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The Ark of the Covenant, the Tabernacle, and the Temple 

 

The Ark of the Covenant  

 

The Ark of the Covenant (AOC) was the most sacred item in the world for the Israelite people.  

It was thought to be the physical manifestation of God’s presence and supreme power on this 

earth. We first hear mention of the AOC in Exodus 25:10-22.  There we receive specific 

instructions of how it should be built and what materials should be used in its construction.  

10 They shall make an ark of acacia wood; it shall be two and a half cubits long, a cubit and a 

half wide, and a cubit and a half high.  

Acacia wood would have been one of the only types of wood found while the Israelites were 

journeying though the desert and wilderness lands.  It is a very strong wood that is not prone to 

decaying nor scratching. The measurements are roughly 4’x 2.5’ x 2.5’ 

 

 
https://earlychurchhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Ark-of-Covenant.jpg 
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11 You shall overlay it with pure gold, inside and outside you shall overlay it, and you shall make 

a molding of gold upon it all around. 12 You shall cast four rings of gold for it and put them on its 

four feet, two rings on the one side of it, and two rings on the other side. 13 You shall make poles 

of acacia wood, and overlay them with gold. 14 And you shall put the poles into the rings on the 

sides of the ark, by which to carry the ark. 15 The poles shall remain in the rings of the ark; they 

shall not be taken from it. 16 You shall put into the ark the covenant that I shall give you. 

Where did the gold come from? Exodus 12:33-35 tells us that, “The Egyptians urged the people 

to hasten their departure from the land, for they said, “We shall all be dead.” 34 So the people 

took their dough before it was leavened, with their kneading bowls wrapped up in their cloaks on 

their shoulders. 35 The Israelites had done as Moses told them; they had asked the Egyptians for 

jewelry of silver and gold, and for clothing.”  It is interesting that the gold that ordains this 

sacred vessel of God’s divine presence was once owned by the very people who oppressed God’s 

people.  

The rings indicate that it was intended to be mobile.  As the Israelite people were nomadic 

people during this time, the AOC, God’s divine presence had to be able to accompany them on 

their travels to the promised land.  

17 Then you shall make a mercy seat of pure gold; two cubits and a half shall be its length, and a 

cubit and a half its width. 18 You shall make two cherubim of gold; you shall make them of 

hammered work, at the two ends of the mercy seat. 19 Make one cherub at the one end, and one 

cherub at the other; of one piece with the mercy seat you shall make the cherubim at its two 

ends. 20 The cherubim shall spread out their wings above, overshadowing the mercy seat with 

their wings. They shall face one to another; the faces of the cherubim shall be turned toward the 

mercy seat. 21 You shall put the mercy seat on the top of the ark; and in the ark you shall put the 

covenant that I shall give you. 22 There I will meet with you, and from above the mercy seat, from 

between the two cherubim that are on the ark of the covenant, I will deliver to you all my 

commands for the Israelites. 

The mercy seat was 4’x 2.5’ and like its base ordained with gold but hosting two cherubim.  

These angelic creatures which were thought to be made up of human, animal, and birdlike 

features protected the AOC and allowed space for YHWH to be present. 
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In other places in scripture, we receive information on what the contents of the AOC were.  In 

Exodus 16:34 we hear mention of a jar of manna and the tablets and then in Numbers 17:10 we 

hear about Aarons staff.  The most complete list of its content however comes from the New 

Testament and Hebrews 9:4 where we read: “Behind the second curtain was a room called the 

Most Holy Place, which had the golden altar of incense and the gold-covered ark of the 

covenant. This ark contained the gold jar of manna, Aaron’s staff that had budded, and the stone 

tablets of the covenant.” 

 
By Ben P L - Ark of the Covenant, CC BY 2.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=65781363 

Although the AOC was mainly kept in the Tabernacle which we will discuss next, and only 

visited by the high priest on Yom Kippur, the day of Atonement, it was also recorded as being 

carried into battle.  We hear on more than one occasion (Joshua, Judges) that the Ark led the 

Israelites into battle and in 1 Samuel that it led the Israelites into battle but was also taken and 

kept by the Philistines.  The Ark was returned and in 2 Samuel and eventually brought by King 

David to Jerusalem where it was placed in the Temple. 
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The Tabernacle  

The Tabernacle or Mishkan, literally means dwelling place and was the location where the Ark 

of the Covenant was placed.  This tent and area surrounding this tent was maintained by the 

Levites and the Priestly class.  In Exodus 26 we hear in great detail, like with the AOC, God’s 

instructions on its purpose and how it should be constructed.  

26 “Make the tabernacle with ten curtains of finely twisted linen and blue, purple, and scarlet 

yarn, with cherubim woven into them by a skilled worker. 2 All the curtains are to be the same 

size—twenty-eight cubits long and four cubits wide. 3 Join five of the curtains together, and do 

the same with the other five. 4 Make loops of blue material along the edge of the end curtain in 

one set, and do the same with the end curtain in the other set. 5 Make fifty loops on one curtain 

and fifty loops on the end curtain of the other set, with the loops opposite each other. 6 Then 

make fifty gold clasps and use them to fasten the curtains together so that the tabernacle is a 

unit. 

