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Text 
The LORD spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron who died when they approached the 
LORD. 2 The LORD said to Moses: "Tell your brother Aaron not to come whenever he chooses into the 
Most Holy Place behind the curtain in front of the atonement cover on the ark, or else he will die, because I 
appear in the cloud over the atonement cover. 3 "This is how Aaron is to enter the sanctuary area: with a 
young bull for a sin offering and a ram for a burnt offering. 4 He is to put on the sacred linen tunic, with 
linen undergarments next to his body; he is to tie the linen sash around him and put on the linen turban. 
These are sacred garments; so he must bathe himself with water before he puts them on. 5 From the 
Israelite community he is to take two male goats for a sin offering and a ram for a burnt offering. 6 "Aaron 
is to offer the bull for his own sin offering to make atonement for himself and his household. 7 Then he is to 
take the two goats and present them before the LORD at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. 8 He is to cast 
lots for the two goats-- one lot for the LORD and the other for the scapegoat. 9 Aaron shall bring the goat 
whose lot falls to the LORD and sacrifice it for a sin offering. 10 But the goat chosen by lot as the 
scapegoat shall be presented alive before the LORD to be used for making atonement by sending it into the 
desert as a scapegoat. 11 "Aaron shall bring the bull for his own sin offering to make atonement for himself 
and his household, and he is to slaughter the bull for his own sin offering. 12 He is to take a censer full of 
burning coals from the altar before the LORD and two handfuls of finely ground fragrant incense and take 
them behind the curtain. 13 He is to put the incense on the fire before the LORD, and the smoke of the 
incense will conceal the atonement cover above the Testimony, so that he will not die. 14 He is to take some 
of the bull's blood and with his finger sprinkle it on the front of the atonement cover; then he shall sprinkle 
some of it with his finger seven times before the atonement cover. 15 "He shall then slaughter the goat for 
the sin offering for the people and take its blood behind the curtain and do with it as he did with the bull's 
blood: He shall sprinkle it on the atonement cover and in front of it. 16 In this way he will make atonement 
for the Most Holy Place because of the uncleanness and rebellion of the Israelites, whatever their sins have 
been. He is to do the same for the Tent of Meeting, which is among them in the midst of their uncleanness. 
17 No one is to be in the Tent of Meeting from the time Aaron goes in to make atonement in the Most Holy 
Place until he comes out, having made atonement for himself, his household and the whole community of 
Israel. 18 "Then he shall come out to the altar that is before the LORD and make atonement for it. He shall 
take some of the bull's blood and some of the goat's blood and put it on all the horns of the altar. 19 He 
shall sprinkle some of the blood on it with his finger seven times to cleanse it and to consecrate it from the 
uncleanness of the Israelites. 20 "When Aaron has finished making atonement for the Most Holy Place, the 
Tent of Meeting and the altar, he shall bring forward the live goat. 21 He is to lay both hands on the head 
of the live goat and confess over it all the wickedness and rebellion of the Israelites-- all their sins-- and 
put them on the goat's head. He shall send the goat away into the desert in the care of a man appointed for 
the task. 22 The goat will carry on itself all their sins to a solitary place; and the man shall release it in the 
desert. 23 "Then Aaron is to go into the Tent of Meeting and take off the linen garments he put on before he 
entered the Most Holy Place, and he is to leave them there. 24 He shall bathe himself with water in a holy 
place and put on his regular garments. Then he shall come out and sacrifice the burnt offering for himself 
and the burnt offering for the people, to make atonement for himself and for the people. 25 He shall also 
burn the fat of the sin offering on the altar. 26 "The man who releases the goat as a scapegoat must wash 
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his clothes and bathe himself with water; afterward he may come into the camp. 27 The bull and the goat 
for the sin offerings, whose blood was brought into the Most Holy Place to make atonement, must be taken 
outside the camp; their hides, flesh and offal are to be burned up. 28 The man who burns them must wash 
his clothes and bathe himself with water; afterward he may come into the camp. 29 "This is to be a lasting 
ordinance for you: On the tenth day of the seventh month you must deny yourselves and not do any work-- 
whether native-born or an alien living among you-- 30 because on this day atonement will be made for you, 
to cleanse you. Then, before the LORD, you will be clean from all your sins. 31 It is a sabbath of rest, and 
you must deny yourselves; it is a lasting ordinance. 32 The priest who is anointed and ordained to succeed 
his father as high priest is to make atonement. He is to put on the sacred linen garments 33 and make 
atonement for the Most Holy Place, for the Tent of Meeting and the altar, and for the priests and all the 
people of the community. 34 "This is to be a lasting ordinance for you: Atonement is to be made once a 
year for all the sins of the Israelites." And it was done, as the LORD commanded Moses. 

