
“Worship in the Holy of Holies” !
Exodus 25:10-22!

It is said that a broken-hearted mother once approached Napoleon seeking a pardon for 
her son.  The emperor replied that the young man had committed a certain offense 
twice and justice demanded death.  “But I don't ask for justice,” the mother explained.  “I 
plead for mercy.”!

“But your son does not deserve mercy,” Napoleon replied. !

“Sir,” the woman cried, “it would not be mercy if he deserved it, and mercy is all I ask 
for.”!

Justice is holding someone to a righteous and moral standard.  It is the idea of moral 
correctness based on law.  The Romans depicted justice through a statue called Lady 
Justice, which can be found outside many courthouses in the United States.  Lady 
Justice is often depicted wearing a blindfold, which represents impartiality.  She has in 
her hands a set of scales, which represents an objective standard.  She also holds a 
sword, which represents swift judgment for lawbreakers.  That’s justice.!

Mercy, on the other hand, is compassion or forgiveness that is shown toward someone 
who deserves punishment or judgment for some offense.  When set side by side, justice 
and mercy seem to be polar opposites.  !

The Bible shows us that God is both just and merciful.!

We see God’s holy bar of justice as well as His compassionate mercy in the tabernacle, 
and this is depicted in the article of furniture known as the ark of the covenant which 
was located behind the veil in the holy of holies.  !

Of all the articles that were located in the tabernacle and, later, the temple, none are as 
fascinating and intriguing as the ark of the covenant.  It has been the subject of curiosity 
for centuries, even among unbelievers, as it has been the storyline for major Hollywood 
movies such as “Indiana Jones.”  However, the movies portray the ark in more of a 



superstitious way as if were some kind of magic box that gave the one who possessed it 
unlimited power.!

The ark of the covenant was special because of what it represented.  It was the most 
important piece in the tabernacle, and is also the most complete picture of Jesus Christ 
that we find in the Old Testament.  The ark of the covenant was a picture of God’s 
holiness as reflected in His perfect law.  Yet, it was also the place where mercy could be 
found.  The ark was unique because there was something that went inside of it, as well 
as something that went on top of it, each of which point us to faith in Jesus Christ.!

1.  The CONSTRUCTION of the ark (25:10-15)!

“They shall make an ark of acacia wood.  Two cubits and a half shall be its length, a 
cubit and a half its breadth, and a cubit and a half its height.  You shall overlay it with 
pure gold, inside and outside shall you overlay it, and you shall make on it a molding of 
gold around it.  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 of it.  You shall make poles of 
acacia wood and overlay them with gold.  And you shall put the poles into the rings on 
the sides of the ark to carry the ark by them.  The poles shall remain in the rings of the 
ark; they shall not be taken from it.”!

Just like every other article of furniture that went into the sanctuary, as well as the 
sanctuary itself, God gives Moses specific instructions for the ark’s careful design.  The 
blueprints for its construction were given by God.!

The ark was simply a chest, a wooden box that measured just under four feet long, a 
little more than 3 feet wide, and and a little more than 3 feet tall.  Moses was instructed 
to overlay it with pure gold, inside and out.  It was also given some decorative design.  It 
had a molding or a crown of gold all the way around it.  It also had four feet to keep it 
from resting on the ground.  Golden rings were attached to its corners, through which a 
pole was inserted on each side so that the ark could be carried.!

Once the sanctuary was constructed, the ark was to be placed within the holy of holies 
behind the veil.  This was where God would come to dwell with His people, the place 



where God would manifest His presence.  Because of this, the ark was off limits.  It was 
never to be touched or handled in an inappropriate way.!

We read in 2 Samuel 6 about a man named Uzzah who reached out handled the ark as 
it was in the process of being moved, and the Bible says that God struck him down and 
he died.!

Philip Ryken - “Everything associated with God is holy: His name, His Word, and His 
worship.  We must be careful not to treat such things carelessly.  We are in the 
presence of God.  We should honor His name.  We should hear His Word.  We should 
revere His worship.” !

The holy of holies was symbolic of God’s throne room, and the ark of the covenant was 
His golden footstool.  The outer court, the holy place, and the holy of holies in the 
tabernacle each point to a unique ministry or office of Jesus.  !

Jesus is our Prophet, Priest, and King.!

As our Prophet, Jesus has come from heaven to earth with the message of truth.  The 
bronze altar and the wash basin in the outer court testify of His earthly ministry where 
He came to live and die for the sins of the world.!

As our Priest, Jesus now intercedes on our behalf.  He is our Mediator and Advocate 
before the Father.  This is what the holy place in the tabernacle represents, the place 
where the priests ministered on behalf of the people.!

As our King, Jesus is our sovereign Lord and rightful Ruler.  He is seated on the throne 
of power, and we are subject to Him.  This is what the Holy of Holies and the ark of the 
covenant teaches us as it points us to Christ who is our King. !

There is a picture of discipleship in the tabernacle!!

