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Glossary

Barque	 A shrine shaped like a small boat. The French-derived form of the 
word is used instead of the modern English form to prevent confusion 
with other meanings of the word bark.

Bier	 A bed or chest used for a dead body prior to burial.
Determinative	 In the Egyptian written language, a letter with no phonetic component 

that gives visual clues to indicate the meaning of a word.
Frieze	 A decorative horizontal border with a repetitive pattern along the 

upper section of a wall, column, or object that is used as an architec-
tural or design element.

Great Throne	 The central, most holy, section of a temple. It was typically made of 
special materials and housed a sacred barque.

Hypostyle	 A columned hall that was completely covered by a ceiling.
Inner Shrine	 The rear portion of a temple that contains the naos.
Liminal	 The transition between profane space and sacred space.
Liminal Inertia	 The impedance between moving objects or persons between sacred 

and profane spaces.
Nomarch	 A regional, often hereditary, overlord who governed one of the prov-

inces (nomes) of Egypt.
Palanquin	 A litter or chair used to transport a person.
Peristyle	 A columned court that had columns along the edges with a ceiling 

partially covering the court and open in the center.
Shrine	 A cabinet or chest used to hold or contain something divine.
Shrine Cabinet	 A shrine that has doors on its vertical sides.
Vizier	 The highest ranking official in Egypt after the king. Egypt was effec-

tively governed by the vizier, much like a prime minister. Depending 
upon the period, Egypt was governed by either a single vizier or (New 
Kingdom) by a pair who managed Upper and Lower Egypt.

Votive Image	 A statue of a person or god that is dedicated, sequestered, or buried out 
of sight.

Uraeus	 The sacred cobra goddess .
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Discovering the Ark for the First Time

Snakes spitting fire, entrapped demons, and gods wandering the land. This is the true 
story behind the account of the ark of the covenant. This story is unlike any that you have 
heard before. Like a lone tree hidden in a forest, the ark has a message that is easy to over-
look. The ark’s story is about God dwelling with his people. It is a message written in a 
visual language that everyone knew 3,330 years ago but is lost to us today—a message still 
important to you and me because it relates the identity of God through ordinary objects 
used in extraordinary ways.

The story I have discovered about the ark is the story of its context. It is a story with 
sweeping implications. The context of the ark can tell us about the origins of the Pentateuch. 
The context can narrow down the date of the exodus. The context shows us a structuring of 
ritual space that makes sense of the tabernacle. The context even affects how we understand 
the symbolism of the ark. And in turn this affects the relationship between God and human-
ity, which impacts every one of us.

Over the last 150 years, ancient Near Eastern scholars have shown that the Pentateuch 
emerged from a bounty of beliefs and cultures stretching back thousands of years. The an-
cient writers derived new religious expressions using ideas and symbols already existing in 
their culture. It is a bit like building a castle one ancient stone at a time. Even though Moses 
had physically led the Israelites out of Egypt, the people still had an Egyptian mindset and 
religious understanding. Early Israelite ritual built upon that understanding to construct a 
unique expression of religion.

Yet, few authors engage the wealth of Egyptian material culture in relation to the ark. To 
dig deep into the meaning behind the ark, we will delve into the mysteries of Egyptian ritual 
and its furniture. This will open a door to tell the story of an important biblical object and 
to take a journey through the unique world of the Bronze Age, the ark’s historical context.

What Is the Ark?

Let’s pretend we are archaeologists discovering the ark for the first time. The first thing 
we would do—after popping the champagne corks and yelling eureka!—is try to describe 
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the object. Put most simply, the ark of the covenant was the reliquary that held the tablets of 
the ten commandments. The term reliquary comes from the word relic and was a container 
that held sacred artifacts. Reliquaries were commonly used in the medieval period to hold 
the bones of the Christian saints.

God spoke to Moses upon Mount Sinai, and God inscribed two tablets with his finger. 
Moses brought the tablets down from the mountain and placed them in the ark. The ark 
was one of four pieces of furniture created for the Israelite tabernacle. The other tabernacle 
furniture included an incense altar, a bronze altar of burnt offering, and an offering table.

While the ark would not be signed like a European oil painting, the biblical texts say 
that the ark was made by a craftsman named Bezalel son of Uri son of Hur (Exod 37:1). 
Ancient people normally devoted little effort to describing inanimate objects. But the ark is 
described not once but twice, and the writers said more about the ark than about any other 
object in the ancient world. We have details of its design and specifications in Exod 25 and 
its actual construction in Exod 37.

