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YOM KIPPUR (DAY OF ATONEMENT) 

 

Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) is historically the anniversary of Moses appealing to Adonai for the 

forgiveness of Israel after the Golden Calf debacle.  It is the one day a year that the sins of the nation (in 

a pre-Crucifixion world) can be brought to Adonai by the High Priest for mass repentance and blanket 

forgiveness.  It abrogates the sins of the past year.   

 

IN TEMPLE/TABERNACLE (Leviticus 16) 

 

ROLE OF THE PRIEST:  The High Priest did not wear his usual priestly vestments into the Holy of Holies.  It 

has been suggested that the gold on the usual garment might remind Adonai of the golden calf incident 

– not the thought we want to have between us and Adonai  when seeking His forgiveness!  The special 

Yom Kippur garment is white – representing purity.  Just as Moses ascended the Mount alone to ask 

Adonai’s forgiveness for Israel after the golden calf, so also the High Priest enters the Holy of Holies 

alone when HE seeks Adonai’s forgiveness for whatever sins Israel has committed since the previous 

Yom Kippur.  It is taught that Yom Kippur was the date of Moses’ appeal to Adonai, and that is why Israel 

was given a special Divine audience on that particular day each year.  [Note that since the Crucifixion, 

we can now approach Adonai (cloaked in Christ’s righteousness) any time we want.] 

 

For one week prior to Yom Kippur, the High Priest must be sequestered from his family (just as a groom 

is sequestered from his bride for a full week before a Jewish wedding).  He then had to immerse himself 

in ritual baptism before entering the Temple and wash his hands and feet an additional five times before 

entering the Temple to ensure his purity.  There were five times this process would take place 

throughout the day – before each encounter with Adonai.  This is because encountering Adonai would 

remind the priest of his failure to live completely holy, and he would rebaptize himself again in order to 

wash off any contaminating thought that may have entered his mind, making him unworthy of 

approaching his holy Adonai. 

 

The High Priest makes a sin offering (korban chatas) of a flawless bull and confess his own sins and those 

of his household, and the sins of the rest of the priests.  The bull must be his own, not purchased with 

“public funds.”  After atoning for the priesthood’s sins, he can then offer a goat as a sacrifice for the sins 

of the nation.    

 

He also symbolically lays the sins of the nation on the Azazel goat – a second goat which is released into 

the desert to carry off the sins of the people.  Some less reliable translations mistranslate this 

“scapegoat,” but it is not wrongly blamed for sin, as that translation would imply; it is an innocent 

animal which is given the honor of carrying off the sins of others.  There is never any question that the 



goat is innocent; that is known by all.  Animals do not have free will, and thus cannot be guilty of sin.  

Note that the original command was NOT to send it over a cliff or in any other way to cause its death (as 

was the later practice); it was to be released into the desert alive (Leviticus 16:10).  The rabbis of the 

Maccabbean era (about 186 BCE) wondered what would happen if the Azazel wandered back into the 

camp, and so they ordered that it be run off a cliff – in violation of the instruction given by Adonai in the 

Torah.  The earliest extant text of the “Lord’s Prayer” reflects the original intent:  “May our sins be 

carried far away from us” (later texts change it to “forgive us our debts/trespasses”). 

 

ROLE OF THE WORSHIPPER:  Reform Jews wear a white shroud with no pockets on Yom Kippur  as a 

reminder that we cannot carry our sins with us into heaven.  This often inspires people to attempt to 

reconcile with Adonai as well as their fellow imagebearers.  Our status as imagebearers, in part, requires 

us to take part in “tikkun olam” (repairing this sinsick world), and that begins with repairing our broken 

relationships with each other and with Adonai.    

 

We also fast all day (sunset to sunset), and we perform a litany of special prayers.  [Note that Jews do 

not typically pray spontaneously; they almost always pray only prescribed prayers.] 

 

ROLE OF ADONAI: Adonai’s role in this event is primarily to accept the sacrifice on behalf of His people 

and forgive their sins… but historically, He has also provided a visible sign of His acceptance of the Yom 

Kippur sacrifice.   

 

The Miracle of the Crimson Strip 
The second miracle concerns the crimson strip or cloth tied to the Azazel goat. A portion of this red cloth 
was also removed from the goat and tied to the Temple door. Each year the red cloth on the Temple 
door turned white as if to signify the atonement of another Yom Kippur was acceptable to the Lord.  This 
happened without fail every year, about 200 years in a row.  This traditional practice is linked to Israel 
confessing its sins and ceremonially placing this nation's sin upon the Azazel goat. The sin was then 
removed by this goat's death. Sin was represented by the red color of the cloth (the color of blood). But 
the cloth remained crimson that is, Israel's sins were not being pardoned and "made white." 
 
