
The Day of Atonement in The Old Testament 
 (This Study Covers Leviticus 16:1-28; 23:26-32, Numbers 29:7-11) 

 

 
While the work in the courtyard and the holy place was performed every 

day, the work of the most holy place was performed only once a year.  Day by day 

the repentant sinner brought his offering to the door of the sanctuary and placing 

his hand upon the victim’s head, confessed his sins, thus in symbol transferred them 

from himself to the innocent sacrifice.  Such was the work that went on each day, 

throughout the year.  The sins of Israel were thus transferred to the sanctuary, and 

a special work became necessary for their removal.  Once a year, on the Day of 

Atonement, the high priest entered the most holy place for the cleansing of the 

sanctuary.  The work of the Day of Atonement in the most holy place symbolizes the 

third and final phase of the ministry of Jesus.  Let us examine the events of this, the 

most solemn day in the life of ancient Israel. 

1.  What was contained in the second apartment, or the most holy place? 

Exodus 40:20, 21 He took the Testimony and put it into the ark, inserted the poles 

through the rings of the ark, and put the mercy seat on top of the ark.  And he brought the 

ark into the tabernacle, hung up the veil of the covering, and partitioned off the ark of the 

Testimony, as the LORD had commanded Moses. 

Note: The Second Apartment, or Most Holy Place (Exodus 26:33) contained the Ark of the 

Covenant (Exodus 26:17-22). Between two Cherubim was the glory of the Shekinah the 

Presence of God (Exodus 26: 22; 40:34). Beneath it was the Mercy Seat, a solid gold slab 

that covered the top of the Ark, wherein lay the foundation of God's government: the Moral 

law of Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:3-17) which was written by the finger of God on 

stone (Exodus 24:12) and then placed in the Ark (Exodus 40:20). All of mankind is to be 

governed by those holy precepts, even down to the end of time (Revelation 12:17; 14:12) and 

beyond (Revelation 22:14; Isaiah 66:22).  

2.  Where was God, by the symbol of His presence, to meet with Israel's high priest? 

Exodus 25:22  "And there I will meet with you, and I will speak with you from above the 

mercy seat, from between the two cherubim which are on the ark of the Testimony, about 

everything which I will give you in commandment to the children of Israel.” 

3.  Who only was allowed in the second apartment? How often? And for what 

purpose? 

Hebrews 9:7  “But into the second part the high priest went alone once a year, not 

without blood, which he offered for himself and for the people's sins committed in 

ignorance.” 

 

 



4. After the accumulation of the sins of the year, what took place on the tenth day of 

the seventh month? 

Leviticus 16:29,30  This shall be a statute forever for you: In the seventh month, on the 

tenth day of the month, you shall afflict your souls, and do no work at all, whether a 

native of your own country or a stranger who dwells among you. "For on that day the 

priest shall make atonement for you, to cleanse you, that you may be clean from all your 

sins before the LORD. 

                                                                                                                                                    

5. What happened at the sanctuary on the Day of Atonement?                         

Leviticus 16:19, 30 “Then he shall sprinkle some of the blood on it with his finger seven 

times, cleanse it, and consecrate it from the uncleanness of the children of Israel…For on 

that day the priest shall make atonement for you, to cleanse you, that you may be clean 

from all your sins before the LORD.” 

NOTE: The purpose of the Day of Atonement was to cleanse both sinner and sanctuary. 

The cleansing of the sanctuary was achieved through the work of the most holy place.  

 

6. How many goats were chosen on the Day of Atonement?   

Leviticus 16:5 “And he shall take from the congregation of the children of Israel two 

kids of the goats as a sin offering, and one ram as a burnt offering.” 

 
NOTE: One goat was chosen to be offered to the Lord, the other was to be a scapegoat 

(verse 8), it was for "Azazel." Azazel was another name for Satan. Thus, on this particular 

day two goats were chosen, one for the Lord and one to represent Satan.  

 

7.  What happened to the Lord’s goat? 

Leviticus 16:9 “And Aaron shall bring the goat on which the LORD'S lot fell, and offer it 

as a sin offering.”   

 
NOTE: The Lord's goat was sacrificed on the altar of burnt offerings.  

 

8. Where did the priest sprinkle the blood of the Lord’s goat? 

Leviticus 16:15 “Then he shall kill the goat of the sin offering, which is for the people, 

bring its blood inside the veil, do with that blood as he did with the blood of the bull, and 

sprinkle it on the mercy seat and before the mercy seat.” 

 
NOTE: The mercy seat was located in the most holy place upon the ark of the covenant. 

Rather than sprinkle this blood upon the altar of incense, this blood was sprinkled on the 

mercy seat.  

  

9.  The sprinkling of the blood of the Lord’s goat on the mercy seat was to make 

atonement for what part of the sanctuary? 

Leviticus 16:16 So he shall make atonement for the Holy Place…  

 
NOTE: Note again that the high priest is in the most holy place, but he is making an 

atonement for the holy place.  

 

 



10. Why does the holy place need to be cleansed? 

Lev. 16:16 “…because of the uncleanness of the children of Israel, and because of 

their transgressions, for all their sins; and so he shall do for the tabernacle of 

meeting which remains among them in the midst of their uncleanness. 

 
NOTE: The reason the high priest went into the most holy place was to cleanse the holy 

place because of all the sins of the children of Israel that had been transferred there all year 

long through the work of the holy place.  

 

11. While the high priest was involved cleansing the sanctuary what were the people to be 

doing? 

Leviticus 16:29 “You shall afflict your souls, and do no work at all, whether a native of 

your own country or a stranger who dwells among you.” 

