
Sermon 14: 1 Kings 8:1-11: The Ark of the Covenant

OUTLINE

The mercy seat
The covenant

INTRODUCTION

The Temple of Solomon as we have been seeing was an amazing architectural 
accomplishment.  However, the One who was to dwell in the temple is more important still. 
1 Kings 8:1-11 is all about God manifesting His residence in the temple.  I say manifesting 
His residence not taking up His residence because God is omnipresent and no temple can be
a house for Him.  So He manifests His presence in the location of the temple to indicate that
He is pleased and He will abide among His people, and the temple will be the central place 
of worship in Israel.  The temple has been prepared and finished and now the ark must be 
brought and the other items of furniture must be brought from the tabernacle.  Solomon 
made this a nation wide event.  V1-2, ‘Then Solomon assembled the elders of Israel and all 
the heads of the tribes, the leaders of the fathers' houses of the people of Israel, before 
King Solomon in Jerusalem, to bring up the ark of the covenant of the LORD out of the city 
of David, which is Zion.2 And all the men of Israel assembled to King Solomon at the feast 
in the month Ethanim, which is the seventh month.’  The seventh month which was 
appropriately the month that the day of atonement and the feast of tabernacles was 
celebrated was the month for dedicating the new temple.  This festival which reminded 
Israel of their time living in tents, and the Lord also dwelt in a tent and wandered around 
with them, is a fitting time as the tent of meeting gives way to the permanent dwelling of 
the temple.  

Today as we look at this portion we want to focus on two things, firstly, the ark of the 
covenant and its function in the temple.  Secondly, we want to consider the nature of the 
covenant the ark represents.

Propitiation

V3, ‘And all the elders of Israel came, and the priests took up the ark.’  V2 tells us that tent 
of meeting was in the city of David.  And now when it comes time to move the ark, the 
priests are the ones who carry it.  A minor detail but one with an important history.  The ark
of the covenant is a representation of God’s throne.  The cherubim which were facing one 
another on the lid stood on either side of where a throne would be expected to be.  In other
words, the lid was a visual representation of the presence of God.  God on His throne and 
the cherubim in attendance, e.g. Is. 6:1-5.  Within the ark was the law, the tablets of the 
covenant between God and Israel.  No one but the priests may gaze upon the ark, in fact 
they were not allowed to touch it, but had to carry it on poles.  In 1 Sam. 4-6 we see how 
serious a thing it was not to honour the holiness of the ark.  Under the rule of Eli, the ark 
was taken like a lucky charm to battle in an attempt to get the best of the Philistines.  It was
God’s will to punish Israel and the Philistines and He let the ark be captured.  As a result 
several Philistine towns were afflicted with plague and the ark of God was returned to Israel 
on an unmanned cart.  It came to rest at Beth Shemesh and men who looked upon the ark 
there were killed on the spot.  We also know of the story of David and Uzzah.  In 2 Sam. 6 
David sought to bring the ark to Jerusalem, but unlike Solomon the priests did not carry it, 
but it was put on a cart.  When Uzzah put out his hand to steady the ark he was killed on 
the spot for violating the holiness of the ark. 



 
V6, ‘Then the priests brought the ark of the covenant of the LORD to its place in the inner 
sanctuary of the house, in the Most Holy Place, underneath the wings of the cherubim.’  We 
see here in verse 6 that the Ark was the only piece of furniture that resided in the innermost
room in the Holy of Holies.  This room as we said before is a representation of the third 
heaven and the throne room of God.  