As God told Israel through Isaiah the prophet: 
''Come, let us reason together, says the LORD: though your sins be as scarlet [crimson], they shall be 

white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as [white] wool'' (Isaiah 1:18). 

 
 
The Miracle of the Crimson Strip suddenly stopped occurring in 30 CE.   
This annual event happened for over 200 years until 30 CE when the cloth then remained crimson each 
year to the time of the Temple's destruction. This undoubtedly caused much stir and consternation 
among the Jews. But unlike Temple sacrifices or the Yom Kippur events (as detailed above) where sin is 
only covered over for a time, the Messianic sacrifice comes with the promise of forgiveness of sins 
through grace given by God to those who accept a personal relationship with Messiah. This is essentially 
a one-time event for each person's lifetime and not a continual series of annual observances and animal 
sacrifices. The mechanism providing forgiveness of sin changed in 30 CE. 
 
 



In 30 CE, several aspects of the Yom Kippur sacrifice failed to function.  The Babylonian Talmud records, 

"Our rabbis taught: During the last forty years before the destruction of the Temple the lot ['For the 

Lord'] did not come up in the right hand; nor did the crimson-colored strap become white; nor did the 

western most light shine; and the doors of the Hekel [Temple] would open by themselves" (Soncino 

version, Tractate Yoma 39b).  The Jerusalem Talmud gives the same report.   

 

The Crimson Strip miracle was replaced with three new ones: 

 

The Miracle of the Lots 
 
The first of these miracles concerns a random choosing of the "lot" which was cast on the Day of 
Atonement (Yom Kippur). The lot chosen determined which of two goats would be "for the Lord" and 
which goat would be the "Azazel" or "scapegoat." During the two hundred years before 30 CE, when the 
High Priest picked one of two stones, again this selection was governed by chance, and each year the 
priest would select a black stone as often as a white stone.  
 
But forty years in a row, beginning in 30 CE, the High Priest always picked the black stone! The odds 
against this happening are astronomical (2 to the 40th power). In other words, the chances of this 
occurring are 1 in approximately 5,479,548,800 or about 5.5 billion to one!  
 
The lot for Azazel, the black stone, contrary to all the laws of chance, came up 40 times in a row from 30 
to 70 AD! This was considered a dire event and signified something had fundamentally changed in this 
Yom Kippur ritual. This casting of lots is also accompanied by yet another miracle. 
 
The Miracle of the Temple Menorah 
 
On that same Yom Kippur, the most important lamp of the seven-branched Menorah in the Temple 
went out, and would not shine. Every night for 40 years (over 12,500 nights in a row) the main lamp of 
the Temple lampstand (menorah) went out of its own accord no matter what attempts and precautions 
the priests took to safeguard against this event! 
 
The Miracle of the Temple Doors 
 
The Temple doors swung open every night of their own accord. This occurred for forty years, beginning 
in 30 CE.   The leading Jewish authority of that time, Yohanan ben Zakkai, declared that this was a sign of 
impending doom, that the Temple itself would be destroyed. 
The Jerusalem Talmud states: 
 

"Said Rabban Yohanan Ben Zakkai to the Temple, 'O Temple, why do you frighten us? We know 
that you will end up destroyed. For it has been said, 'Open your doors, O Lebanon, that the fire 
may devour your cedars' " (Zechariah 11:1; Sota 6:3). 

 
Yohanan Ben Zakkai was the leader of the Jewish community during the time following the destruction 
of the Temple in 70 CE, when the Jewish government was transferred to Jamnia, some thirty miles west 
of Jerusalem. 
The Temple was no longer just a place for High Priests alone, but the doors swung open for all to enter 
the Lord's house of worship. 



 

A change in the sin-atonement economy had taken place, a change admitted to even by the Jewish 

rabbis.  Adonai was no longer accepting the sacrificial system.  They continued to make their annual 

sacrifice every year until the Temple’s destruction in 70 CE, but the same signs of non-acceptance were 

there year after year.  Of course, we know what that change was.  The Jewish Messiah Yeshua’s 

undeserved (and thus sacrificial) crucifixion had taken place about 5 months earlier at Passover of that 

year – April 5, 30 CE.   The ultimate Sacrifice ending the need for any further (inferior) sacrifices had 

been made and accepted by Adonai.  

