Two Goats, One Atonement
Sin Covered and Carried Away
The Day of Atonement stands as the most solemn and theologically rich moment in Israel's worship calendar. Unlike the daily sacrifices described earlier in Leviticus, this annual event addressed not just individual sins but the accumulated guilt of the entire nation. At the center of this ritual were two goats-one sacrificed and one released. Together, they present a complete picture of how God deals with sin: it must be both paid for and removed. These two actions, separated in symbol under the Old Covenant, are perfectly united in Jesus Christ under the New.
One Sacrificed: Atonement Through Blood
The first goat was selected "for the Lord" and offered as a sin sacrifice (Leviticus 16:9). Its blood was taken by the high priest into the Most Holy Place and sprinkled on the mercy seat. This act accomplished several things:
· It satisfied God's justice by acknowledging that sin requires death.
· It purified the sanctuary, which had been symbolically defiled by the people's sins.
· It maintained the covenant relationship between God and Israel.
This goat represents substitution. An innocent life is given in place of the guilty. However, while this sacrifice provided atonement, it did not visibly demonstrate the removal of sin. The people were forgiven, but the question remained: what happened to their sin?
One Released: The Removal of Sin
The second goat, often called the scapegoat, completed the picture. After placing his hands on the goat's head and confessing the sins of the people, the high priest sent it away into the wilderness (Leviticus 16:21-22). This action symbolized:
· The transfer of the nation's sins onto the animal
· The removal of those sins from the community
· The separation of the people from their guilt
Unlike the first goat, this one was not killed at the altar. Instead, it carried sin into a desolate place, never to return. This gave the people a powerful visual assurance: their sins were not only forgiven-they were gone.
Why Two Goats?
The use of two goats highlights two essential aspects of atonement:
1. Payment for sin - justice must be satisfied
1. Removal of sin - guilt must be taken away
Daily sacrifices addressed personal sin and emphasized substitutionary death, but they did not portray the full removal of sin in such a vivid way. The Day of Atonement, performed once a year, brought both elements together in a single, unified ritual.
Yet even this was incomplete. The ceremony had to be repeated every year, revealing that it was symbolic and temporary. The sins of the people were not permanently erased but ceremonially covered and carried away in anticipation of a greater solution.
Fulfilled in Christ: One Savior, Two Roles
The New Testament reveals that Jesus fulfills both aspects of the Day of Atonement in one person.
As the sacrificed goat, He offers His own blood for sin:
· A once-for-all sacrifice (Hebrews 10:10)
· A perfect and sufficient atonement
As the scapegoat, He bears sin away completely: "He Himself bore our sins in His body on the cross" (I Peter 2:24)
Sin is not merely covered but removed permanently
What was divided into two symbolic actions under the Old Covenant is unified in Christ. He both pays the penalty and removes the guilt. There is no need for repetition, no lingering question about sin's status. In Him, forgiveness is complete.
Why This Matters
The two goats teach us that forgiveness is more than a legal transaction-it is a total restoration. Many people live as though their sins are forgiven but still carry the burden of guilt. The Day of Atonement reminds us that God's intention is not only to forgive but to remove sin entirely.
In Christ, we do not stand before God as merely pardoned criminals but as cleansed and restored children. The sin that once separated us has been both judged and taken away. This gives believers confidence, freedom from guilt, and assurance of full reconciliation with God.
