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Introduction: What Was Inside the Ark 

When the Ark of the Covenant arrived at Solomon's Temple, two of the three objects that had once been 

sealed inside it were gone. Most Christians who have heard of the Ark their whole lives have never noticed 

this detail — and once you see it, along with what it means, the most famous object in the Old Testament 

reveals a theological structure so precise that it reads like a blueprint of the gospel drawn a thousand years 

before the birth of Christ. 

This study exists to walk through that structure slowly: what the Ark originally contained, what happened 

to those contents over the centuries, what its lid — the Mercy Seat — actually was and meant in Hebrew, 

how the Day of Atonement functioned inside the tabernacle and later the temple, and how the New 

Testament writers, especially Paul in Romans 3:25 and the author of Hebrews, pick up this vocabulary 

directly and apply it to Jesus Christ. 

None of what follows requires speculation about lost relics, secret chambers, or extra-biblical legends. 

Everything in this study is drawn from the biblical text itself — Exodus, Leviticus, 1 Kings, Jeremiah, Hebrews, 

Romans, and 1 John — read carefully, in its historical and linguistic context. 

💡 Did You Know? 

The Hebrew word for the Ark, אֲרוֹן (aron), is not a specialized religious term; it is the ordinary Hebrew word 
for a chest or box, the same word used elsewhere in the Old Testament for a coffin (Genesis 50:26) or a 
storage container for money (2 Kings 12:9). The holiness of the Ark did not come from a unique or magical 
vocabulary attached to the object itself, but entirely from what it contained and from God's own declared 
presence associated with it. 

How to Use This Study 

Each chapter includes: (1) the central biblical text; (2) historical and linguistic context; (3) explanations of 

Hebrew and Greek terms; (4) cross references; (5) 'Did You Know?' boxes with historical background; (6) 

suggestions for maps, diagrams, or illustrations for those teaching this material in a classroom or small 

group; and (7) questions for personal or group reflection. At the end, you will find a consolidated summary 

of the main points, a list of further reading organized by theme, and a recommended bibliography for deeper 

study. 

🖼️ Suggested Illustration 

Opening page with a simple diagram of the Ark of the Covenant, labeled with its three original contents (the 
tablets, the jar of manna, Aaron's rod) and its lid, the Mercy Seat, flanked by the two cherubim. Useful for 
orienting readers unfamiliar with the object's structure before beginning the study. 
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Chapter 1 — Building the Ark: Exodus 25 and Its Purpose 

"And they shall make an ark of shittim wood: two cubits and a half shall be the length thereof, 
and a cubit and a half the breadth thereof, and a cubit and a half the height thereof. And thou 
shalt overlay it with pure gold, within and without shalt thou overlay it, and shalt make upon 
it a crown of gold round about." — Exodus 25:10-11 

A Box Built to Specification 

The instructions for the Ark come early in the extended set of directions God gives Moses for the tabernacle 

(Exodus 25-31), immediately after the instructions for the offering that would fund the project. The Ark itself 

was a rectangular chest of acacia wood, roughly 3.75 feet long and 2.25 feet wide and high (using an 

eighteen-inch cubit), overlaid inside and out with pure gold. Two gold rings were fixed on each side, through 

which wooden poles overlaid with gold were inserted so the Ark could be carried without human hands ever 

touching it directly (Exodus 25:12-15). 

The Ark's Placement and Function 

The Ark was to be placed inside the innermost chamber of the tabernacle — later of the temple — the Most 

Holy Place, also called the Holy of Holies. Its function, according to Exodus 25:22, was to be the meeting 

point between God and Israel: 'And there I will meet with thee, and I will commune with thee from above 

the mercy seat, from between the two cherubims.' The Ark was never primarily a container for sacred 

artifacts as an end in itself. It was, first and foremost, the designated place of meeting and communication 

between a holy God and a covenant people. 

💡 Did You Know? 

The dimensions of the Ark, roughly 3.75 by 2.25 by 2.25 feet, meant it was small enough to be carried by 
four priests using the two poles — a detail that mattered enormously during Israel's forty years of wilderness 
travel, when the entire tabernacle, including the Ark, had to be regularly assembled, disassembled, and 
transported from camp to camp (Numbers 4:5-6, 15). 

🖼️ Suggested Illustration 

A labeled cutaway diagram of the tabernacle showing the outer court, the Holy Place, and the Holy of Holies, 
with the Ark positioned behind the veil — useful for orienting readers to the larger structure the Ark 
belonged to. 

📖 Further Reading: Exodus 25:10-22; Exodus 37:1-9 (the Ark's actual construction by Bezalel); Numbers 4:5-6, 15 
(transporting the Ark). 

