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3 Behind the second curtain was a room called the Most Holy Place, 4 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. 5Above the ark were the cherubim of the Glory, overshadowing the atonement cover. But we cannot discuss these things in detail now.

Introduction

· If you have a shallow understanding of the Bible, you will have a shallow understanding of Jesus and of Christianity, and you will not be able to persevere and live for the Lord. If you want a deeper relationship with God you need a deeper understanding of His Word, in its entirety. The Old Testament provides depth through its illustrations of the coming Messiah and the New Testament clarifies who Jesus is. By studying both we can have a deeper relationship with Jesus, which will enable us to persevere and expand God’s kingdom.

· Our New Testament text, Hebrews 9, references Old Testament illustrations. As we discuss the objects in the Most Holy Place, we will see that they are all about Jesus. 

· Likewise, everything we do at Covenant Fellowship Church points to Jesus. During Passion Week, we wear dark clothes and fast because we want to walk with Jesus in His suffering so we can understand Him a little more. I hope you are hungry to know Him a lot more. But sometimes we can only understand Him a little more because the bowls of our hearts are small. Even so, God is always pouring Himself out. 

· First, we’ll look at the ark and its components and contents, and then we’ll compare each of these to Jesus.

I. The Ark

A. The description of the ark

1. The Ark of the Covenant was wooden box, three to four feet in length, two and a quarter feet in both width and height (its size was not very impressive). The ark was overlaid inside and out with sheets of the finest gold, and four rings fastened to the sides held two gold encrusted poles. The poles were used to carry the ark, so no one would touch the ark itself. The cover to seal the ark was decorated with cherubim (large angelic figures) with outstretched wings and downcast eyes. The part of the cover between the cherubim was called the mercy seat. God was envisioned as enthroned on the wings of the cherubim, with the mercy seat as His footstool. 

B. The presence of the ark

1. 1 King 8:6 says, “The priests then brought the ark of the Lord’s covenant to its place in the inner sanctuary of the temple, the Most Holy Place, and put it beneath the wings of the cherubim.” During King Solomon’s reign, the Israelites build a temple for the Lord, in which to keep the ark. 

2. Ever since God gave the Israelites the ark in the desert, they always wanted the ark with them because it symbolized God’s presence on earth. God had delivered the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, and was leading them through the desert to the Promised Land. But because of their sin that generation was not able to enter the Promised Land and had to wander in the desert for forty years. When the next generation crossed the Jordan River to enter the Promised Land, they sent the ark first, meaning they put God first and they were following Him. Joshua 3:6 says, “Joshua said to the priests, ‘Take up the ark of the covenant and pass on ahead of the people.’ So they took it up and went ahead of them.”

3. During the first battle at Jericho, they kept the ark in front of them, acknowledging that it was the Lord’s battle and they were fighting for His glory. Joshua 6:6, 8 says, “6So Joshua son of Nun called the priests and said to them, ‘Take up the ark of the covenant of the Lord and make seven priests carry trumpets in front of it.’ 8When Joshua had spoken to the people, the seven priests carrying the seven trumpets before the Lord went forward, blowing their trumpets, and the ark of the Lord’s covenant followed them.”

4. We always need God’s presence so we can win the spiritual battle for His glory. On this Maundy Thursday, we’re here wearing our best clothes and fasting (some for a day, some for five days, some in between meals) because we want to be hungry for His presence so we have redemptive historical victory for our Lord. 
5. If you want to learn more about the ark and the presence of God, see my December 5th sermon “The Presence” on 1 Samuel 5 and 6.

II. The Items of the Ark

A. On the Ark: The mercy seat

1. Remember, the mercy seat is the part of the cover in between the two cherubim. The Israelites deserved to die for their sins, but God ordained sacrifices to cleanse their sins. The priest poured the blood of sacrificial animals on the mercy seat, which appeased God’s anger and His blessings and love fell upon the Israelites. 

B. In the Ark 
The three items inside the Ark (the jar of manna, Aaron’s budding staff, and the tablets containing the Ten Commandments) symbolize the blessings, which are under the mercy of God (the items are literally under the mercy seat).
1. Manna

a) The ark contained a jar with a sample of the manna God provided for the Israelites in the desert. For forty years, two million people journeyed in the desert from Egypt to Canaan. Imagine all our church members walking to Chicago. It would take a long time, and we’d need a lot of food to feed all of you. (I’ve seen how much some of you ladies eat.) I’ve been in that desert and can attest that there is nothing to eat or drink there. So, God fed them with manna, bread that fell from the sky each morning. Can you imagine? It was an amazing miracle! 

