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I. The Day of Atonement 

 

Picture yourself as an Old Testament Israelite, following Moses through the wilderness. Would you 

like to draw near to God? His Real Presence is close by: He's just behind the thick veil, the curtain 

that blocks the Holy of Holies. Would you like to commune with Him there? It's really quite simple. 

Answer the following questions; and if you answer all of them with a "yes," then you may proceed. 

 

Can you see? 

Can you walk without a limp? 

Are your arms equally long? 

Are your legs equally long? 

Are you free from scars and blemishes? 

Are you free from sickness? 

Are you a Levite? 

Are you a descendant of Aaron? 

Are you a man? 

Are you a priest? 

Are you the high priest? 

Is it the tenth day of the seventh month? 

Have you avoided everything that is unclean? 

Have you washed yourself in water today? 

Have you put on the correct linen garment? 

Have you slaughtered the right sacrifice, one goat and one bull? 

Do you hold in your hands a basin of sacrificial blood? 

 

If all of these questions could be answered yes, then you would be ready to go behind the curtain, 

past the veil and into the presence of God. Even so, history tells us that you would enter with a cord 

tied around your ankle, so that your body could be pulled out if the Lord were displeased with you 

and struck you down. 

 

So, this isn't the sort of communion you had in mind? It's rather intimidating and terrifying, right 

down to the basin of blood and the possibility of death. It sounds like a very, very closed 

communion. It sounds like God stipulated a whole lot of requirements for coming into His presence. 

 

Now, here's the kicker: What was this terrifying ritual for? The forgiveness of sins. Once a year, on 

the tenth day of the seventh month, the high priest would slaughter an appropriate animal. He would 

take its blood in a basin, enter the Holy of Holies, and pour it out before the Lord. Because the 

sacrifice was made, and because the blood was shed and given, the Lord declared that He would not 
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hold the sins of the people against them. This was the Day of Atonement. 

 

So, here was the message of that day: God is holy, and you are not. Therefore, stay away from Him 

and don't draw near. However, if he follows the rules, the high priest can enter in to present a 

sacrifice-only him and only once a year. Because of that sacrifice, the Lord will declare you 

forgiven.  

 

The Day of Atonement was an awesome day that highlighted the peoples' sin, the Lord's holiness, 

and His forgiveness. 

 

So here's the question: Why all the requirements? Why did it have to be the high priest and no one 

else? Was the Lord anti-Woman? Anti-Gentile? Anti-handicapped? He certainly laid down a lot of 

conditions for the priest who would make the sacrifice and enter into His presence on behalf of the 

people. Why so many careful stipulations? 

Here's the answer: The requirements were so strict because the high priest was a walking, talking 

prophecy. By his person and by his actions, the high priest pointed to someone greater than he. All 

of the Day of Atonement did more than announce forgiveness: It pointed to Jesus Christ. The Savior 

would be a man, free from sin, sickness, blemish and broken bone. Like the high priest, He would 

offer the Sacrifice for sin. And like the goat and bull, He would shed His blood and present it to the 

Father. Because Jesus the Priest offered Himself as the Sacrifice for your sins, God declares that you 

are forgiven for them. And, even now, Jesus (your High Priest) dwells in the Holy of Holies in 

heaven, sitting at the right hand of His Father-and interceding for you. 

 

The requirements of who could enter the Holy of Holies were so strict because the one who did so 

pointed to Jesus. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Day of Atonement. Apart from Him, no one could 

ever come into God's presence and live-least of all for eternity.  

 

That's why only one man could enter God's presence once a year. It symbolized that only Jesus 

would sacrifice Himself for the sins of the world once for all. You couldn't fulfill the requirements to 

enter into God's presence, so Jesus did. And because He has sacrificed Himself for you, you can now 

have communion with God. Listen to this very good news from the epistle for this evening. 

 

II. Holy Communion 

It's against the backdrop of the Day of Atonement, and Christ's fulfillment of it, that Hebrews 10:19-

22 is written: Therefore, brethren, having boldness to enter the Holiest by the blood of Jesus, by a 

new and living way which He consecrated for us, through the veil, that is, His flesh, and having a 

High Priest over the house of God, let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, having 

our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water.  

 

Did you hear what it said about us and the presence of God? "Let us draw near with a true heart in 

full assurance of faith." You can now enter into communion with God. 

 

Why can you commune with God? Because Jesus has made the Sacrifice, shedding His blood so that 

we might be forgiven. 

