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 When visitors attend a traditional Lutheran worship service they may sometimes feel very much 

on the outside looking in.  Various questions might pass through their minds during the hour or so they 

observe our worship practices.  “Why do they say the words they do, why do they sing what and when 

they do?  Why the sign of the cross at certain portions of the service?”  All such questions are valid and 

useful for the visitor to ask if he is to understand the way in which we worship and the meaning behind 

certain actions.  Once the visitor understands such practices his worship of God, more often than not, is 

enhanced.  As Christians living in the New Testament world we may feel like that visitor when we visit 

the Old Testament world in the pages of Holy Scripture.  We may look at the worship and decide that 

since it is old there is nothing to be gathered from its study.  This may be especially applied to sacrifice.   

The subject of sacrifice in the Bible is one which deserves and has found treatment in many and 

various books covering the numerous intricacies, rituals, and symbols involved.  This fact may play a 

role in the disinterest some modern-day Christians show toward the matter of biblical sacrifice and the 

frustration faced by some pastors as they attempt to convey the beauty, the significance, and the message 

taught through the worship of our spiritual forefathers.  The goal of this paper is to make an attempt in 

simplifying this task by showing the connection between sacrifice in the Old Testament era and the 

fulfillment of these sacrifices by Christ’s ultimate and effective sacrifice for sins on the cross by looking 

at sacrifice from three different perspectives:  1. the deadly nature of sin and its corrupting quality 2. the 

requirement for atonement from sin, and 3. the role of a mediator in bringing about such atonement.  

These three concepts form the backbone for the sacrificial worship of Old Testament believers.  Each 

can be applied to the sacrifices offered before Christ came and each can be shown to apply to the 

sacrifice he offered which made such sacrifices obsolete for our worship today. 

 To accomplish this goal, it is important that we remember two very important concepts as far as 

sacrifice is concerned.  The first is brq, which is normally translated as “draw near,” with the second 

being rpk, usually translated as “cover.”  Both terms play an important role in conveying the 

significance of sacrifice and why God commanded his people to worship in the manner which he did.  

The purpose in remembering these two terms as we look at sacrifice is to give pastors a simple yet 

effective way to present the importance of sacrifice in the history of God’s people of the past and what 

we as God’s people living in the 21
st
 century can learn of that same God whom we worship. 

 

Sin and Its Tainting Quality 

 

 The worship of God for believers living in the Old or New Testament era cannot be viewed apart 

from the great problem which has plagued mankind ever since Adam and Eve:  sin.  Sin is that which 

prevents human beings from the ability to draw near to a holy God.  Since sin separated the creature 

from the creator, the only solution was purification for the offender.  This required that atonement be 

made for the sinner so that his sin would be covered.  Let us, then, begin by looking at why God 

instituted sacrifice as the form of worship by which his people would honor him.   

 As one reads through the laws of sacrifice God gave to Moses we are given numerous details 

about how and why they are to be conducted, the reasons behind the actions, and the intended results.  

This is not the case when dealing with what Scripture reveals concerning the sacrifices offered before 

the time of the Mosaic covenant.  The first recorded sacrifices are those of Cain and Abel in Genesis 4: 

3-4.  Scripture does not reveal whether God had given instructions concerning sacrifice and its purpose.  

Moses simply writes that each brought an offering (hjnm—normally used to designate the “grain 

offering” in the Mosaic laws) to the LORD.  As the basic meaning behind the term is “gift,” perhaps it is 

best to simply take this offering as being a sacrifice of thanksgiving to God taken from the abundance 

which he had given to his people.  This is only an assumption since God does not reveal to us why they 

offered the sacrifices, but only the fact that they did so. 
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When Noah builds an altar and offers (literally “caused to go up”) burnt offerings (hl[--normally 

used in reference to the whole “burnt offering” in the Mosaic ordinances) he did so with “clean” animals 

and birds.  How did Noah know what was clean and what was not?  This is not recorded for us, but 

obviously there was a differentiation between the two and it was understood by Noah that the clean were 

proper for sacrifice while the unclean were not.  We do well to remember that this account was written 

down by Moses who had the various laws and terminologies given by God.  Could Moses have been 

describing the animals and birds sacrificed by employing terms which would be familiar to his readers 

who had God’s law of sacrifice before them?  This is an open question.  What we do know is that these 

offerings were given and that they were either accepted or rejected by God on the basis of the motivation 

and faith behind the sacrifice offered.
1
   

 Similar questions might be raised about other references to sacrifice in the book of Genesis.  For 

example, we have this same term, hl[ used in Genesis 22:2 when God commands Abraham to sacrifice 