Reflection Questions 

1. Why do you think God specified such precise dimensions and materials for a single wooden box? 

2. What does it mean that the Ark's primary purpose was to be a meeting place, rather than simply a 
storage container for sacred items? 
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Chapter 2 — Three Objects, Three Failures 

According to Hebrews 9:4, the Ark contained three items: 'the golden pot that had manna, and Aaron's rod 

that budded, and the tables of the covenant.' Each of these objects entered the Ark for a specific historical 

reason, and each reason points to a different dimension of Israel's repeated failure before God. 

The Tablets of the Law 

The two stone tablets, inscribed 'with the finger of God' (Exodus 31:18) and given to Moses at Sinai, 

represented God's covenant law — the terms of Israel's relationship with Him. Almost immediately after 

receiving them, Moses came down the mountain to find the people worshiping a golden calf, and in his 

anger he broke the first set of tablets at the foot of the mountain (Exodus 32:19). A second set was later 

inscribed and placed in the Ark (Exodus 34:1, 28; Deuteronomy 10:1-5). The law that entered the Ark, then, 

was a law that had already been broken once, symbolically, before it was even sealed inside. 

The Golden Jar of Manna 

Manna was the bread God provided every morning during Israel's wilderness journey (Exodus 16:14-15, 31). 

God instructed Moses to preserve a portion of it in a jar 'to be kept for your generations; that they may see 

the bread wherewith I have fed you in the wilderness' (Exodus 16:32-33). Yet the manna narrative in Exodus 

and Numbers is also, repeatedly, a narrative of complaint: the people grew tired of the manna, longed for 

the food of Egypt, and accused God and Moses of bringing them into the wilderness to die (Numbers 11:4-

6). The jar of manna preserved in the Ark stood as a memorial of God's daily provision — and, at the same 

time, of the people's persistent ingratitude toward it. 

Aaron's Rod That Budded 

Numbers 16-17 records a rebellion against the God-given leadership of Moses and Aaron, led by Korah and 

a group of Levites and other Israelites who challenged Aaron's exclusive priestly authority. To settle the 

dispute decisively, God instructed that the leaders of each tribe place their staffs before the Ark overnight; 

the next morning, Aaron's staff alone had budded, blossomed, and produced ripe almonds (Numbers 17:8). 

God commanded that this rod be placed permanently in front of the Ark (later, according to Hebrews 9:4, 

inside it) 'for a token against the rebels' (Numbers 17:10). Aaron's rod, then, memorialized both God's 

vindication of His chosen leadership and the nation's willingness to challenge that authority in the first place. 

Object What It Represented The Failure It Also Recorded 

The stone tablets God's covenant law, given directly 
by God 

Broken almost immediately (the 
golden calf, Exodus 32) 

The jar of manna God's continual, daily provision Met with complaint and ingratitude 
(Numbers 11) 



The Ark of the Covenant — The Mercy Seat 

Page 7 of 27 

Object What It Represented The Failure It Also Recorded 

Aaron's rod God's chosen and vindicated 
authority 

Challenged by open rebellion 
(Numbers 16) 

 

💡 Did You Know? 

All three objects placed in or before the Ark commemorate a specific historical crisis: the golden calf (law 
broken), the wilderness complaints (provision rejected), and Korah's rebellion (authority challenged). In 
other words, the Ark's original contents were not simply relics of Israel's greatest triumphs — they were, in 
a very real sense, physical reminders of three distinct ways the covenant people had failed God shortly after 
each gift was given. 

📖 Further Reading: Exodus 16:32-34; Exodus 32:1-19; Numbers 16:1-50; Numbers 17:1-13; Hebrews 9:4; 
Deuteronomy 10:1-5. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Why do you think God chose to preserve reminders of Israel's failures alongside — rather than 
instead of — reminders of His provision and law? 

2. Which of the three failures (broken law, rejected provision, challenged authority) do you find easiest 
to recognize in your own life? 
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Chapter 3 — What Disappeared: From Sinai to Solomon's Temple 

"There was nothing in the ark save the two tables of stone, which Moses put there at Horeb, 
when the LORD made a covenant with the children of Israel, when they came out of the land 
of Egypt." — 1 Kings 8:9 

A Detail Easy to Miss 

By the time the Ark is brought into the newly completed temple under Solomon, roughly four and a half 

centuries after the events at Sinai, the text pauses to specify exactly what was — and was not — inside it. 

The verse is emphatic: 'nothing in the ark save the two tables of stone.' The golden jar of manna and Aaron's 

rod, both explicitly said to have been placed in or before the Ark according to Exodus 16 and Numbers 17, 

are simply no longer there. 

