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After Easter we’ll begin a long-term study through the NT book of Hebrews. Hebrews 
teaches about Jesus’ identity in the context of Judaism: Abraham, Mt. Sinai, Tabernacle, the 

priesthood, etc. So we’ve spent a few weeks considering some of this background. And I 
worry that you’re thinking: What’s Abraham got to do with me? Or what do I need with a bunch of 

trivia about an old tent?  
 
Listen, the Bible is not a science book or a child psychology book or a marriage 
counseling book or a self-help best seller. [It contains wisdom for teaching/correction lots of topics].  
But, first and foremost, the Bible, from Gen to Rev, is the story of God’s work in this 
world- our world. That Story is still going on right now in and all around us all. 
Your life with God is a piece of the story that began with God at Creation. Hebrews 
marks YOU as a partner with Abraham in this salvation. Hebrews’ Tabernacle-talk is to 
point us to a “greater and more perfect tabernacle” [9:11]- which is the throne room of God 
where Jesus has entered as OUR High Priest once for all. It’s all backstory for your life in Christ.  

Years ago I watched a sci-fi movie called Serenity. It was fine. I liked it. Then I found the movie 
was the culmination of a TV series called Firefly so I thought I should watch the series for the 
full backstory- and it turned out that the backstory was deep and full and rich with inspiring, 
complex characters in the midst of an important story. The movie- the latest piece- then 
became richer, more compelling and sadder because of understanding all that came before.  

  
This morning I’m going to share about Israel’s priesthood and the Day of Atonement.  
In my own gimpy way I’m hoping to give you “backstory” that will make your part of  
God’s story richer and deeper.  
 
So let’s go back to Moses. Moses meets God in the “burning bush.” And God tells 
Moses to go to Pharaoh and say “Let My People Go!” Moses makes all kinds of 
excuses to get out of it, including: “I’m afraid of public speaking,” and Ex. 4:13 … “O Lord, please 

send someone else to do it.” God says: OK you big baby! I’ll send your big brother Aaron the Levite 

with you- he’s well-spoken. He’ll speak for you as if he were your mouth.  And so we meet 
Aaron, Moses’ brother, and constant companion throughout the Exodus all the way up 
to Aaron’s death just before the people enter the Promised Land.    
 
In talking about the Tabernacle last week, clearly someone’s going to be needed to 
maintain the oil lamp and the bread of the presence, and fire up the incense and the 
daily sacrifices- let alone keeping wood chopped, water gathered and tent pegs pounded.  
God commands Moses: Ex 28:1 “Have Aaron your brother brought to you from among the Israelites, 

along with his sons Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar, so they may serve me as priests.    

The Tabernacle instructions include the making of Priestly garments for Aaron and his 
sons- from linen underwear to a gold-crowned holy turban; from the breastplate of judgment to 

death-preventing “tinkling bells on the robe’s hem.  
And Ex 29 gives detailed instructions for the consecration of Aaron and his sons for 
service in the Tabernacle as priests of Yahweh. 
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And while Aaron and his sons are ALL priests, Aaron is distinguished among them- He 
is referred to as the “anointed priest” [Lev 4:5]. After dressing Aaron in his high priestly 
garments God tells Moses to… Ex. 29:7 “… take the anointing oil and pour it on his head and anoint 

him.  Aaron is -in fact- anointed just like the Tabernacle and all it’s furnishings and 
utensils were anointed and is described in Lev.21:10 as: ‘The priest who is the highest among 

his brothers, on whose head the anointing oil has been poured and who has been consecrated to wear the 

garments,… So Aaron and his descendents –part of the tribe of Levi- were given the 
ongoing responsibility for Israel’s Priesthood. This did not go unchallenged. 
  
