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The Atonement Challenge 
Readings: Leviticus 16:6-10, 29-34; Hebrews 10:19-25; John 1:29-34 

 
Over the past few weeks I have been encouraging to get Levitical as we let the 

Bible talk, and it has been a as spiritual workout.  Perhaps oddly then today rather that 
kind of active part of the action image today I want you rather to think about being a 
spectator, as someone who watches on.  There are times when we watch something 
that we don’t really know what’s going on. 

I remember trying to explain to a group of Americans what happened at the 
Sydney Cricket Ground and how cricket worked.  They could have watched the game, 
seen that some people occasionally got very excited with much jumping around, but 
would have had very little understanding.  And as trying to understand what the Ashes 
was about that would have been incomprehensible, they would be simply confused 
spectators.  If you are going to fully enter into the drama, excitement and importance of 
the game you need to understand the rules, traditions and history of the game. 

I wonder if at times we have a similar relationship with the cross, with Jesus 
death.  We know that it seems important to some people, and we may be able to say a 
few things about it, but we don’t seem to be as excited as say the New Testament 
writers.  We seem to be mere and at times confused spectators.  If we are to fully grasp 
the drama, excitement and importance of what happens on the cross we need to 
understand the rules and traditions and history that lie behind both Jesus ministry and 
how the early Christians understood those events. 

To do this we need to get levitical for the thought world of those early Christians 
flows out their world view shaped by Leviticus, particularly the rituals around The Day of 
Atonement, which is at the centre of book, and so the centre of the Pentateuch, and is at 
the very heart of the Old Testament Faith. 

As we imagine ourselves as spectators at the first Day of Atonement ceremonies 
we will, I hope, understand them better, but also see more clearly what happened when 
we survey the wondrous cross, but also help us to see that we are to be more than 
spectators. 

A SPECTATOR AT THE DAY OF ATONEMENT. 

So lets put ourselves in the scene, which the book actually does for us as well. 
Chapter 16 starts with a reminder of the two sons of Aaron who, however well 
intentioned, inappropriately approached God and so died.  As the book constantly 
reminds us God is holy and that which is unclean cannot come into his presence. 

This creates a problem for God’s people.  For while there are sacrifices that can 
made for sin, what about the sins we don’t know about, and have they been good 
enough.  How can an unholy, unclean people stay in relationship with their saving God, 
how can he be in their midst.  The Day of Atonement was a God given annual clearing 
of the slate, the boxing day sale “everything must go” event, so that rather than living in 
fear and guilt they could serve and worship their God with confidence. 

So lets watch on.   
We are in the tabernacle, about the size of a small soccer field at the foot of Mt 

Sinai.  It is an enclosed area with a tent like fence.  One the eastern side there is a tent, 
known as the tent of meeting, which has inside it, in a curtained off area, the ark of the 
covenant in the holy of holies.  In front of this tent is a basin for cleansing and towards 
the western side an altar. 
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As the action started the first thing we would have seen would be that the High 

Priest, Aaron was wearing a different outfit. Rather than his normal ornate priestly robes 
he, having washed, was now wearing a simple, humble, perhaps slave like outfit of a 
linen tunic, shorts, belt and a turban. There were also 5 animal: a bull, 2 goats 2 rams. 

Aaron’s Atonement (11-14) 
We would see Aaron take a bull as a sin offering for himself and his whole family.  

This is a visual reminder that no one was immune from the need to be put right with 
God, all had fallen short.  

Next, Aaron disappears from our sight into the Tent of Meeting with maybe collect 
gasp from those watching on.  Perhaps someone whispers to us that he is going through 
the curtain which demarcated the most holy place and in cloud of incense he was going 
to sprinkle the blood of the bull on and before the golden cover of the ark of the 
covenant.  The cover of the ark is sometimes translated as mercy seat or atonement 
cover.  The idea is this in physical terms is where God was, hence, the cloud was 
necessary to hide the ark from sight.  It was here at the holiest of holiest of the holies 
that atonement was made through the sprinkling of the blood. 

People’s and Most Holy Place Atonement. 15-17 
There is sigh of relief from the onlookers as Aaron reappears, God is merciful.  

The two goats are brought forward, and lots are cast to determine which will be the sin 
sacrifice.  People being people I suspect some may have been making their own 
guesses as to which one would be selected.  The chosen goat is sacrificed as a sin 
offering on behalf of the people, and Aaron returns to the Most Holy Place and repeats 
the previous actions, with further sprinkling of blood in the Tent of Meeting.  He is not 
only making atonement for the people but also for the sanctuary, cleansing it from the 
sins of the people (v16).  We notice that no one helps Aaron in these tasks, it is a 
solemn task done by the high priest alone. 

Altar Atonement (18-19) 
Aaron reappears again and using a mixture of the blood and the goat cleanses 

the main altar showing that both priests and people had played their part in 
contaminating the relationship with their God. 

Scapegoat (20-22) 
The climax now comes as the remaining goat is brought forward.  This goat is 

described as being for “Azazel” (v8,10).  This is where we wish we really were actually 
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there so we could ask what the word means, as it is unknown.  Some speculate a 
demonic influence, a geographic location in wilderness, or more simply the goat that 
goes away.  Whilst the word is unknown the significance of the what happens is clear. 

