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Introduction: Life is like a rushing river that never stops. Sometimes it’s a roaring flood, 
occasionally a gentle stream, but mostly a blur where it’s hard to distinguish one day from 
another. That’s part of why God created the rhythms of life, with a seven-day cycle that 
included Sabbath rest and periodic festival days commemorating special moments to be 
celebrated with striking rituals that helped Israel remember God’s grace and mark the times 
of their lives with special pauses of communion and transcendence.  

In the spring, it was the feast of unleavened bread (Passover), and 50 days later, the feast of 
weeks (Pentecost). In the fall it was Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Sukkoth (trumpets, 
atonement, and tabernacles). Today I’d like for us to look at those fall festivals God instituted 
in Israel, because we’re right in the middle of high Jewish holy days: Rosh Hashanah 
(Sept.25-27) and Yom Kippur (Oct.4-5), so important among God’s people. We want to 
explore these significant Jewish feast days to see what insights and stimuli to faith we find in 
them. Rosh Hashanah means head of the year, biblically known as feast of trumpets (new 
year’s day on the civil calendar; the religious calendar started in the spring). In Judaism this 
day announces the beginning of a 10-day period of introspection and repentance that 
culminates in Yom Kippur (day of atonement). This means we can relate the function of 
this celebration to that of John the Baptist, whose ministry was to give a “wake-up call” to the 
Jews, exhorting them to prepare the way for the Messiah. We’ll take three approaches to 
understanding the day of atonement:   

1) It was the most important day of the Jewish year in their understanding of salvation (Lev. 
23:26-32). It was a day of “afflicting your soul,” which was a reference to fasting, and a day 
of rest with no work. The high priest had to offer sacrifices to atone for himself and his 
household, then for the people and the Holy Place, as well as for the altar. Then there was 
also the ceremony of the two goats: one for sacrifice and the other for being sent away into 
the desert (the “scapegoat”, Lev. 16).  

The most important place of atonement was the "mercy seat", the covering on the ark of the 
covenant (Heb. kappōreṯ), which was like God’s throne on earth. On the day of atonement 
this was the place where the blood of the sin offerings was brought and sprinkled, which 
happened only once a year. This was the only occasion when one of the Israelites was 
allowed to enter the Holy of Holies, and that was the high priest. But it was a symbolic 
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function, because Scripture affirms that God himself atones for sins (Ps. 65:3), because of 
His compassion (Ps. 78:38). God says in Isa. 43:25: “I, even I, am he who blots out your 
transgressions, for my own sake, and remembers your sins no more”; and in Isa. 
44:22: “I have swept away your offenses like a cloud, your sins like the morning mist.”  
If God could do that to our sins, why did Jesus have to come to earth and die?!  The place 
where our sins needed forgiveness and correction is here on earth, in the flesh, and our 
problem was deadly.  In Jesus, God was sending His own “power to forgive” to the earth, in 
His human person. On earth is where we had been enslaved by a usurper, and where we’ve 
made such a mess of our relationships and become paralyzed by unforgiveness!  All that 
tangle needed to be loosed, unknotted, unbound here on earth, and it was only as the Son 
of God bound Himself to our flesh that He would be able to loosen our fetters from within: 
incarnating and unleashing the power of His life in our very flesh –in our history– 
especially at the cross! That was the crowning moment of “Kingdom come!” Jesus was the 
personal and public incarnation of that mercy seat – in human form! 

2) So God was definitely there at the cross – He certainly wasn’t absent! – acknowledging 
what humanity did to Jesus as the fulfillment of the prophecy God Himself had built into 
the sacrificial system: that guilty men would take hold of an innocent lamb, lay their sinful 
hands on it, consider it as bearing all their wrongs, and slaughter it—exactly what humanity 
would later do to Jesus!  The Jewish nation had been rehearsing that prophetic ritual for 
centuries before actually carrying it out on the Lamb of God: arresting Him in all His 
innocence, laying their sinful hands on Him, blaming Him for all their ills, putting Him to 
death. The difference between their rehearsals and the real thing was that those lambs 
without spot or blemish had no witness to bear beyond a symbolic one; they were not 
moral agents, so they could not cleanse the conscience of anyone! (Heb.10:3-4: “those 
sacrifices were an annual reminder of sins.  It was impossible for the blood of bulls 
and goats to take away sins”). They could only represent the cleansing that was to come 
in the future when the Lamb of God appeared. Jesus, by contrast, bore witness to Who He 
was (He openly declared His identity before Caiaphas and Pilate, 1Tm. 6:13); then He 
actively forgave His executioners as they laid their hands on Him, blamed Him for all that 
was wrong in their lives, tortured and killed Him – just like in the rehearsal – and He actually 
forgave all who were implicated in that crime (both Romans and Jews), who in fact were 
representing all of us!  That’s how Jesus spent the whole process of His trial and crucifixion, 
because He was continually being sinned against (not virtually!), yet He bore those sins with 
dignity, love, and forgiveness, so that the one sacrifice was totally sufficient: He forgave the 
worst crime in history!  

