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“Cleaning Up the ‘Chernobyl’ of Sin”         Text – Leviticus 16          LD 6        

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
On the 26 April 1986, reactor 4 of the Chernobyl nuclear power station exploded.  This caused large amounts of radioactive materials to be released into the atmosphere.  It is estimated that around 4000 deaths, maybe many more, are attributable to the disaster.  Over 350,000 people were evacuated from that area and resettled elsewhere.  An area extending 30 kilometers in all directions is officially known as the ‘zone of alienation.’  Radiation levels there are still so high that workers trying to rebuild the concrete shroud that was laid over reactor 4 are only allowed to work five hours a day for one month before they take 15 days of rest.  Ukrainian officials estimate that the area will not be safe for human life for another 20,000 years.
Well, I have a plan to clean up Chernobyl.  I am going to ask all the cadets and gems to come with me to Chernobyl and we are going to take with us boxes and boxes of air freshener aerosol cans; you know, the ones with the nice lavender scent.  And we will spread out and start at one edge of the 60 kilometer box and slowly move across to the other side spraying the air freshener as we walk along.  It should take us about 7.5 hours to get from one side to the other.  So in less than a day, we will be done and the people who lived there should be able to move back in.  Good eh! 
Well, you know I am kidding.  None of the parents here would sign permission slips for a trip like that!  But if I was serious, you would have to sit me down and tell me that I just don’t understand the seriousness of Chernobyl.  For if I did understand the seriousness of Chernobyl, I would know that something much more substantial than air freshener is needed to clean it up.

Well brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, in the first five Lord’s Days of the Heidelberg, we have considered what we could call the ‘Chernobyl’ of sin.  
· We have heard words and phrases like ‘corruption’ and ‘misery’ and ‘a natural tendency to hate God and neighbour’ and ‘wicked’ and ‘perverse’ and ‘poisoned’ and ‘inclined toward all evil.’  
· And at the end of LD 4, we heard that “[God’s] justice demands that sin … be punished with the supreme penalty – eternal punishment of body and soul.”  
So we know that sin is deadly; it is to blame for all sorrow and suffering and death now and it makes us deserving of God’s eternal wrath.  
But we have also heard phrases like being “born again” and that God “is certainly merciful” and this just punishment can be escaped “if the claims of [God’s] justice are paid in full either by ourselves, or by another,” and that it is possible for someone who is “truly human and truly righteous” to pay our debt.  
So today we want to see more about the ‘Chernobyl’ of sin and what is necessary to ‘clean it up.’  
· Q/A 18 points us to the Lord Jesus Christ as the one who “was given us to set us completely free and to make us right with God.”  
· And Q/A 19 tells us that we know this about Him from the holy gospel, which is portrayed in part “by the sacrifices and other ceremonies of the law.”  
So today we consider the Day of Atonement as a portrayal of the gospel.  
And boys and girls, to portray is basically to picture something.  So if you wanted to portray wealth, for instance, you might paint a picture with $ and money and exotic cars and big houses with swimming pools, etc.  That would be a portrayal of wealth.  Well, today we want to see how the Day of Atonement portrays or paints a picture of the gospel.

So we will simply walk through this incredible ritual as described in Leviticus 16, and then move further into the Bible to see how it has its fulfilment in the Lord Jesus Christ.