 
Introduction 
 A person once told a pastor after a church service – “I didn’t get much out of the 
worship today.”  To which the pastor replied – “We weren’t worshipping you.” 

I wonder: do we understand who we are dealing with today?  Do we?  The Living 
God, the Creator of all things, the God of the Bible, the God of Christianity, the eternal 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit (three in one, one in three).  He is… well, he IS.  And he was.  
And he is to come.  Nothing that exists exists apart from him.  He is the reason you have 
existence.  He is supreme above everything.  He “is in the heavens; he does all that he 
pleases” (Ps. 115:3; ESV).  That’s the One we’re talking about today. 
 And this God, the Bible says, is “a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29).  He is holy.  He 
is a Judge.  He punishes.  He is infinitely pure and righteous and thus he is full of wrath 
toward sin.  It was he “who said, ‘Vengeance is mine; I will repay.’  And again, ‘The 
Lord will judge his people.’  It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”  
This is the God we are dealing with. 
 But we don’t really like that.  Even church-going people don’t really like that idea 
– a supreme God who has absolute power and uses it to punish those who rebel against 
him.  One of the reasons for this is, as J.I. Packer puts it, “people have gotten into the 
practice of following private religious hunches rather than learning of God from his own 
Word.”1  That’s why we here seek to carefully preach through the Bible.  And just “a 
[brief] study of the [Bible’s] concordance will show that there are more references in 
Scripture to the anger, fury, and wrath of God, than there are to His love and 
tenderness.”2  I’m not saying that God’s judgment is the overarching theme of the Bible 
(it is God’s glory displayed in his mercy as seen in the person and work of Christ), but I 
am saying that God’s wrath is an absolutely essential sub-theme that contributes to the 
main theme. 

If you’re a Christian, but your spiritual life is kind of lackluster right now, on and 
off – I talk about being enthralled with God, a true sense of the divine upon the soul, 
yada, yada, yada and it doesn’t really stir you… for very long.  Jesus isn’t what consumes 
your daily desires, dreams, and deeds.  It may be because you have minimized the 
awesome wrath of God toward sin, the terrifying reality of the horrors of hell.  You’re 
embarrassed by it.  You don’t want to think about it.  You’ve subconsciously perhaps 
smoothed those hard edges off.  You want to just talk about grace, but soon the glories of 
grace will also begin to become dull too.  And a God of tender mercy and forgiveness, 
when his mercy doesn’t include escape from eternal hell and his forgiveness is not 
viewed in light of offending his holiness… that vision of God will not be able to compete 
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with “the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things” 
(Mk. 4:19).  The glory of grace is that you deserve the worst imaginable fate, but Jesus 
took that for you.  That’s what it means that God is gracious and kind.  Only that will 
keep you riveted for this life and the life to come. 

