Today, we are going to change pace a bit and focus on just one chapter of Leviticus – Leviticus 16. The reason for looking at such a small text is two-fold. First of all, the ceremony described in this chapter was of central and critical importance in the life of Israel. It was the central ceremony of Israel's entire existence. Though, at first glance, this may seem like “just another sacrifice”, this ceremony was far more than that. This was “Yom Kippur” - the Day of Atonement. This was the one time in the year that someone entered the Holy of Holies. This was the one time in the year when Israel's sin – as a whole – was totally dealt with. Second of all, this chapter serves to bring together all of the things we have examined so far. In this one chapter, we see the need for sacrifice (similar to chapters 1-7), the need for a priest (similar to chapters 8-10) and the need to be clean (similar to chapter 11-15). This glorious ceremony summed up everything about Israel and her continued existence and her relationship and fellowship with God. Everything that was necessary for the holy God to dwell in the midst of sinful people was demonstrated and typified in this ceremony. 

So, with that said, we can turn our attention to the text itself and the ceremony itself. And it is actually most helpful to start at the end of the chapter because it tells us about the ceremony as a whole – including its timing and its purpose. According to verse 29, it was to be observed “in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month” - which corresponds to mid-to-late September or early October in our traditional calendar. As I mentioned, this was a once-a-year ceremony. And, as we read the rest of the verses that close this chapter, it becomes clear that the central focus of, and purpose for, this day was atonement (16:30-34). This was the day in which Israel was cleansed – not just from ceremonial impurity as we saw last week in chapters 11-15 but from the stain of sin. 

So, what were the basic elements of this day? What was necessary for Israel's sins to be cleansed and atoned for? 

I. There had to be an obedient, God-appointed priest (16:1-5).

The first part of the text points us back to the central point of chapters 8-10: there has to be a God-appointed priest. We are even pointed back to those chapters by the fact that God spoke this to Moses “after the death of the two sons of Aaron, when they drew near before the Lord and died” (16:1). In light of their (Nadab and Abihu's) coming near sinfully, God was making clear what it meant to come near rightly. And the stipulations are very familiar – but obviously bore repeating. 

First of all, the person coming had to be who God said.  In the case of Leviticus 16, it was Aaron, because He was the God-appointed high priest. And, in the future, it was only “the priest who is anointed and consecrated as priest in his father's place” who could come (16:32). As we saw in chapter 8, the fact that God had appointed him was of utmost important. It was not just anyone who could come before God. If God did not choose the man and appoint the man, He could not come. 

Second, the person coming had to come when God said. God makes clear that Aaron was not to come “at any time”. Rather, as we have already seen, he was to come “in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month” (16:29). Aaron did not decide when he would come before God. God decided. 

And third, the person coming had to come how God said. He had to be sure and come bringing sacrifices – with a bull and a ram to offer on behalf of himself (16:3) as well as two goats and a ram to offer on behalf of the people (16:5). He had to have something to offer. And he also had to be sure and come dressed appropriately. Interestingly, however, appropriate dress for this ceremony was different than the other ceremonies. Rather than the beautiful garments that symbolized perfect holiness which were normally worn, the priest was to wear a simple linen garment which, more than likely, symbolized humility since he was coming before the presence of God. God even made clear that this appropriate clothing was to be a part of the ritual in the future as well (16:32). 

So, the first thing we see is that a proper priest was needed. The proper, God-appointed man had to come when and how God said so that the sins of the people might be atoned for. 

II. The priest had to atone for himself (16:6,11-14).

But even taking these precautions was not sufficient to ensure that the priest was accepted. As the ceremony continues, we see that the high priest had to begin by making atonement  for his own sins. This part of the ceremony is described briefly in verse 6 and more extensively in verses 11-14. In short, we see that the priest had to be a pure and holy representative of the people. Before he could address their sin, he had to deal with his own sin. 

So, the first thing the high priest would do was offer a bull as a sin offering for himself – in order to cleanse the tabernacle from the stain of his own sin (16:11). He then would bring incense into the Holy of Holies in order to create a cloud that covered the mercy seat – presumably to shield him from seeing the Lord and dying (16:12-13). Then, after bringing the incense, he would take some of the blood from his sin offering and sprinkle it both on the mercy seat and in front of the mercy seat – cleansing them from the stain of his sin and making atonement for him and his house (16:14). 