b) Exodus 16:31-35 says, “31The people of Israel called the bread manna. [Manna means what is it?] It was white like coriander seed and tasted like wafers made with honey. 32Moses said, ‘This is what the Lord has commanded: ‘Take an omer of manna and keep it for the generations to come, so they can see the bread I gave you to eat in the desert when I brought you out of Egypt.’’ 33So Moses said to Aaron, ‘Take a jar and put an omer of manna in it. Then place it before the Lord to be kept for the generations to come.’ 34As the Lord commanded Moses, Aaron put the manna in front of the Testimony, that it might be kept. [The word testimony is the same as covenant, so this refers to the ark of the covenant.] 35The Israelites ate manna forty years, until they came to a land that was settled; they ate manna until they reached the border of Canaan.”

c) God instructed them to keep the manna in the ark so the Israelites would always remember how God provided for them in the desert. It served as a memento for them (like a photograph), as each generation told the next. God delivered them from slavery in Egypt to the freedom of the Promised Land. And God provided for them, every step of the way through the desert for forty years. Likewise, God is saving us from sin, and He provides whatever we need to live for Him, every step of the way. Manna represents God’s blessing and reveals His character. Manna is a symbol of life.

2. Aaron’s budding staff

a) In Numbers 16, a man named Korah started a rebellion against the spiritual leaders God ordained. God appointed Aaron as priest, the only one who can atone for the sins of Israel. But Korah argued that everyone is holy and protested Aaron’s unique role as a priest. It is as if Korah said, “Why is he our pastor?” Numbers 16:3 says, “They came as a group to oppose Moses and Aaron and said to them, ‘You have gone too far! The whole community is holy, every one of them, and the Lord is with them. Why then do you set yourselves above the Lord’s assembly?’” 

b) In response, God instructed each tribe to put its staff in the tent and said He would cause one of them to bud to show which tribe He ordained as priests. Numbers 17:8 says, “The next day Moses entered the Tent of the Testimony and saw that Aaron’s staff, which represented the house of Levi, had not only sprouted but had budded, blossomed and produced almonds.”

c) God made Aaron’s staff bud to confirm His appointment of Aaron and his tribe, the Levites, as priests. Because Korah disrespected God’s ordained hierarchy, a curse came and many died (see Numbers 16 and 17). 

d) In the Trinity there is functional hierarchy even though the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are equal beings. And so in the church, even though we are equal beings, God has ordained spiritual hierarchy. We need to respect that hierarchy. 

e) God provided manna, and He ordained both the servants and the means to cleanse the sins of the Israelites. 

3. The tablets containing the Ten Commandments

a) When Moses brought the Ten Commandments down from the mountain, he discovered that, in his absence, the Israelites were worshipping idols in revelry and immorality. Moses was so upset that he threw the tablets and broke them. Then, he went back up the mountain and pleaded with God to not kill the Israelites. So, God, of course, forgave them and provided a second set of tablets with the Ten Commandments. 

b) Deuteronomy 10:1-5 describes the provision of the second set of tablets, “1At that time the Lord said to me, ‘Chisel out two stone tablets like the first ones and come up to me on the mountain. Also make a wooden chest. 2I will write on the tablets the words that were on the first tablets, which you broke. Then you are to put them in the chest.’ 3So I made the ark out of acacia wood and chiseled out two stone tablets like the first ones, and I went up on the mountain with the two tablets in my hands. 4The Lord wrote on these tablets what he had written before, the Ten Commandments he had proclaimed to you on the mountain, out of the fire, on the day of the assembly. And the Lord gave them to me. 5Then I came back down the mountain and put the tablets in the ark I had made, as the Lord commanded me, and they are there now.”

c) I cannot imagine what it looked like when God wrote on the tablets (perhaps He used lightning or a finger appeared). 

d) So far, we’ve learned that God saves, He appoints the means for salvation, and He instructs His people how they ought to live in relationship with Him. 

III. The Ark and Jesus
Now that we have examined the meaning of these items in the life of the Israelites, we will consider how each item points forward to Jesus. By way of introduction to this topic, we’ll look at a passage that establishes this general principle: the Old Testament presents illustrations that are fulfilled by New Testament realities, especially Jesus.   
A. Jesus and the Old Testament illustrations

1. Hebrews 9:8-12 says, “8The Holy Spirit was showing by this that the way into the Most Holy Place had not yet been disclosed as long as the first tabernacle was still standing. 9This is an illustration for the present time, indicating that the gifts and sacrifices being offered were not able to clear the conscience of the worshiper. 10They are only a matter of food and drink and various ceremonial washings — external regulations applying until the time of the new order. 11When Christ came as high priest of the good things that are already here, he went through the greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not man-made, that is to say, not a part of this creation. 12He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption.”