 

How can you commune with God? By Jesus' flesh and Jesus' blood. He gave His body and shed His 

blood on the cross as a sacrifice to His Father; now He gives His body and blood as a Sacrament to 
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you. This new and living way is the New Testament, given and shed for you for the remission of 

sins. In the Old Testament, the message of the Day of Atonement was, "Before the Fall into sin, God 

walked with man in the Garden of Eden. But now, stay away because of your sinfulness. However, 

because blood is shed, God will still forgive you." Now that Christ has come, He says, "I have shed 

My blood and purchased forgiveness for you. Draw near." In the Lord's Supper that we celebrate 

tonight, the communion that happens is not so much communing with each other; that is incidental. 

What matters is that you come into the presence of God. Apart from God, there is only sin, death and 

condemnation. In His presence, there is forgiveness of sins, life and salvation. In His presence is 

fullness of joy. 

 

It is no great mystery, then, why the temple veil was torn in two, top to bottom, when Jesus died. 

The message of the veil was, "Stay away, for I am holy!" On account of Christ, God the Father now 

declares, "I forgive you, so draw near." 

 

I have told you nothing that you do not know already about the connection between the Day of 

Atonement and Holy Communion. Or, at least, I have told you nothing that you haven't sung before. 

Listen carefully and ponder the truth proclaimed in [TLH] Hymn 307: 

 

Draw nigh and take the body of the Lord, 

And take the holy blood for you outpoured 

Offered was He for greatest and for least; 

Himself the Victim and Himself the Priest. 

 

What a wondrous mystery and gift we celebrate tonight, this Lord's Supper. It is one of the means of 

grace by which He says, "Draw near." It is why all the service builds up to Holy Communion. In 

fact, how does the invitation to the Confession of Sins begin? "Beloved in the Lord, let us draw near 

with a true heart and confess our sins unto God our Father…." We draw near and confess our sin, so 

that-absolved-we might draw near to Him in full assurance of faith for the forgiveness of sins.  

 

That is what this Meal is about-the forgiveness of sins. That is what the Lord's bids His Supper be 

about, and we dare not treat it any other way. Therefore, there is Law to be preached.  

 

There is, on the one hand, the very real temptation of dismissing this Supper as a common meal, for 

we partake of it often. The Day of Atonement was a most important day, and happened only once a 

year; but this Supper we have tonight is far better, for by it the Lord draws you near to Him. 

 

There is also the matter of being prepared. Remember what happened if someone unprepared would 

enter the Holy of Holies in the Old Testament, and take care to be well-prepared indeed. 

 

Are you baptized? If not, then you are not ready. That washing comes before the Supper, before you 

pass through that veil into the presence of God. Are you repentant of all of your sin? If not, then you 

are not ready. This Supper is about forgiveness of sins; if you do not desire forgiveness for them, 

then you misuse this Meal and count it a common thing. Do you believe that Christ is really present 

in that meal-His body and blood in, with and under that bread and wine? If you do not, then you are 

unprepared. You see, if His body and blood aren't there, neither is the forgiveness of sins or 

communion with God-so why come anyway? But He is present there, and to deny His presence is to 

insult the Spirit of grace. Do you confess a different faith than the faith that is confessed here? Then 

you are unprepared for this altar. To commune here is to acknowledge that what is taught here is 
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true; the Word preached from the pulpit must be the same Word who is present in this Meal. Thus, 

by your partaking, you would be making a false confession before God and man. 

 

If you find that you are not prepared, then wait before coming to this Supper, lest you receive it to 

your judgment. 

 

On the other hand, are you guilty of sin and troubled of conscience? Are you utterly aware that you 

deserve God's wrath and punishment, rather than mercy and life? Are you sorry for your sin and in 

need of forgiveness? Do you find yourself to be a wretched sinner unworthy of the Lord's help? Do 

you see how, from the curse of sin, your body and blood are failing? Then this meal is for you. 

Remember why Jesus gave this Supper-for the forgiveness of sins. If you are in need of forgiveness 

and strength, He bids you to come to His table. The menu is established and the promise is certain: 

Here you will receive the forgiveness of sins. And where there is the forgiveness of sins, there is also 

life and salvation. 

 

This is a profound mystery, but a wonderful means of grace. Apart from God, we were lost and 

condemned. By the Day of Atonement, the Lord announced that the Savior would come. Your 

Savior has come. And on the night He was betrayed, He took bread; and when He had given thanks 

He brake it and gave it to them saying, "Take, eat, this is My body, which is given for you. This do 

in remembrance of Me". After the same manner also, He took the cup when He had supped; and 

when He had given thanks He said to them, "Drink ye all of it. This cup is the New Testament in My 

blood, which is shed for you for the remission of sins. This do, as often as ye drink it, in 

remembrance of Me." 

 

With these words, He invites, "Draw near. Not just one individual, but you. Not just once a year, but 

often. The price has been paid for your salvation. That iniquity which would separate you from Me 

is taken away." Therefore, dear brothers and sisters in Christ, Draw near. Draw near in full assurance 

and glad certainty, because you are forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the 

Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