In Num 16-17 another man from the tribe of Levi, Korah, challenges Aaron’s position 
as Anointed High Priest. Num 16 says: 3 They united against Moses and Aaron and said, “You have 

gone too far! …What right do you have to act as though you are greater than the rest of the LORD’s people?”- 

NLT. In other words: “You and Aaron are no better than any of the rest of us- we’re all God’s 
people- why shouldn’t somebody else be high priest?”   
Moses says to Korah You’re the ones that have gone too far! [Num16:7]. The LORD will allow only 

those whom he selects to enter his own presence [Num16:5]. God already has work for you to do! But 
that’s not enough for you. Now you want the priesthood!? [Num16:10]. We’ll see what the Lord says 
about this. But remember it’s God you’re rebelling against- not me and Aaron.  

So God tells Moses to have each of the twelve tribal leaders bring their staff with their 
name written on it [Num 17]. The staff for the tribe of Levi was to have “Aaron” 
written on it. The staffs were to be placed in the Tabernacle overnight and the staff of 
the man favored by God would “sprout.”  Moses put the twelve staffs inside the 
Tabernacle. The next morning when he entered the Tabernacle it was Aaron’s rod that 
had sprouted, and budded, and blossomed and even produced almonds!!  
Aaron’s line as Priests and Aaron as the High Priest were clearly validated. 
 
This is underscored again at Aaron’s death in Num 20: Moses goes up a mountain with Aaron, and 
Aaron’s son Eleazar. Moses removes the high priestly garments from Aaron and puts them on 
Eleazar, indicating the transfer of high priestly responsibility from father to son.  

 
So Aaron’s family was chosen by God specifically for the duties of the 
priesthood: offering incense and daily, annual, and special sacrifices, keeping the 
golden lampstand burning, and showbread on the table, instruction in the law and 
inspection of unclean persons, etc.  
 [An important sidebar: in Lev 21 God tells Moses: 21 No descendant of Aaron the priest who has any 

defect is to come near to present the offerings made to the LORD by fire. He has a defect; he must not come 

near to offer the food of his God.  22 He may eat the most holy food of his God, as well as the holy food;  23 yet 

because of his defect, he must not go near the curtain or approach the altar, and so desecrate my sanctuary.  
So just like sacrificial animals were to be unblemished [perfect- not sick or blind or lame, etc.] the priests 
who entered the temple to offer the sacrifices were to be unblemished [perfect, no infirmities - not sick or 

blind or lame, etc.] as well because they were pictures of someone coming later: Jesus. {Note the priests 

who couldn’t serve were equally honored by being provided for as “priests.’} 

 

Now the rest of the Tribe of Levi was appointed by God to the service and 
maintenance of the Tent of Meeting. We see them referred to as Levites in the 
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scripture. Num 18:2 Bring in your relatives, the tribe of Levi, to work with you and help you while you and 

your sons are serving at the Tent.  Num 18:6 I am the one who has chosen your relatives the Levites from 

among the Israelites as a gift to you. They are dedicated to me, so that they can carry out their duties in the 

Tent.  7 But you and your sons alone shall fulfill all the responsibilities of the priesthood that concern the altar 

and what is in the Most Holy Place. These things are your responsibility, because I have given you the gift of 

the priesthood. 
 
The duties of the Levites included preparation of grain offerings, Maintaining the court 
and the sanctuary itself, and the dismantling, transportation and reassembly of the 
Tabernacle at a new site.  
Num 1:50 …put the Levites in charge of the Tent of my presence and all its equipment. They shall carry it and 

its equipment, serve in it, and set up their camp around it.  51 Whenever you move your camp, the Levites shall 

take the Tent down and set it up again at each new campsite.  [Numbers 4:3-15 gives a detailed explanation 

about the packing up of the Tabernacle furnishings.]  God assigned the Tribe of Levi full 
responsibility for the care and maintenance and transport of the Tabernacle.   
And God assigned one family within the tribe of Levi – the sons of Aaron- the 
responsibility to be Priests of Yahweh. [All Priests were Levites. Not all Levites were Priests.]  
 