What the Text Does Not Say 

Scripture does not explain when or how the manna and the rod were removed, lost, or otherwise separated 

from the Ark over the centuries between the wilderness and Solomon's temple — a period that included 

the conquest of Canaan, the era of the judges, the Ark's capture by the Philistines and subsequent return (1 

Samuel 4-6), and its long residence in various locations before David brought it to Jerusalem (2 Samuel 6). 

Any explanation for exactly when these items disappeared is necessarily historical speculation beyond what 

the text records. What the text does affirm, clearly and without ambiguity, is the end result: by the time the 

Ark reaches its permanent home in Solomon's temple, only the stone tablets remain. 

💡 Did You Know? 

Hebrews 9:4, written centuries after Solomon's temple was destroyed, still describes the Ark's original 
contents as including the manna and Aaron's rod — likely reflecting the description of the Ark as originally 
instituted in the Torah (Exodus and Numbers) rather than its contents at the time of Solomon. This is not a 
contradiction between Hebrews and 1 Kings; the two texts are describing two different points in time — the 
Ark as instituted, and the Ark as it stood centuries later — and both are historically and textually accurate 
to their respective moments. 

Why This Detail Matters 

The verse could easily be read as a minor inventory note, and many readers pass over it without pausing. 

But within the flow of the larger biblical narrative, it carries real theological weight. Of the three objects 

that once bore witness to Israel's provision, authority, and law, only the object testifying to broken law made 

it into the object's final, permanent resting place in the heart of Israel's worship. The evidence of failure 

endured. The evidence of God's provision and vindicated authority did not need to remain physically 

present, because what mattered from that point forward was not merely commemorating God's past 
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faithfulness, but addressing the ongoing reality of human failure before His law — a reality every subsequent 

Day of Atonement would have to confront directly. 

🖼️ Suggested Illustration 

A simple timeline showing: Sinai (all three objects placed, ca. 1446 or 1290 B.C. depending on chronology) 
→ the Philistine capture and return of the Ark (1 Samuel 4-6) → David brings the Ark to Jerusalem (2 Samuel 
6) → Solomon's temple completed and the Ark installed, with only the tablets remaining (1 Kings 8, ca. 960 
B.C.). 

📖 Further Reading: 1 Kings 8:1-9; 1 Samuel 4:1-11; 1 Samuel 6:1-21; 2 Samuel 6:1-19; Hebrews 9:4. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Why might it be significant that the object representing broken law is what remained in the Ark, 
rather than the objects representing provision or vindicated leadership? 

2. How does noticing small textual details like 1 Kings 8:9 change the way you approach reading 
familiar Bible passages? 
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Chapter 4 — The Mercy Seat: Kapporeth and the Meaning of 
Atonement 

The Lid With a Name 

The Ark's golden lid was not simply a cover; it had its own name and its own theological function, distinct 

from the box beneath it. In Hebrew it is called  רֶת פֹּ  commonly translated 'mercy seat' in English ,(kapporeth) כַּ

versions such as the King James Version, though some modern translations render it 'atonement cover' or 

simply 'the cover.' 

The Root Meaning: Kaphar 

Kapporeth comes from the Hebrew verbal root ר פַּ  '.meaning 'to cover,' 'to atone,' or 'to reconcile ,(kaphar) כָּ

This same root produces some of the most theologically significant vocabulary in the entire Old Testament, 

including ר פֻּ פוּר יוֹם atonement — the very word behind — (kippur) כִּ כִּ  (Yom Kippur), the Day of Atonement, 

Israel's most solemn day of the religious calendar (Leviticus 16; Leviticus 23:26-32). 

💡 Did You Know? 

The word kapporeth, in one grammatical form or another, appears roughly 27 times across the Old 
Testament, and in every single occurrence it refers to this specific golden lid of the Ark — never to any other 
object. Its meaning is inseparable from its function: this was, quite literally by its Hebrew name, 'the 
covering' or 'the place of atonement,' the specific site where the language of atonement in the Old 
Testament was concretely, physically enacted. 

The Cherubim and the Meeting Place 

Exodus 25:18-20 describes two golden cherubim, hammered from the same piece of gold as the mercy seat 

itself, positioned at each end of the lid with their wings spread upward and their faces turned toward each 

other and downward, toward the mercy seat. God's own words specify that this — the space above the 

mercy seat, between the cherubim — is where He would meet with Moses and communicate His commands 

for Israel (Exodus 25:22). The place of atonement and the place of divine communication with humanity 

were, by design, the very same location. 

