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I. The Goat Bookends of Lent 

 

Our story begins in Leviticus 16, on the first high and holy Day of Atonement. All Israel gathers 

around the Tabernacle; and on this day Aaron, the high priest, will enter the Most Holy Place and 

stand before the throne of God. Much is done just to prepare the high priest for this short journey; 

and once he is cleansed, the ceremony continues. And as it continues, two goats are brought before 

him.  

 

The first goat doesn't last very long. It is not to blame for anything; but it is the sin offering, so the 

high priest quickly sacrifices it and collects its blood. He carries the blood through the Holy Place, 

past the curtain and into the Most Holy Place. There, he approaches the Ark of the Covenant and 

pours the blood out on its cover, the mercy seat. Why? Because God commands this sacrifice for the 

forgiveness of the people: "So he shall make atonement for the Holy Place, 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" 

(Lev. 16:16). That poured-out blood covers the sins of the people before God; and because their 

transgressions are removed, the Lord remains present with them. 

 

The high priest comes out and lays his hands on the second goat. He doesn't kill it, though; with his 

hands on the animal's head, he confesses upon it all the sins of the people of Israel. By speaking 

them, he loads them on the goat; the goat hasn't sinned, but he now bears the sins of all the people. 

He is the scapegoat, given the blame for the guilt of others. Even so, this goat isn't killed. The high 

priest entrusts him to a suitable man, and the man drives the goat out into the wilderness, far, far 

away from camp. That goat is then turned loose, to live in that uninhabited desert among whatever 

wild beasts there may be. One thing's for sure: The scapegoat is far enough away that he will never 

bring his load of sins back to camp. They're gone. 

 

The two goats of the Day of Atonement have one message for the people: They are forgiven. They 

are forgiven because one blameless goat has borne their sins away into the wilderness, never to be 

seen again; and they are forgiven because the other blameless goat has been sacrificed so that its 

blood might be presented to the Lord. 

 

Both goats point to forgiveness; which means that both goats point to Jesus. 

 

Fresh from His Baptism, the Lord Jesus is tempted in the wilderness. But not so fast! Remember: At 

His Baptism, the Lord is baptized just like all those sinners around them; there, the burden of the sins 

of the world is placed upon Him. What happens then? St. Mark says, "Immediately the Spirit drove 

Him out into the wilderness." A world's worth of sin is loaded on Jesus, and the Spirit drives Him 

into the wilderness among the wild animals. Just like the scapegoat. 
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Jesus is not alone in the wilderness: Satan meets Him there. For forty days, the Accuser tempts Him 

to set down the load of sin and opt for comfort, glory and power. Let the people suffer for their own 

sins; You don't deserve this. But the Lord is faithful to His Father's will. He rejects the devil's 

attractive temptations and faithfully bears our sins. In doing so, He defeats the devil already: If He 

doesn't set down our sins, then the devil can't pick them up and bring them back to accuse us. That's 

right: He doesn't resist temptation just because He is the Son of God. He is doing this for you. 

 

He keeps that load of sin and denies the devil because He is not one goat, but two. He goes into the 

wilderness, but He comes back. He comes back because He is also the sin offering. He's the perfect 

sacrifice for His Father in heaven. His holy, innocent blood is shed and poured out on the mercy seat 

of the cross. When Abraham was about to sacrifice Isaac, the Lord spared Abraham's only son and 

provided a ram instead. For God's only-begotten Son, though, there is no substitute. He is the ram. 

He is the goat. He is the Lamb of God. 

 

Between the wilderness and the cross, Jesus preaches. He goes to Galilee and declares, "The time 

has been fulfilled and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe the Gospel." 

 

The time has been fulfilled and the kingdom of God is at hand: "For centuries, you've offered 

sacrifices to atone for your sins before God. But all those years of sacrifices have been to point to 

Me. The time is fulfilled, and the Sacrifice is about to be made." 

 

Repent: "You've given in to temptation. You've sinned, and so you face the wrath of God. Such 

temptation and sin would drive you to despair and death, but it need not be. Confess those sins for 

what they are, and trust in Me. In other words…" 

 

Believe in the Gospel: "Believe in Me. Believe this, that I've borne your sins into the wilderness, and 

I've defeated the devil there. He's in no shape, ever, to carry your sins back to you. That's why you 

can confess them with confidence, knowing that nothing will ever separate you from the love of 

God. Who can condemn you now? It is God who justifies. 

 

"And God justifies you, because I'm not done. I'm not setting down the load of your sin now. Now 

that I've beaten the devil in the wilderness, I'm going to be the sin offering. I'm going to offer the 

perfect sacrifice to My Father in heaven, so that your sins might be atoned for, covered and gone 

forever." 

 

These are the bookends of Lent-how this season begins and ends. It begins with Jesus, the scapegoat, 

driven out into the wilderness. It ends with Jesus, the sin-offering goat, shedding His blood to atone 

for the sins of the world. It proclaims to you the Passion, the suffering of the Lord; and it prepares 

you for the joy of His resurrection on Easter Day. 

 

It proclaims to you and prepares you, because it is all done for you. 

