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Study Guide: Leviticus - Chapter 16

This study guide provides an educational overview of Leviticus Chapter 16 using a verse-
by-verse structure, theological context, and application-oriented insights grounded in
Scripture.

Introduction

Leviticus 16 stands as a pivotal chapter within the book, presenting the detailed
instructions for the Day of Atonement, a sacred ritual central to Israel’s worship and
covenant relationship with God. This chapter contributes to the flow of Leviticus by
revealing the profound means through which the holiness of God is maintained among His
people, emphasizing the necessity of purification and reconciliation. Readers should watch
for the intricate procedures prescribed for the high priest, the symbolism behind the
sacrificial animals, and the theological significance of atonement as it relates to both
individual and communal sin.

Context

Leviticus 16 is situated within the larger framework of the holiness code and priestly
regulations that define Israel’s covenantal worship. The immediate literary context follows
the tragic deaths of Nadab and Abihu, Aaron’s sons, in chapter 10, underscoring the
seriousness of approaching God. The chapter is set in the wilderness sanctuary where the
tabernacle resides, and the key speaker is God, who instructs Moses to convey specific
rites to Aaron, the high priest. Historically, this chapter reflects the covenantal stipulations
given to Israel during their wilderness journey, emphasizing the need for a mediator to
maintain the purity of the people before a holy God.

Outline

The chapter unfolds in a structured sequence beginning with the prohibition against
entering the Holy of Holies at any time other than the appointed day, highlighting the
exclusivity of the ritual. It then details the preparatory actions Aaron must take, including
his garments and sacrifices. The narrative proceeds with the description of the sin
offerings, including the two goats—one for the Lord and one for Azazel—and the ritual of
laying hands to transfer the sins of Israel. The chapter concludes with instructions for the
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disposal of the sin offerings and the sanctification of the sanctuary, emphasizing the
restoration of holiness and the removal of impurity from the camp.

Verse-by-Verse Study

Verses 1-3: God commands Moses to instruct Aaron not to enter the Holy of Holies at will,
for death would result, underscoring the sacredness and danger of approaching God’s
presence improperly. This sets the tone for the exclusivity and solemnity of the Day of
Atonement.

Verses 4-10: Aaron is directed to prepare himself by bathing and dressing in special linen
garments distinct from his usual priestly robes. He is then to offer a bull as a sin offering
for himself and his household, followed by two goats for the people, one to be sacrificed
and the other sent away as the scapegoat, symbolically carrying away the sins of Israel.

Verses 11-19: The high priest enters the Holy of Holies with the blood of the bull and the
goat to make atonement for himself and the sanctuary. He sprinkles the blood on the
mercy seat and before it to cleanse the sacred space from impurity caused by the sins of
the people and the sanctuary itself.

Verses 20-22: Aaron lays his hands on the live goat, confessing the sins of Israel and
transferring them symbolically onto the goat. This goat is then sent away into the
wilderness, bearing the iniquities of the people, representing the removal of sin from the
community.

Verses 23-28: Instructions are given for the disposal of the sacrificial animals, including
the burning of the goat and the bull outside the camp, to prevent defilement. The chapter
closes with a reminder that these sacrifices are to make atonement for the sanctuary and
the people, purifying them from all their sins and uncleanness.

Key Themes

Holiness and Separation: The chapter emphasizes the absolute holiness of God and the
necessary separation between the divine and human sinfulness, requiring a special day
and ritual for atonement.

Mediation and Intercession: Aaron’s role as high priest highlights the need for a mediator
who can enter God’s presence on behalf of the people, illustrating the concept of
intercession.
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Sin and Atonement: The detailed sacrificial system reveals the seriousness of sin and the
provision God makes for its removal, both symbolically and ritually.

Substitution and Removal: The scapegoat ritual powerfully portrays the transfer of guilt
and the removal of sin from the community, a theme that resonates with the idea of
cleansing and renewal.

Cross-References

Hebrews 9:7-14 explains the significance of the high priest’s entrance into the Most Holy
Place and the blood of the sacrifices, clarifying the fulfillment of Leviticus 16 in the person
and work of Christ.

Numbers 29:7-11 outlines the annual observance of the Day of Atonement, confirming the
ongoing importance of the rituals described in Leviticus 16 for Israel’s worship life.

Isaiah 53:6 speaks to the bearing of iniquities by the suffering servant, paralleling the
scapegoat’s role in carrying away sin, deepening the understanding of substitutionary
atonement.

Exodus 30:10 describes the use of the blood on the altar of atonement, providing
background on the sacrificial system that Leviticus 16 elaborates upon.

Application

Modern believers can draw from Leviticus 16 a profound appreciation for the holiness of
God and the seriousness with which sin must be addressed. The chapter invites reflection
on the need for mediation and atonement, pointing to Christ as the ultimate high priest
who enters the heavenly sanctuary once for all. The symbolic removal of sin encourages
believers to live in continual repentance and cleansing, fostering a life marked by holiness
and dependence on God’s grace. Additionally, the communal aspect of atonement
challenges the church to intercede for one another and maintain purity within the body of
Christ.

Summary

Leviticus 16 meticulously outlines the Day of Atonement rituals, emphasizing the holiness
of God and the necessity of atonement to reconcile the people to Him. Through Aaron’s
unique role as high priest, the chapter reveals the gravity of sin and the divine provision
for purification via sacrificial blood and the scapegoat. This chapter serves as a
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foundational text for understanding mediation, substitution, and the removal of sin,
themes that resonate throughout Scripture and find their ultimate fulfillment in Christ’s
redemptive work. The careful procedures and solemn tone underscore the sacredness of
approaching God and the ongoing need for cleansing within the covenant community.
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