If you’re not a Christian and what I’m saying right now is one of the reasons why 
– it seems so primitive and offensive – I can understand your hang up.  “Our postmodern 
mind,” says Gary Haugen, “is often uncomfortable with such a notion, and not without 
good reason.  We have seen many pretenders to the throne of divine judgment – 
inquisitors, witch hunters, imperialists and self-righteous bigots who know nothing of the 
Lord in whose name they have so blithely gone about condemning, expelling and 
crushing other people.  [And so] we are terrified to see what fallible, arrogant humanity 
can do with the hard steel of the absolute standards of right and wrong.  [But] in our 
revulsion we have lost… a perfect, righteous, divine judge… with precisely that – an iron 
sword of truth and perfect moral clarity.”3  I don’t think you want to lose that, to lose a 
world with any sense of moral clarity and justice, where there was no way to say that 
what happened to those three women kidnapped and recently found in Cleveland after ten 
years of awful things is wrong or deserving of punishment. 

So we really can’t make our way in a world where there is no concept of final 
justice.  God’s judgment is part of his perfection.  I think what we’re doing when we try 
to dismiss notions of God’s holy wrath is to get out of it ourselves, and that’s 
understandable.  But there’s a better way to do that.  We can have our cake and eat it too.  
We can have a moral universe where the long arc of history bends towards justice, and be 
exempt from judgment ourselves.  The passage from the book of Leviticus we’re looking 
at today tells us that the holy God provides a way of atonement – for our sins to be 
covered, our punishment to be averted, and our guilt which demands it to be removed 
from us. 

It’s a fascinating picture we see today.  It was called the Day of Atonement.  Later 
in Jewish literature it was called simply – ‘The Day’.  It was built in to the ancient 
Hebrew system and it ultimately sets up the The DAY – the day when Jesus died on the 
cross to provide full and final atonement for sins.  But Jesus didn’t just come out of 
nowhere.  He came in exquisite fulfillment of a long program designed to point to him.  I 
love the Bible.  It is an amazingly consistent book.  It presents a cohesive picture from 
beginning to end that fits together beautifully despite being written by a few dozen 
different authors over the span of two millennia in three different languages and from 
three different continents.  If you’ve heard notions that the Bible presents conflicting 
pictures of God, particularly an OT God of wrath and a NT one of grace, you really 
should give it another look.  The unity of the Bible is one of the best evidences that this 
stuff is really real.  There really is a HOLY God who stands behind everything and who 
really has provided a way of salvation – a way for us to be ravished by someone 
superlative and substantial. 

So let’s look at Leviticus chapter 16 together today.  “This chapter comprises the 
ceremonial and theological pivot upon which the entire book of Leviticus turns.”4  And 
Leviticus, remember, is the center of the Pentateuch (#3 of the first 5 books of the Bible 
that go together).  So this chapter is HUGE.  In short, what we’re going to see from it 
today is just this: atonement is essential if we’re to live with the Lord. 
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Let’s pray… 
 
The Need for Atonement 

So for the past four weeks we’ve been looking at the clean/unclean laws that the 
Lord gave and that the priests were to administer.  In some ways ch. 16 is the culmination 
of those laws and the Day of Atonement is kind of an annual ‘spring cleaning’.  Verses 
16, 19, and 30 say that this ritual cleanses the Tabernacle and the people of any residual 
uncleanness or defilement that may have occurred throughout the year. 

But there’s something even deeper going on.  Clean and unclean is a ceremonial 
distinction.  Sometimes it involves sin, but not necessarily.  We’ve seen how aspects of 
the clean/unclean laws served to just remind the people of their weakness or highlight 
their natural state of alienation.  But v. 16 talks about something more than just 
uncleanness.  It speaks of making atonement “because of the uncleanness and rebellion 
of the Israelites, whatever their sins have been.”  This word translated rebellion and used 
again in v. 21 “is the most grievous word for sin in the Old Testament.  The term refers to 
sin in its grossest manifestation.”5 

The reality is that we are not just weak, we are not just finite, we don’t just 
participate in a fallen world, we are all sinners, which means we have at our core a 
disposition of rebellion.  We are turned away from dependent worship of God and 
sacrificial love of others and turned in on ourselves.  We don’t just make mistakes, we 
resent and rebel against God.  This is a problem. 

