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Day of Atonement | Leviticus 16


Last week we looked at 3 of the sacrifices that are outlined in the first 3 chapters of Leviticus. There are 2 other sacrifices outlined in chapters 4-5 that we don’t have time to cover. But we considered how those sacrifices help us love and appreciate Jesus even more.
You can definitely believe in Jesus, understand your need for repentance and salvation without knowing anything about Leviticus. But knowing the OT sacrificial system will help you see Jesus more fully, more glorious and loving beyond belief such that 2 Cor. 5:14 will be more true of you...
2 Corinthians 5:14 For the love of Christ controls us...
This morning we are going to jump ahead to Leviticus 16 and we’re going to look at the Day of Atonement. 
Not surprisingly the word ATONEMENT is a rather important word to understand for the Day of Atonement. We said last week that atonement means to pacify or appease God’s righteous, just and holy wrath against our sin. The word atonement only shows up in the OT—depending on what English version you have—the word in the NT that means the same thing as atonement is propitiation. 
While propitiation only shows up in 4 places in the NT the concept is very significant in more than just 4 verses. In fact, depending on which English translation you may have a footnote in v.2 on the word “mercy seat” which might say that literally means “propitiatory.” 
Also, depending on what english translation you have, the words “mercy seat” which show up a bunch in this chapter might be translated as “atonement cover.” 
What’s the point of all that...well it’s to get across that ATONEMENT is a big deal...having God’s righteous, holy and just wrath against our sin pacified and appeased is really, really important!
That’s really what the Day of Atonement is all about...

What happened on the Day of Atonement? (Lev. 16)
Before we answer that question specifically...I want to ask one other question especially based off what we talked about last week. 
WHY was the Day of Atonement necessary? 
· Here’s what I’m getting at...if they were doing the daily burnt offerings which was the most basic sacrifice to bring atonement for sins, and if they also were doing sin offerings and guilt offerings—which Lev. 4-5 unpack that we didn’t get to—but if they are doing all that for the atonement of sins throughout the year...including more on festival days, more on sabbath days, etc.
· Then why does a special day one time per year have to be specified in order to bring about a more complete atonement? 
· Essentially, what’s lacking for the other sacrifices? 
Here’s the short answer...1) because of how pervasively sinful we as fallen humans are and 2) because of how fallen and broken this world is due to sin, we can’t even begin to keep track of all of our moral wickedness, and uncleanness that needs to be atoned for. 
So the Day of Atonement was a day to just make up for not doing all the other sacrifices or failing throughout the year...the Day of Atonement was in addition to keeping all the other sacrifices and seeking to obey God’s entire law by faith, and this Day was about complete atonement for the whole community one day a year to wipe the slate entirely clean. 
Now to the specifics of the day...what happened? 
God gives access into his presence only through his provision of atonement. 
No surprise here. This is just like the other sacrifices...except that the stipulations and the stakes are EVEN HIGHER on this day.
Not even the High Priest can enter God’s presence on his own terms (v.1-2).
Leviticus 16:1–2 Now the LORD spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron, when they had approached the presence of the LORD and died. 2 The LORD said to Moses: “Tell your brother Aaron that he shall not enter at any time into the holy place inside the veil, before the mercy seat which is on the ark, or he will die; for I will appear in the cloud over the mercy seat.
So God gives very clear instructions...not even the High Priest...who would be the most holy person in Israel could go into the Holy of Holies—the inner most part of the tabernacle—except 1 day a year, on the Day of atonement or else he would die.
And we looked at this last week, but the Lord reminds Moses and Aaron that he killed Aaron’s two sons for disobedience in the tabernacle...
Leviticus 10:1–2 Now Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, took their respective firepans, and after putting fire in them, placed incense on it and offered strange fire before the LORD, which He had not commanded them. 2 And fire came out from the presence of the LORD and consumed them, and they died before the LORD.
God dictates the terms needed to enter.
And there are a bunch of them and they are not squishy and open for negotiation. 