Isaac.  Abraham and Isaac both use hl[ in their conversation about the sacrifice.  The matter of whether 

or not Abraham’s actions in Genesis 15:10 are to be regarded as a sacrifice in the true sense or simply 

part of a typical covenant ceremony of his times has been debated.  When Jacob and Laban take their 

oaths and vow to go their separate ways the former offers a sacrifice (jbz) seemingly to ratify the oath.  

The relatives all take part in this and then go on their way.  In all of the above listed examples a 

description is given without a detailed explanation of why the person sacrificing or offering has chosen 

to do so or what his intent was, except for that Abraham was following a specific mandate from God.            

 Christians can learn more about God’s mandate and message through sacrificial worship when 

looking at the sacrifices God commanded through Moses.  This is especially true since these are the 

officially sanctioned sacrifices of God to be performed by the people throughout the remainder of the 

Old Testament and also early into the era recorded for us in the New Testament until Christ finally put 

an end to their necessity by his own sacrifice.  Again, let us remember the larger message as we look at 

the details.  Sin has destroyed the communion which once existed between the holy God and his perfect 

creatures.  The sinner’s separation from God was symbolized in the various barriers which prevented 

him from approaching the dwelling of God.  Consider, for example, the Tabernacle.  The sinner could 

not even enter the outer portion of the dwelling place of God.  Only the priests were allowed to enter the 

Holy Place of the Tabernacle and even they could not enter the Holy of Holies. The only one who could 

enter into the inner sanctuary was the high priest and that only once a year and after he had gone through 

extensive purification rituals.  A gap had been formed and man cannot cross that gap and draw near to 

his God on his own terms, but only on the terms of the God against whom he has sinned.  Edersheim 

sums this notion up well when he writes: 

 

At the very outset there was a barrier of sin; and in order to gain admittance to the ranks 

of Israel, when the ‘sum of the children of Israel was taken after their number,’ every 

man had to give the half-shekel, which in after times became the regular Temple 

contribution, as ‘a ransom (covering) for his soul unto Jehovah’ (Exod. 30:12, 13).  But 

even so Israel was sinful, and could only approach Jehovah in the way which He Himself 

opened, and in the manner which He appointed.2 

 

The Reformation era theologian David Chytraeus writes concerning the purpose of Levitical sacrifices:  

 

The pious offered sacrifices to obey and honor the God who required and approved this 

worship by His express word; this is, by sacrificing they testified that they acknowledged 

                                                 
1
 cf. Hebrews 11:4. 

2
 Edersheim, Alfred.  The Temple:  Its Ministry and Services.  Peabody, Massachusetts:  Hendrickson Publishers Inc., 1994, 

pp. 56-57. 
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the One whom they thus worshiped as the only true God and demonstrated that they 

owed obedience and gratitude to him.
3
 

 

 When one considers the commands God gave his people as to their worship practices the reader 

begins to see the very tangible way in which God demonstrated the concepts mentioned in the above 

paragraph.  Sin has a tainting quality.  This comes out in the various laws regarding clean and unclean 

animals, those things which make a person unclean and thus disqualifies him from even approaching 

God in corporate worship, as well as the purification rites which would again make him eligible to draw 

near to the holy God.  On his own a sinner stood before God naked and helpless, unable to offer any 

defense for his sins and deserving only divine wrath.  Gordon Wenham attempts to summarize the 

meaning behind sacrifice with the following points: 

 

It is clear that the opposition between life and death is fundamental to the whole ritual 

law.  God is the source of life, so that everything brought near to God, whether sacrificial 

animal or priest must be physically unblemished.  Death is the great evil, and everything 

suggesting it, from corpses to bloody discharge to skin disease, makes people unclean 

and therefore unfit to worship God.  Another theme is the election of Israel:  that the Lord 

has made an exclusive covenant with Israel explains the choice of animals for sacrifice 

and why some animals are unclean and therefore not to be eaten by Israelites.  Thirdly, in 

sacrifice it appears that the worshipper identifies himself with the animals he offers.  