Verse 1 skips over chs. 11-15 about clean and unclean laws and sets us back in ch. 
10.  If you weren’t with us then, let me briefly recap the story for you.  Aaron’s two 
oldest sons – Nadab and Abihu – had been recently installed as priests through a 
procedure that had to follow the Lord’s commands meticulously.  They got all their fancy 
robes and went through all the ceremonies and then they thought they would improvise, 
add a little of their own touch.  So they “took their censers, put fire in them and added 
incense; and they offered unauthorized fire before the LORD, contrary to his command” 
(10:1).  And they got ‘fired’ from their jobs.  Literally.  “Fire came out from the presence 
of the LORD and consumed them, and they died before the LORD” (10:2).  That is the 
God we are dealing with today; not someone to be trifled with. 

So we read in v. 1 – “The LORD spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons 
of Aaron who died when they approached the LORD.”  “The allusion to these events in 
Leviticus 16:1 is not an irrelevant detail.”6  We are supposed to remember the radical 
holiness of the LORD, that sin and rebellion is not allowed in his presence, it stokes his 
righteous anger and holy wrath.  The Lord is not just cranky.  In his presence is fullness 
of joy.  He is the source of the life that is truly life.  So to be accepted in his presence is 
what we all yearn for.  Yet, there’s a problem.  We are sinful.  We look for the joy apart 
from the LORD.  We deserve to be consumed by him, like Aaron’s sons Nadab and 
Abihu.  We want to approach the Lord, and yet we don’t want to.  You know something 
of that feeling?  You want to call the girl and ask her out, but you don’t want to because 
she’s way out of your league.  Something like that… but not. 

“The LORD said to Moses, ‘Tell your brother Aaron not to come whenever he 
chooses into the Most Holy Place behind the curtain in front of the atonement cover on 
the ark, or else he will die, because I appear in the cloud over the atonement cover” (v. 2).  
Aaron, the high priest, cannot just waltz into God’s presence whenever he wants to, 
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however he wants to.  God is holy.  Aaron, even the holiest person among God’s people, 
is nowhere near God.  He is not above being smote. 

Let’s take a real quick tour of the Tabernacle to refresh ourselves of its layout and 
symbolic significance.  God has redeemed his people from Egypt and is bringing them to 
the Promised Land where they can live with him.  His Presence has led them through the 
Red Sea and to the foot of Mt. Sinai.  He’s appeared to them there in smoke and thunder.  
And there the Lord gives Moses detailed instructions for creating a Tabernacle.  A 
Tabernacle is like a portable Temple.  This Tabernacle was to picture for the people many 
things about God, but most importantly that he dwelled among them as they were 
encamped surrounding the Tabernacle.  The Tabernacle opened to the east with a kind of 
privacy fence marking off a large rectangular courtyard.  Just inside the gate in the fence 
there was a large, bronze altar where most of the action happened.  This was for the 
offerings we’ve looked at earlier in Leviticus.  Past that was a basin with water for 
washings. 

Beyond that was the Tent of Meeting.  It was a fully enclosed rectangle comprised 
of two parts.  The first part was called the Holy Place and it housed a table, a golden 
lampstand, and an altar for burning incense.  The back wall of the Holy Place wasn’t a 
wall at all, but a thick curtain or veil with elaborate embroidery.  It cordoned off a perfect 
cube area which contained the ark of the covenant – a beautiful gold box with the stone 
tablets of the Testimony (Ten Commandments) inside it along with some other items at 
different times.  The ark was covered with a lid called the atonement cover or sometimes 
the mercy seat.  Above it were cherubim.  A cloud representing the Lord’s glorious 
presence came to rest upon this.  This was considered the throne room of God.  It’s kind 
of like the formal Living Room in some homes, with breakable things and white carpet 
that still displays the vacuum tracks, which people go into but once a year… but not. 