God requires specific clothes for the High Priest (v.4)
In v.4 God commands specific clothes for the High Priest...and what’s interesting about the clothing that the High Priest is to wear, is that it’s very basic clothing. Which is different from every other day of the year. His normal priestly clothes every other day of the year as described in Exodus 28 would be highly colored material with embroidery, gold and jewels that would make him look more like a king. 
But on the day of atonement, when he was going into the one place on earth where God’s presence dwells most fully, you don’t go in as king...you go in as a lowly, humble servant in need of MERCY! 
God requires atonement for the High priest and his family first. (vv.6-7)
Leviticus 16:6–7 Then Aaron shall offer the bull for the sin offering which is for himself, that he may make atonement for himself and for his household. 7 He shall take the two goats and present them before the LORD at the doorway of the tent of meeting.
2 sacrifices are required first for the high priest and his family...a bull for a sin offering and a ram for burn offering. 
· Both of those are very costly sacrifices. The point is, the High Priest’s sin must be atoned for first before he can be any help in making atonement for the people. 
The first sacrifice made is the sin offering which is the bull. Leviticus 4-5:13 specifies the process and reasons for a sin offering. The reasons for a sin offering are for unintentional, not high-handed sins. So that’s the point here, as well the 2 goats for a sin offering for the people. This is for all the unintentional sin that they wouldn’t have even realized and so it had not been properly atoned for. 
The 2nd sacrifice of the burnt offering for both the High Priest and his family, as well as the people takes places near the end of the day...as shown in vv.24-28.  
Keep in mind with all of this, the daily burnt offerings for sin would have also happened on the Day of Atonement as well...
God requires the sprinkling of blood on the mercy seat (atonement cover), for complete purifying atonement (v.11-19)
Leviticus 16:11–14 “Then Aaron shall offer the bull of the sin offering which is for himself and make atonement for himself and for his household, and he shall slaughter the bull of the sin offering which is for himself. 12 He shall take a firepan full of coals of fire from upon the altar before the LORD and two handfuls of finely ground sweet incense, and bring it inside the veil. 13 He shall put the incense on the fire before the LORD, that the cloud of incense may cover the mercy seat that is on the ark of the testimony, otherwise he will die. 14 Moreover, he shall take some of the blood of the bull and sprinkle it with his finger on the mercy seat on the east side; also in front of the mercy seat he shall sprinkle some of the blood with his finger seven times.
There is similarity between the sprinkling of the blood with a normal sin offering, but as a very key difference. 
· The blood for a normal sin offering would be sprinkled in front of the veil, not inside. And they would sprinkle it 7 times in front of the veil and the incense altar would also be outside the veil not inside.
· But not on the day of atonement...the High Priest was to take the incense in and make sure that it was producing a big enough cloud that it would shield him from looking upon God who’s presence would be on the mercy seat. And the purpose of the cloud veiling God seems to be so that the High Priest wouldn’t die. 
· And he was to take the blood into the holy of holies and sprinkle the blood 7 times on the front of the mercy.
This sprinkling of the blood is one of the most unique features of the day of atonement because this is the only time blood is taken in behind the veil and 2) with it being sprinkled on the mercy seat the symbolism is quite amazing.
For those that maybe do not know or for those that need a reminder, the ark of the covenant was set inside the Holy of Holies. And then on top of the Ark was the mercy seat with the 2 cherubim facing each other. 
· There are 3 items that are in the ark of the covenant:
· 1 – The stone tablets with ten commandments
· 2 – A handful of manna that God fed the generation that was in the wilderness for 40 years with, and
· 3 – Aaron’s rod that budded.
· All three of the items highlight the Israelites rebellion and sinfulness which is clear in the narratives about these three things. So essentially you have God sitting on the mercy seat—which I would say that because Ex. 25 says...Exodus 25:22 There I will meet with you; and from above the mercy seat, from between the two cherubim which are upon the ark of the testimony...
· So you have God seated on the mercy seat on top of the ark with two cheribum facing God and looking down on the ark, which contains the major evidence of Israel’s rebellion and sin. 
What is going to cause God to not look on judgment and wrath of the High Priest’s sin—Aaron? Who had a big hand in the rebellion when the 10 commandments were written? It’s going to be the atoning blood of the sin offering on the mercy seat!
