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Rediscovering the Cross - Part #3 
"Propitiation and Expiation” 

Text: Leviticus 16 
Delivered at Central Baptist Church on March 24, 2019 by Pastor Barton Priebe  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 1) This morning I want to deal with a problem we all face.  It is the problem of our past – of 

things we have done in the past that we regret.  These things are like the stain on your favourite shirt.  

You may have washed it a dozen times but it won’t come out.  In the same way, there are things we have 
done that have stained our souls and we can’t seem to get rid of them. 

o When you become a Christian you discover, to your great joy, that Jesus cleanses you all of past 

sin.  You have a new desire to love God and to turn from sin.  But then you still sin.  I have 

observed that many Christians can feel twice as condemned about sins they commit after 

becoming Christians as before. The reason is easy to understand.   

 Now you know better.  Now your eyes have been opened.  Now you love Jesus.  And yet, 

you sinned anyways.  And so you can feel twice as guilty.   

 Perhaps you can relate to a man I talked to who loves Jesus and understands the gospel.  But with tears 
streaming down his face he said to me, “I claim to know Jesus but I just keep sinning especially in anger 

to others.  I am so afraid to meet God.”   
o This man lives with sense that his sins have stained him and that God may not accept him. How 

about you?   
 Are you ever haunted by sins you have committed in the past?   

 Do you feel like there are stains on your soul that you cannot get rid of?   

 Are you more aware of your sin or more aware of God’s love for you in Christ? 
 I am praying that this morning’s message will bring you freedom.  You need good news and this passage 

is good news.  You need a cleansing that goes deeper than your stain and this morning is about that 

cleansing. 

o If you want to experience freedom and joy then let’s rediscover the cross through Leviticus 16.   

 Borrowing a little bit of a language from Pastor Kevin DeYoung, let me show you three 

truths: First, God is more holy than you can possibly envision.  Second, sin is more defiling 
than you can possibly imagine.  Third, grace is more cleansing than you can possibly 

fathom. 
 

TRUTH #1: GOD IS MORE HOLY THAN YOU CAN POSSIBLY ENVISION 

 As we start walking this path to freedom let’s begin with (SHOW SLIDE 2) truth #1: God is more holy 
than you can possibly envision. 

o After God freed his people from slavery in Egypt they travelled through the wilderness on their 

way to the land God had promised.  God commanded his people to build a tabernacle that looked 

like this: (SHOW SLIDE 3).  Here is a closer view of the Tent itself: (SHOW SLIDE 4). You can see 

that the tent is divided into two rooms that are separated by a curtain.  In the back room, called 

the Most Holy Place, God Himself came to dwell.   

 The people encamped around the tabernacle.  And so God, the Creator of heaven and 

earth, dwelled in the midst of his people. 

 But this created huge problem.  We see it in verse 1.  READ 1 - The LORD spoke to Moses after the death 

of the two sons of Aaron, when they drew near before the LORD and died.  
o This story took place in Leviticus 10.  Aaron’s two sons, Nadab and Abihu had gone behind the veil 

to the Most Holy Place.  We read that, “they offered unauthorized fire before the LORD, contrary 

to his command.  So fire came out from the presence of the LORD and consumed them, and they 
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died before the LORD.”  Then God says, “Among those who approach me I will show myself 
holy.”   

 Aaron’s sons thought they could approach God whenever and however they wanted.  

They went against his command on how to approach him.  For this, the fire of God 

consumed them.   
 This is a shock to Westcoast people.  We do not think it is a big deal to approach God at all.  The average 

person says, “I may have done a few things wrong but I don’t think God will judge me.” God is viewed 

as safe and all-tolerant. 

o When the serpent tempted Eve to eat of the forbidden fruit she replied that she should not do it 

because God said that they would die if they ate it.  The serpent said, “Oh Eve, you’re being so 

dramatic.  It’s not a big deal.  You won’t die.  God would not do that to you.”   This was a lie and 
she believed it. 