7 “Make curtains of goat hair for the tent over the tabernacle—eleven altogether. 8 All eleven 

curtains are to be the same size—thirty cubits long and four cubits wide. 9 Join five of the 

curtains together into one set and the other six into another set. Fold the sixth curtain double at 

the front of the tent. 10 Make fifty loops along the edge of the end curtain in one set and also 

along the edge of the end curtain in the other set. 11 Then make fifty bronze clasps and put them 

in the loops to fasten the tent together as a unit. 12 As for the additional length of the tent 

curtains, the half curtain that is left over is to hang down at the rear of the tabernacle. 13 The tent 

curtains will be a cubit longer on both sides; what is left will hang over the sides of the 

tabernacle so as to cover it. 14 Make for the tent a covering of ram skins dyed red, and over that a 

covering of the other durable leather  

15 “Make upright frames of acacia wood for the tabernacle. 16 Each frame is to be ten cubits long 

and a cubit and a half wide,[e] 17 with two projections set parallel to each other. Make all the 

frames of the tabernacle in this way. 18 Make twenty frames for the south side of the 

tabernacle 19 and make forty silver bases to go under them—two bases for each frame, one under 

each projection. 20 For the other side, the north side of the tabernacle, make twenty frames 21 and 

forty silver bases—two under each frame. 22 Make six frames for the far end, that is, the west end 

of the tabernacle, 23 and make two frames for the corners at the far end. 24 At these two corners 

they must be double from the bottom all the way to the top and fitted into a single ring; both shall 

be like that. 25 So there will be eight frames and sixteen silver bases—two under each frame. 

26 “Also make crossbars of acacia wood: five for the frames on one side of the tabernacle, 27 five 

for those on the other side, and five for the frames on the west, at the far end of the 

tabernacle. 28 The center crossbar is to extend from end to end at the middle of the 

frames. 29 Overlay the frames with gold and make gold rings to hold the crossbars. Also overlay 

the crossbars with gold. 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus+26&version=NIV#fen-NIV-2252e
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30 “Set up the tabernacle according to the plan shown you on the mountain. 

This specific verse references Exodus 25:8 where God shows Moses exactly what the Tabernacle 

and its surrounds would look like.  

31 “Make a curtain of blue, purple, and scarlet yarn and finely twisted linen, with 

cherubim woven into it by a skilled worker. 32 Hang it with gold hooks on four posts of acacia 

wood overlaid with gold and standing on four silver bases. 33 Hang the curtain from the clasps 

and place the ark of the covenant law behind the curtain. The curtain will separate the Holy 

Place from the Most Holy Place. 34 Put the atonement cover on the ark of the covenant law in the 

Most Holy Place. 35 Place the table outside the curtain on the north side of the tabernacle and 

put the lampstand opposite it on the south side. 

36 “For the entrance to the tent make a curtain of blue, purple, and scarlet yarn and finely 

twisted linen—the work of an embroiderer. 37 Make gold hooks for this curtain and five posts of 

acacia wood overlaid with gold. And cast five bronze bases for them. 

In imperial measurement with all these specifications the Tabernacle would measure 45’ long, 

15’ wide, and 15’ high.  According to Exodus 31, Bezalel and Oholiab were the carpenters 

appointed to build the Tabernacle and it was understood to have been built in nine months.  

 

Inside the Tabernacle there were two rooms – a larger room which was called the Holy Place and 

is thought to be around 30’ x 15’.  The Holy Place held an altar for burning incense, a table for 

the Bread of the Presence, and a lamp stand.  The second small room which measured 

somewhere around 15’ x 15’ was called the Most Holy Place and it was where the Ark of the 

Covenant resided.  

In Exodus 27 we hear about the Altar of Burnt Offerings and the Courtyard.  In the courtyard 

was the Altar where the burnt offerings to God were placed along with laver for ritual washing 

before entering Tabernacle. Israelites were permitted to enter the courtyard accompanied by a 

priest to offer their offering to God.  The priests however were the only ones permitted to enter 

the Tabernacle itself and the high priest the only one allowed to enter the room of the Most Holy.  
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https://www.thetorah.com/article/the-tabernacle-in-its-ancient-near-eastern-context 
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The Temple 

 

As the Kingdom of David was established and Jerusalem became the capital city for the Israelite 

people, King Solomon erected the First Temple to honor God around 957 BCE. Closely 

mirroring the instruction given by God for the Tabernacle the Temple was intended to be a 

massive structure where the divine could dwell.  

 

In 1 King 6 we read yet again a detailed description of how by God’s direction Solomon 

commanded the Temple to be built.  

6 In the four hundred and eightieth year after the Israelites came out of Egypt, in the fourth year 

of Solomon’s reign over Israel, in the month of Ziv, the second month, he began to build the 

temple of the LORD. 