Figure 1. Reconstruction of the ark of the covenant (illustration by author).

Bezalel was said to have crafted the ark’s chest from acacia wood. Today few trees exist 
in the Sinai, but during the Early Bronze Age, the Sinai was a savanna. Acacia, along with 
almond trees, were common in the Sinai during the Late Bronze Age. Timbers from Middle 
Kingdom boats recovered from the Red Sea caves indicate that the acacia trees from the 
Middle Bronze Age were tall enough to be used as ship planks.1
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With a rudimentary saw mill and bronze tools, Bezalel could make an unadorned wooden 
box measuring two and a half cubits long by one and a half wide by one and a half high, 
approximately 45 by 27 by 27 inches, with a cubit being about 18 inches (Exod 25:10). He 
overlaid the ark inside and out with gold foil. A gold molding was fitted around the piece that 
held the lid in place (Exod 25:11). Two poles of acacia wood were made and overlaid with 
gold (Exod 25:13). Four pole rings were attached to the feet of the chest unit (Exod 25:12). 
These poles were inserted into rings with the purpose of carrying the ark (Exod 25:14).

Bezalel created a lid measuring two and a half cubits long by one and a half cubits wide 
(45 by 27 inches), which could be placed on the box (Exod 25:17). English translations call 
the lid the “mercy seat.” The translation “mercy seat” comes from Wycliffe’s and Luther’s 
translations of the Septuagint.2 The translation from the Greek is more of a theological con-
struct than a strict translation, blending the ideas of propitiation and a throne.

Finally, Bezalel made two cherubim (winged angelic beings) of hammered gold and 
attached them to each end of the lid (Exod 25:18). The wings of each cherub were spread 
upward, covering the lid. He placed the two cherubim so they faced each other (Exod 25:20).

Covenant and Conspiracy

The first stop on our journey will look at the language used about the ark, which will 
give us a big-picture view of what the ark is all about. The English word ark comes originally 
from the Latin arca, “chest” and enters into the language as the Old English ærc. However, 
this translation represents two different Hebrew words in the Pentateuch.

The first word is tēbāh, “chest or casket,”3 and is commonly used of Noah’s ark. This was 
the boat used to save humans and land animals from the world-destroying flood. Without 
getting too far ahead of myself, the ark of the covenant shares qualities with Noah’s ark, 
that is, it is a chest that transforms profane things into something sacred. Noah’s ark can be 
thought of as a sacred chest, and I will discuss this more later. Until then, I will leave it to 
you to ponder.

The other Hebrew word, the one that is used with the ark of the covenant, is ‘ărôn, “cof-
fin, money-chest.”4 This word comes from a Semitic root related to the Babylonian word 
arānu, “chest, coffer, cashbox, coffin,”5 where it was used mostly in nonreligious contexts. 
For the Egyptians, a coffin was a proxy body that the spirit of a dead person could inhabit to 
participate in the world after death. Thus, the ark as a kind of coffin is not so much a burial 
casket as a facility given to a god to influence the world. Perhaps this is not necessary for 
an all-powerful god, but it is a notion consistent with Bronze Age views of divinity. Going 
forward, we will refer to the ark as a reliquary until we get into the sticky wicket of trying to 
figure out the ark’s function. What can I say? It’s complicated.

The ark did not always go by the name “ark of the covenant of the Lord.” When Bezalel 
built the ark in Exod 37, its name was originally the ark of the testimony (Exod 25:22). The 
Hebrew word ‘ēdût, “testimony,” is a Semitic word that shares a history with the Akkadian 
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adû, “a formal (written) agreement,” and the Ugaritic ‘dt, “assembly.” After the word en-
tered into West Semitic languages, the Egyptian language picked it up as ádet, “conspiracy.” 
By the time of Ramesses III (ca. 1191–1160 BC), the word was associated with criminal 
conspiracy.6

This raises the question of what kind of testimony or conspiracy is being suggested by 
the ark. God had already conspired with Moses to free his people from Pharaoh, but I think 
there is more to it. I think that the testimony is a “conspiracy” of terms in brokering an 
agreement. A buyer and a seller will “conspire” to create a contract and, once they agree to 
the terms, they now have a contract or covenant. At its simplest, a covenant (Hebrew: bӗrît) 
is an agreement or treaty made between two opposing sides.