This room was entered by only one person once a year on the day of atonement.  Lev. 16 
gives us the details.  Aaron had to sacrifice a bull for a sin offering and a ram as a burnt 
offering.  He had to kill the bull and take the blood and some coals from the bronze altar 
and go into the holy place.  He had to take some incense with the coals and put them on 
the altar of incense.  The point of this is to make smoke enter into the holy of holies so that 
Aaron will not die, Lev. 16:13.  Then he had to take the blood of the bull which was for his 
own sin and he had to apply it to the front of the mercy seat, as if to cleanse a place for him
to stand to sprinkle the blood of the goat that represented Israel’s sin over the mercy seat.  
On this day after making sin offerings for himself, Aaron had to take two goats.  After 
casting lots between the two he killed one and took the blood and sprinkled it on the ark of 
the covenant/mercy seat.  This was to cleanse Israel’s uncleanness.  The ark which held the 
ten commandments which Israel continued to break needed to be cleansed.  This is a 
picture of God’s holy law being violated by our sin and the wages of sin being death, and 
the life being in the blood, the sprinkling of blood indicating the giving of a life to pay the sin
debt and satisfy God’s law.  After this was done, the rest of the items of the temple needed 
cleansing as well.  Then with the second goat, the Highpriest put his hand on the animal’s 
head in a symbolic image of transfer and confessed the sins of the people over the goat.  It 
was then sent out into the wilderness. 

The day of atonement and sprinkling blood on the mercy seat is intimately tied to Christ’s 
work for us.  In the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the OT, the word mercy seat is 
translated into the word hilasteria.  This is the word that we translate as propitiation.  Paul 
discusses this in Romans 3:25, ‘whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be 
received by faith. This was to show God's righteousness, because in his divine forbearance 
he had passed over former sins.’  God put Jesus forward as a mercy seat/propitiation.  The 
word means to remove anger, and this is what Jesus blood has done for us.  Since the 
wages of sin is death, and the giving of the life is symbolised by the spilling of blood.  When
Jesus died for us, as a payment for our sins, He satisfied the wrath of God towards our sins.
His blood is not magic in that it is a powerful disinfectant but rather in that it satisfies the 
requirements of the law that someone must die to pay for sins to be forgiven.  Sins are not 
simply forgiven they were paid for.  Your sins are not small and slight and insignificant.  
Someone has to pay for them to be forgiven.  You can either accept Christ as the one who 
died in your place or you can attempt to satisfy God for yourself.  You will never be able to 
do enough to make up for the sins you have done, and you will nenver be able to stop 
sinning.  Your only hope is to accept by faith the provision God has made in Christ dying in 
your place.  

Covenant

The ark is the repository for the 10 commandments.  V9, ‘There was nothing in the ark 
except the two tablets of stone that Moses put there at Horeb, where the LORD made a 
covenant with the people of Israel, when they came out of the land of Egypt.’  Aaron’s rod 
and the manna were no longer in it.  The ark is called the ark of the Lord and the mercy 
seat, but it is also called the ark of the covenant because it holds the ten commandments.  
These are the official documents of the terms and conditions of the Mosaic covenant.  In 



order to appreciate the nature of the covenant that is meant we must do an overview of the
various covenants of the Bible and their types.  

I have drawn up a timeline of the history of redemption putting in the most important 
covenants as things progress towards the new creation.  Our diagram begins with a 
symbolic representation of the Trinity before creation.  This is known by theologians as the 
covenant of redemption.  This is that ‘time’ when before creation God covenanted with 
Himself in the Godhead to save a people.  This decision is alluded to in verses like Eph. 1:4-
5 which speak of our being loved in Christ from all eternity.  

Next we have creation and Adam is placed in a garden in the covenant of works.  The fact 
that word covenant does not appear should not worry us, it is also not used in the covenant 
made with David in 2 Sam. 7.  The nature of a covenant is clear by the presence of 
stipulations ‘do not eat’, and penalties, ‘you shall die.’  Implied here is the promise that if 
you obey you will be rewarded.  The Sabbath day in particular would have been a sign to 
Adam of this.  God laboured and rested and if Adam worked and obeyed God he too would 
enter into God’s rest.  But he sinned and did not enter into that rest but came under the toil 
of the curse.  
Adam was called to obey and being made sinless was able to do all God commanded.  But 
instead of the first Adam meriting for us righteousness and reward he earned guilt and 
death and as a result we are all born sinners.  