Why the Location Matters So Much 

Nothing about the mercy seat's placement was incidental. It sat directly above the tablets of the law — the 

record of the covenant's terms and, as Chapter 3 established, the record of the covenant's violation. Once 

each year, on the Day of Atonement, blood would be sprinkled directly on and before this cover (Leviticus 

16:14-15), meaning that the blood of the sacrifice was placed, physically and directly, between God's 

presence above the Ark and the broken law sealed within it. The theological architecture could hardly be 

more explicit: mercy, quite literally, covered judgment. 
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🖼️ Suggested Illustration 

A close-up diagram of the mercy seat and cherubim, with an arrow showing the high priest sprinkling blood 
on the cover directly above the stone tablets inside — visually reinforcing the relationship between the 
blood, the mercy seat, and the broken law beneath it. 

📖 Further Reading: Exodus 25:17-22; Leviticus 16:2, 13-15; Leviticus 23:26-32; Numbers 7:89. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How does knowing the specific meaning of 'kapporeth' change your understanding of what the 
mercy seat represented? 

2. What does it mean to you that the place of atonement and the place of God's communication with 
His people were the exact same location? 
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Chapter 5 — The Day of Atonement: Blood Over the Broken Law 

Yom Kippur in Leviticus 16 

Leviticus 16 lays out, in careful ritual detail, the one day of the year when the high priest was permitted to 

enter the Holy of Holies. He first offered a bull as a sin offering for himself and his household (Leviticus 16:6, 

11), then took its blood behind the veil and sprinkled it on and before the mercy seat seven times (Leviticus 

16:14). He then took the blood of a goat, sacrificed as a sin offering for the people, and repeated the same 

act (Leviticus 16:15). A second goat, the so-called 'scapegoat,' had the sins of the nation symbolically 

confessed over it and was then sent away into the wilderness, carrying those sins away from the camp 

(Leviticus 16:20-22). 

Once a Year, Never Without Blood 

Hebrews 9:6-7 summarizes the strict limitations placed on this access: 'Now when these things were thus 

ordained, the priests went always into the first tabernacle, accomplishing the service of God. But into the 

second went the high priest alone once every year, not without blood, which he offered for himself, and for 

the errors of the people.' Every element of this description is restrictive: one man, one time per year, never 

without blood. Access to the direct presence of God, symbolized by the space above the mercy seat, was 

tightly guarded and required a blood sacrifice every single time, without exception. 

💡 Did You Know? 

Jewish tradition recorded in later rabbinic sources describes elaborate precautions surrounding the Day of 
Atonement ritual, including extensive purification requirements for the high priest in the days leading up to 
it and careful procedures meant to ensure the ritual was performed exactly as prescribed. Whatever the 
precise historical accuracy of every later tradition, they reflect how seriously this one annual act of entering 
God's presence was regarded within Israel's religious life. 

A Ritual That Never Finished the Job 

The very structure of the ritual points to its own insufficiency. If a single sacrifice, offered once, could have 

permanently resolved the problem of sin, there would have been no need to repeat the ritual year after 

year. Hebrews 10:1-4 makes this argument explicitly: the law, with its yearly repeated sacrifices, 'can never... 

make the comers thereunto perfect,' because 'it is not possible that the blood of bulls and of goats should 

take away sins.' The high priest went in. The high priest came out. And the following year, he went in again. 

The broken tablets remained inside the Ark the entire time, never removed, never replaced — only, 

temporarily and repeatedly, covered. 

🖼️ Suggested Illustration 
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A circular diagram illustrating the yearly cycle of the Day of Atonement: sacrifice → blood sprinkled on the 
mercy seat → temporary atonement → the high priest's eventual death → a new high priest repeats the 
cycle — visually reinforcing the repetitive, unresolved nature of the old covenant system. 

📖 Further Reading: Leviticus 16:1-34 (the full Day of Atonement ritual); Leviticus 17:11 ('the life of the flesh is in the 
blood... it is the blood that maketh an atonement for the soul'); Hebrews 9:6-10; Hebrews 10:1-4. 

Reflection Questions 

1. What does the yearly repetition of the Day of Atonement ritual teach about the seriousness with 
which God treats sin? 

2. How does understanding this ritual's built-in limitations prepare you to appreciate what Hebrews 
says about Christ's single, final sacrifice? 



The Ark of the Covenant — The Mercy Seat 

Page 14 of 27 

Chapter 6 — Hebrews 9: A System Limited by Mortality 

The Argument of Hebrews 9 

Hebrews 9 draws a sustained contrast between the earthly tabernacle system and the reality it anticipated. 

The chapter describes the tabernacle's two compartments (9:1-5), the restricted, repeated access of the old 

covenant priesthood (9:6-10), and then pivots to Christ: 'But Christ being come an high priest of good things 

to come, by a greater and more perfect tabernacle, not made with hands... neither by the blood of goats 

and calves, but by his own blood he entered in once into the holy place, having obtained eternal redemption 

for us' (Hebrews 9:11-12). 