In the ancient Near East, suzerains (occupying overlords) made covenant agreements 
with their vassals. After a king conquered a city, he told the vassals that if they behaved 
and sent him lots of loot, he would protect their city. If they disobeyed, he would rain 
terror down upon them. These treaties had a specific structure that became less complex 
over time.7

We find that the reason for the existence of the ark revolves around the word covenant. 
The holiness of Yahweh (the suzerain) facilitated, by way of a treaty or concession, the ark. 
He provided a means where he could dwell in close proximity to his people (his vassals). He 
did this so that they could have relationship with him. The ark was a visible symbol of the 
agreement with his people. Having this agreement, God could set aside hostilities and the 
Israelites could be his people (Gen 17:8; Jer 24:7; Heb 8:10).

In the Scriptures, the books of Exodus, Leviticus and the first half of Numbers called 
this reliquary the ark of the testimony. Numbers 7:89 is the last use of ark of the testimony 
in the Pentateuch. The first use of ark of the covenant of the Lord is in Num 10:33. The ark 
of the covenant is then consistently used through the rest of Numbers and Deuteronomy.

The event marking the name change was when the glory of the Lord hovered over the 
tabernacle (Num 9:18). A name change occurs in other places in the Bible often when one 
has a life-changing encounter with God. For example, Abram’s name changed to Abraham 
(Gen 17:5). The patriarchs also renamed towns when a theophany appeared. For example, 
Jacob renamed Luz to Bethel (Gen 28:19). But the ark is the only name change that happens 
to an inanimate object. After Num 7:89, the writers of Scripture use ark of the testimony 
one last time in Josh 4:16. The name change shows a change of state—from parties in pre-
agreement opposition to God to parties under the covenant.

Bezalel’s Story (The Imaginative Retelling)

To help the reader understand the historical setting of the ark, a story about the ark’s 
creator might help. The story of Bezalel begins at Avaris, a city on the Pelusiac branch of the 
Nile in Lower Egypt. Bezalel lived in Avaris when it was long past its glory days.
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Back in the days of the Hyksos (ca. 1666–1520 BC), many entered Egypt when the delta 
still provided water, fish, and fowl. Avaris was a city of Libyan and Asiatic immigrants that 
settled in the Nile Delta.8 These groups entered Egypt when the Neolithic Wet Phase dried 
up, and food in the neighboring savanna became scarce.

Joseph had arrived in Egypt as a slave, but he soon gained the reputation as an inter-
preter of dreams. The Egyptians believed in the power of dreams to tell the future.9 The 
Hyksos king appointed Joseph to be vizier over the land of Egypt (Gen 41:41). Jacob and 
his seventy sons settled near Avaris during the Second Intermediate Period (ca. 1650–1530 
BC) and they arrived to an already established city (Gen 46:27).10 Joseph’s plan to buy all 
the land of Egypt made the Hyksos wealthy beyond their dreams. And the wealth of Egypt 
flowed through the city and was exported across the Mediterranean: wine, salted fish, grain, 
leeks, chairs, beds, gold, and bronze.

However, the harsh taxation of the Hyksos created resentment, and the rulers of the 
Theban province drove out the Hyksos. When the Hyksos rulers heard that the Theban king 
Ahmose was coming, they packed as much wealth as they could carry and hightailed it out 
of Egypt, leaving the remaining population of Asiatics to the mercy of the not-so-benevolent 
new regime, a regime that cared nothing about Joseph, his deeds, or his people (Exod 1:8). To 
the Egyptians, Avaris was nothing but a city of parasitic foreigners that could never be trusted.

By the time Bezalel was born, the Egyptians had controlled Avaris for almost three hun-
dred years and long forgot any memory of Joseph. When Bezalel was as young as six, his 
father Uri loaded a donkey with goods. He picked up Bezalel, placed him upon the donkey, 
and led it out of the city. Uri brought the donkey to a neighborhood outside the old city walls 
built by the Hyksos when they had ruled Egypt.

Bezalel and his father arrived at a compound with several low buildings. The courtyard 
was littered with clay kilns, broken pottery, and heaps of smoldering ash. The acrid smell of 
smoke and wood pitch burned Bezalel’s nose. He wanted to go home.