What he does to the animal, he does symbolically to himself.  The death of the animal 

portrays the death of himself.  In the animal’s immolation on the altar his own surrender 

to God is portrayed.
4
 

 

The Need for Atonement 

 

 Before one could even deign to approach God he had to purify himself.  Time and again God 

makes this difference between his holiness and his people’s sinfulness clear.  For example, in Leviticus 

11, after he has given them the regulations concerning clean and unclean creatures the LORD declares, 

“I am the LORD your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am holy.  Do not make 

yourselves unclean by any creature that moves about on the ground.  I am the LORD who brought you 

up out of Egypt to be your God; therefore, be holy, because I am holy.”  (Leviticus 11: 44-46).  Just a 

few chapters later God reminds Moses of the seriousness of his regulations when he declares, “You must 

keep the Israelites separate from things that make them unclean, so that they will not die in their 

uncleanness for defiling my dwelling place, which is among them.”  (Leviticus 15:31).   

 Atonement, therefore, needed to be made.  This atonement would come through the shedding of 

blood.  Kurtz makes note of this when he states: 

 

The EXPIATION (Rabbinical:  hrpk) of the person sacrificing is what we meet with 

everywhere, not only as the first intention, but to a certain extent as the chief and most 

important end of the bleeding sacrifices in general.  When the sacrifice of animals is 

mentioned in the law, making atonement (wyl[ rpkl) is nearly always expressly 

mentioned, and for the most part this alone, as being the purpose, end, and fruit of the 

                                                 
3
 Chytraeus, David.  On Socrifice:  A Reformation Treatise in Biblical Theology.  John Warwick Montgomery tr.  Saint 

Louis, Missouri:  Concordia Publishing House, 1962, p. 58. 
4
 Sacrifice in the Bible.  Beckwith, Roger T. and Selman, Martin J. eds.  Grand Rapids, Michigan:  Paternoster Press, 1995, p. 

77. 
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sacrifice.  It is perfectly obvious, indeed, that there were other ends to be attained…but 

the fact that these ends could not possibly be attained in any other way than by means of 

expiation…the question was, whether, and how, sinful man, not withstanding his sin, 

which had severed all bonds of fellowship with God, and rendered their reunion 

impossible, could nevertheless attain to that fellowship again.  Nothing but expiation, i.e., 

the extermination of his sin, could render this impossibility possible.
5 

 

 Since man was no longer fit to come before God, God established a means for this 

reestablishment:  substitution.  This seems the great message which the LORD was conveying to his 

people.  God is just, thus any infraction against him has a penalty which must be paid.  The penalty for 

sin is the loss of life itself.  God gives indications of this in his prohibitions against eating blood when he 

tells Moses, “For the life of a creature is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for 

yourselves on the altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one’s life.”  (Leviticus 17:11)  Either the 

sinner would pay for his sin with his own blood or someone or something else would take his place on 

the fire of sacrifice.  The LORD strictly forbad human sacrifice and so the substitute would be the life of 

an animal.  Alfred Edersheim presents the concept this way: 

 

The fundamental idea of sacrifice in the Old Testament is that of substitution, which 

again seems to imply everything else—atonement and redemption, vicarious punishment 

and forgiveness.  The firstfruits go for the whole products; the firstlings for the flock; the 

redemption-money for that which cannot be offered; and the life of the sacrifice, which is 

in its blood (Lev. 17:11), for the life of the sacrificer.
6 

 

 In offering the sacrifice to the LORD, however, it must be remembered that in doing so the one 

sacrificing was not making himself holy before God, but God was making the one sacrificing holy.  This 

is an important point to remember when considering the great difference between the sacrifices of the 

Israelites and those of the people among whom they lived.
7
  In giving his people these sacrificial laws he 

was offering them not only the opportunity to see the terrible consequences of sin and how their sins 

separated them from the holy God.  He was also offering them an opportunity to offer their thanksgiving 

and honor to the God who had already done so much for them and now, in these sacrifices, offered them 

atonement of sins.  God makes this directional atonement apparent when speaking about unacceptable 

sacrifices in the latter part of Leviticus 22:  “Keep my commands and follow them.  I am the LORD.  Do 

not profane my holy name.  I must be acknowledged as holy by the Israelites.  I am the LORD, who 

makes you holy and who brought you out of Egypt to be your God.  I am the LORD.”  (Leviticus 22:31-

33)  While the blood of an animal in and of itself could not pay for sins, the practice of a penitent sinner 

willfully carrying out the command of his God brought glory to his name.  To willfully disregard God’s 

command was to profane his name.   

