THE MERCY SEAT AND THE CROSS

The mercy seat was inseparably connected with atonement and forgiveness in Israel’s religious experience in the Old Testament. In like manner, the cross is inseparably connected with our experience of salvation in this era of grace.

The religious activities connected with the mercy seat prefigures the sacrifice of Christ on the cross. Think about the innocent victim, the shed blood, the atonement and the sprinkling of the blood, the mediating priest and the similarities come through.

Seeing the shadow should make us to hunger for the glory of the substance. The beauty of the reflection should motivate us to seek the reality.

The imperfections of the shadow should endear to us the perfection of the reality. We thank God for the understanding of the shadow but we press on to the glorious revelation of the reality. The mercy seat shows us God’s intention, the cross is the practical implementation.

JUDGEMENT AND MERCY

Exodus 25:17-22; 30:6; 31:7; 26:34; Hebrews 9:5; Numbers 7:89; 1 Kings 6:23-28; 7:6-11; 1 Chronicles 28:11; Psalm 85:10; 86:15,16.

The ark of the covenant or testimony was a box that contained the law of Moses (the Pentateuch). Its cover was acacia wood overlaid with gold (Exodus 25:17; 30:6; 31:7).

On top of the ark of the covenant were two cherubim situated at each extreme facing each other and bending downward toward the space between them and with outstretched wings so that a wing of each cherub extended over this space and met that of the other cherub. In this space between the cherubim, God’s glory was manifested, and there He communed with His people (Exodus 25:17-22; 30:6; Numbers 7:89).

This was the arrangement in the tabernacle built by Moses. However there was a similar arrangement in the temple of Solomon (1 Kings 6:23-28; 7:6-11; 1 Chronicles 28:11).

This space between the cherubim, on the lid or cover of the ark of the covenant where Jehovah manifested His glory was called “Kapporeth” in Hebrew meaning covering or “Ilasterion” in Greek meaning propitiatory (Exodus 26:34; Hebrews 9:5).

The name did not suggest a mere lid or cover but brought to mind the act and place of atonement and the accomplished atonement. Martin Luther called it the mercy seat and William Tyndale and other Bible translators adopted that name.

The mercy seat is indeed a crossroad where mercy and truth meets together (Psalm 85:10; 86:15,16). The law of God which is the truth condemns the sinner but God shows mercy to the penitent who has decided to atone for his sins. At the mercy seat judgement and mercy become bedfellows. Judgement and mercy seldom meet just like light and darkness never interact. It is either one or the other. Either one experiences the cutting edge of judgement or partake of the soothing impact of God’s mercy. However at the mercy seat, the demands of the law are met – the sinner is judged and yet pardoned. Judgement and mercy meet together.

JUSTIFICATION THROUGH MEDIATION

Leviticus 16:7-9,15,16,20-22; 10:17; Exodus 30:10; 28:29,30; Numbers 6:22-27; John 3:14,15; Hebrews 9:7.

The purpose of the mercy seat is to make way for pardon and reconciliation. The sinner is justified at the mercy seat. However the ordinary Israelite could not come to the mercy seat himself. Justification comes through the mediation of the high priest.

Once a year on the great day of atonement, the high priest first of all offered a sin offering for himself. After this he enters the holy place and burns incense (a sign of accepted worship) which rises to envelope the mercy seat in a cloud. He then sprinkles the blood of the sacrificed bullock and the sin offering (goat) on and before the mercy seat thereby making atonement for his sins and that of the nation in the presence of the covenant law written in tables of stone lying in the ark of the covenant, and of the covenant God who dwells between the cherubim (Leviticus 16:2-17). To reject the mediation of the high priest is to be lost forever without the possibility of forgiveness.

JESUS OUR MEDIATOR

1 Timothy 2:5,6; Hebrews 8:6; 9:15,24-28; 12:24; 10:1-5,10; 7:26,27; 1 John 2:1; John 10:17,18

The cross is the New Testament equivalent of the Old Testament mercy seat. The cross is a divine crossroad where truth and mercy, judgement and mercy meet.

There our sins are judged and nailed to the cross. There Christ is offered a sin offering for us. There the precious blood of the Son of God is shed for our forgiveness, cleansing and justification.

Christ is our sin offering whose blood is sprinkled on the mercy seat before the Holy God so as to make way for justification and reconciliation (Ephesians 2:15-22).

Just like the high priest made atonement for the sins of the people, Jesus is our mediator making atonement for our sins before God. Just like Israel, we cannot approach God directly, we come through Christ the mediator (1 Timothy 2:5,6; Hebrews 8:6; 9:15,24; 12:24; 1 John 2:1).

Though similarities exist, there are nevertheless also significant differences between the Old Testament mercy seat and the New Testament cross.

(1) The Old Testament atonement was repeated yearly on the great day of atonement, Christ’s sacrifice is ONCE and for all (Hebrews 9:24-26).

(2) The blood of bulls and goats were offered in the Old Testament, the precious blood of Christ God’s only begotten Son was offered at calvary  (Hebrews 10:1-5,10).

(3) The high priest himself was sinful and had to atone for himself first, Christ was sinless and didn’t need such (Leviticus 16:6; Hebrews 7:26,27; 9:7).

(4) In the Old Testament, the sin offering and the high priest were two different and separate entities, Christ is both the sin offering and the high priest (Hebrews 9:24,28).

(5) The high priest entered into an earthly enclosure to offer the blood, Christ ascended to heaven to present His blood (Hebrews 9:24).

(6) The Old Testament sin offering was not a willing victim, Christ willingly offered Himself (John 10:17,18).

