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Supporting people making a response at the mercy seat 
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All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from 
the Holy Bible, New International Version®. NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 
1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of 
Zondervan Publishing House. All rights reserved. 

 

Developed by Alastair Kendrew, 2013 

Adapted from material produced by Ralph Pearce of The Salvation 
Army USA Eastern Territory. 
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SECTION 1 

Why a ‘Mercy Seat’? 
1. To get started, please introduce yourselves, then share: 

a) your experience (if any) in mercy seat counselling 

b) what has led to you doing this course 

c) what you are hoping to learn. 

THE MERCY SEAT 

During the great awakening, the standard method of asking people to 
respond after a sermon was for them to speak privately with the preacher 
after the service. In Britain in the late 1700s, John Wesley invited people 
to respond by calling them to a bench or seat at the front of the church. 
This mourner’s bench or anxious seat was a forerunner of the Army’s 
penitent form or mercy seat. In 1846, the Methodist evangelist James 
Caughey used the mourner’s bench when preaching in Nottingham. One 
of the young lads to respond to God that night was a certain William 
Booth. From an early age, Booth was convinced of the benefit of calling 
people to public decision. The Mercy Seat revisited (Nigel Bovey) 

2. What are the benefits of having a place for people to come forward to and 
pray?  

3. What barriers – physical, emotional and spiritual – are there to mercy-seat 
use? How can these be overcome?  

4. The mercy seat is also sometimes referred to as the penitent form. What 
difference in emphasis, if any, is there between these two terms? 
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5. Most Salvation Army chapels also have a holiness table. How does the 
holiness table differ from the mercy seat, and is this distinction helpful? 
Do people in your corps understand the difference? 

Did you know that the mercy seat is a Biblical concept? The term mercy 
seat comes from the Hebrew word “kapporeth”, which means “covering”. 
The Ark of the Covenant was an ornate wooden box overlaid with pure 
gold that contained the stone tablets on which the 10 commandments 
were inscribed. It was placed in the most holy place of the temple and it 
was there, above the cover that God met with Moses. Early translations 
such as The King James Version refer to the lid of the box as the mercy 
seat, while more recent translations such as the New International Version 
tend to refer to it as the place of atonement (see 1 Chronicles 28:11, 
Exodus 25:11). 

6. Why do you think the term mercy seat was chosen by early Salvationists? 

THE MERCY SEAT COUNSELLOR 

7. What do you see as the role of a mercy seat counsellor? 

8. What qualities do you think a mercy seat counsellor needs? Rate each of 
the following qualities as essential, useful or largely irrelevant: 

FAITH IN GOD KNOWLEDGE OF THE BIBLE 

ABILITY TO RELATE WELL TO OTHERS SENSITIVITY TO THE HOLY SPIRIT 

GOOD PERSONAL HYGIENE OFFICER TRAINING 

EMPATHY AVAILABILITY FOR FOLLOW UP 

THEOLOGY DEGREE TACT 

CONFIDENTIALITY COUNSELLING QUALIFICATION 

KNOWING THE INDIVIDUAL GOOD HEARING 
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Summary 

 

 

 

 

What is the main thing you want to remember from this session? 
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SECTION 2 

A Mercy Seat Counselling Process 

WHO COUNSELS WHO? 

1. The corps officer has preached a compelling sermon and asked for a 
response. Several people come forward to the mercy seat. Who counsels 
who? 

 

 

 

 

2. What are the different reasons people come forward for prayer? Do 
different reasons require different counselling approaches? Are there 
some things that are common?  
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1. START 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In pairs, assign one person to be the seeker and the other the 
counsellor. 

Without telling the counsellor, the seeker thinks up a scenario (e.g. 
first time seeker, issue at work, committed crime, etc.) and whether 
or not they want someone to pray with them. The counsellor then 
comes to talk, following a script similar to above.  