This created an immense problem.  Adam and Eve were not killed, and they were going to 
have lots of offspring.  Technically if those offspring were holy and good they would be in 
fellowship with a holy God and escape judgement.  But being born sinners in Adam they 
never could be.  So God revealed His plan in the promise of Gen. 3:15 to provide a Saviour. 
This promise we see as the beginning of the covenant of grace.  For the rest of time until 
God makes all things new God will save in only way, because sinners can only be saved in 
one way, faith is essential because all are sinners.  It cannot be by works so it has to be 
another way.  So from fallen Adam to the last member of the church, all will be saved by 
grace through faith in Christ.  In the OT any who were saved were saved by faith in the 
Christ who was to come as He was presented by the Spirit through the promises, types, 
shadows, and prophecies.  All who are saved in the NT are saved through faith in the Christ 
who has come.  There is only one way of salvation, one people of God and one church.  

The covenant with Noah after the flood is a different sort of covenant, we can call it the 
common grace covenant because in it God pledges to keep the earth constant and not 
destroy it.  

Then we have the covenant with Abraham.  Gen. 15 is key because God makes Abraham go
to sleep and carries on with the covenant proceedings.  Where ordinarily you would have 
two parties participating in a covenant, this has only one.  And instead of both parties 
binding themselves and saying that what has happened to these animals that have been cut
in two happen to me if I break this agreement, God would not allow Abraham to take that 
curse upon himself.  God took liability for both parties.  If I break this agreement or if you 
break this agreement may what has happened to this animal happen to God.  And this is 
what the gospel is all about God takes to Himself the penalties of our covenant breaking in 
Christ dying for our sins.  

But then we come to the Mosaic covenant.  The ark of the covenant represented the terms 
of this covenant.  But here something is different.  As you look over the covenants you can 
look at them in terms of being unilateral or bilateral covenants, law covenants or grace 



covenants.  Eden was works, Abraham was grace, what then is the Mosaic?  It is both.  On 
the one hand if a person wants to be saved and go to heaven he has to look to a God of 
mercy and trust in the promised Saviour.  However, if the Israelite wanted to live in the land
and have earthly and physical blessings, these were secured by keeping the law.  Moses 
went to heaven but lost his earthly reward and did not enter Canaan.  So we call this for 
want of a better term a hypothetical covenant of works.  Israel like Eden is a garden where 
if you are good you get good and if you do bad you get punished.  It was a works oriented 
bilateral agreement as far as earthly blessing was concerned.  And this is really wonderful.  
For although one could get saved and go to heaven by grace through faith in the coming 
Christ, the lesson of how our sins separate us from God are reinforced by us accruing 
physical effects and punishments for sin.  This would have amplified our brokenness in sin, 
our complete inability as every generation of Israelites failed to obey God.  And it would 
have increased the desire for a Saviour to save us from ourselves and sin.  Paul tells us that 
the law was added to increase the knowledge of sin. 

So just as blood had to atone for Israel breaking God’s law so that the curses of the law did 
not come upon Israel.  So likewise Christ’s blood pays for our sins so that we can be saved. 
They secured physical blessings through obedience or the spilling of animal blood, Christ’s 
obedience secures for us salvation and eternal blessing.  

The covenant with David like Moses was a case of both grace and works.  There was a 
promise in 2 Sam. 7 about how God will put a son of David on his throne forever, and then 
in the next breath how the son of David if he is disobedient will be disciplined.  By grace 
God will send Christ to be the eternal king, but under the terms of the Mosaic covenant 
when the king sins the whole nation suffers and will result in exile from the garden of Israel 
as Adam was exiled from the Garden of Eden.

But then comes the second Adam and He succeeds and obeys where Adam sinned and 
failed.  By His deeds, His works, His merits He fulfils the terms of God’s law and not only 
wins a reward and eternal inheritance for us, but in His death He also gets a full pardon for 
all our sins.  As we are sinners in Adam so we are righteous in Christ, as we died in Adam so
we live in Christ, as we lost a kingdom in Adam we gain a kingdom in Christ.               

  