 Aaron’s sons believed the same thing lie and so do we – that disobeying God is not that 
big of a deal.  God won’t judge us. 

 But the Bible, and particularly the book of Leviticus, stresses the point that God is holy.  (SHOW SLIDE 5) 

God’s holiness refers to the fact that he is wholly other.   

o He is so great that there is no one and nothing like him.  Therefore, we cannot, and dare not, just 

stroll into his presence.   
 (SHOW SLIDE 6) God’s holiness refers to the fact that he is morally pure.  There is no stain of sin or 

evil in his being.   
o 1 John 1:5 says, “God is light, in him there is no darkness at all.”   

 You see the holiness of God is not a feel-good thing like soaking up the warm rays of the sun on a beach 
in Hawaii - comfortable and content.  Approaching the holy God is like trying to draw near to the sun 

itself.   
o Do you remember when Isaiah saw a vision of God in all his holiness?  Surrounding the throne 

were seraphs, which literally translated means, “the burning ones.”  These burning ones are 

superhuman creatures that have never sinned and yet even they cannot expose themselves to 
God’s holiness.   

 They cover their faces for they cannot look upon God without having their eyes seared.  

They fly because even the ground near the holy God would consume them if they touched 

it.  They cannot draw too close and so, like lightning bolts, they fly around the throne 
worshipping God in his holiness. 

 So you see it is a dangerous thing for mere mortals who are stained with sin to enter the presence of the 
holy God.  After this incident Aaron must have been afraid to enter the Most Holy Place.  Who knows if he 

will come out alive?   

o But the holy God is also a gracious God.  In chapter 16 he gives instructions that, if followed, will 

preserve Aaron’s life.  We see that he is to offer a sacrifice for himself to cleanse his sins.  He is to 

bathe himself.  And he is to put on certain clothes.   

 READ 3-4 - But in this way Aaron shall come into the Holy Place: with a bull from the 
herd for a sin offering and a ram for a burnt offering. 4 He shall put on the holy linen 

coat and shall have the linen undergarment on his body, and he shall tie the linen sash 

around his waist, and wear the linen turban; these are the holy garments. He shall 

bathe his body in water and then put them on. 

 This issue of the clothing is very striking and further emphasizes God’s holiness.  (SHOW SLIDE 7) Earlier 

in Leviticus God commanded Aaron to have robes made of beautifully colored materials with intricate 

embroidery, gold and jewelry.  His splendid clothes drew attention to the dignity of his office as the high 

priest.   
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o But when he enters the Most Holy Place he is entering another world.  He wears linen.  Linen is 
very plain.  It is the clothing of a servant.   

 In everyday life Aaron was exalted among the people but when he dealt with the people’s 

sins he was humbled as a servant.   

 So there is the first truth: God is more holy than you can possibly envision.   
 

TRUTH #2: SIN IS MORE DEFILING THAN YOU CAN POSSIBLY IMAGINE 

 (SHOW SLIDE 8) Truth #2: Sin is more defiling than you can possibly imagine. 

o I want you to notice that everything needs cleansing because everything has been defiled by the 

people’s sin.   

 The Day of Atonement is like an annual spring cleaning for sin.  The process begins in the 
Most Holy Place and moves out to the alter and then to the people.   

 Sin defiles.  Sin stains our souls.  You know what I am talking about don’t you?  You feel the stain on your 
soul after an argument with your spouse.  You feel it in the guilt over those past sins that haunt you.  

Everything we do is tainted by it.  The big question is what do you do with your stains of guilt. 

o Many people try to remove the stain of their guilt by trying to be better people and nicer people.  

But this is as futile as Lady Macbeth trying to scrub the blood off her hands after she and her 

husband murdered King Duncan.  She scrubs and scrubs for hours yelling, “Out damned spot!  
Out, I say!”1   

 But an ocean cannot clean her hands because the blood has stained her soul and who can 
clean the soul?  

