
Tetzaveh (Exodus 27:20-30:10) 

 

Exodus 27:20 

You shall command the children of Israel, that they bring to you pure olive oil beaten for the 

light, to cause a lamp to burn continually. In the tent of meeting, outside the veil which is before 

the testimony, Aaron and his sons shall keep it in order from evening to morning before the 

Lord…" 

 

The title for this week’s portion is Tetzaveh, which means “you shall command”. The command 

in this instance is for Israel to bring forth pure olive oil to be used by the priests to keep the 

lamps burning in the tabernacle. From evening to morning these lamps were to keep darkness 

from entering or filling the tabernacle. This command, this visual of lamps burning in the 

tabernacle speaks deeply about our identity and role in this present time. Throughout the 

scriptures, light is often attributed to God, Christ, and the people of God. For God the Father is 

Light; Jesus, the Son of God, was sent to become the true Light of the world, “which enlightens 

every man”. It follows, then, that God’s people are commanded to carry on this work by 

illuminating this darkened world with the light of Christ:  

 

Matthew 5:14-16 

“You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor do men light a lamp, 

and put it under the pec-measure, but on the lamp stand; and it gives light to all who are in the 

house. Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and 

glorify your Father who is in heaven.” 

 

It must be emphasized that Jesus did not suggest that His followers carry the light, but 

He commanded His followers to be the light of this world, or as Hebrews refers to it, the first 

tabernacle (9:8-9). Until the Divine tabernacle (The second tabernacle) descends upon the new 

heaven and new earth (Revelation 21:1-3), we remain in the outer (first) tabernacle. As long as 

we remain in this first tabernacle, Jesus calls upon His people to be the lamps that continually 

burn, just as the lamps were commanded to remain lit in tabernacle built by Israel in the desert. 

This initial command, given in the book of Exodus, lays out for us what this means to keep the 

lamps burning, illuminating the tabernacle.  

 

The responsibility of providing fuel and keeping the lamps burning fell upon the entire 

community. Though the priests were called to keep the lamps in order, it was the people that 

supplied the pure oil beaten from olives. These olives were “gently pounded in a mortar, and the 

first drops of oil obtained were of the purest quality” (Hertz 339). What a beautiful picture of the 

collective work of Israel, not just in bringing the pure oil pounded from olives, but 

essentially becoming the very olives from which the fuel is extracted.   

 

In Romans 11, Paul refers to the people of Israel as the natural olive branches. This is just one of 

the many references picturing or connecting the olive trees to the people of God (Psalm 52:8; 

Jeremiah 11:16; Hosea 11:6). The olive, the olive branch, and the olive tree are significant in the 

scriptures, and their picture in scriptures provides such profound insight into Israel’s identity and 

calling. In this case, the people are physically producing the oil from the olives. As we read and 

reflect upon this image, we are being reminded of our own work in becoming or producing 



the light of God. For through our suffering, and ultimately through our death, we produce the oil 

that fuels the light. Like anything else in the scriptures, this process of producing or becoming 

light is filled with both suffering and sacrifice. We see this in the simple illustration of the olive 

being crushed in order to produce pure oil. This is also evident in the history of God’s people. 

Theirs is a history wrought with suffering and sacrifice, and for what purpose? Like the olive, 

they are crushed to produce what is pure, what is spiritual, and what brings forth light.  

 

Romans 11:11-12 

“I say then, they did not stumble so as to fall did they? May it never be! But by their 

transgression salvation has come to the Gentiles, to make them jealous. Now if their 

transgression be riches for the world and their failure be riches for the Gentiles, how much more 

will their fulfillment be!" 

 

On an individual level, the followers of Christ suffer hardship in doing good, and in doing so, 

each man and woman produces light. On a collective level, the nation of Israel is beaten, it 

suffers, and becomes a sacrifice, for in this suffering God is producing what is pure and what 

will become light for all of the nations. Therefore it is necessary that we all suffer just as the true 

Light Himself did:  

 

1 Peter 2:21 

“For you have been called for this purpose, since Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an 

example for you to follow in His steps…"  

 

Finally, as the people continue in this process or live out this calling, we cannot overlook the 

essential role of the priests. It was their duty, then, to ensure that this light did not go out, that it 

continued to burn through the night. This was done through their diligent watch and care for the 

lamps, as well their duty to preserve the purity and holiness of the light. Unfortunately, 

throughout Israel’s history the priests have struggled to fulfill this calling. The prophets speak 

extensively of this: 

 

Jeremiah 2:8 

“The priests did not say ‘Where is the Lord?’ And those who handle the law did not know Me…" 

 

Jeremiah 2:26 

“As the thief is shamed when he is discovered, so the house of Israel is shamed; they, their kings, 

their princes, and their priests, and their prophets, who say to a tree, ‘You are my father,’ and to 

a stone, ‘You gave me birth.’ For they have turned their back to Me, and not their face…” 

 

Ezekiel 22:26 

“Her priests have done violence to My law and have profaned My holy things; they have made 

no distinction between the holy and the profane, and they have not taught the difference between 

the unclean and the clean; and they hide their eyes from My sabbaths, and I am profaned among 

them." 

 

Hosea 4:6 

“My people are destroyed for a lack of knowledge. Because you have rejected knowledge, I also 



will reject you from being My priests. Since you have forgotten the law of your God, I also will 

forget your children." 

 

As Hosea later says that the people simply follow in the ways of the priests. In other words, as 

the priests go, so go the people. If the priests neglect their duties to maintain the distinction 

between the holy and the profane, the clean and the unclean, then the nation soon falls into 

corruption. God continuously reminds them that their downfall—as well as the downfall of the 

nation— is a direct result of their disdain and lack of respect for His law, His knowledge, and 

His holy things. To bear the light and to keep it in order, requires that the priests hold fast to 

God's word and God’s command (Psalm 119:105, Proverbs 6:23), because it is the 

commandment and Word of God that maintains the purity and the holiness of the light.   

 

As we reflect upon the commandment laid out in the beginning of this week’s portion, let us 

remember that as the people of God we are commanded to bring forth divine light, which is only 

possible through suffering and eventually death. For through our death—as in the death of the 

olive—God is able to produce what is pure, and only what is pure (spiritual) can be used to 

produce the light of the tabernacle. Second, as a royal priesthood, our vocation is to carry for the 

the duty of the priests: to preserve the light, maintain it’s purity and holiness, which can only be 

done by holding steadfastly to His Word and commandment.  

 