None of the other tribes of Israel were allowed to serve as Priests or Levites. This 
honor and responsibility solely belonged to the Sons of Aaron and the tribe of Levi. 
This responsibility exempted them from military service. And God ordained that the rest 
of Israel would financially support the Levites & Priests, releasing them to serve. God 
says: Num. 18:21 “I give to the Levites all the tithes in Israel as their inheritance in return for the work they 

do while serving at the Tent of Meeting. A few verses later God instructs the Levites to give a 
tenth of all they receive to the Priests for their financial support. [No land for Levites.] 

 
With that as an intro to Israel’s priesthood, I want us to focus on the High Priest and his 
duties on Israel’s holiest day the Day of Atonement. This was THE most important 
day of the Hebrew’s year. [Even without tabernacle, temple or sacrifice, it still is.] It was a 
sacred day of renewal that saturated all Israel with a solemn Joy over the 
absolute forgiveness of God-  once a year for all. Lev. 16:34   “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 

the LORD commanded Moses. 
According to Lev 23:26ff The 10th day of the 7th month was to be a sacred day of 
Sabbath rest. Nobody works, everybody fasts [fast/exceptions]; and everybody gathers 
for a sacred assembly. Num. 29:7  “ ‘On the tenth day of this seventh month hold a sacred assembly. 

You must deny yourselves and do no work. 

Important sacrifices would be made and rituals carried out in the tabernacle [temple] and 
the responsibility for them all fell to the High Priest. Only the [anointed, unblemished] High 
Priest could accomplish the sacrifices required by God to cleanse the people from their 
sin.  
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A blast of trumpets on the first day of the 7th month announced to the people the 
beginning of ten days of introspection and repentance [Rosh Hashonna] all in preparation 
for the Day of Atonement.  
 
The High Priest was also preparing. In the Temple years the High Priest left home 
and arrived at the temple seven days ahead of the Day of Atonement. He lived in a 
small apartment in the temple. During these days the High Priest officiated at the daily 
morning and evening burnt offerings and he REHEARSED the rites he would perform 
on The Day. [He would be representing ALL the people in the Holy of Holies, the junction of Earth 

and Heaven, the footstool of God. There was NO room for mistakes to be made.] 
 
The evening before the High Priest ate a light meal- so as not to become sleepy- as he was 
to keep a prayerful vigil all night. The Tribal elders admonished him to complete the 
rituals correctly and carefully and to weep. To help him stay awake in the late hours of 
his vigil, younger priests would read to him.  
 
Unfortunately, details of the exact order of things are a bit sketchy due to multiple sources with 

varying perspectives and thousands of years between us and them. He began the day by 
offering sacrifices- a Bull and a Ram [Lev16:3] and maybe 7 unblemished male lambs 
as well [Num29:8]. At some point in the morning- not sure just when- he bathed himself 
[Lev 16:4] and instead of his High Priestly Regalia [Breastplate/turban, etc] he put on white 
linen garments of humility and repentance.  
 
He, the High Priest, provided a young Bull as a sacrifice for his sins and the sins of 
all his family- all the priesthood. Before killing the Bull the High Priest laid hands on the 
animal’s head and confessed his sins and the sins of his family- identifying his sins with the 

animal. Then the Bull was slaughtered and it’s blood caught in a basin.  
 
The High Priest leaves the blood with an attendant [Levite?], takes a censer of hot 
coals from the Bronze Altar and a container of fragrant incense into the Holy of Holies 
[Lev16]. The incense is dumped into the censer and the cloud of scented smoke rises up 
to protect the High Priest from coming face to face with God.  The High Priest 
steps back into The Holy Place and prays [briefly so the people don’t worry]. Then he 
comes out  to the bronze altar and takes the basin of Bull’s blood from the attendant.  
With the Blood he enters again into the Holy of Holies. He dips his finger into the 
bull’s blood and sprinkles it once on the Atonement Cover [Cheribim] and seven times in 
front of the Ark to make atonement for all of the Priests. One sacrifice by the power of 
God brought atonement for all the priests [cleansed in order to cleanse the people].  
 