But really all these items were just a copy of a heavenly reality (cf. Heb. 8:5).  
God doesn’t really live in a little box.  The highest heavens cannot contain him (cf. 
2Chron. 6:18).  It was to pictorially communicate something of who God is, namely his 
utter holiness.  The people couldn’t just come into God’s presence.  They needed a 
mediator, and sacrifices, and precautions.  And even the appointed priest couldn’t come 
all the way into the Most Holy Place whenever he wanted to.  He would be killed.  This is 
the God we’re dealing with – “God, the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and 
Lord of lords, who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, whom no 
one has seen or can see.” 

For humanity, in our sinful state, to see God would be utter destruction (cf. Ex. 
33:20).  I don’t know if anyone remembers the Indiana Jones movie – Raiders of the Lost 
Ark – when someone looks into the ark of the covenant and melts.  It’s kind of like that… 
but not.  Notice in v. 13 when Aaron goes behind the curtain it says “he is to put the 
incense on the fire before the LORD, and the smoke of the incense will conceal the 
atonement cover above the Testimony, so that he will not die.”  “The purpose of the 
incense-smoke was to create a screen which would prevent the High Priest from gazing 
upon the Holy Presence.”7 

The whole system was set up to communicate deadly serious realities.  There is a 
God who is totally holy.  We are totally depraved.  This is a problem.  We deserve to be 
pulverized by his presence. 
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The Way of Atonement 
 Thankfully that’s not the only truth communicated here.  The Tabernacle system 
was set up to also show that God makes a way.  We’ve talked about this a bit as we’ve 
looked at the ordinary sacrifices that were to be made regularly at the Tabernacle, but the 
Day of Atonement is perhaps the clearest display of this.  Here we see not just that 
atonement is needed, but we see something of the way of atonement – how it works.  Let 
me help you try to understand the detailed instructions given for the Day of Atonement 
sacrifice. 
 Aaron wasn’t to enter however he wanted.  Verse 3 – “This is how Aaron is to 
enter the sanctuary area: with a young bull for a sin offering and a ram for a burnt 
offering.”  There must be the shedding of blood.  We’ll get to that in a moment, but first 
notice the next detail.  Aaron is supposed to put on a different outfit.  It’s not the gaudy 
uniform described earlier.  This was a simple linen garment.  It was something very 
generic and basic.  Ordinarily, exercising his office, the High Priest looked like royalty.  
“On the day of atonement he looked more like a slave.”8  One scholarly observer puts it 
this way – “When the high priest spoke to the people for God he wore the splendid robes 
of the office; but when he spoke to God for the people, he came with no authority.”9  
He’s just a plain pauper. 
 This is the mood of the chapter – humility, contrition.  We must recognize our 
utter unworthiness.  In the scrutinizing sight of God we have nothing.  In vv. 29 and 31 
we see that the people are to do no work on this day, but it’s not a day of feasting and joy.  
Rather it is a day of fasting and solemnity… of brokenness.  “You must deny 
yourselves.”  It is a time to feel your utter impotence.  To repent in sackcloth and ashes. 
 What we see from this is that the way of atonement begins with getting low.  But 
that in and of itself is not atonement.  As the old hymn says: 
 

Could my zeal no respite know, 
Could my tears forever flow, 
All for sin could not atone; 

Thou must save, and Thou alone. 
 
We need something more than just being sorry.  We see here in Leviticus 16 the logic of 
atonement.  How can our sin problem be dealt with so that we can be with the Lord and 
not destroyed? 
 Verses 6-10 give an outline of the events.  The actual events are related starting in 
v. 11.  Aaron begins with a sin offering for himself.  We’ve looked before at what that 
would entail.  He would lay his hand on the head of the bull and slit its throat, signifying 
a transfer of sin and the death of the animal in his place.  The blood would be distributed 
throughout the Tabernacle in strategic places.  We looked at this in ch. 4.  The only 
difference between that there and this here is that there the blood only made it as far as 
the altar in the Holy Place and on the curtain separating the Holy Place from the Most 
Holy Place.  Here the blood is taken all the way in to the Holy of Holies and applied to 
the atonement cover. 