1. If you look down at verse 29, you will see that this day was to be observed on the 10th day of the seventh month.  The seventh month of the year was a month of feasts.  It began with the Feast of Trumpets on the 1st day and it ended with the Feast of Tabernacles, which ran from the 15th day through to the 21st.  But in between those feasts, on the 10th day, the Day of Atonement was to be celebrated.  
2. But as ch. 16 opens, we are alerted to a very important background to this Day.  Back in ch. 10, you read of the sons of Aaron the High Priest, Nadab and Abihu, making an offering of strange fire to the Lord.  And so, the fire of the Lord came out of the tabernacle and they were destroyed on the spot.  
a. And already here we see something about the ‘Chernobyl’ of sin.  God is a holy God.  His commands must be obeyed, even by priests!  Disobedience will bring down His great wrath.  And this swift and devastating judgment made that painfully clear to them.  
b. And so, in vv1-2, God issues a warning that the priests must not enter the Most Holy Place (MHP) whenever they like.  If they do, they will die.  Just one day a year then, this day, the priest was to enter the MHP.  
3. So, having read through this chapter together, what would you say this Day was all about?  We are told in v30.  The Day of Atonement is about cleansing.  The elaborate washings and sacrifices add up to a celebration of the cleansing of all that was dirty and defiled and despoiled.  
4. And it began with the priest himself.  
a. Aaron had to bathe in water and then dress in a very specific way with a particular uniform, if you will.  The turban, we are told in Ex. 28:36, had a gold plate on it, attached with a blue cord, that said “Holy to the Lord.”  
b. And from vv3 and 6, we see that Aaron was to offer a young bull as a “sin offering to make atonement for himself and his household.”  And this is because though he was a priest, Aaron was still a sinner himself.  And each day, his work meant that he came into regular contact with the sins of the people.  Thus, Aaron himself needed cleansing.  
5. But notice next that other tabernacle servants also needed cleansing.  
a. From v26, the man whose job it was to lead the scapegoat out into the wilderness had to wash his clothes and bathe in water.  
b. And from v28, those whose job it was to take the offal and skin and burn it up outside the camp had to wash his clothes and bathe in water.  
c. And if you look at vv18-19, you will see that the altar had to be cleansed by the sprinkling of blood, and in the second half of v16, that the whole tent of meeting had to be sprinkled with blood because of uncleanness, and in the first half of v16, that even the MHP needed cleansing “because of the uncleanness and rebellion of the Israelites.”  
d. Congregation, are you getting a sense of the problem here?  Can you see how the Day of Atonement helps us understand the ‘Chernobyl’ of sin?  
i. You and I do not have a small part of us that is affected by sin.  

ii. Sin’s corruption is total and utter and all-pervasive.  It clings to and infects and corrupts everything and everyone in creation.  
A. Glass of clear water/drop of arsenic.
iii. It is what separates God and man; a holy God cannot come near sin-stained humans.  
6. But this is the Day of Atonement!  This is the day of cleansing.  The very existence of this day reveals to us that it is possible for God to draw near to humans again if there is atonement.  Indeed, a helpful way to understand atonement comes from the word itself - ‘atonement’ is at-one-ment.  God and man were separated because of sin, but by atonement, they may be one again; they are brought together; relationship is restored.  
7. And as we come to v5, we see how this atonement is made as Aaron is told to select two goats from the Israelite community.  And in v7, both goats were to be presented before the Lord and the lot was to be cast which would make one goat a goat ‘for the Lord’ and the other goat the scapegoat.  
a. So in vv15-19, we see that Aaron was first to slaughter the ‘for the Lord’ goat. 
i. And boys and girls, as you picture what is described here, what one thing stands out above everything else?  What seems to flow and get sprinkled about in great abundance?  Blood.  Atonement involves blood, lots of blood!  

A. From v14, Aaron was to sprinkle the blood of the bull on the atonement cover of the Ark of the covenant in the MHP, seven times.  And he was to do this because of his own sin.

B. Then he would emerge and kill the goat and go back in and do the same with the goat’s blood for the sin of the people.

C. And then he was to sprinkle the goat’s blood all over the tent of meeting, and then seven times on the horns of the altar, because the altar was especially unclean, stained with the blood of Israel’s sin throughout the whole year.
D. So what is the bloody message?  Sin kills.  It destroys life at every conceivable level.  The message is very hard to miss here.  God paints it in blood.  God is very angry at sin!
E. And so, for God and man to be at-one, sin must be punished; there has to be death; blood must flow.

b. But then, from v20, we see what happened with the scapegoat.  Aaron was 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.”  And then the goat was to be sent away into the desert.  
i. Now, just as an aside, you boys and girls have probably read stories about animals that got lost or were moved across the country which incredibly walked all the way back to their home.  Well, as you can imagine, the worst scenario possible with this goat was that it somehow found it’s way back to the camp of the Israelites!  Our sins have returned to us!  And so, a later custom developed that saw the goat led out into the desert and then pushed off the edge of a cliff!  It was sad for the goat but it guaranteed that it would not return to the camp!
ii. But what is the atonement lesson of this goat?