Debrief; then swap over.
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2. MIDDLE – PROVIDE RELEVANT SUPPORT 

 

 

 

 

Remember, your authority comes from the Word of God, so a key part of 
helping the person will be to highlight verses that apply to their situation. 
The quick reference guide and appendices A1 and A2 contain suggestions 
on how to personalise scripture and some useful scripture references. 
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Refer to the quick reference guide handout. Then in pairs, practice 
these scenarios. Each person should have two turns at being a seeker 
and two turns at being the counsellor: 

1. Someone coming to pray for salvation 

2. A teenager who is trying to live for Jesus, but really wants to 
take their faith to a new level 

3. Someone who has been involved with pornography 

4. Someone who is struggling with depression and is sick of it. 

In the interest of time, assume that the seeker has already agreed for 
you to pray with them.  

Have a short debrief after each one before swapping roles.  
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COUNSELLING CHILDREN AND TEENS 

If teens make a commitment to Christ with your guidance, be prepared to 
be available for future help and support. 

3. CLOSE 
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If you did not know the seeker beforehand, you will need to collect 
contact information from the seeker to enable follow-up, and for 
recording in the seeker register. 

4. FOLLOW-UP 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Why is it important to follow up with all seekers?  

8. If you were the seeker, when would you want to be contacted? Can you 
be too soon or too late? 

9. What does a seeker need to help them grow as a disciple of Jesus? How 
can you help with this? 

 

 

 

 
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Summary 

 

What is the main thing you want to remember from this session? 
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SECTION 3 

What else? 

1. NO DISTRACTIONS (OR ATTRACTIONS) 

1. How might your appearance or personal grooming affect the counselling 
relationship? 

If helping the person meet with God is your top priority, you will be happy 
to dress modestly and be careful with your grooming for the occasion. 

2. WE CANNOT ‘FIX’ THEIR PROBLEMS 

2. When people come to the altar with serious issues and problems, we can 
easily fall into a ‘fix it mentality’. Why do we do this, and what are some of 
the dangers of this approach? 
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Our authority comes from God’s word. If God’s Word says it then we can 
help the seeker claim it. But matters that are not explicitly dealt with in 
God’s word are typically best left to professionals. 

3. CONFIDENTIALITY 

3. Is it ever appropriate to pass on information shared with you at the mercy 
seat? 

4. AVOID CLICHÉS AND “CHRISTIAN-ESE”. 

4. What other clichés can you think of that we sometimes use? 
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5. LISTEN 

6. FOLLOW THROUGH 

7. DO NOT TRY TO FORCE COMMUNICATION OR ANSWERS. 

Summary 

 

What is the main thing you want to remember from this session? 
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SECTION 4 

Signs and Wonders 

1. What experiences do people have of the supernatural display of the Holy 
Spirit and do you think such experiences are helpful? 

2. Do you think we should expect to see the supernatural display of the Holy 
Spirit as part of God’s kingdom activity today? 

3. What do you see as the point of any supernatural signs and wonders? 

4. Does this Acts view of signs and wonders differ from your personal 
experiences? 
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PRAYING FOR PEOPLE TO RECEIVE THE HOLY SPIRIT 

 

 

Summary 

 

What is the main thing you want to remember from this session? 
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SECTION 5 

Local variations 
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Appendices 
APPENDIX 1 

A1. Personalising God’s Promises 
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APPENDIX 2 

A2.Helpful Scriptures 
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APPENDIX 3 

A3. Ways to Share the Gospel 

THE ABC’S OF SALVATION 

USING VERSES FROM THE BOOK OF ROMANS 
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APPENDIX 4 

A4. Coping with Objections 
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APPENDIX 5 

A5. Tips on How to Lead an Effective Study 

Approach 

 

 

 

 

The Need to Stimulate Interaction 

HOW DO YOU ENCOURAGE INTERACTION? 
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COMMON MISTAKES THAT PREVENT INTERACTION? 
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NOTES 
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NOTES 