But on the Day of Atonement something else happened, something unique.  
Aaron took two goats and presented “them before the LORD at the entrance to the Tent 
of Meeting.  [He would] cast lots for the two goats – one lot for the LORD and the other 
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for the scapegoat” (vv. 7-8).  Or some translations just leave the word untranslated – 
Azazel.  There are a few options for what this word means.  There’s one suggestion that 
is untenable – that it refers to some demon (cf. 17:7).  There are a couple options that are 
possible.  The best, I think, is the traditional one – scapegoat, the goat that escapes.  It 
doesn’t really matter because the imagery here is unmistakable. 

One of the goats gets slaughtered as a sin offering for the people.  Its blood is 
taken all the way in to the Most Holy Place as well.  So God’s symbolic presence, 
shrouded in smoke, is hovering between the cherubim and over the box that contains the 
Ten Commandments – what the people were required to be and do.  And in between the 
Testimony that incriminated the people and God’s presence was blood that spelled death.  
Disobedience demands death.  Someone had died.  But it was something else instead of 
the people.  A substitute.  The goat.  You know what a substitute is, right?  A substitute 
teacher… When you’re playing basketball and the coach puts in a sub…  Someone who 
stands in for someone else.  It’s kind of like that… but not. 

The blood of the bull and goat was disbursed other places in the Tabernacle to 
atone and cleanse, but there was still another goat – the scapegoat.  Starting in v. 20 we 
see this powerful scene unfold.  The live goat is brought forward and Aaron lays “both 
hands on the head of the live goat and confess[es] over it all the wickedness and rebellion 
of the Israelites – all their sins – and put[s] them on the goat’s head [and sends] the goat 
away into the desert in the care of a man appointed for the task.  The goat [carries] on 
itself all their sins to a solitary place; and the man shall release it in the desert” (vv. 21-
22). 

What a picture of atonement!  Substitutionary atonement!!  Sins are confessed and 
then imputed to another and that other takes them far away – complete removal, he bears 
the consequences.  “In later periods of Israel’s history, the goat was hurled to its death 
from a steep cliff in the wilderness.”10  The Psalmist could write – “As far as the east is 
from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us” (Ps. 103:12).  The OT 
prophet Micah could say, “Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the 
transgression of the remnant of his inheritance?  You do not stay angry forever but 
delight to show mercy.  You will again have compassion on us; you will tread our sins 
underfoot and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea” (Mic. 7:18-19). 

There are some other details given here.  After a change of clothes then a regular 
burnt offering could be offered of the ram and the fat of the sin offering could be burnt.  
There is some cleaning up to do.  The skin and intestines of the animals were to be taken 
outside the camp and burned up.  But this is the essence of the ceremony.  A profound 
picture of atonement, how it works, and a display that atonement is essential if the 
Israelites were to live with the Lord. 

The chapter ends with instructions for carrying out this solemn procedure once a 
year – the 7th day of the 10th month (two numbers of perfection in Hebrew).  “This is to 
be a lasting ordinance for you: Atonement is to be made once a year for all the sins of the 
Israelites” (v. 34a). 
 
The Provision of Atonement 

So there it is.  From Leviticus 16 we see the need for atonement (the LORD is 
holy and punishes sin) and the way of atonement (substitution), but this lasting ordinance 
for the Day of Atonement had a shelf life because it couldn’t really provide full 
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atonement.  It could just picture how atonement is essential if we’re to live with the 
Lord.  As it says in the NT, “these are a shadow of the things that were to come; the 
reality, however, is found in Christ” (Col. 2:17). 