"Not Without Blood" — Then and Now 

Hebrews 9:22 states a principle drawn from the entire Levitical system: 'without shedding of blood is no 

remission.' This was already the assumed logic of the Day of Atonement ritual described in Chapter 5 of this 

study. What Hebrews adds is the observation that if the earthly copies of heavenly things required repeated 

purification by animal blood, 'the heavenly things themselves' required 'better sacrifices than these' 

(Hebrews 9:23) — a single, sufficient, once-for-all sacrifice, rather than an endlessly repeated one. 

The Word Hebrews Does Not Avoid: Mortality 

Hebrews 7:23, discussed in a related earlier study on Melchizedek, makes explicit what Hebrews 9 assumes 

throughout: the old priesthood was 'not suffered to continue by reason of death.' Every high priest who 

performed the Day of Atonement ritual eventually died and was replaced. The system could never reach a 

final, resolved state, because its administrators were mortal and its sacrifices were, by their very nature 

(animal blood, not a willing, rational, once-for-all offering), incapable of a final resolution. Hebrews 9:25-26 

draws the conclusion directly: Christ did not need 'to offer himself often, as the high priest entereth into 

the holy place every year with blood of others; for then must he often have suffered since the foundation 

of the world: but now once in the end of the world hath he appeared to put away sin by the sacrifice of 

himself.' 

Feature The Levitical High Priest Christ, the Great High Priest 

Access to God's presence Once a year, temporarily Once, permanently, having 'entered 
in' 

What is offered The blood of bulls and goats His own blood 

Duration of the priest's ministry Ended by death, requiring a 
successor 

Eternal — no successor required 

Result of the sacrifice Ceremonial cleansing, repeated 
yearly 

Eternal redemption, obtained once 
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💡 Did You Know? 

The Greek phrase ἐφάπαξ (ephapax), 'once for all,' appears repeatedly across Hebrews 9 and 10 (9:12; 9:26; 
10:10) and functions as one of the letter's key theological terms — deliberately contrasted, throughout 
these chapters, with the repeated, unending cycle of the Levitical sacrificial system. 

📖 Further Reading: Hebrews 9:1-28 (full chapter); Hebrews 7:23-25; Hebrews 10:1-14. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Why is it significant that Hebrews explicitly names mortality — not merely ritual inadequacy — as a 
core limitation of the old system? 

2. How does the phrase 'once for all' change the way you think about the security of your own standing 
before God? 
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Chapter 7 — Romans 3:25 and 1 John 2:2: Christ as the Mercy Seat 

"Whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his 
righteousness for the remission of sins that are past, through the forbearance of God." — 

Romans 3:25 (KJV) 

The Word Behind "Propitiation": Hilasterion 

The Greek word translated 'propitiation' in most English versions of Romans 3:25 is ἱλαστήριον (hilasterion). 

This is not a generic or rare theological term Paul coined for the occasion. It is the specific word used in the 

Septuagint — the Greek translation of the Old Testament that Paul and his readers, both Jewish and Gentile 

God-fearers familiar with synagogue teaching, would have known well — to translate kapporeth, the 

Hebrew word for the mercy seat, every time that word appears in the Old Testament (see, for example, the 

Septuagint text of Exodus 25:17-22 and Leviticus 16:2). 

Not a Metaphor — An Identification 

This linguistic detail carries significant weight. When Paul writes that God publicly set forth Christ as a 

hilasterion, he is using the exact vocabulary a Greek-speaking Jewish reader would associate specifically and 

immediately with the golden lid of the Ark inside the Holy of Holies. Many interpreters conclude that Paul 

is not offering a loose, generic metaphor ('Jesus is kind of like a place where sins are dealt with') but making 

a precise theological identification: Jesus himself now occupies, and fulfills, the role that the mercy seat 

once occupied — the specific place where the blood of atonement meets the reality of broken law, and 

where God, looking upon that blood, extends mercy rather than judgment. 

💡 Did You Know? 

Some translators and commentators render hilasterion in Romans 3:25 as 'mercy seat' directly, rather than 
the more generic 'propitiation' or 'sacrifice of atonement,' precisely because of this Septuagint background 
— reading Paul as saying, in effect, 'God publicly displayed Christ as the mercy seat.' Other scholars favor 
the more general sense of 'propitiatory sacrifice,' cautious about pressing the mercy-seat imagery too 
specifically. Both readings agree, however, that Paul is drawing directly on the vocabulary and imagery of 
the Day of Atonement ritual. 