A. Well, in the first place, as with the other goat, we see that it is possible for a substitute to take the place of the sinner.  Because God was willing to accept the sacrifice of the first goat and to allow the sins of the people to be transferred to this goat, we see that it is possible for sin to be dealt with by another.
B. And secondly, we see also that sin and guilt can be removed from the sinner.  As one commentator puts it, “This ‘rite of riddance,’ … had the powerful and visible impact of assuring Israel that her guilt was removed, the atoning sacrifice having taken it away so that its power and lasting effect among the people of God was broken.”  
8. Well, to try and put all of this together, we are now going to think about four big theology words that will hopefully help us understand the seriousness of the ‘Chernobyl’ of sin and what is needed to clean it up.  And because they are theology words, they all end with t –i – o – n (
a. And the first has to with sin.  Sin has to be dealt with; it cannot be ignored by God.  What happened to Nadab and Abihu makes it very clear what will happen if sin remains.  The sinner will face the angry fire of God.  And so, the blood sacrifices and the transfer of sin to the scapegoat has to do with payment for sin.
i. Q/A 16 says that there must be payment for sin.

ii. And so, this we call ex-piation – payment for sin so that it is removed.
A. Atonement is a cleansing; it includes paying the price for sin that it might be removed.

b. But another part of atonement has to do with the wrath of God against sin.  What happened to N&A, the need for the bull and the goat and the ram to die; all this reveals to us that God is very angry with sin and that as a holy God He has every right to be angry with sin.  
i. Q/A 17 talks about God’s anger.  And that refers back to Q/A 14 which spoke of “God’s eternal anger against sin.”  Yes, sinners need their sin and guilt taken from them, but something also has to be done about God’s just wrath at their sin.  
ii. But we have learned from this chapter that if God’s instructions were obeyed and the sacrifices were made and the blood was sprinkled and the goat was sent into the desert, God’s wrath was then satisfied or placated or appeased.  The need for Him to be angry at the sinner was removed.
iii. And this people of God, we call pro-pitiation – by the shedding of blood, God’s wrath is satisfied.
A. So atonement also includes payment for sin and the just wrath of God being satisfied.
1) (Expiation has to with a thing – our sin, propitiation has to do with a person – God’s wrath)
c. But the third part of atonement seen in this chapter is redemption.  
i. Think of the beginning of the 10 Commandments, “I am the Lord your God who bought you out of Egypt; out of the house of slavery.” (RUTH)  To be redeemed is to be rescued or ransomed or set free from bondage.  
ii. So another part of atonement is to be set free from sin and guilt.  As the Israelite saw the goat with his sin and guilt on its head being led away, he could think of himself as a redeemed one – his sin and guilt were gone!  
A. And so, atonement, as Q/A 18 puts it, includes being made “completely free.”  
d. And then, finally, the last part of atonement is reconciliation.  

i. It was as though the layers of Israel’s sin kept building up and building up through the year until it seemed that the glory of God could not stay in its place above the Ark in the MHP.  But then came the 10th day of the 7th month and the incredible cleansing of atonement, which made it possible for God to once again return to His people.

