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The Letter to the Hebrews, Lesson #22

Sacrifices in the Letter to the Hebrews
Study of Main Texts

Communion / Sacrifices

The most common sacrifice is the one zebah shelamim (peace-offering, RSV), where a domestic animal from the herd or flock was presented to Yahweh.  The fat portions were burnt as “an offering by fire, a pleasing smell to the Lord” (Lev 3:5), the blood was “thrown against the altar in about” (Lev 3:2), the meat was consumed by the donor with family or friends and certain portions were to be set aside for the priests’ maintenance (Lev 7:28ff).  The original meaning was to offer a first-fruits offering, sacrificed by the head of the family at the local place of worship before the establishment of the centrality of worship in the Temple.  This sacrifice was a kind communal time for rejoicing

(Exod 24:9-11, 34:15; Deut 12:18; 1 Sam 9:12ff; 16:3ff; 1 Kings 8:62-6).
The zebah is a meal eaten in God’s presence, and God as the Creator and the Giver shares this sacrifice with those who offered it because portions set aside for God consist of the blood and fat, both of which are in every instance sacred.  The sacredness of life as a gift was expressed by the offering of  life to God through solemn death. 
The Holocausts

The holocaust (‘olah or kalil) was regularly practiced until the destruction of the Temple.  A daily morning and evening sacrifice of this type being prescribed in Numbers 28:3ff. The roles are in some ways similar to those for the zebah, though more precise as regards the choice of sacrifice.  The blood is, once again, thrown against the altar by the priest, but the whole of the sacrifice is consigned to God by burning on the altar for “a pleasing odour.”
It was the chief sacrifice among gift-sacrifices as a total offering.  The word olah or “offer” expresses vividly an unconditional homage to God.  It was the daily offerings expressing Israel’s continued dedication to the Lord.  The whole beast was offered to please God and that means not to offer just a part of the animal.
Expiatory Sacrifices

The expiatory hatta‘th and asham (sin-offering and guilt-offering, RSV) are the most prominent sacrifices in Leviticus.  These sacrifices provided Israel with the purificatory rites.  Jacob Milgrom in his study of the sacrifices in his great study of Leviticus argued successfully that Sin-offering should be translated as purification-offering (see Vetus Testamentum Vol  21, 1971, 237-9 and the Anchor Bible Leviticus vol 1, pp223ff).   Milgrom argued on linguistic grounds, that hatta’th should be rendered “purification offering,” the moral overtones of the familiar translation being a distortion derived from the LXX’s use of the Greek work Hamartia, “sin”.  Sin is a defilement that has to be removed not forgiven as in the Christian sense of forgiveness.  Even, if we don’t take the linguistic argument into account, the contextual reading of Leviticus makes it clear that:

A) It is a most holy sacrifice (Lev 6:24)
B) It is for the atonement of the sanctuary, and that means “purification” of the sanctuary (Lev 14:20; Lev 16:20) as well as the people.
So, hatta’th and asham are acts of “impurity” and the moral and personal overtones of the English word “atone” are misleading in this context.  The translation of kipper is purification and “expiation” (to send out) in this sense is to be preferred.  Purification should not be reduced to other concepts such as paying “price” or appeasing God.  This is a late Christian Middle Ages interpretation (Please read, Grensted, A Short History of the Doctrine of the Atonment).
It is necessary to look in more detail this purification offering, which provides the pattern for the other purification rites. 

A) Offering

B) The blood-rite

C) The disposal of the flesh. 