God accepted Jesus’ self-sacrifice in the face of human violence as the “hattat” of Lev. 16:6, 
9,15. This word literally meant “sin, a sinful thing”; but by a linguistic process known as 
metonymy, it became a standard word for “sin offering.” When the Old Testament was 
translated into Greek, the word used was “hamartia,” which means sin. When Paul writes in 
2 Cor.5:21 that “God made him who knew no sin to be ‘sin’ for us,” the only possible 
sense is that God was acknowledging Jesus as the fulfillment of the sin offering, the 
prophetic ritual: He was sacrificing His life rather than destroying us as we deserved, living 
out His love for God with all His heart under the worst circumstances, and His love for fellow 
humans to the maximum degree. Jesus was the personal incarnation of the sin offering, 
so that anyone who believes in Him and calls on His name can truly be forgiven and 
cleansed of sin (1 Jn. 1:9). 
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3) When the Author of life came to earth as “one of us,” Scripture teaches that He also came 
to judge the earth (Ps. 98:9; 76:9 – OT sense of judge who defends and rescues; Ps. 72: 
King of kings who would judge his people with justice, which meant rescue them from their 
oppressors). Jesus pictured Himself as Judge of all mankind in Mt. 7:22, where He speaks of 
all people coming to Him to be judged on the “last day.” In Mc. 2:10 and Lk.7:48, He affirms 
His authority on earth as the Son of Man to forgive sins. In Jn. 5:22-27 it is the Father who 
has entrusted to the Son all authority to judge. Yet when He came to us personally as one of 
us, humanity took judgment into our own hands, putting God-in-the-flesh on trial and 
sentencing Him to death.  We judged the Judge of the universe as unfit to rule, becoming 
accomplices in the worst crime of all human history: not just homicide, but fratricide, 
regicide, and even deicide!   

We not only esteemed our Creator worthy of condemnation, but even made a mockery of 
His kingship: the Roman soldiers gave Him a purple robe for His majesty, a reed for a 
scepter, thorns for a crown, scoffing and ridicule for homage, and a cross for a throne. 
Every royal element is in place, except that it’s all twisted! Instead of despising it or giving us 
what we deserved, the King reigned from that throne and the Judge ruled in our favor: 
humbly accepting our sentence, He took on the full burden of our humanity, even mortality, 
dying like one of us; He bore our sins against Him, real ones, not virtual ones, with 
forbearance and dignity, declaring us “forgiven” multiple times as He died (Lk. 23:34, 2 Cor. 
5:19). 

Our Judge became our Advocate! Humanity collaborated with the minions of hell in order 
to carry out that assassination, and He chose to respond with what we needed: mercy and 
love. He was not defending us against God – He was representing God!  He was defending 
us against the accuser of humanity, our great adversary whom Scripture calls the prince of 
this world. Jesus knew the real enemy wasn’t flesh and blood!  He was enfleshing His 
forgiveness, historicizing His lovingkindness, humanizing His grace, making our healing 
accessible right there in that mercy seat made public by the torn veil (His own flesh). 
Jesus incarnated God’s forgiveness on our behalf (Col. 2:14), so that we can forgive 
those who sin against us. 

In 1972, South Vietnamese planes dropped a napalm bomb on a village occupied by the 
North Vietnamese, and when the clothes of a 9-year-old girl, Kim Phúc, caught on fire, she 
tore them off but was badly burned. A photographer captured the moment – with a heart-
wrenching photo that became a symbol of the Vietnam war – and immediately afterward, he 
helped her and other injured children get to a hospital in Saigon. It was determined that her 
burns were so severe she would probably not survive. After a 14-month hospital stay and 17 
surgical procedures including skin transplants, she was able to return home, but angry, bitter 
and full of hatred. The scars that covered 65% of her body were not only disfiguring – 
making her believe no one would ever love her – but they hurt intensely. Ten years later 
while in medical school, she discovered a Bible in a Saigon library and began reading it as 
she tried to make sense of what God meant in her life. She found relief by converting from 
her family’s native religion (syncretistic fusion of Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, Islam, 
and Christianity) to faith in Jesus. “Forgiveness freed me from hatred. I still have many scars 
on my body and severe pain most days but my heart is cleansed. Napalm is very powerful, 
but faith, forgiveness, and love are much more powerful.” She learned the meaning of 
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forgiveness through the Gospel, but had to deal with her enslavement to unforgiveness in 
order to be set free. 

Kim eventually left Vietnam to study in Cuba where she met and married her husband. The 
two managed to defect to the West when the plane returning them home refueled in 
Newfoundland. They made a new life in Canada, and in 1996 she was invited to speak 
about her experiences to several thousand Vietnam veterans in Washington DC. It was there 
she met the American pilot who coordinated the attack on her village. “He cried like a baby… 
couldn’t stop. He asked her over and over, ‘Can you forgive me?’ He told her, ‘Please, look 
at my eyes. Do you see the sorrow that I’ve carried for 24 years?’ And she told him, ‘Of 
course, I forgive you. That’s why I'm here.’” Then she just embraced him. Today she’s 
speaking out on behalf of Ukrainian children traumatized by war, because she knows that 
forgiveness is real, made human and accessible thanks to Jesus Christ. 