 

II. Your Atonement 

 

You face temptation every day, and you don't resist it perfectly like Jesus does. This is why, as we 

heard in the weekly catechesis last week (Christian Questions and Their Answers), we are to 

examine ourselves according to the Ten Commandments. 
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The 4th Commandment is enough: Have you honored and obeyed your parents as you should? Have 

you made fun of rulers-at the city, state or federal level? Do you respect all of your teachers, or 

mock them behind their back? Do you appreciate the police officer who enforces the school zone, or 

grumble that he's slowing you down? 

 

How about the 6th Commandment? Do you find yourself glued to lusty visions on TV, enjoying the 

stupid sexual innuendo that claims to be good comedy? Do you entertain thoughts you should not? 

Do you honor your spouse in thought, word and deed if you are married? Do you honor celibacy in 

thought, word and deed if you are not? 

 

There's always the 8th Commandment. When you hear this rumor or that, do you dismiss them or 

believe them? Do you put the best construction on things, or do you imagine the worst and spread 

that story? 

 

Those are just three of the easier commandments-the second table. We haven't yet mentioned the 

first table, commandments 1-3. Do you fear God's wrath and love His mercy as you ought? Do you 

keep His name holy and pray as you should? Do you meditate upon His Word and always keep His 

commands? Are you paying attention to this sermon-or did that question just pull you back from a 

daydream? 

 

Oh, daily we sin much and deserve His judgment. 

 

To add a bit more insult to injury, consider this: C. S. Lewis suggests that you don't really know 

what it means to be really tempted. Why? Because the one who gives into temptation right away isn't 

tempted very much. The one who resists temptation is tempted more before he gives in. To really 

understand temptation, you must resist all temptation always, because then you are truly subjected to 

its full force. When the sinner says, "That temptation was too much for me," he displays how weak 

he truly is, because he has not resisted all that much.  

 

Subjected to temptation, you daily sin much. You therefore stand under the wrath of God, and you 

don't have enough blood to cover your sins. 

 

That is why, on the first Sunday of Lent, we always return to the temptation of Jesus in the 

wilderness. For one thing, Jesus understands temptation far better than you or I ever will, because He 

was in all points tempted as we are, yet was without sin (Heb. 4:15). He does this to be our Savior. 

 

This is important, so key to understanding the temptation of our Lord. Jesus does not endure and 

resist temptation to set an example, to show us that it can be done. Too often this is how this text is 

preached: "Jesus did it, so can you." But born in sin and constantly plagued by the devil, the world 

and your sinful flesh, there is no way that you can resist temptation perfectly. If the point of Jesus' 

temptation is that you must perfectly imitate Him to be saved, then you will only find despair. You 

can't do it. That's why Jesus did it for you-to do it perfectly, and to give you the credit for His perfect 

work. 

 

He does this on the way to the cross, where He sheds His blood for you; and by His death your life is 

won. Now, the Father looks upon His repentant people and says, "When I look upon you, I don't see 

your sins-the many times you gave into temptation and followed the devil's whispers. I don't see any 
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of that because My Son has switched with you. He's taken your load of sin onto Himself, and He's 

given you the credit for His perfect obedience and resistance to temptation. You're forgiven, because 

I see no sin on you that you should be judged." 

 

That's why Jesus goes into the wilderness. Carrying your load of sin, He resists temptation and gives 

you the credit for it. Then the Scapegoat returns to be the perfect sacrifice. His blood cleanses you 

from all of your sins (I John 1:7). 

 

You are tempted. Some temptations you identify, fight tooth-and-nail, and still give in. Others come 

so naturally that you've sinned before you know it, or perhaps don't know it. So what shall you do 

this day? Hear this Word of the Lord: "The time has been fulfilled and the kingdom of God is near. 

Repent and believe in the Gospel." 

 

The time has been fulfilled; and "when the fullness of the time had come, God sent forth His Son, 

born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, that we might 

receive the adoption as sons" (Gal 3:4-5). The price has been paid for your sins. 

 

The Kingdom of God is near-near to you. The Lord adopts you, brings you into His kingdom, by the 

forgiveness of sins. He visits you with this forgiveness by His Word and Sacraments. Are you 

tempted to believe that He has not adopted you? Then remember your Baptism, because there the 

Lord came near and made you His. Are you tempted to believe that the Lord no longer opposes sin? 

He draws near in His Law and declares to you the danger of iniquity. Are you tempted to believe that 

forgiveness is beyond your grasp? He draws near in His Gospel, declares His cross and forgiveness 

for you in His words of Holy Absolution. Are you tempted to believe that He has forgotten you? He 

draws near to you and places His body and blood into your mouth, for the forgiveness of sins. Oh, 

yes: The kingdom of God is near you, that you might have salvation. 

 

Therefore, repent and believe the Gospel. Turn from the devil's lies and confess the truth: You can't 

do it, but Jesus did. You couldn't resist temptation, so He did it for you. You couldn't atone for your 

sins, so He shed His blood instead. God did not spare His own Son, but offered Him up for your sins. 

The perfect sacrifice has been made, and your atonement is complete. 

 

This is the Gospel that, by the grace of God, you rejoice to believe in: You are forgiven for all of 

your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


