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My first international travel experience was almost a huge bust...before I even left United 
States soil. For months a friend and I had been planning our trip to Italy. We would go to 
Rome, Naples, Pompei, Assisi, Sorento, and then back to Rome. We wanted to see all the 
sites, the ancient Roman ruins, the churches, the places where St. Francis lives. It would 
be such an amazing trip! Except an hour or so into my flight from Sacramento to Chicago I 
was in a panic. 
 
Just a few hours before I was sitting at my departure gate in Sacramento, I had just one 
bag with me: a backpack that had everything I would need. I had also slipped my passport 
and that annoying travel belt that your mom tells you to buy but then you never actually 
wear, well I had slipped both of those things in there.  
 
And then...then they came on the intercom and began to talk about how full the flight was 
and how, if you were in one of the later boarding groups, you could conveniently check 
your bag all the way to your final destination. Which in my case was a layover in Germany. 
So I did. Except I forgot to take my passport back out and put it in my pocket. 
 
So there I sat at 30,000 feet. Absolutely panicked because one must pass through 
passport control before one picks up one’s luggage. but one can’t pass through passport 
control without one’s passport. All that time. All that planning. All that money. And I would 
be missing the one thing that would grant me access.   

 
In the Garden of Eden humanity lost this very thing: access. Our first parents, disobedient 
to the law of God, were banished from the Garden and from God’s presence. And when 
they were put out from the Garden, cut off from the Tree of Life, and were kept out by 
angels guarding God’s perfect creation. And ever since the hearts of humanity have 
longed to get this kind of access back. We’ve longed to be welcomed back into God’s 
presence...to reclaim that intimate relationship with Him who created us and loves us. We 
want that access!  

-- 
We’re in a sermon series on the book of Leviticus called Shadows of a Savior. The Old 
Testament, and especially the book of Leviticus, is filled with shadows. Shadows which 
point us to the good things which God has in store for us...the good things to come in 
Jesus Christ. Our theme today is God’s gift of access and that’s what our reading from 
Leviticus 16 is all about. Access to God’s mercy.  Access to God’s power. Access to God’s 
forgiveness. And access to God’s eternal love!  
 
But in the Old Testament, access into God’s presence was limited. We talked on 
Wednesday about the High Priest, the intermediary between God and his people. But even 
the High Priest had limited access. Just once a year, on a day they called Yom Kippur—
the Day of Atonement - The High Priest was allowed in the Holy Place inside the 
Tabernacle.  
 
This Tabernacle, which God had commanded Moses to construct at the end of the book of 
Exodus, was an incredibly ornate structure. At the heart of the Tabernacle is a tent divided 



into two rooms. The first room is called the Holy Place. When priests enter it, they see the 
golden seven-branched menorah. What does it look like? Well, it looks like a tree! Here is 
the tree of life! There is also the table of showbread and the incense altar. Look at the 
beautiful tapestry of made up of angels. Angels? And the tree of life? Get it? It’s the garden 
of Eden! The Holy of Holies is like the Garden of Eden! The cloud of God’s glory resides 
there, above the Ark of the Covenant. The mercy seat is on top of the Ark of the Covenant. 
On Yom Kippur the High Priest places blood on the top of the mercy seat to atone for sin. 
 
On the day of Yom Kippur the high priest would enter into this place reminiscent of the 
Garden of Eden, that place where Adam and Eve had unrestricted access to God. Their 
relationship was unhampered. It was untainted by sin. No Passport needed. No sacrifices 
needed. But now access into God’s presence requires something different. And it’s found 
here in Leviticus 16 and the Day of Atonement. Access will require four things: 
 
A Sacrifice for Sin 
Humility over sin 
Incense to cover sin, and  
Blood to forgive sin 
 
1) A Sacrifice for Sin  
Access requires A sacrifice for sin. Why is that? Because there are massive barriers 
between God and us. The gates are locked. The angels won’t let us in. All who are sinful 
and unclean must stay out. That’s Adam. That’s Eve. That’s you. That’s me. Our sin is a 
barrier between us and God. And that’s why there must be a sacrifice for sin. “When Aaron 
enters the sanctuary area, he must follow these instructions fully. He must bring a young 
bull for a sin offering and a ram for a burnt offering.” (Lev 16:3) Access to God’s gracious 
presence also requires – 
 
2) Humility over Sin.   
Every other day of the year the high priest wears beautiful vestments. He wears a robe 
which is adorned with fine needlework, gold and jewelry. A breastplate with precious 
stones, twelve precious stones to represent the 12 tribes of Israel, covers his chest. He 
wears a turban that says, “Qadosh leyahweh—holy to the LORD.” His vestments are fit for 
a king! They are beautiful! But on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement? 
 

He must put on his linen tunic and the linen undergarments 
worn next to his body. He must tie the linen sash around his 
waist and put the linen turban on his head. These are sacred 
garments. (Lev 16:4)  
 

What’s going on? On the Day of Atonement the high priest wears a simple garment, and a 
simple tunic held by a simple sash. This is the simple dress of the simple priest! The high 
priest is completely humble. Access to God’s gracious presence also requires – 
 
 
 
3) Incense to cover sin.  



