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Leviticus 16:1-34 

 

Verse 1 
YHWH spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron who died 
when they approached YHWH.  

• The story is recorded in Leviticus 10. See exegetical notes prepared 
for that chapter. Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, did not follow 
the instructions that God had given Moses specifically. Resultantly, 
they were killed as punishment for their disobedience.  

• The following instructions were given to Moses sometime after that 
event.  
 

Verse 2 
YHWH 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.” 

• The “Atonement Cover” (NIV) in traditionally called the “Mercy 
Seat”. It is the lid made for covering the Ark of the Covenant. It is 
fully described in Exodus 25:17ff. It was made of pure gold. On it 
were two golden cherubim. The Hebrews believed that this “cover” 
was the earthly throne of God. They believed that God revealed his 
presence in this place.   

• The Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament, 
calls the “Mercy Seat” or the “Atonement Cover” the “Sacrifice of 
Atonement.” This is the name that Paul gives to Jesus in Romans 
3:25. 

• The Ark of the Covenant and its cover were kept in the Most Holy 
Place. This small room, about 15 feet square, was closed to everyone 
but the High Priest. This was God’s throne room on earth.  
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• In this verse, God clearly tells Moses that Aaron, the High Priest, may 
not enter the Most Holy Place at any time he chooses. God’s presence 
is revealed in a cloud over the mercy seat and Aaron may enter this 
presence only at certain times and when he is properly prepared.   

 
Verse 3-4 
“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. 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.” 
The phrase “sanctuary area” refers to the Most Holy Place. 

• Before Aaron can enter God’s presence even having been given 
permission to do so, there are some specific things he must do to 
prepare to be in God’s presence. 

• First, when he comes, he must bring with him a bull for a sin offering 
and a ram for a burnt offering. Even though he is Israel’s High Priest, 
their most important religious leader, he is not perfect. He must bring 
these offerings so that they can be offered to God in order to deal with 
his own sin before he can enter God’s presence. 

• Second, upon arrival at the Tent of Meeting and before the sacrifices 
are made to atone for his sin, the High Priest must go to the basin in 
the court yard of the Tent of Meeting. There he must remove all of his 
clothing and bathe himself from head to foot. This is a symbolic 
washing away of his sin as in baptism. 

• Third, he enters the Holy Place. This is a room directly before the 
Most Holy Place. The Most Holy Place is where God’s throne is. The 
Holy Place is where those summoned into the throne wait. In this 
place the High Priest clothes himself in holy garments. He puts clean 
linen underwear next to his flesh. He covers them with a clean linen 
tunic tied with a linen sash. On his head he puts the linen turban. 
These fresh white garments are “holy clothes.” They show that this 
person has been set aside for the Lord’s use. The High Priest is now 
dressed to enter the presence of the Lord. However, he may not enter 
the Lord’s presence yet. 

 
Verse 5-10 
“From the Israelite community he is to take two male goats for a sin 
offering and a ram for a burnt offering. Aaron is to offer the bull for his 
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own sin offering to make atonement for himself and his household. Then 
he is to take the two goats and present them before YHWH at the entrance 
to the Tent of the Meeting. He is to cast lots for the two goats---one lot for 
YHWH and the other for the scapegoat. Aaron shall bring the goat whose 
lot falls to YHWH and sacrifice it for a sin offering. But the goat chosen 
by lot as the scapegoat shall be presented alive before YHWH to be used 
for making atonement by sending it into the desert as a scapegoat.” 

• Dressed in the holy garments, but before he enters the Most Holy 
Place, sacrifices must be made, blood must be shed, to pay the sin 
debt owed God by all his people, including the High Priest.   

• Aaron is to present the bull before YHWH as the offering for his sins 
by laying his hands on the animal’s head at the gate of the Tent of 
Meeting symbolically transferring his sin from himself to the animal. 

• He then receives two male goats from the leaders of the nation as 
offerings of atonement for the sins of the nation. They lay their hands 
on the two goats just as Aaron did on the head of the bull. Aaron then 
casts lots, These goats are regarded as a single offering. One of them 
will be given to YHWH. It will be sacrificed for the sins of the people. 
The other will be taken into the desert and set free. The second goat 
assures the people that they are set free from their sins; that their sin 
has been removed from their account and that God remembers it no 
more. 
  

 Verse 11-14 
“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. He is to take a censer full of burning coals from the altar before 
YHWH and two handfuls of finely ground fragrant incense and take them 
behind the curtain. He is to put the incense on the fire before YHWH, and 
the smoke of the incense will conceal the atonement cover above the 
Testimony, so that he will not die. 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.” 

• Dressed in his holy clothing, Aaron is to slaughter the bull as a 
sacrifice for his sin and for those of his family. 