The same will happen with the blood of the sin offering for the people in just a bit. 
God commands an atoning sacrifice for the people and a sin bearing scapegoat for the removal of sin (v.20-22)
The scapegoat is probably the most well known feature and the most visually obvious for all the people. Two male goats were selected and brought to the door of the tent of meeting. They would cast lots between the two goats and one goat would then be the sin offering and the other goat would be the scapegoat. 
The sin offering goat would be sacrificed first. And the blood would be handled the same way as the sin offering for the High Priest and his family. It would be sprinkled inside the veil on the mercy seat 7 times. 
After the blood was sprinkled inside the veil some of the blood would used to cleanse the rest of the tabernacle and various items. 
Lev. 16:16-17 highlights the need for everything to be cleansed and purified with blood...
Leviticus 16:16–17 He shall make atonement for the holy place, because of the impurities of the sons of Israel and because of their transgressions in regard to all their sins; and thus he shall do for the tent of meeting which abides with them in the midst of their impurities. 17 When he goes in to make atonement in the holy place, no one shall be in the tent of meeting until he comes out, that he may make atonement for himself and for his household and for all the assembly of Israel.
When atonement is made for the tabernacle, then the rite with scapegoat happens. 
Leviticus 16:21–22 Then Aaron shall lay both of his hands on the head of the live goat, and confess over it all the iniquities of the sons of Israel and all their transgressions in regard to all their sins; and he shall lay them on the head of the goat and send it away into the wilderness by the hand of a man who stands in readiness. 22 The goat shall bear on itself all their iniquities to a solitary land; and he shall release the goat in the wilderness.
The significance of what is occurring is quite clear in the symbolism. This live goat is literally bearing all of the Israelites iniquities and carrying them away from the camp of Israel so that Israel can be completely cleansed. 
· Imagine it the very first day of atonement. It seems to come pretty shortly after the priests Nadab and Abihu are killed by God. That reality would probably still be quite fresh for all of Israel. And with the significance of the day being atonement for the entire nation, you might imagine there could be some real concern that God might wipe the whole nation out of Aaron messed up.
· So no doubt the people would be anticipating and waiting to see the scapegoat led into the wilderness which would be a welcomed sign that God had accepted the atoning sacrifices. 
God prescribes the high priest and the scapegoat handler and participants to all be washed and cleansed (vv.23-28).
After the scapegoat is released and the High Priest offers the sin offerings for himself and the people and takes the blood and incense within the veil, they are commanded to wash and cleanse themselves. 
God commands the whole congregation to humble themselves in repentance and faith (v.29,31).
As part of the ritual of the whole day, it’s not just the High Priest’s part that matters. Yes, they NEED a mediator. Only the High Priest can make the sacrifices and sprinkle the blood in the veil for atonement, but the people have a responsibility this day as well. 
Leviticus 16:29 This shall be a permanent statute for you: in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, you shall humble your souls and not do any work, whether the native, or the alien who sojourns among you; 30 for it is on this day that atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you; you will be clean from all your sins before the LORD. 31 It is to be a sabbath of solemn rest for you, that you may humble your souls; it is a permanent statute.
The point of not working is not just for a built in vacation day...it’s a day of repentance and seeking the Lord’s face. 
God commands this to be a permanent statute (v.29,34).
And then 3x...we just saw two of them, God commands this to be a permanent statute. So the importance of this special day is not short term. 
How does the OT Day of Atonement help us glory in Christ?
Hopefully that quick run through of the Day of Atonement made it clear how important the High Priest’s role was for the entire nation. Apart from the High Priest doing his part by obeying the Lord in faith, the rest of the nation would not be purified or cleansed. 
Humanly speaking, the High Priest’s mediation between God and the people makes salvation for the Israelite’s possible.
But what is crystal clear throughout the whole OT is that we need a better mediator and High Priest...
1. Jesus is the superior mediator and High Priest.
In what ways? 
First...