2. The blood of animals cannot cleanse sin, so God must have had a different purpose for ordaining the Israelites’ sacrificial system. In fact, God intended these sacrifices to serve as an illustration of the coming Lamb of God, Jesus, whose blood alone can cleanse sin. (It is kind of like movies that are based on true stories. Those movies are mere illustrations of what really happened.) And so, the items in the ark were pictures to help us see Jesus. We need to understand what they reveal about Jesus so we can have a deeper relationship with Him. 

B. Jesus and the Ark

1. The ark was in the tabernacle, which means dwelling among us. John 1:14 says, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” The ark represented God’s presence with the Israelites, and Jesus Christ is the presence of God in the midst of us. He is the ark who became flesh to dwell with us. He is the Word God speaks to us, so we can understand who God is. 

C. Jesus and the mercy seat

1. The priest sprinkled the blood of the sacrificial animals on the mercy seat (also called the atonement cover) in between the cherubim. Leviticus 16:14-15 says, “14He is to take some of the bull’s blood and with his finger sprinkle it on the front of the atonement cover; then he shall sprinkle some of it with his finger seven times before the atonement cover. 15‘He shall then slaughter the goat for the sin offering for the people and take its blood behind the curtain and do with it as he did with the bull’s blood: He shall sprinkle it on the atonement cover and in front of it.”

2. The sacrifices and the mercy seat pointed forward to the blood of the Son of God sprinkled on the mercy seat of the cross. Only the blood of the God-man can cleanse our sin. He had to be a man to die in place of man, and He had to be God, infinitely worthy, to die for all of us. Jesus Christ is our mercy seat; that is, we receive mercy because of His death and resurrection.

D. Jesus and the three items

The three items under the mercy seat picture the blessings under the cross. If you are under the cross of God’s mercy, He pours these blessings on you. 

1. Manna – Jesus provides the bread

a) In John 6:48-51 Jesus says, “48I am the bread of life. 49Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died. 50But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die.  51I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.’”

b) The manna falling from the sky represented Jesus, who came down from heaven to become one of us. Those who eat His flesh will live spiritually, forever. Praise the name of Jesus! Are you thankful? When we participate in communion tonight, the bread you will eat represents Jesus’ body. 

2. Aaron’s budding staff – Jesus provides the blood

a) God caused Aaron’s staff to bud to show that Aaron was the priest He appointed. God chose Aaron as a sign that He would also ordain the true High Priest. Those priests couldn’t save people; they were merely pictures of Jesus, who alone can cleanse our sins with His own blood. Jesus is the great High Priest appointed by God. 

b) Hebrews 5:1, 4 says, “1Every high priest is selected from among men and is appointed to represent them in matters related to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. 4No one takes this honor upon himself; he must be called by God, just as Aaron was.”

c) Hebrews 5:6 says, “And he says in another place, ‘You [Jesus Christ] are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.’”

d) Hebrews 5:10 says, “…and [Jesus] was designated by God to be high priest in the order of Melchizedek.”

e) Jesus Christ is the bread of life, and He is the High Priest whose blood cleanses our sins.

3. The tablets containing the Ten Commandments – Jesus provides the eternal word

a) Deuteronomy 10:1-5 says, “1At that time the Lord said to me, ‘Chisel out two stone tablets like the first ones and come up to me on the mountain. Also make a wooden chest. 2I will write on the tablets the words that were on the first tablets, which you broke. Then you are to put them in the chest.’ 3So I made the ark out of acacia wood and chiseled out two stone tablets like the first ones, and I went up on the mountain with the two tablets in my hands. 4 The Lord wrote on these tablets what he had written before, the Ten Commandments he had proclaimed to you on the mountain, out of the fire, on the day of the assembly. And the Lord gave them to me. 5Then I came back down the mountain and put the tablets in the ark I had made, as the Lord commanded me, and they are there now.”

b) Remember, Moses broke the first tablets, but the second tablets were kept. Why were the first tablets broken? Of course, Moses broke them out of anger because the people were sinning, but I believe it pictures the first commandment broken by Adam. We were all in Adam, and we sinned in him. But, as Moses pleaded for the Israelites and was given the second set of tablets, so Jesus pleaded for us and kept the commandments for us. If you are in Adam, if you have not repented, you are still in your sins before God. But if you are in the second Adam, He fulfilled all the commandments for you, and you receive His righteousness.

Conclusion

· Look to Jesus. He offers Himself to us—His flesh for our nourishment, His blood for our cleansing, and His Word to conform us to His character. When we receive Him in communion, we are cleansed, fed, and changed. We become living parables of Jesus so the world can see Him through us. Pray that your heart will be hungry and thankful for Him.

· Everything we do today is about Jesus. He deserves all the glory. Passion Week is about walking with Jesus and understanding Him in a deeper way. We want to know Christ—the fellowship of sharing in His suffering and the power of His resurrection—so the world may know Christ through us. 