A pair of Medjay guards armed with spears stopped Uri and the donkey at the gate. The 
Medjay were a tribe that originally lived in Upper Egypt between Thebes and Cush. They 
served as mercenaries for King Ahmose (ca. 1538–1513 BC). After Ahmose conquered Ava-
ris (ca. 1520 BC), the Medjay relocated throughout Egypt, serving local communities as 
armed guards, police officers, and community leaders.

An Egyptian man, deeply tanned and naked except for a loincloth, emerged from a 
workshop. He was the master of the workshop. He shuffled out to meet Uri at the gate, and 
the two men quickly finalized terms. Uri lifted Bezalel off the donkey and set him down. 
Then he gave the master all the goods from the donkey: grain, dried fish, wine, clothing, 
sandals, and decorative boxes. Uri placed the hand of Bezalel into the hand of the master. 
Bezalel watched as Uri left with donkey in tow, leaving him at his new home. Uri had bought 
Bezalel an apprenticeship with a master craftsman who would teach Bezalel everything he 
knew about the arts of Egypt.11 That would be the last time Bezalel saw his father until he 
had grown into a man.
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Figure 2. Statue of King Thutmosis III (photo by author).
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Figure 3. Relief of the Hittite god of weather, Tarkhunna (Berlin 
Pergamonmuseum VAG 01024) (photo by author).
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Early in the occupation of Avaris, the Egyptians built palaces and renovated temples to 
show their supremacy. King Thutmosis III (ca. 1477–1423 BC) built a palace at Avaris to 
keep an eye on the Asiatics but seldom used the palace himself, leaving the city to manage its 
affairs under a policy of benevolent neglect. But when King Tutankhamun (ca. 1334–1324 
BC) died without an heir, his widow, Queen Ankhnesuamun, wrote a letter to the Hittite 
King Suppiluliuma I (ca. 1348–1326 BC) for a son to marry to become king over Egypt. 
Suppiluliuma I was naturally suspicious but sent one of his sons. General Horemheb and 
the vizier Ay conspired to seize power and assassinated the Hittite prince en route. The suc-
cessful plot created a state of war between Egypt and the Hittites. Despite the palace and 
temples the Egyptians had built at Avaris to discourage revolt, the Egyptians were afraid that 
the Asiatics would side with their enemies (Exod 1:10).

With instability in the royal succession and the country in a state of war, attention 
turned to Avaris with its booming Asiatic population. Egyptians considered the Hittites to 
be Asiatics and believed the Asiatics at Avaris could side with their enemies at any time. The 
Egyptians soon pressed the population of Avaris (including the mixed multitude and sons 
of Jacob that were soon-to-be Israelites) into servitude making mud bricks. Each day the 
taskmasters expected them to produce an unrelenting quota of bricks. Construction crews 
then used these bricks to make storage depots for the temples of Egypt.12 When King Seti 
I (ca. 1303–1288 BC) broke the ground at Qantir for his new royal residence, Bezalel was 
still a boy. The interminable war that had begun sixteen years earlier continued to seesaw 
in the Levant in a series of indecisive military actions. And with each military stalemate, the 
Egyptians grew ever more suspicious of the foreigners in their midst.

By the time Bezalel turned ten, Seti I had died and Ramesses II (ca. 1288–1222 BC) 
ascended the throne. Living conditions went from bad to worse as Ramesses II expanded 
the residence to become the capital of Egypt. The king renamed his island city Piramesses, 

“the house of Ramesses.” And his eye was ever watchful over the affairs of Avaris. After all, 
Piramesses was a mere two kilometers from Avaris. Ramesses II set the people of Avaris to 
hard labor. When Ramesses II cut off the supply of straw for brickmaking, any straw the 
Israelites had was quickly consumed by their livestock, leaving nothing left for making bricks 
(Exod 5:7). This forced the people to search all over Egypt for straw (Exod 5:12).

From the courtyard of the workshop, Bezalel tended the truyeres, the nozzles or pipes 
through which air was blown into a furnace, for smelting bronze. As he worked, he saw 
the Levantine women take out their flocks of five or six goats or sheep. Even though Avaris 
was a city, verdant pastureland was just outside the limits. The Israelites lived with their 
livestock in the bottom floor of their homes. The men headed out soon after the women. 
They traveled to the banks of the Pelusiac branch of the Nile where they worked the clay 
pits. The men mixed straw with the clay and formed the mixture into molds to make mud 
brick. In the evenings the women returned, their sheep burdened with bundles of straw 
for the next day’s bricks.
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