1 John 2:2: The Same Family of Words 

The apostle John uses a closely related term in 1 John 2:2: 'And he is the propitiation for our sins: and not 

for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole world.' The Greek word here, ἱλασμός (hilasmos), shares the 

same root as Paul's hilasterion in Romans 3:25. Both writers, independently, reach for vocabulary rooted in 

the same Old Testament concept — the covering of sin through the shedding of blood at the place of 

atonement — to describe what Christ has accomplished. 



The Ark of the Covenant — The Mercy Seat 

Page 17 of 27 

From Gold to Flesh 

Putting these threads together: the mercy seat in the wilderness tabernacle was the place where blood, 

applied once a year by a mortal priest, temporarily covered the broken law preserved beneath it. Paul and 

John both describe Jesus using the vocabulary of that same place and that same function — but with a 

sacrifice that is not animal but his own blood, not repeated but final, and not merely covering sin but, 

according to Hebrews 9:26, putting it away. 

Old Covenant Mercy Seat New Covenant Fulfillment 

Located in the Holy of Holies, behind the veil Christ, accessible directly, the veil torn (Matthew 
27:51) 

Blood of bulls and goats sprinkled on it yearly Christ's own blood offered once (Hebrews 9:12) 

Approached only by the high priest, once a year Approached by all believers, at all times (Hebrews 
4:16) 

Covered the broken tablets beneath it Puts away sin itself (Hebrews 9:26) 

 

📖 Further Reading: Romans 3:21-26; 1 John 2:1-2; Exodus 25:17-22 (Septuagint); Leviticus 16:2 (Septuagint); 
Hebrews 4:14-16. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How does knowing the precise Old Testament background of the word 'propitiation' change the way 
you read Romans 3:25? 

2. What is the difference between sin being merely 'covered' and sin being 'put away,' and why might 
that distinction matter for how you understand your own forgiveness? 
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Chapter 8 — The Disappearance of the Ark and Jeremiah's 
Prophecy 

A Historical Mystery 

The Ark of the Covenant is last clearly attested in the biblical record in the context of Solomon's temple. 

There is no reliable historical account within Scripture of what became of it after the Babylonians, under 

Nebuchadnezzar, destroyed the first temple in 586 B.C. Various traditions have arisen over the centuries — 

including claims that it was hidden before the destruction, taken to Egypt, or transported to Ethiopia — but 

none of these traditions carry the weight of biblical or firmly established historical evidence, and this study 

does not rely on any of them. What Scripture itself records is simply this: the Ark, prominent throughout 

the historical books, quietly disappears from the biblical narrative. 

Jeremiah's Striking Prophecy 

"And it shall come to pass, when ye be multiplied and increased in the land, in those days, 
saith the LORD, they shall say no more, The ark of the covenant of the LORD: neither shall it 
come into mind: neither shall they remember it; neither shall they visit it; neither shall that be 
done any more." — Jeremiah 3:16 

Writing before or during the very period in which the Ark disappears from history, Jeremiah delivers an 

unusual prophecy: rather than promising the Ark's restoration or return, he explicitly declares that a future 

day is coming when the Ark will not be missed, not be remembered, not be re-created. For a nation whose 

most sacred object had stood at the center of its worship for centuries, this is a remarkable statement — 

the prophecy anticipates not the Ark's replacement, but its obsolescence. 

💡 Did You Know? 

Jeremiah's prophecy in 3:16 comes embedded within a larger passage (Jeremiah 3:14-18) that looks forward 
to a future restoration and a renewed relationship between God and His people — not a diminished one. 
The prophecy is not that worship itself will disappear, but that the physical, localized object that once 
mediated access to God's presence will no longer be necessary for that access to occur. 

Reading the Prophecy in Light of the New Testament 

Taken together with the material developed in Chapters 4 through 7 of this study, Jeremiah's prophecy fits 

a coherent pattern: the Ark, and specifically its mercy seat, functioned as a physical, localized picture of 

atonement and access to God's presence. Once what that picture pointed toward had actually arrived — a 

final, sufficient sacrifice and a permanent, personal mediator between God and humanity — the physical 

object that had prefigured it was no longer central to that access. This does not require asserting that the 

Ark's disappearance was itself a miraculous or directly engineered event; it only requires recognizing, as 
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Jeremiah's own words suggest, that its ongoing absence would one day cease to be a matter of concern 

precisely because what it represented had been fulfilled by other means. 

🖼️ Suggested Illustration 

A simple 'before and after' panel: on the left, worshipers approaching a veiled, physical Ark once a year 
through a mediating priest; on the right, believers approaching God's throne directly and at all times through 
Christ (Hebrews 4:16) — visually reinforcing the shift Jeremiah's prophecy anticipates. 