 
Note: The day of atonement was a solemn day of judgment. Every sin had to be confessed 

and forsaken.  Those who refused were on that very day cut off forever from the camp of 

Israel (Lev. 23:29).  Remember, sin separates the sinner from God.  The Day of Atonement 

means “At/one/ment!” That is to “cleanse,” “forgive,” “pardon,” “purge” or “reconcile.”  

In other words the goal is to restore the sinner totally and completely to His creator!  

“Afflict your souls” means more than just fasting.  It included soul searching, a review of 

one’s progress in holy living, a seeking of God, Confession of sin, making amends for 

neglected duties, in short it is making things right with God and man. 

 

12. What happened to the live goat when the work of cleansing the sanctuary was 

complete? 

Leviticus 16:20, 21 “And when he has made an end of atoning for the Holy Place, the 

tabernacle of meeting, and the altar, he shall bring the live goat.  Aaron shall lay both his 

hands on the head of the live goat, confess over it all the iniquities of the children of 

Israel, and all their transgressions, concerning all their sins, putting them on the head of 

the goat, and shall send it away into the wilderness by the hand of a suitable man.” 
 

NOTE: Please note that the live goat is never slain. The live goat only enters the picture 

when the work of the sanctuary is complete. Thus it is shown to Israel that Satan is finally 

responsible for sin. This removal of sin from the sanctuary is the final act of the sanctuary 

service. Now it is shown that Satan is the responsible agent in sin. Notice that Satan's goat is 

never slain. Only Christ bears the penalty for sin. This service simply shows that Satan is 

the final responsible agent in sin, he is charged with the sins that he lead the redeemed to 

commit.  In order for Christ to remove sin from the sanctuary, a work of judgment was 

needed. That is why this service in ancient Israel was known as the day of judgment. It was 

the most solemn day in the history of Israel, because the Israelites knew that their sins were 

being removed from the sanctuary.  

 

13. Did the old day of atonement foreshadow a cleansing of the heavenly sanctuary? 

Hebrews 9:23 “Therefore it was necessary that the copies of the things in the heavens 

should be purified with these, but the heavenly things themselves with better sacrifices 

than these.” 

 

 

 



Note:  Yes! That day's services pointed to the blotting out of sin by Jesus, our High Priest in 

the heavenly sanctuary. He is there to mediate for His people and stands ready to blot out 

the sins of all who will exercise faith in His shed blood. The ancient day of atonement, 

foreshadowed the final atonement to be made for planet Earth. The final atonement leads to 

the final judgment, which will forever settle the sin question in the life of every individual.  

 
The sanctuary has symbolized for us three phases in the ministry of Christ:  

 

1. His work of sacrifice completed on the cross. Justification: “Victory over the record of 

sin.” 

2. His work of intercession, begun when He ascended into heaven. Sanctification: “Victory 

over the power of sin.” 

3. His work of final judgment, dealing with the removal of the record of sin. This is 

symbolized by the work of the most holy place, the cleansing of the heavenly sanctuary. 

Thus the cleansing of the sanctuary refers to Christ's final work of judgment in the 

heavenly sanctuary. Glorification: “Victory over the presence of sin!” 

 

14. When does Christ perform this final phase of His ministry, the cleansing of the 

heavenly sanctuary? 

Daniel 8:14 “And he said to me, "For two thousand three hundred days; then the 

sanctuary shall be cleansed." 

 
Note: Our next lesson will discover how God set the date for the heavenly judgment to 

begin! 

 

 

Your Response 
 

Are you willing to place your life in Jesus’ hands so He can work the miracles needed 

to make you righteous? 

 

 

Answer  ____________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
The High Priest duties on the Day of Atonement: 

(The service at a glance.) 

 

A. Performed all the regular morning rituals of the continual burnt offering, the 

trimming of the wicks on the lampstand, and the offering of incense in the Holy 

place. 

 

B. Changed clothes, taking off his special garments, and putting on the High Priest’s 

holy linen tunic, linen trousers, girded with a linen sash, linen turban and the breast 

plate. 

 

C. Confessed his own sins and those of his household on the head of a bull which was to 

be sacrificed 

 

D. Accepted from the people two white goats, as perfect and nearly identical as 

possible.  Lots were cast to decide which of the goats would become the “Lord’s 

goat,” and which would be the scapegoat. 

 

E. Sacrificed the bull and caught its blood in a bowl 

 

F. Entered the most holy place with two handfuls of incense and the golden censer 

filled with coals from the altar of burnt offering.  The smoke from the incense 

provided a fragrant cloud which would partially shield him from the radiance of the 

Shekinah.  The censer was left on the ground in front of the ark. 

 

G. Retrieved the bull’s blood from the courtyard and returned to the most holy place.  

This blood was sprinkled once on the mercy seat and seven time before the ark. 

 

H. Returned to the courtyard and sacrificed the “Lord’s goat,” catching its blood in a 

bowl.  He then went the third time into the most holy place, and sprinkled the blood 

of the goat as he had that of the bull. 

 

I. Passed through the holy place, making atonement for the golden altar of incense and 

the separating veil with the blood of the bull and the goat, now mixed together in a 

single bowl. 

 

J. Left the tabernacle and went to the altar of burnt offering where he applied the 

blood of the sacrifices to the horns of the altar and sprinkled blood on the altar itself 

(All the while the people cease from ware and are searching their hearts) 

 

K. Confessed the guilt of all the sins of the people ---just now removed from the 

sanctuary --- over the head of the scapegoat, and turned the goat over to a “ready” 

man who was to take it away into the wilderness. 

 

L. Completed the services of the day by offering the normal evening burnt offerings 

and seeing to the proper disposal of the various animals which had been earlier 

sacrificed. 