He will fill an incense burner with burning coals from the altar 
that stands before the LORD. Then he will take two handfuls of 
fragrant powdered incense and will carry the burner and the 
incense behind the inner curtain. (Lev 16:12)  

 
Imagine his fear as the high priest pulls back the angelic curtain and through the light of 
the lampstand he sees the Ark of the Covenant! It’s as though the high priest is reentering 
the Garden of Eden! Incense covers his sin. The smoke from the incense hides his sin. 
Access to God’s gracious presence also requires – 
 
4) Blood to forgive sin.  
“Then he must take some of the blood of the bull, dip his finger in it, and sprinkle it on the 
east side of the atonement cover. He must sprinkle blood seven times [a perfect sacrifice, 
albeit just a shadow!] with his finger in front of the atonement cover.” (Lev 16:14) We said 
last week that Leviticus is the bloodiest book in the Bible. 89 times it talks about blood. 
Why? Because without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins. And here, in 
Lev. 16:14 we see that again. The blood brings with it atonement. The word “atonement” is 
a compound of three words; “at”-“one”-“ment.” The sprinkling of blood brings atonement 
and atonement brings the high priest and God together. Atonement brings God and his 
people together. Another word for that would be what? Access.   

-- 
But Yom Kippur is partial. Yom Kippur is preliminary. Yom Kippur is predictive. Yom Kippur 
is just a shadow. Wouldn’t it be great to have the substance? Well, we do!  
 

“When he came up out of the water, immediately he saw the 
heavens being torn open [present passive participle] and the 
Spirit descending on him like a dove. (Mk 1:10)  

 
When Jesus was baptized heaven was open. What’s that mean? Access! 
 
Mark only uses the word “torn” two times in his Gospel. When Christ is baptized and when 
Christ dies. The word bookends Mark’s gospel and provides the main point of Mark’s 
writing for us. “The curtain of the temple [60 feet in height, 30 feet in width and four inches 
thick] was torn in two, from top to bottom.” (Mk 15:38). the curtain, with the angels sewn 
into it, blocking access of the people to God. This veil, when Jesus sheds his blood on the 
cross, the veil is torn. At long last—not just the high priest on Yom Kippur—but we all have 
access! We all have access into the presence of God by grace through the sacrifice of 
Jesus on that Roman cross.  
 
And guess what? Access into God’s presence brings transformation. When we’re in God’s 
presence our lives are changed. Here’s an example. East Palo Alto. You all are familiar 
with that area, at least by name, right? What did it used to be dubbed? What was it called? 
 
“The Murder Capital of the Country”  In 1992, it had the highest homicide rate in the 
country with 24,322 people, and 42 murders, equaling a rate of 172.7 homicides per 
100,000 residents.  
 



In 2017, it had only one murder. Want to guess why? In one word…Access! Access into 
the presence of God. The churches and church leaders, in conjunction with law 
enforcement and service providers, in that area fought back. They fought back with the 
love of God in Christ. The fought back with the presence of Jesus in that place known for 
drugs, murder, death, destruction.  
 
Access transforms. And that’s what we’re all about at St. Mark, right? What’s our mission 
statement…”Connecting people to the vibrant love of Jesus”. That’s access. Showing 
people that they have access to God through the death and resurrection of Jesus. 
 
And Access transforms. Access continues to transform us and access transforms our 
community. I’ve been thinking alot, over the past year and a half since Jen and I have 
been at St. Mark, what does it look like when people are connected to the vibrant love of 
Jesus? How does that love, how does that access, change us? What does it produce in 
our lives? And I think there are actually three things. Three things that mark us as a church 
and three things that I long to see happen in the lives of people who don’t know Christ. I 
want to use a tree image...it’s biblical, right? We talked earlier about the tree of life? But it 
also has historical significance to this place, this city called Sunnyvale. So three things that 
access produces in the lives of people 
 
1) Rooted in Christ 
Through our worship life together, through access to the love of the Father, our identities 
become rooted in who we are as baptized, forgiven children of God. It doesn’t matter what 
job we have, how much money we make, what we do, or what we don’t do, it doesn’t 
matter where we’re from. Our identity is rooted in Christ and the forgiveness he freely 
gives to us. Access to the Father roots our lives in His grace. 
 
2) Growing Together in God’s Word 
As a tree thrives on nutrients from the soil, together as God’s people we thrive on God’s 
Word given to us in Scripture. We read it and we mark it individually and corporately. 
That’s why the weekly email devotions I send our are called “Growing Together”. They are 
meant to spur us on, me and you together, to continue to grow in our knowledge of 
Scripture and our faith and trust in Jesus. We Grow Together not just by reading an email 
but by studying God’s word together in Sunday School, in Bible Study on Sunday 
mornings, in your home by yourself or with your family. There are so many ways to do it, 
but the point is this: access into the presence of the Father transforms us into people who, 
by God’s Spirit, are continually Growing Together in His Word. 
 
3) Branching Out in Love to Sunnyvale and beyond. 
Access to the Father produces in us a longing to see more and more people connected to 
the vibrant love of Jesus. People who have never met him and don’t know that Access to 
their heavenly father is even possible, not to mention completely free and given as a gift of 
grace through faith. But how will they know unless we tell them? How will they know unless 
we are branching out in love to our neighbors - Joining Jesus on his mission to seek and 
save the lost? 
 



We’ve been given access...access freely given to us in Christ which transforms us into 
people Rooted in Him. Into people who are continually Growing Together in God’s Word, 
and into people who are Branching out in love to our community and world.  