1. Jesus’ High Priesthood lasts eternally (Heb. 7:23-25). 
Hebrews 7:23–25 The former priests, on the one hand, existed in greater numbers because they were prevented by death from continuing, 24 but Jesus, on the other hand, because He continues forever, holds His priesthood permanently. 25 Therefore He is able also to save forever those who draw near to God through Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them.
[Emphasize v.25] Jesus can save FOREVER those who draw near to God...and why can he do that? Because as our superior High Priest he will make intercession for us eternally! 
· We are always in need of a High Priest...but because every other High Priest before Jesus was a sinner they died they could not truly save those who drew near to God through them. 
· But on this side of the cross, we get to see and know our High Priest who always lives to make intercession for us! 
Second...
Jesus didn’t need atonement first for himself (Heb. 7:26-27).
7x in Leviticus 16 it mentions that the High Priest needs atonement for himself or an offering for himself...The point could not be more clear...even the High Priest—the person who should be the most holy of all because he is closest to the Lord—even he needs atonement for his sins. 
But as Hebrews says...
Hebrews 7:26–27 For it was fitting for us to have such a high priest, holy, innocent, undefiled, separated from sinners and exalted above the heavens; 27 who does not need daily, like those high priests, to offer up sacrifices, first for His own sins and then for the sins of the people, because this He did once for all when He offered up Himself.
Because Jesus didn’t sin and didn’t have to offer any sacrifice for himself...and definitely not daily like v.27 mentions, Jesus was able to over up just ONE sacrifice...

1. Jesus offers ONE far superior sacrifice that completely atones for sin (Heb. 9:25-26, 10:12,14)
Hebrews 9:25–26 nor was it that He would offer Himself often, as the high priest enters the holy place year by year with blood that is not his own. 26 Otherwise, He would have needed to suffer often since the foundation of the world; but now once at the consummation of the ages He has been manifested to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself.
Or...
Hebrews 10:12, 14 but He, having offered one sacrifice for sins for all time, SAT DOWN AT THE RIGHT HAND OF GOD...14 For by one offering He has perfected for all time those who are sanctified.
I know this has been reiterated a lot this year but it needs to be said again...for those who have repented of their sin and trusted in Jesus Christ as the Lord and Savior how much sin is left that needs to be atoned for? 
· The answer is none!
How much of you sin that you’ll commit in the future needs to be atoned for if you’re in Christ?
· The answer is none, because it has already been paid for and atoned for in full in the ONCE for ALL offering of Jesus Christ.
So brothers and sisters, here’s what that means...when you have the absolutely worst week of sin, of your entire life and you’re feeling like you’re not worthy to be at church, or you’re afraid to be around other believers and that you better try and clean yourself up first...where does that idea come from? 
· That comes from a place of believing that your sin hasn’t been atoned for. 
· But if you’re in Christ, even after your worst week of sinning ever, you can still boldly—not just enter into the church house and praise your superior mediator, High Priest and atoning sacrifice—but you can also boldly draw near to God into his very throne room!

1. Jesus sprinkles his far superior blood in a far superior temple—Heaven (Heb. 9:23-24)
Hebrews 9:23–24 Therefore it was necessary for the copies of the things in the heavens to be cleansed with these, but the heavenly things themselves with better sacrifices than these. 24 For Christ did not enter a holy place made with hands, a mere copy of the true one, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God for us;
Jesus’ atonement is so much better, because he doesn’t go behind the veil in the temple on earth, he goes into the very holy of holies in heaven!
And when Jesus did that...we read in Matthew that...
Matthew 27:50–51 And Jesus cried out again with a loud voice, and yielded up His spirit. 51 And behold, the veil of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom; and the earth shook and the rocks were split.
When Christ died, the veil in the temple was torn in two...what was the point? Because Christ sprinkled his blood into the true holy of holies and made complete atonement for us, we can be certain that we truly have been cleansed completely and for good! And because of that, we now have the moral purity and perfection, in Christ, to go into the very presence of God as Hebrews 4 says...
Hebrews 4:16 Therefore let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.
And not only are pure enough to go into the presence of God but also that God would take up permanent residence inside of you? 