The offering includes four elements:
a)
bringing the victim (and other sacrificial material) to the altar;
b) 
laying hands on its head; 
c) 
an act of confession;
d)
the priest’s declaration of acceptance or rejection.
The laying of the hand on the head of the sacrifice has the practical function of identifying the individual for whom this offering is to be made.  No more explanation is offered in Leviticus.
Was the laying of hands an act of transmission of sin to the sacrifice?
In Leviticus 16:21, Aaron was commanded to lay his hands on the scapegoat of the Day of the Atonement and confess over it all the iniquities of the people of Israel.  Since this was an act of confession, it has been argued that this confession is transference of sin to the beast.  This was supported by the expulsion of the animal into the desert.  This was special to the Day of the Atonement.  However, several texts command confession as part of the process of atonement for sin (Lev 5:5; Num 5:6f) and if hatta‘th means both the “sin” and the “sin-offering,” the laying on of hands as an act of transference of the confessed to the beast  have been supported by disposal of the flesh.  But following the slaughter and the blood-rite, and the burning of the fat portions on the altar (as in zebah), the rest of the flesh is consumed by the priests in the holy sanctuary (Lev 6:24-30).  It is impossible to imagine that the priests will eat meat contaminated with sin.  We must not forget that the flesh is said to be “a very holy thing” and when they eat it, the priests “bear the iniquity of the congregation” (Lev 6:29, 10:17).  Here “bearing” is not “to carry it” but “to take it away from the Camp.”  If the sacrifice is called “very holy thing” and that the priests eat it, it is no longer “sin” but very holy because it has been dedicated to God.
About putting a hand on the sacrifice, Jacob Milgrom writes:  “The hand-leaning, so to speak, is the vehicle that conveys the verbal pronouncement of the people’s sins onto the head of the goat.  A transfer thus takes place – not from the high priest, who is personally immune from the contamination produced by the sins he confesses – but from Israel itself.  Its sins, exorcised by the high priest’s confession, are transferred to the body of the goat, just as the sanctuary’s impurities, absorbed by the purgation blood, are (originally) conveyed to the goat. 
What was recited in the confession? Scripture is silent. Yet the Mishna records the following: “O Lord, your people, the house of Israel, have committed iniquity, transgressed, and sinned before you.  O Lord, grant atonement, I pray, for the iniquities and transgressions and sins that your people the house of Israel have committed and transgressed and sinned before you; as it is written in the Torah of your servant Moses: ‘For on this day shall atonement be made for you to purify you of all your sins; thus you shall become pure before the Lord.’ (v30)” (Leviticus, Anchor Bible, vol 3, page 1043) 

How Is It Possible that the Sin-Offering Is Called Most Holy?

We have different meanings for what is holy in the OT:

First: 
Something is holy because it is dedicated to God as in the case of the first-born in Israel (Exod 13:2). 

Second: 
Someone is made holy if he is chosen by God to carry out His will, like King Cyrus elected to war against the Babylonians (Isa 13:3), or like the Son of God chosen by the Father to renew human life. 

Third: 
That which becomes holy only in the NT when someone partakes of the Holy Spirit. (Heb 12:10) 

Fourth:
Persons and things are called holy if they are set apart for a purpose like the sacrifice for sin. 

Fifth:

The holy flesh that the Word of God united to his divinity at the Incarnation.

If we look carefully we can see:
1. Some persons are made holy in the sense that God sees in advance that they are leading an admirable life in harmony with His law, and they will be fit for “participation in the Holy Spirit.” These are the “predestined” according to Paul (Rom 8:29-30).  This was the lot of Jeremiah: “Before I formed you in the belly, I knew you; and before you came forth out of the womb, I sanctified you.” (Jer 1:5) 

2. Others are called holy (in the usage of Scripture), even though they do not know God.  Their sanctification is not a relationship to or a kinship with the Spirit; it means that they have been designated to accomplish some facet of God’s will.  The best example of this is Cyrus (2 Chron 36) and the Medes (Jer 51).
3. What is holy is that which has been dedicated to God by way of sacrifice, like the “sanctified flesh” of which God spoke to Haggai (Haggai 2:13). 

4. We call those persons holy who have been genuinely sanctified through the Spirit and have been made sharers in the divine nature. (2 Peter 1:4) 
5. The altar (Lev 8:11) became holy from contact with the sacrifice.  