 So here is what we have seen so far: God is more holy than you can possibly envision.  This is a great 
problem because you and I are more sinful than we can possibly imagine.  So here is the big question: 

how can a holy God dwell among a sinful people without consuming them? 
o This is the question each of us must be able to answer: Is there any way that I, a sinner, can 

escape being consumed when I stand before the blazing holiness of my Creator?  The good news 

of the Bible is ‘yes, there is a way.’   
 God revealed to Israel that we need three things to approach the holy God.  These three 

things are what the Day of Atonement was all about and what Jesus is all about.  We need 

a mediating priest, a propitiatory sacrifice, and a sin-bearing substitute.   

 
A MEDIATING PRIEST 

 (SHOW SLIDE 9) First, we need a mediating priest.   
o We have seen this already.  The Israelites were not allowed to just come into the presence of God.  

They had to have a priest to mediate for them.  The priest would act on behalf of the people that 

their sins might be cleansed. 

 The work of the high priest centred around two goats.  READ 5, 7-10 - And he shall take 

from the congregation of the people of Israel two male goats for a sin offering, and one 

ram for a burnt offering. . . Then he shall take the two goats and set them before the 
LORD at the entrance of the tent of meeting. 8 And Aaron shall cast lots over the two 

goats, one lot for the LORD and the other lot for Azazel. 9 And Aaron shall present the 

goat on which the lot fell for the LORD and use it as a sin offering, 10 but the goat on 

which the lot fell for Azazel shall be presented alive before the LORD to make 

atonement over it, that it may be sent away into the wilderness to Azazel. 

                                                      
1 Macbeth Act 5, scene 1, 26–40. 
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 Notice that the two goats are in fact one sacrifice.  READ 5 - And he shall take from the congregation of 
the people of Israel two male goats for a sin offering.  The two goats then are meant to convey one 

picture for how God deals with the people’s sin.  It is one picture in two parts.   

o We will see what these two goats are about in a second but for now just note that they needed a 

priest to act on their behalf. 
 

A PROPITIATORY SACRIFICE 

 (SHOW SLIDE 10) Second, we need a propitiatory sacrifice.  To be more accurate we need a high priest 

to make a propitiatory sacrifice.   

o ‘Propitiation’ is a big theological word that means ‘to turn aside wrath.’  This is what the people 

needed.  They had sinned.  They deserved death.  God’s holy wrath would consume them.  But 
God provided a way for his own wrath to be turned aside.  How so?  It is all in the first goat. 

 The first goat was slaughtered.  Why?  READ 15 - “Then he shall kill the goat of the sin 
offering that is for the people and bring its blood inside the veil and do with its blood as 

he did with the blood of the bull, sprinkling it over the mercy seat and in front of the 

mercy seat.   

 So the first goat is a picture of propitiation.  The goat acts as a substitute for the people.  Its life is taken. 

Its blood is sprinkled on the top of the ark of the covenant where God’s presence dwelled.  
o The first goat is a propitiatory sacrifice – a sacrifice that turns aside God’s wrath against Israel’s 

sin.  Their sins are forgiven. 
 

A SIN-BEARING SCAPEGOAT 
 So in order that God’s holiness would not consume Israel they needed, and we need, a mediating priest, 

a propitiatory sacrifice, and now (SHOW SLIDE 11) thirdly, we need a sin-bearing scapegoat.   
o We see this in the second goat which the translation we are using calls “azazel.”  This word is 

difficult to translate and so translators just leave it untranslated.  Most think it is a compound 

word, combining the Hebrew word for “goat” (Hb. ‘ez) with Hebrew word for “going away” (Hb. 
’azel).  Therefore, Azazel means the “goat that goes away” and so many Bible versions translate it 

as “scapegoat.”  