1 Corinthians 6:19–20 19 Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? 20 For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body.
On this side of the cross no longer is it just ONE person who can go into the Holy of Holies just ONE day a year! Now because of the fulfillment of the day of atonement in Jesus, the very presence of God takes up residence inside of every single believer of Jesus!
· No longer do you go to the temple...but your body is the temple!
Everything about the Day of Atonement in the OT is a bit of a good news bad news. The good news is, God really wants to make a way for sins to be atoned for so that he can dwell with his people...the bad news is his people are so pervasively sinful that HOW a powerful enough atonement is going to come about to make dwelling with God safe is a mystery...
That is answer in Jesus. With his superior sacrifice and him sprinkling his blood in the superior temple.
Jesus is also... 
1. Jesus is a far superior scapegoat who took our sins completely away.
In the NT, Jesus like the scapegoat is taken out of the city...when Jesus is crucified it is outside the city. 
Hebrews 13:12 Therefore Jesus also, that He might sanctify the people through His own blood, suffered outside the gate.
Jesus is the fulfillment of the scapegoat who doesn’t just take past sins away from us...he is the superior scapegoat that has the power to remove our sins like Ps. 103 says...
Psalm 103:12 As far as the east is from the west, So far has He removed our transgressions from us.
He is able to remove them so far from us, that under the New Covenant he promised...
Hebrews 8:12 “FOR I WILL BE MERCIFUL TO THEIR INIQUITIES, AND I WILL REMEMBER THEIR SINS NO MORE.”
So Jesus isn’t just the sin offering for us, or the burnt offering, or the scapegoat...in terms of the Day of Atonement, he’s the fulfillment of all of it, including being the perfect High Priest!
How should we respond to the fulfillment of the Day of Atonement in Jesus? 
This can all be interesting and fascinating. But these truths are to do something more than just intrigue or inspire us! They are to move us to genuine response...
Like...
1. Humbling our hearts toward the Lord (Lev. 16:29,31)
One of the features of the day of atonement is the way the people are to humble themselves...
Leviticus 16:29–31 “This shall be a permanent statute for you: in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, you shall humble your souls and not do any work, whether the native, or the alien who sojourns among you; 31 It is to be a sabbath of solemn rest for you, that you may humble your souls; it is a permanent statute.
The fact that there is atonement for your sins, even if it’s through the death and blood of animals is a sobering reality. Yes it is really, really good news that you do not have to die for your sins! But the fact that another is dying in your place...and in the OT a lot of others are dying in your place throughout your lifetime should be something that you do not take lightly!
There should be real humility, real brokenness in seeking forgiveness and atonement.
We all understand the problem of someone flippantly and intentionally because they know they can “pay for that with a sacrifice.” 
The same is certainly true for believers today...the fact that it took the death of God’s Son in order to atone for my sin should be extremely sobering. 
· That’s not exactly a compliment to me...God couldn’t bring about salvation any other way for you and me other than spilling the most precious blood in the universe! 
· And he was willing to do that, so that sinners might have a peaceful, loving, eternal, intimate relationship with him. 
· That should really produce humility in my life.
· That should produce a real desire to not continue in the same sinfulness and wickedness that required the death of Jesus to save me. 
This why the author of Hebrews told the people...
Hebrews 3:12–14 Take care, brethren, that there not be in any one of you an evil, unbelieving heart that falls away from the living God. 13 But encourage one another day after day, as long as it is still called “Today,” so that none of you will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. 14 For we have become partakers of Christ, if we hold fast the beginning of our assurance firm until the end,
The attitude of that passage is a bunch of people who love Jesus in community who are asking each other saying, “What do you see in me? Do you see any hardness of heart? And unbelief? Anything? I want to know it because I’m a partaker of Christ and I don’t want to continue in the very things that Christ saved me from!” 
When’s the last time you asked your closest Christian brothers and sisters to point out any sin and unbelief in you? And then perhaps if you’ve asked that before, when’s the last time you actually listened rather than defended yourself? 
The more you understand how Christ has fulfilled the Day of Atonement, the more that kind of attitude will make sense and be a part of your life.