           

The Mediator 

 

Why take precious space discussing the role of the priesthood in a paper outlining the 

connection of sacrifices of the Old Testament to Christ’s sacrifice?  The answer to the question is 

quite simple.  The priests played such an integral role in the practice of sacrifice that it would be 

                                                 
5
 Kurtz, J.H.  Sacrificial Worship of the Old Testament.  James Martin tr.  Grand Rapids, Michigan:  Baker Books House, 

1980, pp. 66-67. 
6
 Edersheim, The Temple:  Its Ministry and Services.  p. 76. 

7
 cf. Sacrifice in the Bible, pp. 48, 88-109. 
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difficult to fully appreciate the significance of sacrifice without recognizing the role of mediation 

which is also a key component in God’s teaching of his people.   

It seems that God wanted to make the difference between sin and holiness abundantly clear to his 

people.  A person had to realize that he was a sinner, so God showed him the terrible consequence of 

death as the penalty for sin as the transgressor witnessed the death of his sacrifice.  Even before the one 

bringing such an offering could approach the dwelling place of God with his sacrifice he had to be sure 

that he was in no way impure according to God’s various laws concerning that which is clean and 

unclean.  Beyond all of this, he himself could not even offer the sacrifice upon the altar.  An entirely 

separate level of purity was necessary for this.  This level was found in the priesthood which God 

himself set apart from the people, a people who were themselves set apart as a whole from the nations 

around them.  The priest would serve as his intermediary bringing the sacrifice from the sinner to the 

one sinned against, the holy God.  Going right up these levels of holiness we come to the priests who 

also had to meet certain regulations if they were to serve in this capacity as mediator.  Edershiem puts it 

this way: 

 

The fundamental ideas which underlay all and connected it into a harmonious whole, 

were reconciliation and mediation:  the one expressed by a typically intervening 

priesthood.  Even the Hebrew term for priest (Cohen) denotes in its root-meaning ‘one 

who stands up for another, and mediates in his cause.’…The object of reconciliation was 

holiness.  Israel was to be ‘a holy nation’—reconciled through the ‘sprinkling of blood;’ 

brought near to, and kept in fellowship with God by that means.  The priesthood, as the 

representative offerers of that blood and mediators of the people, were also to show forth 

the ‘holiness’ of Israel…In all these respects there was a difference between Israel and 

the tribe of Levi; between the tribe of Levi and the family of Aaron; and, finally, between 

an ordinary priest and the high-priest, who most fully typified our Great High-priest, in 

whom all these symbols have found their reality.
8 

 

Some have proposed that the people themselves would have served in this function but for their 

response to the thundering voice of God at Mt. Sinai when they asked Moses to go up the mountain and 

speak to God for them.
9
  However, this seems to be a bit speculative since in this instance Moses was 

asked by the people to serve as their mediator.  Indeed, God did accept this and made use of Moses as a 

mediator, and a very special one at that, but not as the mediator in the case of sacrifice.  Instead, God 

himself would choose the mediator to approach him on behalf of the people.  He chose Aaron and his 

sons, not Moses, for this task. 

 

The priest was a mediator, like the king and the prophet.  But kings and prophets were 

mediators by reason of a personal charisma, because they were individually chosen by 

God; the priest was ipso facto a mediator, for the priesthood is an institution for 

mediation.10 

 

What then can be said about the sacrifices offered by God’s people before Christ’s coming?  The 

sacrifices demonstrated clearly the terrible nature of sin and its tainting quality.  The sinner saw the 

death of a living creature with his own eyes knowing that it was suffering and dying in his place or the 

place of another for whom he was sacrificing (such as his firstborn).  The sinner knew that he himself 

                                                 
8
 ibid. pp. 57-58. 