 

IN ABSENCE OF TEMPLE (Post-70 CE) 

 

Since there is no longer any Temple, priest, or sacrificial system, Yom Kippur can no longer be observed 

as it was during the Temple era.  The rabbis knew, however, that it did not cease to be observed after 

the destruction of the first Temple and have followed the Bible in continuing to observe it as it was 

between the first Temple era and the second.  The sacrifices were replaced with specific prayers and 

acts of “tzedekah” (righteousness or charity).  [Note that the Ethiopian Falasha (Beta Israel) have their 

own Temple and still practice the full sacrificial system, but for all other Jews, these substitutions are 

made.] 

 

Every night at midnight for 30 days preceding Yom Kippur, prayers asking for forgiveness are offered.  

These are called “slihoth” prayers. 

 

A righteous person’s own sufferings (tzaakah) are also considered a substitute for  purposes of 

atonement.  In ancient times, righteous Jews would inflict upon themselves 39 malkoth, or “stripes.”  

This was the Jewish corporal punishment for any sin in the days between the two Temples and even had 

some carryover into Second Temple Judaism.  The Apostle Paul received this punishment at least five 

times. 

 

Study of the Torah is another substitute (and for many Jews, study of the Talmud as well). 

 

The day preceding Yom Kippur, there is a large feast in preparation of the following day’s fast.  On Yom 

Kippur, every Israelite over age 12 is required to fast except for the dangerously ill.  The fast opens with 

a somber prayer of forgiveness called the Kol Nidrei (all vows).  You can find recordings of this prayer on 

youtube if you wish to hear it.  It expresses a deep consciousness of our inability to keep in full our vows, 

promises, and obligations to Adonai.  It recognizes that no matter how conscientious we are, we are 

always “on the debit side” in our relationship to Adonai. 

 

MESSIANIC OBSERVANCE 

 

Those who recognize that the Messiah has already made the ultimate atoning sacrifice observe Yom 

Kippur differently.  Christ‟s sacrifice covered all original sin, and all deliberate sins of anyone who 

accepts His sacrifice… but we still need to repent, observe a time of mourning over our sin, and a time of 



seeking the Lord - for those that truly desire to obey Adonai , it is an opportunity to observe a time 

appointed by Adonai.   

 

Christians debate about whether or not Believers should fast, but Messianic Judaism views fasting as a 

way to sensitize our spirits to the heart of Adonai.  Fasting expresses our humble desire to draw closer to 

Adonai.  It is a picture of the coming time of reconciliation with our holy Adonai.  Denying ourselves food 

is also a tangible reminder of our dependence on Adonai for everything.  It helps us remember how 

temporary and fragile our physical existence in our present bodies is.  By the end of the fast, the stomach 

is testifying to that fact, and our pridefulness is broken so that we can approach Adonai in a state of 

humility. 

 

Many will also pray for the salvation of Israel on this fast day, since Romans 10:1 says our deepest desire 

and prayer to Adonai should be for Israel‟s salvation.  During the last hour of sunlight, we sing the Neilah 

(closing) service ending it with the Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4-5).  The Shema affirms that Adonai is the 

sole sovereign over our lives and over the entire universe, and is a pledge to dedicate our lives wholly to 

serving Him.  “Hear, O Israel, Adonai is our Adonai; Adonai the One and Only.  And you shall love Adonai 

your Adonai with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength” (translation from the Hebrew 

Masoretic Text).   

 

At sunset, we break our fast with challah bread and wine, rejoicing over Adonai‟s plan of salvation.  The 

evening ends as do all the feasts – with the exclamation „Lashana Haba biYerushalayim’ (Next year in 

Jerusalem!) followed by a shofar blast. 

 

Yom Kippur is not just about abrogating past sins, however.  It also has a forward-looking aspect.  Some 

commentators believe that Satan is bound on each Yom Kippur, preventing him from tempting Adonai’s 

people on this one day a year.  Acts 27:9 reports that “sailing was now dangerous because the Fast was 

over,” referring to the Day of Atonement (suggesting that Satan was no longer bound).    

 

Yom Kippur pictures the removal of the primary cause of sin – Satan and his demons (Revelation 20:1-3).  

Satan is the great deceiver who influences humankind to disobey Adonai, but his days of negative 

influence are numbered.  Just before the inception of the Millennial Kingdom, Satan will be bound, 

unable to interfere with humanity for a thousand years.  Complete global reconciliation with Adonai will 

for the first time since the fall be possible, because there will be no tempter.  Without temptation, there 

is no sin.  After Armageddon (the final battle between good and evil), a defeated Satan will be forever 

locked away, along with his demons, in the lake of fire.  This is something that every member of the 

Judaeo-Christian faith can celebrate!  Thanks to the death and resurrection of OUR High Priest Messiah 

Yeshua (Hebrews 9:11-12)… Yom Kippur is NOT just for Jews anymore. 

 


