remind us that to stand 
before God in our sin is to be pieced, crushed, and killed. 
 
However, there is a beauty about that altar. 
 

“He shall lay his hand on the head of the burnt offering, and it shall be 
accepted for him to make atonement for him.”    (Leviticus 1:4) 
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The Hebrew word translated “to make an atonement for him” is literally 
“to act as a ransom for him.”  The worshipper was redeemed to God by 
this sacrifice.  His sin was covered…the penalty for was sin paid by this 
sacrifice. 
 
They actually had periods of feasts…parties…built around these 
sacrifices. There was something good about the sacrifices.  There was 
something about the sacrifices that caused them to celebrate. 
 
There was a beauty about the altar. The altar was where they found 
forgiveness from God. The altar was where they found grace. The altar 
was where they found a cleansing from sin and a freedom from guilt. 
That is the reason Christians run to Calvary.  Yes, it was ugly…it was 
repulsive.  But that is where we also found forgiveness from God.  It was 
the place we found grace.  It was the place that we found cleansing from 
sin and freedom from guilt.  The ugly place of violence became for us a 
place of refuge. 
 
In Slaughterhouse Five the soldiers hated being incarcerated in the 
odorous meat packing plant.  However, when the bombs of the allied 
forces began to fall, then the concrete dungeon became a place of 
refuge…a place of safety.  Why do we sing songs of joy about the awful 
crucifixion of Christ?  “Rock of ages cleft for me…let me hide myself in 
Thee…let the water and the blood, from Thy riven side which flowed…be 
of sin the double cure…cleanse me from its guilt and power.” The body 
and blood of Jesus, the lamb slain, has become our place of refuge. 
 
A seven year old had a mother with a scarred face.  One side of her face 
was normal but the other was hideously scarred…no amount of plastic 
surgery could remove the deep and permanent scars.  When he had 
been younger he did not really notice. This was his mother.  She had 
loved him from infancy.  But when he went to school he began to be 
embarrassed by her scarred face.  One evening when parents were 
visiting their children’s classrooms he had gone to another part of the 
room just to avoid being seen with her…he didn’t want the other students 
to know that the woman with the awful face was his mother.  All their 
mothers looked normal.   
 
His mother was easy with people and well liked so she was talking with 
the other parents and teacher.  After a while the teacher and the mother 



 7 

were where they could talk privately and the teacher asked the mother 
what had happened.  The mother said the injuries came from a fire.  A 
fire had broken out in their house…her son was just a few months old.  
The fire was already in his bedroom but she had to try to get him out.  
She made it to his room and managed to pick him up…then a beam fell 
and hit her and knocked her unconscious.  She instinctively protected 
the baby when she fell.  Two firemen broke through and rescued her, but 
her back and faced had been badly burned.  She had been through many 
painful surgeries…but there would be no more.  Her son had never 
known how she got the scars.  He had never heard the story.  He had 
been off to himself but was just close enough to hear what his mother 
has said.  Later that evening he climbed up in her lap and looked right 
into her scarred face and said, “Mother, I love you…I love you…I love your 
face…”  That which was so horrible had become something so beautiful. 
 
 
 