The Christian life begins as a person turns from their sin and trusts in Jesus Christ as 
their Lamb who died for their sins.  They are washed, cleansed, and move on to 
maturity in Christ.  They enter into fellowship with other believers and serve God and 



walk in the light of the gospel.  They enter into the holy of holies, the place of deep 
spiritual intimacy with Christ as they bow before Him as their sovereign King.!

M.R. DeHaan - “How few believers have entered this experience of full surrender, of 
absolute yielding to Christ as King and Lord of their lives and of all that they are and 
possess.  Too many have stopped at the altar of salvation, but never seem to go any 
farther.  Others have entered the holy place, and are rendering service to Him, but have 
never completely yielded and dedicated their all to Him as Lord and absolute Master of 
their lives.” !

The ark of the covenant shows us that Jesus is our King.!

2.  The CONTENTS of the ark (25:16)!

And you shall put into the ark the testimony that I shall give you.”!

God commanded Moses to place some very important items within the ark of the 
covenant.  Verse 16 says that the “testimony” was to be placed in the ark, and this 
refers to the stone tablets of the law that God gave Moses.  But there were a couple of 
other items that were to be placed in the ark as well.!

Hebrews 9:3-4 - “Behind the second curtain was a second section called the Most 
Holy Place, having the golden altar of incense and the ark of the covenant 
covered on all sides with gold, in which was a golden urn holding the manna, and 
Aaron’s staff that budded, and the tablets of the covenant.”!

The three items contained within the ark were:!

• a jar of manna!

• Aaron’s rod that budded!

• the Ten Commandments!

During all their wilderness journeys, the Bible says that God provided bread each 
morning for His people, and the bread was known as manna.  The manna was to be 



gathered each morning for the day, and it would not carry over to the next day.  God 
commanded Moses and Aaron to take a small jar of manna and place it before the Lord, 
as it would last throughout all their generations as a testimony to His faithfulness.  This 
was later placed within the ark of the covenant.!

The second item contained within the ark was Aaron’s staff.  We read about it in 
Numbers 17.  There had been a rebellion among the people about whether or not only 
Moses and Aaron were qualified to enter the sanctuary and represent the nation before 
God.  Those who rebelled demanded a rotating system where all the tribes of Israel 
might have opportunity to serve in the priestly role.  Of course, it was not what God had 
commanded.!

To settle the issue, God commanded Moses to take twelve staffs, which were simply 
dead sticks, and he was to write the leader of each tribe’s name on their staff.  Aaron’s 
name was written on the staff that represented the tribe of Levi.  Moses then took the 
staffs and placed them before the ark of the covenant.  There would be one staff that 
would come to life, it would bud and blossom by the next morning, and it would settle 
the issue of who would serve as God’s priest.!

Numbers 17:8 - “On the next day Moses went into the tent of the testimony, and 
behold, the staff of Aaron for the house of Levi had sprouted and put forth buds 
and produced blossoms, and it bore ripe almonds.”!

This was a miracle, for dead sticks don’t sprout blossoms!!

The most important item contained within the ark of the covenant were the two stone 
tablets of the law.  These had been given to Moses by God while he was on Mount 
Sinai.  This is why it was referred to as the ark of the “covenant.”  The ark held the terms 
of God’s relationship with Israel.  It contained the law that was to govern their lives.!

God was perfect, and His law demanded perfection.  Of course, there was only one 
problem—God’s people were imperfect sinners!  !



Thus, what was in the ark could not save the people of Israel; it could only condemn 
them.  It revealed their sin.  The law revealed the perfect holiness of God, and His 
justice demanded that sin be judged.!

3.  The COVER of the ark (25:17-22)!

“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 breadth.  And you shall make two cherubim of gold; of 
hammered work shall you make them, on the two ends of the mercy seat.  Make one 
cherub on the one end, and one cherub on the other end.  Of one piece with the mercy 
seat you shall make the cherubim on its two ends.  The cherubim shall spread out their 
wings above, overshadowing the mercy seat with their wings, their faces one to another; 
toward the mercy seat shall the faces of the cherubim be.  And you shall put the mercy 
seat on the top of the ark, and in the ark you shall put the testimony that I shall give you.  
There I will meet with you, and from above the mercy seat, from between the two 
cherubim that are on the ark of the testimony, I will speak with you about all that I will 
give you in commandment for the people of Israel.”!

The covenant demands were placed in the ark, and the ark was the footstool of God.  
God’s people were sinful and could not keep the law’s demands.  This is why the 
covering of the ark was so very important.!

The cover was known as the “mercy seat.”!

Some translations refer to it as the atonement cover.  Older translations call it the mercy 
seat.  The word ‘seat’ does not literally refer to a chair, but refers to a location.  
Sometimes were refer to the “seat” of power.  The idea is that of a central location.  This 
means that the mercy seat was the only place where mercy could be found.!

These verses explain how the mercy seat was to designed.  It was to be made of pure 
gold, and two golden cherubim were on its two ends facing each other.!