6. Fasting is called holy in Joel 1:14-15: “Sanctify a fast, proclaim worship, assemble the elders, all the dwellers of the land in the house of our God. Cry aloud to the Lord at length, alas, alas, for the day! (vv. 14-15), “Sanctify a fast,” that is, perform a truly holy and blameless fast like an offering and in the manner of a sacrifice; what is required is not wasting the flesh with abstinence from food, but for them to fast from doing what would likely offend God.  After all, if in the time of fasting we were not intending to abstain from our impulses, but to sting our inferiors “into quarrels and fighting, and strike the lowly with our fists,” as Scripture says, we have not yet fasted in a holy and pure manner; our effort has gone for nothing, as God cries aloud, “I did not choose this fasting, says the Lord.” (Isaiah 48:4-5)  It is therefore necessary to abstain from depravity and follow rigorously the teachings of the lawgiver, directing our heart towards whatever pleases him, submitting the neck of our mind, singing and saying, “See my lowliness and my trouble, and for give all my sins,” and in addition to that prophetic statement, “Lo, here we come to you, for you are the Lord our God.” 
This in fact is a spiritual offering and a sacrifice pure and pleasing to God “more than a young calf,” more than a lamb of the flock, more than a kid from the goats, more than fine flour and incense, since “God is pleased with sacrifices” of a spiritual kind. (Ps 25;18, Jer 3:22; Ps 69:31; Heb 13:16)  By sanctifying a fast, let us proclaim worship, that is, performance of the divine will, with which is duly associated uprightness, docility in behavior, and readiness for everything affecting piety.  “Now, we shall perform the forms of worship when the elders are assembled in churches, all the dwellers of the land have congregated, constantly interceding all day, and firmly convinced that God will definitely have mercy. After all, he is ‘slow to anger, rich in mercy, and faithful,’ pardoning iniquities, passing over transgressions, and not retaining his anger in witness, because he delights in mercy,” as Scripture says. (Exod 34:6, Mich 7:18)  Things are holy in the sense that they make people holy (e.g., fear of God), and are separated from profane use and reserved for God’s glory (holy vessels); they are sanctified in the sense that they are dedicated to God.

Was Jesus Holy on the Cross or Did He Die Defiled by Our Sins?

1. In the Gospel of John, Jesus says before his death, “for their sake I consecrate (make my self holy) that they may be consecrated in truth” (John 17:19).  Jesus is not only asking the Father to consecrate the disciples in truth but also consecrating himself for that purpose.  What does this self-consecration of Jesus consist of?  In the OT both men and animals are consecrated.  In particular, prophets and priests are consecrated for a special task.  An example of prophetic consecration is found in the words of God to Jeremiah (1:5): “Before you came forth from the womb I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations.”  The prophet had to be made holy because he was the bearer of God’s word.  References to the consecration of priests are found in Exododus 40:13 and Leviticus 8:30).  These examples of prophetic and priestly consecration are good background for John (10:36) where the Father is said to have consecrated Jesus and sent him into the world, but here we may be closer to the idea of consecrating sacrificial victims (Deut 15:19).  Jesus was thinking of his offering himself to death for the disciples when he says, “It is for them that I consecrate myself.”
The phrase “for them” may suggest death, as we see from the use of the Greek (hyper = for) throughout the Gospel.  In John 11:51 Jesus is to die for the nation; in John 10: 11 the Good Shepherd lays down his life for his sheep; in John 15:13 Jesus speaks of laying down one’s life for those whom one loves. (Also elsewhere in the NT, for example, “He did not spare His own Son but delivered him up for us.” – Rom 8:32).  The solemn authority of the “I consecrate myself” may be compared to the tone of John 10:17-18, “I lay down my life … I lay it down of my own accord.”  Jesus’ self-consecration is related to the consecration and sending of the apostles, but this sending does not take place until after Jesus’ death and resurrection (John 20: 21).  This consecration in truth of the disciples means receiving the Holy Spirit, Who is not given until after Jesus’ death and resurrection (John 20: 22). 
2. 
Jesus the high-priest offers himself as a victim for those whom God has given him.  The priestly theme is among the main themes of the Letter to the Hebrews (in particular Heb 9:12-14), but it appears also in the Gospel of John hidden in the old symbolism where the tunic that Jesus has had on during his passion was a seamless tunic woven in one piece meant to remind the reader of the clothing of the (high) priest, and thus to proclaim that Jesus is the (high) priest.  The word seamless (arraphos) according to the Jewish historian Josephus (Antiquates of the Jews, book, 3 8:4, 161) describes the ankle-length tunic of the high priest as one long woven cloth, not composed of two pieces (as in Exod 39:27).
3. 
Hebrews 2:10-11 talks of Jesus being made perfect through suffering, and Jesus as the one who consecrates (or sanctifies), while the Christians are Jesus’ brothers whom he has consecrated.  The idea is reiterated in Hebrews 10:10: “We have been consecrated through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.”  
4. 
The blood of Jesus is “precious blood” that is “like that of a lamb without blemish or spot” (1 Pet 1:19) and this blood is for our sanctification. (Heb 10:28-29).   “Anyone who has violated the law of Moses dies without mercy "on the testimony of two or three witnesses."  How much worse punishment do you think will be deserved by those who have spurned the Son of God, and profaned the “blood of the covenant by which they were sanctified”?
5. 
This high priest Jesus is “holy, blameless, undefiled, separated from sinners, and exalted above the heavens.” Unlike the other high priests, he has no need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for those of the people; this he did once for all when he offered himself.  For the law appoints as high priests those who are subject to weakness, but the word of the oath, which came later than the law, appoints a Son who has been made perfect forever. (Heb 7:26)
Conclusion 