In the book of Hebrews, chs. 9-10 are an explanation of how the Tabernacle and 
the Day of Atonement find their fulfillment in Jesus.  The stuff we find in Leviticus 16 
“is only a shadow of the good things that are coming – not the realities themselves.  For 
this reason it [could] never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, 
make perfect those who [drew] near to worship.  If it could, would they not have stopped 
being offered?  For the worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and would no 
longer have felt guilty for their sins.  But those sacrifices [were] an annual reminder of 
sins, because it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (Heb. 
10:1-4).  In other words, it didn’t really deal with the problem.  Why did it have to 
happen again every year?  How could an animal’s blood pay for human sin?  And what if 
that goat found its way back to the camp the next day?  It didn’t really do it.  It just set us 
up and gave us categories for understanding the One who really did. 

Atonement is essential if we’re to live with the Lord and the Lord has provided 
ultimate atonement in Jesus.  Just think with me about the superiority of Jesus.  Jesus is 
the perfect High Priest.  “Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer 
sacrifices…, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people.  He sacrificed for 
their sins once for all when he offered himself” (Heb. 7:27). 

Jesus is not only the perfect High Priest, he’s also the perfect sacrifice.  He is “the 
[spotless] Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (Jn. 1:29)!  He was taken 
outside the camp and consumed when he was crucified outside the city gate of Jerusalem. 

And it works, once and for all.  He entered not an earthly Tabernacle that was a 
copy of the heavens, but heaven itself.  “Nor did he enter heaven to offer himself again 
and again, the way the high priest enter[ed] the Most Holy Place every year with blood 
that [was] not his own.  Then Christ would have had to suffer many times since the 
creation of the world.  But now he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to do 
away with sin by the sacrifice of himself” (Heb. 9:25-26).  Good Friday was THE DAY 
OF ATONEMENT. 

There are more connections to make.  The atonement cover or mercy seat where 
the blood was applied is translated in Greek as hilasterion.  In Romans 3:25 we read that 
“God presented [Jesus] as a [hilasterion], through faith in his blood.  He did this to 
demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed 
beforehand unpunished.”  Jesus is the High Priest, the sacrifice, and the place where 
God’s wrath is propitiated.  He’s everything! 

Jesus is also the scapegoat.  He takes the blame.  “God made him who had no sin 
to be sin for us” (2Cor. 5:21).  And he carries on himself all our sins to take them 
completely away (v. 22).  “He was numbered with the transgressors.  For he bore the sin 
of many” (Is. 53:12).  Our sins were imputed to him.  It’s an ancient idea that find perfect 
fulfillment in a historical event that everyone agrees happened – Jesus of Nazareth was 
crucified under Pontius Pilate. 
 
Conclusion 

Brothers and sisters: the need for atonement is great.  As A.W. Tozer, a twentieth 
century Chicago pastor wrote, “God’s justice stands forever against the sinner in utter 
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severity.  The vague and tenuous hope that God is ‘too kind’ to punish the ungodly has 
become a deadly opiate for the consciences of millions.  It hushes their fears and allows 
them to practice all pleasant forms of iniquity, while death draws everyday nearer and the 
command to repent goes unregarded.  As responsible moral beings, we dare not so trifle 
with our eternal future.”11  We’re dealing with a holy God.  We are sinners. 

“I am afraid… I dare not look,” whispered Alyosha [Dostoevsky’s character in 
The Brothers Karamazov].  “Do not fear Him,” was Father Zosima’s reply.  “He is 
terrible in His greatness, awful in His sublimity, but infinitely merciful.”12  How do we 
know he is infinitely merciful?  He has provided a substitute.  There’s a story from WWII 
that gets us at the wonder of a substitute: 
 

In World War II, prisoners of war were building a railroad.  After their 
day’s work, the shovels were counted.  The guard became enraged.  One 
was missing. 
 
The prisoners were lined up and ordered to stand there until someone 
admitted they’d stolen the shovel.  No one said it was them.  The guard 
shouted.  Still no one budged.  The guard threatened to kill all of them 
unless someone owned up. 
 