📖 Further Reading: Jeremiah 3:14-18; 2 Chronicles 36:15-21 (the destruction of the first temple); Hebrews 4:14-16; 
Hebrews 9:11-12. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Why do you think God, through Jeremiah, chose to describe the Ark's future absence as something 
that would no longer be 'missed,' rather than promising its restoration? 

2. How does this prophecy reinforce the idea that physical objects and locations were always meant to 
point toward something greater, rather than being ends in themselves? 
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Chapter 9 — From the Wilderness to the Throne of Grace 

Tracing the Full Arc 

This chapter draws together the full trajectory this study has followed, from the construction of a wooden, 

gold-covered box in the wilderness to the New Testament's confident invitation to approach God directly. 

The Old Covenant Picture 

A box built to precise specifications, containing evidence of humanity's failure to keep the law, provision, 

and authority God had given. A golden lid, named for the concept of covering and atonement. Two cherubim 

facing the place where blood would be sprinkled. One man, once a year, never without blood, temporarily 

addressing what could never be finally resolved by that same means. A rebellious, often ungrateful people, 

kept at a careful and controlled distance from the direct presence of God. 

The New Covenant Reality 

A single, final, willing sacrifice — not an animal but the Son of God himself. A high priest who does not die 

and require a successor, because he 'ever liveth to make intercession' (Hebrews 7:25). A veil torn in two 

'from the top to the bottom' at the moment of that sacrifice (Matthew 27:51), signaling that the restricted 

access of the old system had been permanently opened. An invitation, not to a single man once a year, but 

to all believers at all times: 'Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may obtain 

mercy, and find grace to help in time of need' (Hebrews 4:16). 

💡 Did You Know? 

The phrase 'throne of 
grace' in Hebrews 4:16 
uses royal, enthronement 
language for the very 
place Old Testament 
worshipers would have 
associated with the mercy 
seat and the space above 
it, between the cherubim, 
where God's presence 
was manifest. The author 
of Hebrews appears to be 
deliberately drawing on 
the same mercy-seat 
imagery explored 
throughout this study, 
now applied to the 
confident access believers 
have through Christ. 
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Element Wilderness Tabernacle Fulfilled in Christ 

The mediator A mortal high priest, 
replaced repeatedly 

Christ, an eternal high priest (Hebrews 7:24-25) 

The sacrifice Bulls and goats, offered 
yearly 

Christ himself, offered once (Hebrews 9:26) 

The access Restricted to one man, 
once a year 

Open to all believers, at all times (Hebrews 4:16; 
10:19-22) 

The result Temporary covering, 
repeated indefinitely 

Eternal redemption, obtained once (Hebrews 9:12) 

 

📖 Further Reading: Hebrews 4:14-16; Hebrews 7:24-25; Hebrews 9:11-12, 24-28; Hebrews 10:19-22; Matthew 
27:50-51. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Of everything traced across this study, which single connection between the Ark and Christ has 
struck you most forcefully? 

2. How does the image of a 'throne of grace,' rather than a distant, veiled mercy seat, shape the way 
you approach God in prayer? 
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Chapter 10 — Practical Applications for the Christian Life 

The theology traced through this study — from a gold box in the wilderness to Paul's precise vocabulary in 

Romans 3:25 — is not merely a fascinating pattern to admire. It carries direct, practical implications for how 

believers understand their relationship with God today. 

1. God Does Not Hide the Evidence of Failure — He Covers It 

The broken tablets remained inside the Ark; they were never removed, replaced, or hidden away. God's 

pattern of dealing with human failure, from the very beginning of the Ark's story, was never to pretend the 

failure had not happened. It was to cover that failure with blood. This offers a model for honest self-

examination: believers are not called to deny or minimize their sin, but to bring it, honestly acknowledged, 

to the place where it has already been covered by Christ's blood. 

2. Confidence, Not Anxiety, in Approaching God 

Because access to God once required a single mediator, once a year, with blood — and because that 

restriction has been permanently lifted through Christ's finished work — believers can approach prayer and 

worship with the confidence Hebrews 4:16 describes: 'boldly,' not fearfully. Anxiety about whether one has 

done enough to earn access to God misunderstands the very point of the mercy seat's fulfillment in Christ: 

the access has already been secured, once for all. 

3. The Finality of Christ's Work 

The repeated, never-finishing cycle of the Day of Atonement stands in deliberate contrast to the 'once for 

all' language used repeatedly of Christ's sacrifice. Believers who find themselves anxiously repeating efforts 

to 're-earn' forgiveness they have already received in Christ can find real rest in this contrast: what the old 

system could never finish, Christ has already finished. 