Once again, the point here is that before the priest could deal with the people's sin, he had to deal with his own sin. The one who would represent the people had to be pure and holy before the Lord. 

III. The priest had to atone for the people (16:7-10,15-22). 

And, after making atonement for his own sin, the high priest would then turn his attention to the sins of the people. This part of the ceremony is described briefly in verses 7-10 and then in more detail in verses 15-22. In short, the offering on behalf of the people was a two-part offering that signified both the proper punishment for sin and the result of God dealing with sin. 

This part of the ceremony began with the high priest casting lots over the two goats of the people to decide which one would carry out which part of the ceremony (16:7-8). The first goat was killed and its blood was brought into the Holy of Holies and sprinkled on, and in front of, the mercy seat. Then, the blood was used to cleanse the altar on which the offerings were made. This was the same thing that was done with the blood of the high priest's sacrifice. The only difference was that this time the cleansing was for the sins of the people rather than just the sins of the high priest (16:9,15-19). So, this first goat symbolized the reality that without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins. The proper, holy punishment for sin against God was death, so this goat died so that the people did not have to. 

The second part of the ceremony involved the other goat which was presented alive before the Lord. Instead of killing this goat, the high priest would place his hands on it and confess over it all the sins of the people. This was a symbolic way of transferring the sins of the people onto the goat. Then, in a symbol-laden ceremony, this second goat was driven out of the camp and left in the wilderness (16:20-22). In this way, this goat symbolized that once the people's sin was atoned for, that sin was taken away – never to return again. And, even more explicitly, the second goat symbolized that this “taking away” of sin was accomplished by a substitute – a “scapegoat” - who carried the sins outside the camp and “suffered” in the place of the people. 

So, after atoning for his own sin, the high priest would then atone for the sins of the people. One goat died to pay the penalty for the sin (propitiation) and the other goat carried their sins away (expiation). And,  in this way, the people were atoned for and God could continue to dwell in their midst. 

IV. The priest, and everyone involved, had to make sure they were clean (16:23-28). 

And, after atoning for the sin, the final parts of the instructions reiterate just how serious cleanliness was to the Lord. After making all the sacrifices, Aaron had to change out of his simpler garments and cleanse himself before putting on the holy garments again (16:23-25). Moreover, the man who led the scapegoat out of the camp had to wash himself before he could come in the camp (16:26). And the man who carried the skin, flesh, and dung of the sin offering outside the camp had to wash himself before he could come in the camp (16:27-28). Everyone involved had to make sure that they were clean before coming before the Lord. 

? So what was the point?

Now that we have looked at the actual details and mechanics of the Day of Atonement ceremony, we are led to ask, “Why? Why did they have to do all of this? What was the point?” As we consider this ceremony, we should take note of the basic points of emphasis. 

1. God is holy, and therefore, sin must be addressed.

Without question, this was the central motif of this entire ceremony. It was intended to remind the people of the character of God. He is perfectly holy: He never sins; He hates sin; and sin cannot be tolerated in His presence. Therefore, if He is going to dwell with sinful people, their sin has to be addressed. He will not ignore it, and He will not overlook it. As we saw in Exodus 34:7, God “will by no means clear the guilty”. And as Proverbs 11:21 declares, “...an evil person will not go unpunished.” Sin is real. Sin is serious. And it must be addressed. 

2. Sin must be addressed with blood.

A second theme is that sin can only be atoned for with blood. The only proper punishment for rebellion against, and rejection of, the Most High God is death. Therefore, if sin is going to be appropriately dealt with, blood has to be shed. Someone has to die. As the author of Hebrews declared, “...without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins” (Heb. 9:22). The Day of Atonement ritual was a bloody, messy ritual. And there was a reason for that. 

3. God, in His mercy, has made a way for sin to be forgiven and taken away.

The point of this day was not to picture God as some angry, bloodthirsty tyrant. Rather, while upholding His holiness, the day was intended to be an incredible demonstration of His grace and mercy. While maintaining His holy character and His holy hatred of sin, God provided a way for His people to be cleansed and forgiven and atoned for. As Exodus 34:7, also reminds us, God forgives “iniquity and transgression and sin”. The very One who has been sinned against has made a way to deal with that sin. The Judge is the Deliverer. The prosecution is the defense. This is why the psalmist could proclaim, “Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits, who forgives all your iniquity, who heals all your diseases” (Ps. 103:2-3), and, “If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand? But with you there is forgiveness, that you may be feared” (Ps. 130:3-4). 