The High Priest then returned to the Bronze Altar where there were two identical goats. 
Lots were cast- like flipping a coin- to decide which goat would be “for the Lord” and 
which would be “for Azazel.” The Goat chosen “for the Lord” was slaughtered, its 
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blood was caught in a basin and taken into the Holy of Holies and again the High Priest 
dipped in his finger and sprinkled the goats blood once on the Atonement Cover and 
seven times in front of the Ark. This one sacrifice by the power of God brought 
atonement- forgiveness of sin- for all the people of Israel. 
  
Then in The Holy Place the High Priest purified the Tabernacle [or Temple] by 
sprinkling the Veil 7 times with the bull’s blood and then 7 times with the goat’s blood. 
And then coming out into The Holy Place he combined the blood of the bull and goat 
and with his finger put blood on the horns of the Altar of incense and then sprinkled 
the incense altar seven times as well. In this the High Priest ALSO purified the Tent of 
Meeting from the sin of all Israel. 
 
But he’s not done. Now the High Priest returns to the Bronze altar. Remember that 
other goat determined by lot to be “for Azazel” [scapegoat/rugged/desert demon]. The High 
Priest laid his hands on the goat’s head and confessing the sin of the people identified 
their sin with the “scapegoat”; which was then led by an attendant out into the 
wilderness and made sure it went over a cliff to its death. [No wandering back into camp.] 

 
The high priest then returned to The Holy Place, removed the white linen garments 
of repentance and dressed himself in his full priestly regalia- breastplate, turban, bells, 
and all and he returned to offer the remainder of the days offerings at the bronze 
altar. Those parts of the livestock not sacrificed [hides, flesh, guts, etc] were taken by 
an appointee [Levites] outside the camp and burned up completely.  
 
At the end of the day, having completed the day’s sacrifices in his priestly ceremonial 
garments, the High Priest makes one more costume change- returning to the sacred 
white garments in order to enter the Holy of Holies one last time to retrieve the burning 
censer of incense.  
 
My Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible winds up this entry on “Atonement-comma- Day 
of,” with a strangely “warm” comment:  
“Then, at sunset, [the High Priest] returned home and entertained friends. The people 
danced and rejoiced. This was the moment when the words of Psalm 103  
were applicable:”  
Psa. 103 8  The LORD is compassionate and gracious,   slow to anger, abounding in love.  

9  He will not always accuse,   nor will he harbor his anger forever;  

10  he does not treat us as our sins deserve   or repay us according to our iniquities.  

11  For as high as the heavens are above the earth,   so great is his love for those who fear him;  

12  as far as the east is from the west,   so far has he removed our transgressions from us.   

 

Leviticus 16 ends saying: 34…Atonement is to be made once a year for all the sins of the Israelites.”  

Once For All. That’s a phrase we see used by Paul in Rom. 6:10 For the death that [Jesus] died, 
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He died to sin once for all; And by Peter: 1Pet. 3:18 For Christ also died for sins once for all…  And in 
Hebrews: 3 times…listen.  
 
Heb. 9:11     When Christ came as high priest of the good things that are already here, he went through the 

greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not man-made, that is to say, not a part of this creation.  12 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, having obtained eternal redemption.   
 
Heb. 7:26     Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, 

exalted above the heavens.  27 Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, 

first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he 

offered himself.   
 
Heb. 10:9 … he said, “Here I am, I have come to do your will.” …10 And by that will, we have been made 

holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. 11 Day after day every priest stands and 

performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins.   

12 But when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God.   

13 Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, 14 because by one sacrifice he has made 

perfect forever [all] those who are being made holy. 

 

That’s talking about you. You are –right now- being made holy by his sacrifice.  
You see, all the depth and riches of that OT backstory is depth and riches of YOUR backstory.  
And you- today, in the part of God’s story that is being lived right now, YOU are “those who are being 
made holy’ because of our great high priest’s sacrifice… Once for all.  

 
 
 