Another response should be...
1. Drawing near with hope and assurance of faith (Heb. 10:19-22).
As I read Hebrews 10...see if you can pick up the allusions to the fulfillment of the Day of Atonement.
Hebrews 10:19–22 Therefore, brethren, since we have confidence to enter the holy place by the blood of Jesus, 20 by a new and living way which He inaugurated for us through the veil, that is, His flesh, 21 and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water.
There are bunch of them...but notice, this passage doesn’t start by saying, “In view of the death of the last couple people who tried to enter the holy place...”
· That’s not how this starts...no where that I can think of does Leviticus emphasize that the High Priest or the Priests or the people should come confidently into the Holy Place...
The confidence that is emphasized over and over again in Hebrews is a particularly key NT feature because of what Christ has accomplished. 
The Bible doesn’t explicitly mention this but other Jewish tradition and history does. But at least at certain points in Israel’s history, if not from the very beginning, the entire camp on the Day of Atonement would have stood outside of their tents, facing the tabernacle and awaiting the return of the High Priest from inside the veil. And certain histories seem to mention the suspense in the waiting for the High Priest...there would be suspense, wondering if God would accept the atonement for their sins. 
On this side of the cross, what assurance do we have that atonement for our sins was completely and fully paid for? 
· The empty tomb...the resurrection of Jesus Christ! 
· That proves that atonement has been paid for once and for all! 
All that is left, is to make sure that his blood is applied to you.
How does that happen? 
Romans 3:25 (ESV) whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. 
It really is that simple...
Romans 10:9–10 because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10 For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved.
If you’ve never believed in Jesus, I’m praying the Lord moves in your heart to do that today. 
In addition to strong hope and assurance, we should have...
Gritty perseverance that doesn’t shrink back even in the face of severe trials (Heb. 10:34-36).
Hebrews 10:34–36 For you showed sympathy to the prisoners and accepted joyfully the seizure of your property, knowing that you have for yourselves a better possession and a lasting one. 35 Therefore, do not throw away your confidence, which has a great reward. 36 For you have need of endurance, so that when you have done the will of God, you may receive what was promised.
If you know that all of your sin has been atoned for, and now there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, then that frees you up to stop living in self-protection and trying to get all your good things here and now.
Instead, it frees you up to share with others, to endure hardships and trials with a view towards the Lord and others. Why? Because you know you have a better possession and a lasting one in heaven!
· Sadly, I think many people claiming Christ are living like their property, their land, their stuff, their relationships here on earth are way better and more permanent than what’s to come. 
It’s been said throughout our study in Hebrews...but we do not live in a culture that has hardly any clue what real godly, strong perseverance looks like. That’s an upstream battle, that you’re going to need the Lord’s help with and godly friends to help with. 
And then finally...
Continual sacrifices of praise to our God (Heb. 13:15).
Hebrews 13:15 Through Him then, let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that give thanks to His name.
I just cannot get over the fact, that every single sin and uncleanness that I’ve ever committed and will ever commit is totally paid for...it’s totally gone. 
Romans 8:1 There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.
There is not a single OT saint that could have claimed a statement like, “there is no condemnation for me because ________.” 
· OT saints put their faith in the promise that God would someday do that...they didn’t know how!
· I wonder how many Christians who trusted in Christ early in their life...or maybe they’ve never really suffered significantly or maybe have never seen real evil and real wickedness.
· Sure you’ve seen sin and meanness but nothing really serioius...
· And as a result of not really ever experience strong “condemnation” themselves or being exposed to people that you’d have to conclude, “God must condemn them if he’s going to be just...” they haven’t really ever know or contemplated what it would be like to be under condemnation every single solitary day of your life, with perhaps just a little bit of reprieve. 
· There is a sense in which, OT saints would only get a reprieve from condemnation after sacrifices...after the day of atonement, after a festival, etc. So for a faithful Israelite they should get reprieves from condemnation much, much more regularly.
But for believers today...you get a total reprieve from condemnation because Christ has paid for all of it!
Colossians 2:13–14 And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, 14 by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross.
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