 What is this goat all about?  Look at verses 20-21.  READ 20-21a - And when he has made an end of 

atoning for the Holy Place and the tent of meeting and the altar, he shall present the live goat. 21 And 
Aaron shall lay both his hands on the head of the live goat, and confess over it all the iniquities of the 

people of Israel, and all their transgressions, all their sins.  
o The first goat pictures the forgiveness of the people’s sins.  The goat dies in their place.  Now the 

second goat shows what God does with those sins.  Notice that the sins of the people are 

symbolically transferred to the goat.  What a picture.  The whole nation is standing around 

watching the ceremony.  The high priest approaches the goat.  He extends both of his hands, 

placing them upon the head of the goat.  He then begins to confess the sins of the people over the 

head of the goat.   
 Imagine the power of this.  The priest says, “We confess our anger against each other.”  

When he says this a husband and wife look at each other thinking of their big fights.  The 

priest says, “We confess our sexual impurity.”  When he says this some people think of 

how they have not used God’s gift of sex in the way he commanded.  

 What happens next?  READ 21b-22 - And he shall put them on the head of the goat and send it away 

into the wilderness by the hand of a man who is in readiness. 22 The goat shall bear all their iniquities 

on itself to a remote area, and he shall let the goat go free in the wilderness.   

o So, the high priest gives the rope that binds the neck of the goat to the appointed man.  All the 

people watch as the appointed man walks out into the desert with the goat.  They watch as the 
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man and the goat disappear from sight.   They watch the goat disappear over the horizon.  Then 
the man releases the goat into the desert and returns back to the camp. 

 So what happens to the goat?  The whole point of this picture is that we do not know what becomes of 

the goat.  That is the entire point.  The goat is gone!  

o Do you see the picture then?  The theological word is ‘expiation.’  Expiation means ‘to remove’, or 
‘to take away.’  And what a powerful picture this is.  The sins of the people have left the camp.  

They are gone forever.   

 What a celebration must have ensued!  God has forgiven their sins in the first goat and 

forgotten their sins in the second goat.  Propitiation and expiation.  They do not need to 

fear that God’s holiness will consume them.   

 The sign that it was all finished was that the priest would then go back into the temple, take off his linen 
clothes and leave them there.   READ 23 - Then Aaron shall come into the tent of meeting and shall take 

off the linen garments that he put on when he went into the Holy Place and shall leave them there.  
The work was finished.  Sin had been cleansed. 

o But in another sense it was never done.  As soon as they were cleansed the people’s sin would 

begin to defile everything again.  And so verse 34 says that this day was to be done every year.   

 It is all very incomplete.  Access to God is still very limited.  Only the high priest can enter 

God’s presence and then only once a year.  Questions linger: can one goat really pay the 
penalty for the sins of a nation?  There is a need for something more perfect. 

 
TRUTH #3: GRACE IS MORE CLEANSING THAN YOU CAN POSSIBLY FATHOM 

 We are now ready for truth #3: (SHOW SLIDE 12) grace is more cleansing than you can possibly 
fathom. 

o The Day of Atonement was all designed to prefigure what Jesus did at the cross.   
 (SHOW SLIDE 13) First, Jesus is our mediating priest.  Just as the Aaron removed his robes and 

stripped himself of all honour to perform his work, so also did Jesus do this.  He stood up from his eternal 

throne and metaphorically removed his royal robes.  He stripped himself of the honour that was due to 
him as God to become a man. 

o Jesus, “who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be 

grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 

likeness.  
 Aaron was a sinner and needed to sacrifice for himself before performing his duties as 

high priest.  Jesus did not need to do this Hebrews 7 tells us that Jesus is far superior to 
Aaron in that he is holy, blameless, and pure.  Jesus is our perfect high priest. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 14) Second, Jesus is our propitiatory sacrifice.   

o Jesus did not offer the blood of a goat.  Hebrews 9 says, “He did not enter by means of the blood 

of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood.”  Jesus 

offered his own blood.  At the cross, Jesus took the full punishment of what we deserved.  All of 

the wrath that was due to us was poured on him.  That is why I John 2:2 says (SHOW SLIDE 15) 
“he is the propitiation for our sins.”   