9
 Kurtz, p. 19. 

10
 de Vaux, Roland.  Ancient Israel:  Its Life and Institutions.  John McHugh tr.  New York:  McGraw-Hill Book Company, 

1961, p. 357. 
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could simply not come before God on his own terms.  God established the laws and he expected the 

people to follow them.  The episode concerning God himself killing some of his own chosen priests—

the very sons of Aaron, no less—for violation of his laws concerning drawing near to him would have 

served as a stern reminder.
11

 

A good illustration of these concepts and lessons concerning sin, atonement, substitution, 

mediation, etc. all came to a zenith on the Day of Atonement.  On this day the high priest himself would 

officiate wearing garments he would not normally wear, offering a special sacrifice after making 

atonement first for himself and then for the priests and the rest of the Israelites.  He also had to make 

atonement for the Most Holy Place, the Tent of Meeting, and the altar.  Also, on this most special of 

days the high priest would enter the Most Holy Place.  For him to enter on any other day would have 

been a grave violation against God’s explicit command and would result in the death of the offender. 

(Leviticus 16:2)  The people themselves would have to prepare in an extraordinary way by fasting and 

“afflicting themselves.”  Once again the lessons of sin, separation, and need for atonement are vividly 

portrayed.   

Substitution is also brought to the forefront on this day.  After the offering of the sin and burnt 

offerings the time came for the presentation of the two goats which would be used in rite of this day.  

The high priest used lots to determine which goat would be sacrificed and which was to be used as the 

“scapegoat.”  The one chosen and designated as being devoted “to the LORD” was then slaughtered and 

its blood sprinkled before the atonement cover on the Ark of the Covenant.  He placed his hands on the 

head of the scapegoat and confessed the sins of the people.  This goat was then taken out to the desert 

and it would carry the sins of all the people to a solitary place.  The symbolism in this sacrificial rite is 

truly beautiful.  While two goats are involved in the Day of Atonement ritual, the two were considered 

to be a part of a single sacrifice.
12

  The one was brought before the LORD and killed as a substitute, the 

other, bearing their sins was taken in the opposite direction.  The spatial aspect of the sacrifice has been 

noted as significant by some authors.
13

  The blood of the one was taken as close to the LORD as it could 

possibly be taken, namely, to the Ark of the Covenant itself within the Most Holy Place, while the goat 

bearing their sins was removed as far as it could be from the presence of the LORD.   

Before looking at the connection between Christ and the Old Testament sacrifices, we do well to 

remember that it was never the mere action of offering sacrifice which God desired from his people, but 

the repentance and contrition over their sins.  God reminded his people of this time and again through 

his prophets who spoke against those who believed that as long as the rites were performed God would 

be pleased with them.
14

  King David understood and expressed this well after the prophet Nathan 

confronted him with his sin of adultery with Bathsheba and the murder of her husband: 

 

You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it;  

you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings.  

The sacrifices of God are a  

broken spirit;  

a broken and contrite heart,  

O God, you will not despise.   

                            (Psalm 51:16-17) 

 

God did not institute the offering of sacrifices for his own benefit but for that of his people.  He himself 

gained nothing for his own self-sustenance from the animal or the grain offered to him, but in these he 

                                                 
11

 cf. Leviticus 10:1-7) 
12

 Edersheim, The Temple:  Its Ministry and Services.  p. 255. 
13

 Sacrifice in the Bible, p. 34. 
14

 For example, note Amos 5:25; Jeremiah 7:21-23; Hosea 6:6; 8:13; Isaiah 1:10-17; Micah 6:6-8. 
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was drawing the people closer to him with a reminder of their sins and their need for a savior from those 

sins.  The fulfillment of all which the Israelites were to learn was to be found in Jesus Christ.   

 

The Sacrifice of Christ 
 

 When God gave his laws of sacrifice to his Old Testament people he was not simply giving them 

a command for his own sake.  Contrary to what seems to have been the common belief in the Ancient 

Near East concerning the need of the deity to have man offer sacrifices,
15

 Scripture offers a completely 

different view.  We have already seen the lesson of purity which God was teaching his people through 

sacrifice.  However, there was an equally important lesson being taught—that of pointing to the 

fulfillment of those sacrifices:  the Christ. 