Aaron lays his hands on the goat, confessing all the sins of the people.  We may 
be vividly reminder of our own sinfulness, of where we have failed God, of his holiness 
and our uncleanness.  It would have been a sombre moment. 

Then the goat is sent into the wilderness symbolically carrying the sins of the 
people far away.  Given what the goat does, scapegoat, carrier of sins is as good a 
translation as any.  If there is any hint of the demonic here the sins are sent back to 
where they came from, then no longer have power over God’s people, the people are 
free of the guilt of their actions.  We should feel great relief as we watch the goat bearing 
our sins being led away. 

Tidying Up 
Leviticus being Leviticus, with its nature of a manual of the Tabernacle gives 

some concluding instructions.  We would see Aaron returning to the Tent of Meeting and 
reappearing washed and in his more ornate robes to offer the two remaining rams as a 
burnt offering for the priests and the people.  Others involved in leading the scapegoat 
away and in dealing with the carcasses also need to wash. 

Only Spectator 
All of this was a powerful ritual and visual reminder for those looking on that their 

sins had truly been dealt with.  As v30 says “on this day atonement shall be made for 
you, to cleanse you; from all your sins you shall be clean before the Lord.”  The whole 
chapter resonates with the idea of atonement (15 times in the chapter), being put right 
with God.  God was in the forgiveness business.  The sins of the people are forgiven, 
and the guilt of their sin has been removed.  We would have been grateful to see it and 
the more we understood what was going on the more grateful we would be. 

But with the idea of spectator we are powerfully reminded spectator was the only 
role that the people played.  It is God who provides this ceremony and that action is all 
done by the high priest.  It is not done by the people, but it is done for the people by one 
person.  The only they bring to the ceremony is their sin so it is no surprise that they 
should treat this day with great solemnity.  They are to fast and treat to the day as a 
sabbath, a day of complete rest.  All the people can do is recognise their need, look on 
and give thanks to God for the atonement he has brought. 

SPECTATORS OF THE CROSS 

I hope that as you have been looking on with me at the great ritual of forgiveness 
that you may already start to be seeing the death and resurrection of Jesus in a new 
light.  There is so much to explore here which we can’t do fully today but we can see 
some pointers. 

The early Christians realised following Jesus own teaching and that when he died 
the curtain in the temple was torn in two that here the rituals of the Day of Atonement 
had all being pointing forward to Jesus. 

This is best captured in the book of Hebrews which can guide our thinking.  You 
may to have another look at Hebrews 10:19-25 and see how it bring rings with Levitical 
overtones but many things having been re thought in terms of Jesus. 

Our writer makes the extraordinary claim that we can now enter the sanctuary, 
the holy of holies, the presence of God, because of the blood of Jesus.  Jesus death is 
seen as the sacrifice by which we are put right with God.  But he is not only the sin 
sacrifice he is also the scapegoat who bears our sin away.  He is “the lamb of God who 
takes away the sin of the world.” (John 1:29)  According to 1Peter 2:24 Jesus “himself 
bore our sins in his body on the tree.”  By taking them to his grave he took our sins back 
to the place they came from and in his resurrection is a graphic reminder they are fully 
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dealt with.  We are thus are clean.  Our sins have been removed from us as far as the 
east is from the west.  I wonder if you need to hear that today.  By Jesus death you are 
clean, forgiven, fully acceptable to God. 

And as with the Day of Atonement we are just spectators, this has all been done 
for us by our great high priest.  In his death he goes to God and the resurrection shows 
that mercy does indeed flow.  But, as Hebrews is at pains to remind us, Jesus is a far 
better high priest for he didn’t need to make any sacrifice on his own behalf and his 
offering was made once for.  Rather than an annual reminder of our failure we now look 
to the on off unrepeatable work of Christ. 

We could keep going and show how every aspect of the Day of Atonement finds 
its fulfilment in Jesus and all we can do is look on in amazement. 

But Hebrews also pushes us to see something has changed.  It is not just that we 
are encouraged to draw near to God in confidence, we are told that our hearts our 
sprinkled clean and our bodies washed with pure water.  Here again is the language of 
Leviticus.  As our hearts have been sprinkled with Jesus blood then they are clean, holy 
for God to dwell with and in us.  Furthermore the idea of being washed points to the 
action of the high priest entering the holy of holies, so we come as priest into God’s 
presence.  We have moved from spectators to actors ready to do God’s work. 

It is no surprise then that Hebrews tells us that our response to this is not to sit 
back and remain spectators but rather to provoke each other to love and good deeds, 
which exactly which the next few chapters of Leviticus will do. 

So this is our fifth spiritual work out.  That we need to have our sins fully dealt 
with God and in Jesus God has provided that for us, so that we can truly be his people.  
Taking the time to really look at Leviticus and how it helps us understand, to hear the 
Bible talk, will give us about understanding of how Jesus saves us but also what he 
saves us for, for his service, to be his holy people devoted to love and good works. 