 If Jesus is your Saviour, you need never fear that you will face God’s judgement for your 

sins.  Jesus has already done this for you. If Jesus is your Saviour, you can do what no 

Israelite ever could – you can, without fear, walk into the presence of the holy God for he 

has forgiven your sin.  As Hebrews 10:19 says, 

 (SHOW SLIDE 16) “Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the 

Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way opened for us 

through the curtain, that is, his body, and since we have a great priest over the 
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house of God, let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of 
faith.”  Jesus is our propitiatory sacrifice.   

 (SHOW SLIDE 17) Finally, Jesus is our sin-bearing scapegoat.  Just as the sins of Israel were placed onto the 

scapegoat and carried away, so Jesus now takes upon himself the sins of all his people.  In effect he says,  

o “I take upon myself the destructive lies you have told.  I take upon myself your cheating, your 

swearing, and all your sexual sins.  I take upon myself all your boasting, your pride, and your 
greed.  I take upon myself your bitterness, your anger, and your lack of love for your Creator.” 

 Then, like the scapegoat, Jesus carried our sins outside the camp.  He went outside the city 
and bore our sins away at Calvary.   

 Do you struggle with guilt over past sins?  Then remember Jesus, who is your scapegoat.   He bore your sins 

away.   
o That is why we can sing with the psalmist: “As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed 

our transgressions from us.”   

o That is why we fall on our faces in thankfulness to God for as Hebrews 8:12, “I will forgive their 

wickedness and will remember their sins no more.”   
o That is why we can stand up and shout with Paul in Romans 8:1: “There is now therefore no 

condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” 
 My brothers and sisters if you are a Christian here today, you can sing, 

o “My sin not in part but the whole is nailed to the cross and I bear it no more, praise the Lord, praise 

the Lord, oh my soul.” 

 Or in the simple words of that old Sunday school song.  Gone, Gone, Gone, Gone! Yes, my 

sins are gone. Now my soul is free, and in my heart's a song; Buried in the deepest 

sea; Yes, that's good enough for me; I shall live eternally, Praise God! my sins are G-O-

N-E, gone.”   

 What was the last thing the high priest did when he had completed his work?  Then Aaron shall come into the 

tent of meeting and shall take off the linen garments that he put on when he went into the Holy Place and 

shall leave them there.  Taking off the linen garments and leaving them in the Holy Place was the sign that 
the high priest’s work was done, that the sins of the people were forgiven and forgotten. 

o On the third day after Jesus had been crucified and buried, Mary Magdalene shocked the disciples by 

saying that Jesus’ body was no longer in the tomb.  Peter and John take off running for the tomb.  

Peter enters the tomb first. John 20:6 says,  
 (SHOW SLIDE 18) “He saw the linen cloths lying there, and the face cloth, which had been 

on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen cloths but folded up in a place by itself.” 

 Linen clothes.  Linen clothes that were wrapped around the crucified body of Jesus. Linen clothes left in the 

tomb.  And the face clothed is even folded. 

o What was that moment like when the resurrected Jesus opened his eyes for the first time on Sunday 
morning?  What was going through his mind as he folded up the face cloth and purposely left the linen 
cloths in the tomb? 

 We cannot know for sure but it seems he is saying, “I am the Great High Priest.  I am the 
propitiatory sacrifice.  I am the scapegoat.  And my work is done.” 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Do you want to know cleansing and freedom from the stain of your sin?  1 John 1:9 says, “If we confess our 
sin, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

o Confess your sin to Jesus and be cleansed.  And if devil throws those sins back in your face then 

remind him what Jesus has done.  When the devil has you by the throat, remind him of the goat – of 
Jesus the goat who was slaughtered for your sins and Jesus the scapegoat who bore your sins in his 
body so that they are g-o-n-e, gone. 

 God is more holy than you can possibly envision.   

 Sin is more defiling than you can possibly imagine.   

 But grace is more cleansing than you can possibly fathom. 


