
Day of Atonement and the need for clean underwear!   

This Friday is Good Friday, and it’s the greatest day in the Christian calendar, 
in that it’s the day that we remember Jesus death on the cross, and the gift of 
salvation that he made possible for us.  Easter culminates, not with chocolate 
Easter eggs (hope that’s not too much of a shock!) but with Easter Sunday, 
when we celebrate and remember the resurrection of Jesus. 

Jesus sacrifice is recognised to be foreshadowed by the Passover, in that Jesus is our Passover 
lamb and was sacrificed at the same day and time that the Passover lambs were being sacrificed 
in Jerusalem at the temple. This link is referred to by Isaiah (53:7) as he says …’as a lamb before 
his shearers is dumb, so he opened not his mouth’.  The Passover lamb speaks of freedom and 
the start of a new identity as a new nation.  The original Passover lamb was sacrificed by the 
Israelites when they were slaves in Egypt, and were preparing to leave.  God sent an angel of 
death to kill the firstborn of each family, but killing the Passover lamb and putting its blood on the 
doorposts and lintels saved the Israelites.  These two parts of our salvation are very significant, 
and are often characterised as redemption, in that we are set free from captivity and are brought 
into a new identity as a new people, the children of God, that is ‘bought back with a price’.  For 
Christians, the Passover forms the basis of our communion service.

There is, however, another Old Testament feast that foreshadows another key element of our 
salvation, and that is the Day of Atonement.  In the Jewish calendar. There are 7 major feast - 4 in 
spring, 3 in autumn .The Passover is one of the spring feasts and the Day of Atonement is one of 
the autumn feasts, and is detailed in Leviticus 16.

(There is a lot written about the significance of the feasts… so for further reading authors like Michael 
Norton, Rob Bell, Ray Vander Laan & Kenneth Bailey are a good start… )

The autumn feasts start with the feast of trumpets called Rosh Hashanah ending with the 
conclusion of Yom Kippur or the Day of Atonement.  This period is called by the Jews, ten days of 
awe or Ten Days of Repentance, of soul-searching, and getting right with God. Its about wanting to 
start the new year right with God, and leads up to the end if the ten days to the day of atonement, 
or Yom Kippur   

The High Priest 
The feast includes several animals & the High Priest, who is the one who ‘speaks for another' and 
represents the people before God.  Let’s look at him for a moment, and see how he gets ready, 
and how vital it is that he does it right. 

Lev 16V3  explains what Aaron the High Priest has to wear and how to prepare, which includes 
him taking several baths so he is ceremoniously clean.  This includes: 

- 10 ceremonial washings and 4 garment changes (even down to what underwear he 
must wear) 

- He must then make the sacrifice of a bull as his personal sin offering 
All this to make sure Aaron is clean, presentable and has had his personal sins dealt with.

People have come through 10 days of fasting and praying so they can come to God to have their 
sins forgiven.  The high priest who is going to go into presence of God for you - you'd better hope 
he is right, that he has made an acceptable sin offering, and that he has washed properly in the 
required way and for the right number of times, that he has the right clothes on, even to the right 
underwear!  It’s understood that the High Priest had little bells sewn into the bottom of his 
garments (Ex 39:24-26) and a rope tied round one of his legs, so that everyone outside knew he 
was still alive and the offering was ok because they heard the bells.  If they stopped and the 
offering was not accepted and he was struck dead, they could pull him out with the rope! 

If he is going in to offer on behalf of the people you'd better hope he is doing it right and has it 
all together , or your sins might not be forgiven 
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The Temple
The Temple is where heavenly and earthly get blurred. (Heb.9:21-26). The Israelites went to 
extreme lengths to make sure all the clothes and artefacts were crafted exactly as God required.  
They recognised that something very heavenly was going on here. 

Contemporary documents give us an insight into how the Temple and the ministry of the High 
Priest was viewed at the time.  The Letter of Aristeas is a Hellenistic work of the 2nd century 
BC,Josephus who paraphrases about two-fifths of the letter, ascribes it to Aristeas describing the 
Greek translation of the Hebrew Law  

Letter to  Aristeas records a first hand account  of the High Priest 
It was an occasion of great amazement to us, when we saw Eliazar engaged in his ministry, and all 
the glorious vestments including the wearing of the garment that had the precious stones upon it, 
on which he is vested.  There the priests appearance makes one awestruck and dumbfounded, a 
man would think he had come out of this world into another. I emphatically assert that every man 
who comes near the spectacle of what I have described will experience astonishment and 
amazement beyond words. His very being being transformed by the hallowed arrangement on 
every single detail.