What are cherubim?!



Cherubim are angelic beings which are mentioned more than one hundred times in the 
Old Testament.  The first mention of cherubim is found in Genesis 3 where they are 
placed at the east of the garden of Eden with a flaming sword to guard the way to the 
tree of life.  Whenever cherubim are mentioned in Scripture, it is always in connection 
with guarding access to the throne.  They are the guardians of of God’s holiness, the 
official palace guards for the King of Kings.!

They are not the ‘Precious Moments’ cherubs that you’ve seen depicted as chubby little 
children!  These are majestic creatures that were awe-inspiring.  The prophet Ezekiel 
describes their fierce countenance in Ezekiel 1.  They are also mentioned elsewhere in 
connection with God’s throne: !

Psalm 99:1 - “The Lord reigns; let the peoples tremble!  He sits enthroned upon 
the cherubim; let the earth quake!”!

2 Kings 19:15 - “And Hezekiah prayed before the Lord and said: O Lord, the God 
of Israel, enthroned above the cherubim, You are the God, You alone, of all the 
kingdoms of the earth; you have made heaven and earth.”!

These golden cherubim were placed on the mercy seat, their wings were spread 
outward, and their faces were looking down upon the mercy seat.  God’s presence 
dwelt just above them, which is why they were facing downward.!

Leviticus 16 explains how the mercy seat was used.  The High Priest brought the blood 
of a substitute sacrifice into the Holy of Holies and applied it to the mercy seat.  This 
happened once a year on the Day of Atonement.  The priest would first offer a sacrifice 
for his own sins, and then he would offer a sacrifice for the sins of the people.  The 
blood from those sacrifices would be sprinkled on top of the mercy seat, which was the 
cover of the ark of the covenant.  !

John Mackay - “The position of the atonement cover above the tables of the law makes 
clear that what is being covered is the penalty that is demanded for infringements of the 
sovereign commands of the covenant King.” !



This means that the location of the blood that had been applied was very significant, for 
it stood between the radiant holiness of God and the broken demands of God’s law.!

Blood on the mercy seat provided safety from judgment.!

Blood on the mercy seat means forgiveness of sins.!

Blood on the mercy seat gave the sinner access to God.!

The blood that was applied to the mercy seat meant that when God came down to dwell 
with His people, He didn’t see the law that they had broken.  Instead, He saw the blood 
from an atoning sacrifice that satisfied the law’s demands.!

God’s justice and God’s mercy kissed one another.!

There is no mercy for sinners unless there is blood on the mercy seat.  God is above us 
and enthroned in majesty and holiness.  We are below, sinful and guilty of being 
lawbreakers.  If there is to be any hope for us, something has to come between God’s 
perfection and our imperfection.  And God has said that only blood satisfies His wrath.!

The cross is our mercy seat.  It is the place where both God’s justice and mercy meet.  
In His justice, God demands that sin be punished with death.  In His mercy, God gave 
His Son to die as our Substitute.  Thus, the cross is the place of God’s judgment on sin 
as well the place of God’s mercy for sinners.  This is why the hymn writer said:!

My hope is built on nothing less!
Than Jesus’ blood and righteousness;!

I dare not trust the sweetest frame,!
But wholly lean on Jesus’ name!!
On Christ the Solid Rock I stand,!
All other ground is sinking sand,!
All other ground is sinking sand! !

Hebrews 9:11-12 - “But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things 
that have come, then through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with 



hands, that is, not of this creation) He entered once for all into the holy places, 
not by means of the blood of goats and calves but by means of His own blood, 
thus securing an eternal redemption.”!

At its very best, all that the blood of goats and calves could do was provide a temporary 
covering for sin.  But Christ’s blood provides an eternal cleansing of sin!!

Marvin Dalton wrote about in 1948 when he penned this words:!

Once I was straying in sin's dark valley, 
No hope within could I see, 

He came from Heaven, my Blessed Savior To save a poor lost soul like me.!

O what a Savior, O hallelujah! 
His heart was broken on Calvary, 

His hands were nail scarred, 
His side was riven, 

He gave His life-blood for even me!!

The cross is our mercy seat, and the blood of Jesus Christ has satisfied the holy 
demands of God’s law.  The worshiper, then, comes to God by grace in full assurance of 
faith in Christ alone.!

Hebrews 10:19-25 - “Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the 
holy places by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that He opened for 
us through the curtain, that is, through His flesh, and since we have a great priest 
over the house of God, let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, 
with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed 
with pure water.  Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for 
He who promised is faithful.  And let us consider how to stir up one another to 
love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but 
encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.”!

The ark of the covenant, the mercy seat, and the holy of holies teaches us that:!



• We were condemned by the law’s demands!

• We have been cleansed by the blood of Jesus!

• We now have confidence to approach God’s throne!

Worship in the holy of holies is now made possible for believers because God’s justice 
has been satisfied by Christ’s death, and we now draw near in full assurance of faith.