At last one man stepped forward and said he had done it.  The guard [beat 
him to death]. 
 
Later, at the guardhouse, the tools were recounted.  No shovel was 
missing. 
 
The innocent man had sacrificed his life to save the others.13 

 
 Jesus is kind of like that… but not.  First, we are not falsely accused.  We are 
legitimately guilty and in peril.  And Jesus, the truly innocent One, stepped into our place 
and took a worse fate than the wrath of a corrupt guard.  He took the eternal wrath of a 
holy God toward rebellion.  He is our substitute, our sacrifice of atonement. 

And he’s not just any substitute, but he is God himself.  As John Stott famously 
put it: “The essence of sin is man substituting himself for God, while the essence of 
salvation is God substituting himself for man.”14  This is what the Holy God has done!  
He has come and taken our flesh and bore our sin to provide atonement so that we could 
live with him forever.  When Jesus died, the curtain in the temple was torn in two, 
meaning we have, all of us who put our faith in him, full access every day of the year to 
his holy presence.  He is infinitely merciful! 
 What this means is that our sins are gone!  J. Gresham Machen said, “Little care 
we whether our sin be thought unpardonable or no, little interested are we in the exact 
calculation of our guilt.  Heap it up mountain high, yet God has removed it all.”15  
Whatever our sins may be!  Corrie ten Boom had a favorite mental picture she used – 
“When we confess our sins God casts them into the deepest ocean, gone forever ... Then 
God places a sign out there that says No Fishing Allowed!”  How could we not worship 
the One who has done this? 
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The Lord’s Table 
 Stop trying to atone for your sins on your own, perhaps even by trying to skirt the 
awful judgment of God.  That is the work of the devil – “You will not surely die.”  But 
repent in dust and ashes and then look to the once for all sacrifice of Christ. 
 For those who have become Christians, which is ordinarily signified by being 
baptized and becoming members of a local church, the way we do this every week is by 
eating the bread and wine Jesus told us to in order to remember his body broken for us 
and his blood shed for us, as our substitute, to bring us to God. 
 
Benediction 
“Comfort, comfort my people,” says your God.  “Speak tenderly to her and tell her that 
all her sins have been atoned for and removed far, far away so she can live in my glorious 
presence both now and forever more.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 
Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 19, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 
proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 

 
End notes: 

                                                 
1 J.I. Packer, Knowing God: 20th Anniversary Edition (Downers Grove: IVP, 1993), 159. 
2 A.W. Pink, The Attributes of God (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1975), 82. 
3 Gary A. Haugen, Good News About Injustice: A Witness of Courage in a Hurting World (Downers Grove: 
IVP, 1999), 89-90. 
4 R.K. Harrison, Leviticus: An Introduction & Commentary, Tyndale (Downers Grove: IVP, 1980), 166. 
5 Mark F. Rooker, Leviticus, NAC (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2000), 218-19. 
6 Steve Jeffery, Michael Ovy, and Andrew Sach, Pierced for Our Transgressions: Rediscovering the Glory 
of Penal Substitution (Wheaton: Crossway, 2007), 47. 
7 J.H. Hertz, Leviticus (London: Oxford UP, 1932), 156. 
8 Gordon J. Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 230. 
9 D. Tidball, Discovering Leviticus (Leicester, England: Crossway, 1996), 125. 
10 Harrison, 173. 
11 A.W. Tozer, Knowledge of the Holy, 62 (accessed here: http://www.full-proof.org/wp-
content/uploads/2010/04/Tozer-Knowledge-Of-The-Holy-b.pdf) 
12 Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamozov, trans. by Constance Garnett, ed. by Ralph E. Matlaw 
(New York: Norton, 1976), 339. 
13 Sally Lloyd-Jones, Thoughts to Make Your Heart Sing (Grand Rapids: Zonderkidz, 2012), 114. 
14 John R.W. Stott, The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1986), 160. 
15 J. Gresham Machen, What Is Faith? (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1925), 82-83. 