4. When God deals with sin, it is forever gone.

The glory of this ceremony was the graphic way in which it pictured the full and total “putting away” of sin. When the second goat was sent into the wilderness, it carried the sins of the people with it, and those sins were gone – never to be brought up or addressed again. God does not stow away our sins in order to accuse us or embarrass us later. He takes them away – and remembers them no more. They are one of the only things God is said to “remember no more”. As Psalm 130:10-12 declares, “He does not deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities. For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far does he remove our transgressions from us.” As Isaiah 43:25 says, “I, I am he who blots out your transgressions for my own sake, and I will not remember your sins.” 

5. There has to be a representative.

The presence, and work, of the high priest in this ceremony cannot be overlooked or ignored. As we saw, it was only the high priest who could perform the necessary sacrifices. If there was no high priest, then sin could not be atoned for. Throughout the Bible, whenever someone other than the proper priest tried to perform sacrifices, there was judgment (1 Sam. 13:8-15; 2 Chron. 26:16-21). Even further, the priest had to atone for his own sin before dealing with the people's sin because there has to be a pure, spotless representative. If God is going to have fellowship with His people, there must be a mediator and an intercessor. Even Job recognized such a need when he cried out in his pain and despair, “Would that there were an arbiter between us, who might lay his hand on us both” (Job 9:33). Job longed for a mediator to bridge the (perceived) gap between him and the Lord. As sinful human beings, we need such a perfect representative to bring us near to God and make a way for Him to come near to us. 

6. There has to be a substitute.

We already addressed this somewhat, but this ceremony made very clear to the people that forgiveness of sin was going to come through someone who would take their place. Since God is holy and the just sentence of condemnation will not be commuted, there has to be someone who would take the sentence in the place of God's people. In this ceremony, the animals signified that: dying in the place of the people, receiving the wrath of God in the place of the people, being alienated from God's people and God's presence in the place of the people, and suffering in the place of the people. There had to be a substitute. 

*ALL OF THESE REALITIES POINTED FORWARD TO JESUS CHRIST.

And as we consider these points of emphasis in this glorious ceremony, we come to realize that the ceremony ultimately pointed beyond itself. Every part of this ceremony ultimately pointed forward to the person and work of Jesus Christ. In reality, it was not the details of this ceremony that brought about forgiveness of sin but the thing (the One) to which (to whom) the details pointed. 

You see, God is still holy, and He still hates sin. He is not different now than he was in Leviticus 16. He does not ignore sin or sweep it under the rug. He has dealt with it. And, just like we saw in Leviticus, He has done it through the shedding of blood – not the blood of an animal, which could never take away sin (Heb. 10:4,11). Rather, God has dealt with sin through the perfect, shed blood of Jesus Christ (Heb. 9:12-14). The Lamb of God was slain so that we might live. Like the high priest symbolized, He is our perfect representative and mediator (1 Tim. 2:5). He did not have to offer sacrifices for himself because He was perfect (Heb. 7:27), and now He is in the presence of God interceding on our behalf (Rom. 8:34; Heb. 9:24). He is also our substitute – the One who took our place and took our punishment so that we might be saved (1 John 3:25; 2 Cor. 5:21). Like the first lamb, He was crushed for our iniquities (Isa. 53:5), and like the second lamb, He suffered outside the camp in order to sanctify us through His blood (Heb. 13:11-12). And just like the ceremony of Leviticus 16 made the people clean by atoning for their sin, Christ has put away sin forever by sacrificing Himself (Heb. 9:26), and He has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified (Heb. 10:14). 

As we consider Leviticus 16, we must never forget that it is ultimately about Christ. 

Communion

And as we come to the table now, I would point you to the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. 

If you are not a Christian, do not take communion. Instead, repent of your sins and cast yourself on the Lamb who was slain. He is your only hope for salvation. Trust Him, and you will be saved. Quit trying to earn your way in or assuming you will get in and realize that the Lamb is the only way in. Repent and believe. 

And if you are a Christian, come to the table and rejoice. Rejoice that the Lamb was slain and that your sins are taken away, removed – never to return again. You are forever free. And then go out from here and live a life of grateful obedience to the One who has redeemed you. Believe and follow. Trust and obey. Amen. 