 It is unfortunate that many Christians today do not appreciate more fully the sacrificial system 

given by God in the Old Testament.  True enough, the laws of sacrifice were in essence the worship 

manual full of shadows pointing toward a coming reality.  However, God has revealed so much more 

information, bringing out the beauty and meaning of the system for worship he established.  Not only do 

we know of the realities foreshadowed in the sacrifices, the New Testament itself, especially the Book of 

Hebrews and some of Paul’s Epistles serve as a manual for the old manual.  One must wonder how Old 

Testament believers who so intently looked for the Christ to come would have envied the wealth of 

information we know about our Savior and the sacrifices which foreshadowed him.   

 

The True Atonement of Sins—Through Blood 

 

 God commanded that sacrifices be offered to atone for sins.  In doing so God was teaching his 

people the reality of sin and the consequences.  However, the life of a goat could not pay for the sins of a 

man, nor could that of a lamb atone for them.  The death of a bird would not make pure one who had 

violated God’s law.  Just as the moral law was given to the people in written form not so the people 

could make their own way to heaven, so also God did not command sacrifice with the intent that the 

death of the animal would in and of itself make pure the one bringing the sacrifice.  He gave the laws of 

sacrifice to point to the one sacrifice which could accomplish all of this.  The writer to the Hebrews 

makes this abundantly clear.
16

  In this wonderful letter we learn that:  
  

 

The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming—not the realities 

themselves.  For this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year 

after year, make perfect those who draw near to worship.  If it could, would they not have 

stopped being offered?  For the worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and 

would no longer have felt guilty for their sins.  But those sacrifices are an annual 

reminder of sins, because it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away 

sins. (Hebrews 10:1-4) 

 

                                                 
15

 Sacrifice in the Bible, pp. 90-92. 
16

Hebrews 8:3-7, 13 reads:  “Every high priest is appointed to offer both gifts and sacrifices, and so it was necessary for this 

one also to have something to offer. 
  
If he were on earth, he would not be a priest, for there are already men who offer the 

gifts prescribed by the law. 
  
They serve at a sanctuary that is a copy and shadow of what is in heaven. This is why Moses was 

warned when he was about to build the tabernacle: “See to it that you make everything according to the pattern shown you on 
the mountain.” 

 
But the ministry Jesus has received is as superior to theirs as the covenant of which he is mediator is superior 

to the old one, and it is founded on better promises.  
 
For if there had been nothing wrong with that first covenant, no place would have been sought for another. 

  
But God found 

fault with the people…
 
By calling this covenant “new,” he has made the first one obsolete; and what is obsolete and aging 

will soon disappear.”  (cf. also Hebrews 9: 9-10) 
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Here we see the great message behind what God was teaching the people.  The sacrifices were to remind 

the people of their sins, but the sacrifices which the people offered could no more erase their sins than 

the offerings we bring to that same God as Christians today can atone for our sins.  However, this in no 

way means that those sacrifices offered for thousands of years were of no use.  We see that through them 

the people were learning about God and his attitude toward sins.  Should not we, who are the spiritual 

descendants of those early believers, also take time to learn from their worship?   

 

The True Mediator—Christ 

 

 In Christ we find the ultimate fulfillment for all that is spoken of above concerning atonement 

and mediation.  Because of this we also find the most important reason for us to study the purpose 

behind all of those sacrifices offered day after day.  As noted above, the priests served as mediators 

between the people and their God.  The high priest was set apart even from the priests themselves to 

serve in a very special function, especially with his role on the Day of Atonement.  Even this priest, 

however, was only a shadow of that great high priest:  our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  This is made 

evident in the Letter to the Hebrews: 

 

Now there have been many of those priests, since death prevented them from continuing 

in office; 
 
but because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent priesthood. 

 
Therefore he is 

able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to 

intercede for them.  Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, 

set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens.  Unlike the other high priests, he does 

not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of 

the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself.  For the law 

appoints as high priests men who are weak; but the oath, which came after the law, 

appointed the Son, who has been made perfect forever. (Hebrews 7:23-28) 

 

From this passage we can see that Christ was able to do what no mere man could do, since every human 

being was tainted from his very conception with original sin.  Jesus, however, was truly blameless.  In 

his office as high priest there is both continuity and finality; continuity in terms of duration; finality in 

the effectiveness of his sacrifice.  Chytraeus puts it well when he writes: 

 