So the High Priest working on Day of Atonement led the people to a sense that they were seeing 
another realm intersecting with this one - a divine realm intersecting with Earth 

So something else was going on here  
• more than just a robe, or bells, or underwear! 
• Ordinary everyday events can at times take on great significance - a moment when speaking 

and we recognise that this is special; in the OT at these times they took off their shoes. 
• Or maybe when we’re in nature… but you sense God, it’s more than just rocks, grass and sky. 
• things can be loaded with spiritual significance…do we slow down enough to hear God? 

Back to high priest.  
In Leviticus 16;6. He sacrifices a bull for himself and household, and then has to go through a very 
detailed and specific ritual to make sure he is clean and cleansed and ready to go into God's 
presence.  So 10 washes and 4 clothes changes…including the right underwear! 

Then in Lev 16:7 the High Priest is brought two goats   Then he has to take the two goats and 
present them to the Lord and cast lots.  One is sacrificed, and the other is sent into the dessert as 
the scapegoat.  This is the high moment of Yom Kippur, the high priest is brought a live goat

Just a note to help us understand this… the Eastern mind thinks pictures images, metaphor , but 
the Western thinks in definitions, lists, numbers.  The Day of Atonement is a picture of the truth to 
come, a foreshadowing of something greater. 

So to the Goat… 
In Lev 16v20 Aaron brings forward the live goat and he lays his hands on it and in doing so, lays 
the peoples sins on its head.   (Jesus says when he returns he will separate the sheep from the 
goats ….Don’t want to be a goat!) 

The goat will be sent into the dessert with a man appointed to the task - taking all their sins to a 
solitary place , and the man will release it in the dessert, never to be seen again.  Lev 16:21 says 
they shall send it away by the hand of a suitable man 

The controversy was, who was the man to be appointed - no Jew wanted this job - it carried all the 
sins of the people.  No Jew would want to be anywhere near the goat.  Generally it was a Gentile 
who did the job, who had no connection with the community.  As no one wanted the goat to ever 
come back, there were lots of traditions about what happened to the goat - to make sure, 
absolutely sure, that  it didn't come back (it’s reckoned that the Gentile leading the goat would lead 
it to the top of a cliff and push it off so it was killed).  No one wanted to be looking out of the kitchen 
window a few days later and see the scapegoat wandering back into town, bringing the 
communities sin back! 
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The Hebrew word used for a scapegoat is Azazel and it means literally ‘for absolute removal’..or a 
scapegoat. 

There are Rabbinic traditions that a red cord that would be placed on the head of the goat - the red 
is symbolic of judgement and punishment and the cord is symbolic of your sin.  So it is literally 
placing our sins on the head of the goat - remember that the Eastern mind thinks in pictures and 
thinks communal - so this says this is all our sins - we’re in this together. 

They would see this as …What have we as a community become guilty of?  What have we 
neglected in our community ? 

The High priest places his hands on head of goat and the communal sins are placed on the goat, 
their sins are being covered. God is gracious and forgives; this comes after the ten days of fasting 
and preparation. It’s a very sacred and serious time for them. 

Then the man leads goat out into wilderness (remember they can’t risk it coming back !!) 

Azazel - the Hebrew word for scape goat caries with it the idea of taking away (literally entire or 
absolute removal) So in the Hebrew language the Gentile appointed would azazel the azazel 
goat. 
 Literally he would take it away - it was removed, no longer here 

In John 19 John makes a clear link for us 

Jesus is before Pilate - a Gentile.   
• Jesus own community has said he is guilty and must be killed, and so they have taken what 

they say is guilt and  placed it on Jesus 
• In John19 they gave him over to Pilate who had him flogged, and the soldiers took some thorns 

and made a crown and placed it on his head.  The crown of thorns would puncture the skin - 
and there would be a red line around Jesus head. 

A good Jew who every year was at the temple for Yom Kippur (The Day of Atonement) would be 
reminded that a red line around a head is a picture - the scapegoat. 