• He then enters the Most Holy Place taking with him a bowl filled with 
the bull’s blood, two handfuls of incense, and a censer filled with hot 
coals taken from the altar where sacrifices were made. 
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• Once inside the Most Holy Place, Aaron put the incense of the hot 
coals in the censer. The sweet-smelling burning incense made a cloud 
of smoke which hid the atonement cover and the presence of God 
above it so that Aaron could not look directly upon the presence of 
God. 

• He then sprinkled some of the blood from the bull with his finger on 
the atonement cover. He did this seven times 
  

Verse 15-17 
“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. 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. 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.”  

• Aaron must then leave the Most Holy Place and go back to the 
entrance of the Tent of Meeting. There, he receives the goat which is 
chosen as the sin offering for the people. He slaughters the goat and 
takes a bowl filled with its blood, two handfuls of incense, and a 
censer filled with live coals from the altar of burnt offering with him 
back into the Most Holy Place. He puts the incense on the coals, hides 
the atonement cover with the smoke and sprinkles the atonement 
cover with blood just as he did before with the blood of the bull. In so 
doing, he makes atonement for the sins of the people of Israel.  

• Because the sins of the people infect everything that they touch, the 
Tent of Meeting and even the Most Holy Place are tainted by sin. 
Since the people’s sins are atoned for, their effect is also removed. So 
the sprinkling of the goat’s blood on the atonement cover also 
cleanses the Tent and the Most Holy Place. 

• No one may be in the Tent while this cleansing takes place except 
Aaron. If people were present, their continued sin would keep the 
Tent from being made pure. 

 
 
 



5 

 

Verse 18-19 
“Then he shall come out to the altar that is before YHWH 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. 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.” 

• Aaron then comes out of the Most Holy Place and goes to the altar 
where sacrifices are offered and repeats the process, sprinkling it with 
blood from both the bull and the goat. In this way the altar is cleansed 
from the infectious contact. 

 
Verse 20-22 
“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. 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. The goat will carry on itself all their sins to a 
solitary place; and the man shall release it in the desert.” 

• Aaron then brings forward the second goat, the one chosen to be the 
scapegoat. He lays his hands on its head and symbolically transfers all 
his sin and all the sins of the people to this goat just as he did for the 
goat that was sacrificed. Then, the man appointed by Aaron for the 
task, leads the goat out into the desert to a lonely place where he sets 
the goat free. 

 
Verse 23-25 
“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. 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. He shall also burn the fat of the 
sin offering on the altar.” 

• Having done all this, Aaron goes into the Holy Place and takes off the 
linen garments. He goes to the basin in the courtyard and washes his 
body. He puts on his regular priestly garments and returns to normal 
duty. 
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• He offers a ram as a burnt offering for himself and a second ram as a 
burnt offering for the people as instructed by Moses. 

 
Verse 26-28 
“The man who releases the goat as a scapegoat must wash his clothes and 
bathe himself with water; afterward he may come into the camp. The bull 
and the goat for 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. The man who burns them must 
wash his clothes and bathe himself with water; afterward he may come 
into the camp.” 

• Because sin is infectious the man who releases the scapegoat, must 
wash his clothes and his body before he returns to the camp. 

• The remains of the sin offering are to be burned outside the camp as 
Moses had instructed. 

• Because sin is infectious, the man who carried the remains of the sin 
offerings to the place where they will be burned, must wash his 
clothes and his body before he returns to camp. 

 
Verse 29-34 
“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---because on this day atonement will be 
made for you, to cleanse you. Then, before YHWH you will be clean from 
all your sins. It is a sabbath of rest, and you must deny yourselves; it is a 
lasting ordinance. 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 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. 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 
YHWH commanded Moses. 

• A “lasting ordinance” is one which continues throughout all time 
without interruption. This is to be such an ordinance. 

• The time set for the observance of this ordinance on our calendar is 
  mid-September to mid-October. 

• The name of the feast is Yom Kapar. “Yom” is the Hebrew word for 
day. “Kapar” the Hebrew word for escape. This is the day when the 
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lamb escapes sacrifice and the people are set free from their sins for 
the scapegoat, Jesus, carries their sin as far from them as east is from 
west. 

• To this day, observant Jews keep this lasting ordinance as YHWH 
commanded Moses. 

 
 
(These exegetical notes are the foundational study for the sermon entitled The Day of Atonement. They 
have been prepared by the Reverend Doctor Charles H. Jensen, Senior Pastor at Cornerstone Fellowship, 
Coatesville Pennsylvania. All rights are reserved by Cornerstone Fellowship & The Reverend Doctor 
Charles H. Jensen. They are used here by permission.) 
 
 
 
 
 