1. Jesus is holy at the time of his death.

2. He carried our sins in his flesh on the cross but that precisely means that he dedicated himself like the sacrifices of the OT, that put sin away and remained holy.

The Sacrifice of Jesus

In Hebrews the sacrifice of Jesus established the new covenant.  The old covenant, with all its priestly and sacrificial institutions, had been rendered obsolete by the inauguration of the new covenant through the death of Jesus.
What is then the sacrifice of the new covenant?  It is a sacrifice for sins.  In order to make it absolutely clear that this is so, Hebrews takes the annual celebration of the Day of Atonement as it is described in Leviticus 16, to prove the new teaching by appealing to the OT.
Why the day of the Atonement?  The answer is very easy:

a) It is once a year.

b) Jesus died once, so he is not like any sacrifice for sin.
This will prove that everything that is essential for atonement has been done by the sacrifice of Christ.
The sacrifice of the covenant in Exodus 24 has had one common element with the other sacrifices: that it was also offered once and this should show how this act of once for all atonement by Jesus has established eternal relationship with God.  But Hebrews does not dwell on this sacrifice.
Hebrews has selected of the Day of Atonement; the chief act of atonement once a year.  Here Jesus came to remove the burden of all sins as in the Day of the Atonement but once forever. 
The Priesthood Melchizedek and that of Jesus

In chapter 7, Hebrews begins with the Priesthood to establish the Priesthood of Jesus before the bringing forth for the Day of Atonement in Hebrews 9 and 10.  First, we have a description of the tent, which consists of two chambers, the holy place and the holy of holies beyond it, separated by a curtain. Second, we have the contents of the holy of holies, as listed in various articles (Exod 30.1-5; Num. 17.8 -10). We know from Josephus that in New Testament times the holy of holies was completely empty, as the contents were lost at the time of the Babylonian exile and were never restored.  Hebrews mentions these things to remind the reader that the past has been already lost.  This great old impressive picture has gone, and then there is no need from going into further detail (v 5).
The description dwells on two points.
1. The earthly arrangements are only temporary.

2. All were destined to be superseded by fulfillment and the coming of the New Covenant. 
The Weakness of the Old

Both of these above points declare the extreme restriction on entry into the holy of holies. 
1. The name itself, “Holy of Holies,” indicates that it is the place of the presence of God, insofar as his presence can be considered to be localized at all.  In the temple of Solomon it seems that the ark within the holy of holies was regarded as the throne of God unseen above it.  Deuteronomy thinks of it as the place of God’s name, i.e. the place where his presence is known, thus trying to preserve a more transcendent idea of God. 

2. The priestly code does not allow even the priests to enter the holy of holies, so that the entire ceremonial of normal worship is conducted outside in the holy place. 