Pilate brings Jesus out to the crowd and says ‘here is your king’.  And they shouted ......'away with 
him’  We assume they shout crucify him, but it is ‘take him away’ first and then they shout crucify 

If you know about the Day of Atonement and azazell then John is saying there is a connection   - 
When that shout take him away, they are literally shouting in Aramaic …azazell! 
  
John is saying, the Day of Atonement is here, it's happening right now, right in front of you 
Notice that in Jn19v16 Jesus is lead out of the camp (or the city), the city by Gentiles, with a red 
ring around his head and the crowd chanting azazell.  It couldn’t be clearer. 
  
Hebrews 10v11 says ‘ And every priest stands ministering daily and offering repeatedly the same 
sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But this Man, after He had offered one sacrifice for sins 
forever, sat down at the right hand of God,’  (NKJV) 

The Day of Atonement happens every year and it was never completed, because people kept 
sinning.  There was a longing for a sacrifice once and for all - now that would be good news! 
  
Hebrews 10v1says ‘The law is only a shadow of the real things to come’, and this Day for 
Atonement foreshadows a greater and better day, and a greater and better sacrifice, that is Jesus. 

In Heb10v11 the priest stands and repeats his sacrifices - but this high priest (Jesus) when he had 
offered his sacrifice he sat down, because it was finished and completed, once for all time.  Now 
that is good news! 
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So what about the red cord..
The Mishnah (which is the first written record of the early Jewish oral traditions and was written by 
the Rabbi’s who rejected Jesus as the Messiah) says that when the red cord was placed on the 
goat it was then taken off, and it is recorded that the red cord was hung on the front of the altar or 
some record it was hung in the doorway leading into the temple.  But the oral tradition has it that 
over the next year the red cord would mysteriously turn from red to white, so that  people would 
say that they had seen the cord turn white, and this was taken as Gods indication of his 
supernatural ability to  forgive sins 

The scarlet thread is symbolically referenced in Isaiah 1.18 (“Come now, and let us reason 
together, ”Says the Lord, “Though your sins are like scarlet,They shall be as white as snow;) and 
the Talmud states (ib. 39a) that during the forty years that Simon the Just was high priest, the 
thread actually turned white as soon as the goat was thrown over the precipice: a sign that the sins 
of the people were forgiven. In later times the change to white was not instant: a proof of the 
people's moral and spiritual deterioration, that was gradually on the increase, until forty years 
before the destruction of the Second Temple, when the change of colour was no longer observed 
(l.c. 39b) 

So what could that mean?  The second Temple was destroyed by the Romans in AD 70, so 40 
years before that would be AD30, taken as the year that Jesus was crucified by the Romans.  This 
is a Jewish source that rejected Jesus as Messiah 

Isaiah 1:18 says ‘though your sins were as scarlet they will be made as white as snow’. - is this a 
random image?  Or is this what he is referring to?  

It stopped working - the red cord stopped turning white, the system was no longer needed.  Our 
high priest had sat down - he had finished the work , once for all.  When we are reminded of our 
failures, and our past, and our weakness, our sins …remember that  the goat has left! 

There is no goat here 

The goat.....it's gone.  Our sins have been forgiven. 

The Bible says that those who trust this have been made holy forever (Heb 10:14 For by one 
sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.) 
In Christ you are a new creation, you have become a new creation, the old has gone, the new has 
come (2 Cor 5:17)  We have been made holy forever.  We have a new identity.  We are forgiven - 
the goat has gone, and it's not coming back. 
  
Jesus was our ultimate ‘scapegoat’ - the perfect sacrifice, once for all time, to bring us forgiveness 
for sin, past, present and future.  He took all of our sin on himself and dealt with it on the cross so 
that not only could we go free and have a new identity as children of God and become part of His  
kingdom, but that we could also be totally forgiven and know the freedom and peace that brings. 
  
Jesus did the work and has sat down - it's done, it is finished.  The goat has left, and is not coming 
back. 

As we celebrate Easter this weekend, know that because of Jesus death and resurrection, you are 
set free from bondage, brought into His family and His kingdom, and you are forgiven and at peace 
with God.  

Happy Easter !
Grace and peace

PSC   Good Friday CCP  10/04/2020 
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