2 The temple that King Solomon built for the LORD was sixty cubits long, twenty wide and thirty 

high. 3 The portico at the front of the main hall of the temple extended the width of the temple, 

that is twenty cubits, and projected ten cubits from the front of the temple. 4 He made narrow 

windows high up in the temple walls. 5 Against the walls of the main hall and inner sanctuary he 

built a structure around the building, in which there were side rooms. 6 The lowest floor was five 

cubits wide, the middle floor six cubits and the third floor seven. He made offset ledges around 

the outside of the temple so that nothing would be inserted into the temple walls. 

Using imperial measurements, the Temple was thought to be 115’ long, 35’ wide, and 50’ high.  

7 In building the temple, only blocks dressed at the quarry were used, and no hammer, chisel or 

any other iron tool was heard at the temple site while it was being built. 

8 The entrance to the lowest floor was on the south side of the temple; a stairway led up to the 

middle level and from there to the third. 9 So he built the temple and completed it, roofing it with 

beams and cedar planks. 10 And he built the side rooms all along the temple. The height of each 

was five cubits, and they were attached to the temple by beams of cedar. 

11 The word of the LORD came to Solomon: 12 “As for this temple you are building, if you follow 

my decrees, observe my laws, and keep all my commands and obey them, I will fulfill through 

you the promise I gave to David your father. 13 And I will live among the Israelites and will not 

abandon my people Israel.” 

14 So Solomon built the temple and completed it. 15 He lined its interior walls with cedar boards, 

paneling them from the floor of the temple to the ceiling, and covered the floor of the temple with 

planks of juniper. 16 He partitioned off twenty cubits at the rear of the temple with cedar boards 

from floor to ceiling to form within the temple an inner sanctuary, the Most Holy Place. 17 The 

main hall in front of this room was forty cubits long. 18 The inside of the temple was 

cedar, carved with gourds and open flowers. Everything was cedar; no stone was to be seen. 
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19 He prepared the inner sanctuary within the temple to set the ark of the covenant of 

the LORD there. 20 The inner sanctuary was twenty cubits long, twenty wide and twenty high. He 

overlaid the inside with pure gold, and he also overlaid the altar of cedar. 21 Solomon covered 

the inside of the temple with pure gold, and he extended gold chains across the front of the inner 

sanctuary, which was overlaid with gold. 22 So he overlaid the whole interior with gold. He also 

overlaid with gold the altar that belonged to the inner sanctuary. 

The Most Holy Place or Holy of Holies where the Ark of the Covenant was placed was a gold 

laden room that measured 30’ x 30’. 

23 For the inner sanctuary he made a pair of cherubim out of olive wood, each ten cubits 

high. 24 One wing of the first cherub was five cubits long, and the other wing five cubits—ten 

cubits from wing tip to wing tip. 25 The second cherub also measured ten cubits, for the two 

cherubim were identical in size and shape. 26 The height of each cherub was ten cubits. 27 He 

placed the cherubim inside the innermost room of the temple, with their wings spread out. The 

wing of one cherub touched one wall, while the wing of the other touched the other wall, and 

their wings touched each other in the middle of the room. 28 He overlaid the cherubim with gold. 

29 On the walls all around the temple, in both the inner and outer rooms, he carved 

cherubim, palm trees and open flowers. 30 He also covered the floors of both the inner and outer 

rooms of the temple with gold. 

31 For the entrance to the inner sanctuary he made doors out of olive wood that were one fifth of 

the width of the sanctuary. 32 And on the two olive-wood doors he carved cherubim, palm trees 

and open flowers, and overlaid the cherubim and palm trees with hammered gold. 33 In the same 

way, for the entrance to the main hall he made doorframes out of olive wood that were one 

fourth of the width of the hall. 34 He also made two doors out of juniper wood, each having two 

leaves that turned in sockets. 35 He carved cherubim, palm trees and open flowers on them and 

overlaid them with gold hammered evenly over the carvings. 

 
CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=380475 
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36 And he built the inner courtyard of three courses of dressed stone and one course of trimmed 

cedar beams. 

37 The foundation of the temple of the LORD was laid in the fourth year, in the month of Ziv. 38 In 

the eleventh year in the month of Bul, the eighth month, the temple was finished in all its 

details according to its specifications. He had spent seven years building it. 

 

 
https://1.bp.blogspot.com/_U6Ti3bG6v_8/TMOQQDg_Y5I/AAAAAAAAAVU/_dyULNyMsZ0/s1600/solomon-temple.jpg 

 

 

 

For four centuries the Temple stood as a place for worship and offering to God. Unfortunately, 

the first temple was destroyed by the Babylonians in 538 BCE, but a second temple was 

constructed and completed by Herod the Great around 26 CE.  The second temple eventually fell 

at the hands of the Roman Empire around 70 CE and all that remains to this day is the Western 

Wall.   
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