The sacrifice of Christ is the action whereby the High Priest of the church, Jesus Christ 

our Lord, the Son of God, in transferring to Himself God’s terrible wrath against all the 

sins of all mankind and obeying God in the bitterest torments of soul and the death of the 

body, offers Himself to the eternal Father on the altar of the cross; and by this offering or 

act of obedience in His passion and death makes satisfaction for the sins of men, placates 

God’s ever so just wrath, propitiates Him, and gains for men the remission of sins, 

freedom from sin and death, justification, and life eternal.17
 

 

Once again, we have these basic concepts before us of perfection and sin, innocence and guilt, penalty 

and justification.  During the years of seminary training students are often taught about the “Great 

Exchange” in speaking of God’s plan of salvation—the transfer of the sinner’s guilt to Christ and the 

application of his perfection to the sinner.  This is the basic picture given through sacrifice.  The guilt of 

the sinner is suffered by the sacrifice and the one sacrificing is now able to approach his God.   

 

 

                                                 
17

 Chytraeus, p. 80. 
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Christian Sacrifice 

 

 As mentioned above, many people feel that since Christ’s sacrifice ended the need for the 

offering of blood sacrifices in accordance with the Law of Moses we need no longer even consider the 

matter of sacrifice.  After all, God does not really desire sacrifices to be performed by his people in this 

age of the New Testament, does he?  Any such notion is misguided and those who would propose such 

should acquaint themselves better with some men who go by the names of Saints Peter and Paul. 

Just as in the Old Testament there were priests who served under the high priest, so also in the 

New Testament  era there are priests who serve under the high priest.  The book of Hebrews makes it 

abundantly clear that Christ is the ultimate high priest who offered the ultimate sacrifice to atone for all 

sin.
18

  Believers are the priests who serve under this high priest.  Thus Peter writes, “But you are a 

chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God.”  (I Peter 2:9)  Just as the 

Levites who served the LORD on behalf of the people were set apart and belonged to the LORD, so 

believers have been set apart and belong to the same LORD as his servants.  Notice God’s words to 

Moses in Numbers 2:12-13:  “I have taken the Levites from among the Israelites in place of the first 

male offspring of every Israelite woman.  The Levites are mine…they are to be mine.  I am the LORD.” 

 As priests, believers are also to offer sacrifices.  The only difference is that instead of the bodies 

of animals we are to offer our own bodies, i.e. our entire lives.  The sacrifices of Christians are spiritual.  

Thus Paul writes to the Romans, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your 

bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.  Do not 

conform any longer to the pattern of the world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” 

(Romans 12:1-2)  This is also in accord with Paul’s words in I Corinthians 10:31 when he commands his 

readers that everything in their lives should be done for the glory of God.  As Paul states in Romans, so 

also Peter in his first letter when he reminds us that the offerings we bring to God are spiritual in nature:  

“As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—you 

also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual 

sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” (I Peter 2:4-5)  Besides being the priests of our God 

who offer ourselves as living sacrifices, Christians do well to remember that they are also the temple of 

the Holy Spirit.
19

  Chytraeus notes this when he writes: 

 

By spiritual sacrifices the New Testament means Holy Spirit-motivated attitudes of heart 

consistent with the will of God—actual conversion to God, real knowledge of Christ, faith, 

hope, fear of God, love, thanksgiving, and a constant, unwavering will and sincere 

intention to obey God—and all directed to this end, that He may be honored.  This is the 

first and highest level of sacrifice and, as it were, the soul and life of all other worship and 

of external sacrificial acts.  For without this spiritual obedience of heart, without a true 

conversion to God, without genuine fear of God, faith in Christ, and the inner obedience 

which the Holy Spirit produces in harmony with the First commandment, external worship 

is nothing, nor do any outward works and sacrifices, however precious or great, please 

God.
20

 

  

Chytraeus mentions a noteworthy point.  Pastors will do well to continually remind their flocks that just 

as in the worship of the Old Testament God looked at the heart and faith of the giver, so he does the 

same today with believers as they offer their sacrifices.  Christians today may balk at the attitude of 

ancient believers who thought that the killing of animals or the offering of bread would placate God 

                                                 
18

 cf. Hebrews 7-10 
19

 cf. I Corinthians 3 & 6 
20

 Chytraeus, pp. 106-107 
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while at the same time believing that their personal check in the offering plate will accomplish that same 

end.  Modern day followers of the LORD, including pastors, need to fight that same sinful tendency to 

think that the offering of a sacrifice, any sacrifice, ex opere operato will please God apart from the faith 

which must necessarily be attached for it to be so.   