4. Worship That Understands Its Own History 

Recognizing that the Ark and the mercy seat were never ends in themselves, but pointers toward Christ, 

shapes a healthier way of relating to physical symbols, sacred spaces, and religious objects generally. They 

can be meaningful and instructive, as this entire study demonstrates, without ever becoming objects of 

worship in their own right — a distinction Israel itself, notably, struggled to maintain (as the Philistines' 

capture of the Ark and various later misuses of it in Israel's history illustrate). 

5. Reading the Whole Bible as One Connected Story 

Finally, this study is itself an illustration of something larger: that a single Old Testament word (kapporeth), 

traced carefully through its usage, its ritual context, and its New Testament citations, can unlock a depth of 

meaning in a familiar New Testament verse (Romans 3:25) that most readers pass over without noticing. 
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This is an invitation to read all of Scripture with the same patience and attentiveness — trusting that its 

parts were written to be read together, not in isolation. 

💡 Did You Know? 

The English phrase 'mercy seat' itself has an interesting translation history: it was popularized by William 
Tyndale's sixteenth-century English translation of the Bible, and later carried into the King James Version, as 
a rendering intended to capture the sense of kapporeth as a place where mercy is enacted — a translation 
choice that has shaped how English-speaking readers have understood this object for nearly five hundred 
years. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Which of these five applications feels most relevant to your walk with God right now? 

2. How might approaching your own failures the way God designed the Ark to handle Israel's — 
acknowledged honestly, then covered by blood rather than hidden — change the way you process guilt 
or shame? 
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Summary of Key Points 

• The Ark of the Covenant originally contained three objects: the stone tablets of the law, a golden jar 
of manna, and Aaron's rod that budded — each a memorial of both God's gift and Israel's 
corresponding failure to receive it well. 

• By the time the Ark reached its permanent home in Solomon's temple, 1 Kings 8:9 records that only 
the stone tablets remained inside — the manna and the rod had disappeared from the biblical record. 

• The Ark's lid, the mercy seat (Hebrew kapporeth, from the root kaphar, 'to cover' or 'atone'), was the 
specific place where the high priest sprinkled sacrificial blood once a year, on the Day of Atonement, 
directly above the broken law sealed within the Ark. 

• Hebrews 9 describes this system as restrictive by design — one man, once a year, never without blood 
— and explicitly names the mortality of the priesthood as a core reason the system could never reach 
final resolution. 

• Paul's word for 'propitiation' in Romans 3:25, hilasterion, is the exact word the Greek Old Testament 
(Septuagint) uses for the mercy seat, strongly suggesting Paul is identifying Christ directly with the 
place of atonement, not merely using a loose figure of speech. 

• John uses a closely related term (hilasmos) in 1 John 2:2, independently drawing on the same Old 
Testament concept to describe Christ's work on behalf of the whole world. 

• The Ark disappears from reliable historical record after the Babylonian destruction of the first temple, 
and Jeremiah 3:16 prophesies that it would one day no longer be remembered, missed, or remade — 
consistent with the pattern of a physical object made unnecessary once what it prefigured had 
arrived. 

• The overall shift the New Testament describes — from restricted, mediated, repeated access to God, 
to open, direct, permanent access through Christ — is summarized in the confident invitation of 
Hebrews 4:16 to 'come boldly unto the throne of grace.' 

• Practically, this study grounds honest acknowledgment of sin (rather than its denial), confidence 
rather than anxiety in approaching God, rest in the finality of Christ's finished work, a healthy view of 
religious symbols and objects, and a model for reading Scripture as one unified, interconnected story. 
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Further Reading by Theme 

On the Construction and Purpose of the Ark 

Exodus 25:10-22; Exodus 37:1-9; Numbers 4:5-6, 15; Numbers 7:89. 

On the Ark's Contents and Israel's Failures 

Exodus 16:32-34; Exodus 32:1-19; Numbers 16:1-50; Numbers 17:1-13; Hebrews 9:4. 

On the Ark's Later History 

1 Samuel 4:1-11; 1 Samuel 5:1-6:21; 2 Samuel 6:1-19; 1 Kings 8:1-9; Jeremiah 3:14-18. 

On the Day of Atonement 

Leviticus 16:1-34; Leviticus 17:11; Leviticus 23:26-32; Hebrews 9:1-10. 

On Christ as the Fulfillment of the Mercy Seat 

Romans 3:21-26; 1 John 2:1-2; Hebrews 7:23-28; Hebrews 9:11-28; Hebrews 4:14-16; Hebrews 10:19-22. 

On the Torn Veil and Direct Access to God 

Matthew 27:50-51; Mark 15:37-38; Luke 23:44-46. 
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— End of Study — 