ii. Sin has been paid for.  God’s wrath has been satisfied.  Therefore, God and man may live in relationship – they may be reconciled.  
iii. And so, atonement, as Q/A 18 explains, makes the sinner “right with God” – there is reconciliation. 
e. Expiation – sin is paid for, propitiation – God’s wrath is satisfied, redemption, set free from sin and guilt, and reconciliation – made right with God.  And expiation + propitiation + redemption + reconciliation = atonement – At-one-ment.
9. BUT – and it’s a big but, there is a massive problem with atonement at this point in salvation history.  
a. Thinking back to our Chernobyl illustration – If I was to tell you that we had cleaned up the 60km ‘zone of alienation,’ and you were free to return to live there, but that we would be back to clean it up again next year and the year after every year after that, you would think to yourself, that ‘zone of alienation’ cannot be completely clean.  If it was clean, it wouldn’t need annual cleaning.  
b. Right?  Well, look at v34, The Lord said, “This is to be a lasting ordinance for you: Atonement is to be made once a year for all the sins of the Israelites.”  The sin and guilt of the people was not fully paid for, God’s wrath was not fully satisfied, the people were not completely free from sin and guilt, and the people were not fully reconciled to God, because all of this was necessary again the next year, and the year after that, and every year after that…
10. And sad to say it got even worse as far as the Jews were concerned.  
a. For fast forward with me around 1400 years to the time we are reading about in the Gospel of Mark in our morning services.  The days of Jesus’ public ministry.  For the Day of Atonement was still a feast day of Israel then.  So on the 10th day of the 7th month, the High Priest of the time bathed and dressed as required.  And by that time it had become a massively elaborate and ornate and public ceremony.  And of course, it took place at Herod’s magnificent temple in Jerusalem, not a small tent in the wilderness.  So the bull was offered for the priest’s sin, the goats were chosen and the lot was cast.  And then the HP walked all the way up to the heavy curtain that closed off the MHP 364 days of the year, and with trembling hands that also held the bowl of blood, he parted the curtain to reveal…?  Nothing.  The Ark of the covenant was gone.  It had been carried away to Babylon together with all of the other temple treasures some 600 years previously.  Such was Israel’s sin at that time, God had poured out His wrath on His people via the Babylonians and the exile.  And so, from about 500 BC to AD 70, this ceremony took place without the Ark of the covenant.  The very item at the centre of the Feast was missing!  
b. And sadly, for the Jews of that time, the significance of this day needing to observed every year and then the removal of the Ark and then the destruction of the temple and then even the loss of the priesthood was not seen by them.  They came to view the Day of Atonement as all about cleansing yourself.  As you examine yourself and as you confess your sins and as you resolve in your heart not to repeat the sins of last year, you cleanse yourself.  And that is how the DoA is viewed by Jews even to this day.
But you and I, also, do not have an Ark or a temple or a High Priest.  Can we learn anything then from Leviticus 16?  
1. Well, turn with me please to Hebrews 10:1, “The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming-- not the realities themselves.”  
a. And here we see the key to interpreting the Day of Atonement, and indeed, the whole of the Law and ceremonies, in Christ.  The instructions of Lev. 16 are a shadow or an outline of the a greater reality which was still to come.  The Day of Atonement was never God’s last word on atonement.  It always pointed forward to a greater atonement.
2. So let’s continue with verse 2, “For this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those who draw near to worship.  If it could, would they not have stopped being offered?  For the worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and would no longer have felt guilty for their sins.  But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of sins, because it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins.”  
a. But look now v10.  Summarizes a point made many times in Hebrews: “We have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.”  
b. How? 

i. Do you remember how John the Baptist described Jesus when he saw Him approaching the Jordan?  “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”   
A. So expiation is accomplished fully by Jesus – He has completely paid for sin.
ii. But has He satisfied the wrath of God?  Well, think of Isaiah 53:4-5, “Surely He took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered Him stricken by God, smitten by Him, and afflicted … He was pierced for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon Him, and by His wounds we are healed.”  
A. Propitiation is fully accomplished by Jesus – He has satisfied the wrath of God against sin.
iii. But has He redeemed us from sin and guilt?  We looked tat this this morning – Hebrews 2:17, “For this reason He had to be made like His brothers in every way, in order that He might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that He might make atonement for the sins of the people.” 
A. It is because of the death and resurrection of Jesus that Paul can say in Romans 6:18, “You have been set free from sin.”    We have been completely redeemed by Jesus!
iv. But has he fully reconciled us to God?  
A. Listen to Romans 5:1 “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”  Peace with God!  That sounds like reconciliation!    And just in case we are not 100% convinced, v9 says, “We were reconciled to [God] through the death of His Son.”  Reconciliation is fully accomplished by Jesus!
It is Decisive!  It is once for all!  It is finished.  Jesus has made atonement for our sins!
But, by way of conclusion:
I told you earlier that there were 3 Feasts - Feast of Trumpets / DoA / Feast of Tabernacles.   
· FoT – several blasts of the trumpet.  Equivalent today is the preaching of the gospel – A call to repentance and trust in Jesus.

· When you hear and obey, it is for you the Day of Atonement – cleansed!  
· Another trumpet that still needs to be heard!  The trumpet that announces the coming again of Jesus.  For then we will celebrate the Feats of tabernacles – We will be with Jesus and He will be with us!
In the Meantime, look with me finally at Hebrews 9:13, “The blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkled on those who are ceremonially unclean sanctify them so that they are outwardly clean.  How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God!

Jesus has not left you powerless in your struggle with sin – He has washed you in His blood and has given you His Spirit.  He has set you free to serve the living God!
As we close, imagine a cleaned up Chernobyl.  What would you think about a person who lived there and who went in search of the radiation contaminated soil and started playing around in it?  That is what you are like when you indulge in sin.
Jesus sympathizes with your weakness.  Go to Him in prayer.

But look forward also to the day of Jesus’ return.  Let your prayer be, Lord Jesus, destroy all dominion, authority and power beginning with my rebellious and selfish heart.  And come quickly, Lord Jesus.  Amen.