 As the above passages note, these spiritual sacrifices are not merely restricted to the act of 

worship as we gather with other Christians, but are a part of every aspect of a believer’s life.  Martin 

Selman makes an interesting observation concerning the scope of sacrifice as it relates to the life of New 

Testament believers: 

 

The prophets were especially keen to emphasize that the people could not split their lives 

into religious and other compartments, insisting that people’s behaviour in matters such as 

politics, ethics, business, and family life were an integral part of their worship before God 

(cf. Is. 1:13-18).  The NT is equally practical, including such varied things as money, acts 

of kindness, and physical bodies as acceptable offerings (e.g. Rom. 12:1; 2 Cor. 8:5; Phil 

4:18; Heb. 13:16).  Indeed, this almost routine approach to sacrifice may be one reason 

why many Christians seem to miss its significance in the NT.  Whatever the reason for our 

contemporary neglect, the fact is that the NT increases rather than reduces the importance 

of sacrificial worship in Christianity.  Nothing, not even life itself, is to be excluded, as is 

perfectly expressed in Francis Ridley Havergal’s hymn of consecration:  ‘Take my life, and 

let it be consecrated, Lord, to Thee’.
21

 

 

Selman’s assertion may seem simple and logical, but we as pastors would do well to remember such 

advice.  While the animal and grain offerings themselves have been made obsolete by Christ’s sacrifice, 

the principal behind those sacrifices are just as relevant today, perhaps even more so since we are no 

longer dealing with the shadows, but with the reality of Christ. 

 On important difference should be noted between Christian sacrifice and the sacrifices offered in 

the Old Testament.  The Old Testament sacrifices predominantly foreshadowed the vicarious sacrifice 

which Christ would offer in our place on the cross.  This is especially evident in the burnt and sin 

offerings, as well as those performed on the Day of Atonement.  Our Savior’s sacrifice was complete 

and thus nullified the need for further such sacrifices.  Keeping this in mind, one may, perhaps, draw a 

more direct parallel between the sacrificial practices of New Testament believers and the “thank 

offerings” and “peace offerings” given during the Old Testament period.  Such sacrifices were offered 

because of the peace which God offered between himself and the sinner.  In the same way, Christians 

offer their sacrifices out of thanks to this same God who fulfilled his promise of the Messiah and offers 

us the ultimate peace through that Anointed One.  This point, which may seem obvious, is crucial lest 

our members begin to think that by their offerings they might in some way take part in or complete 

Christ’s atoning sacrifice.   

What, then, can one conclude concerning the sacrifices offered in Old Testament worship?  God 

mandated that his people worship him in a specific manner, at a specific location, and following specific 

regulations.  Our spiritual ancestors who worshiped before the coming of our Savior did not enjoy the 

same freedom which we now have in how we worship.  In this is the very reason why the understanding 

of sacrifice and Old Testament worship is worthwhile for believers today.  Unfortunately, many 

Christians in their worship seem to forget the fact that as they come together to worship God they are 

still approaching that same holy and just God.  As they approach God they find themselves in the same 

situation in which the Old Testament Israelites found themselves—imperfect sinners approaching the 

perfect God.  The only hope for the salvation of a believer lies in the God whom he worships.   

                                                 
21

 Sacrifice in the Bible, p. 162. 
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 All of these various regulations concerning sacrifice become much less tedious and all the more 

interesting for a Christian in the 21
st
 century to read when one remembers that these rules and standards 

came from the same God whom we worship.  He is still just as holy and we are still just as sinful.  We 

need to be reminded of the very same lessons and message which God taught through the sacrificial rites 

of ancient worship.  May God grant us all the humility to approach the holy God knowing that our 

atonement can come only from him whom we wish to approach in worship.  Apart from him we have no 

hope but, instead, have only our own demise to look forward to.  With our great high priest, who has 

already offered the one sacrifice which has made atonement for us, constantly interceding for us, we will 

want to give him all the more thanks and praise which he deserves.   
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