3. The only exception is the entry of the high priest once a year on the Day of Atonement to offer above the mercy seat (the cover of the ark), incense and to sprinkle it with sacrificial blood as part of the atoning rites.

Conclusion 

From these facts Hebrews draws the conclusion:

1. That direct access to God is not available under the old Law. 
2. The ceremonies of atonement do not in fact establish the relationship with God that belongs to the Messianic age.  The annual entry of the high priest into the holy of holies never gets beyond an atoning rite which ought to result in removing the barrier created by sin, but fails to do so.  The repetitions of the Day of the Atonement proves its inability to remove sin and in Hebrews 9:8-9 we hear that “By this the Holy Spirit indicates that the way into the sanctuary has not yet been disclosed as long as the first tent is still standing.” This is a symbol of the present time, during which gifts and sacrifices are offered that cannot perfect the conscience of the worshiper, but deal only with food and drink and various baptisms; regulations for the body imposed until the time comes to set things right.

What Is Meant by the ‘Conscience of Sin in the Worshiper’ in v9:9?

1. When Hebrews speaks of the consciousness of sin, the Greek word suneidësis, used here and in Hebrews 9:14; 10:2, 22; and 13:18, must not be understood as that of the English use of “conscience,” the tool of the moral law within the mind, telling us what one ought or ought not to do.  It is rather knowledge within oneself of the inner status of one’s own actions, whether good or bad, usually the latter. So, the ceremony makes those who perform them unable to free themselves from feeling bad, unclean, and defiled.  The problem of the readers who do these ceremonies is that they are smitten with a “consciousness of sin” for which they can’t free themselves and thus they are in need of atonement rather than of relief or just a “purification.”  What Hebrews now says is that the sacrifices and other cleansing rites of the old covenant are false remedies, because they have only limited value and in any case are only a temporary device.
2. This is not a contrast between outward and inward religion but a declaration of the failure of ceremonial acts to erase the “consciousness of sin”, because to erase it depends on interior repentance and renewal.  Hebrews simply joins in the well-known protests of the Old Testament prophets about heedless ritualism that was quoted in Hebrews 10:1-9 where the whole sacrificial system was rejected as means of renewal:
“Since the law has only a shadow of the good things to come and not the true form of these realities, it can never, by the same sacrifices that are continually offered year after year, make perfect those who approach.  Otherwise, would they not have ceased being offered, since the worshipers, cleansed once for all, would no longer have any consciousness of sin?  But in these sacrifices there is a reminder of sin year after year.  For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins.  Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said, "Sacrifices and offerings you have not desired, but a body you have prepared for me; in burnt offerings and sin offerings you have taken no pleasure. Then I said, 'See, God, I have come to do your will, O God' (in the scroll of the book it is written of me)  When he said above, ‘You have neither desired nor taken pleasure in sacrifices and offerings and burnt offerings and sin offerings’ (these are offered according to the law), then he added, ‘See, I have come to do your will.’  He abolishes the first in order to establish the second.”  

Christ and our Atonement 
1. Christ has entered the heavenly sanctuary “through or by means of the greater and more perfect tent” (9:11).  This is specifically said about the sacrifice, “not made with hands, that is, not of this creation”.  It is clear from v14 that the reference is to Christ’s offering of himself.  What was foreshadowed in the entry of the high priest into the holy of holies to make atonement each year in the OT, is now nullified.  This is clear from v10:1, “the law has but a shadow of the good things to come’ and by its sacrifices can never .. . make perfect those who draw near”.  The mere fact that the sacrifices are repeated shows that they do not have permanent effect (10:2).
2. The contrast here is between the limitations of the old covenant and the lasting power and life of the new.  The spiritual cleansing of the death of Jesus has a permanent effect, and that is the mark of the new covenant.  So the outward ceremonies of the Law are only “regulations for the body” (verse 10) and avail only for “the purification of the flesh” (verse 13).  Only the sacrifice of the new covenant removes the “consciousness of sin” permanently.  How this happens will be explained in chapter 10.
3. The death of Jesus as a sacrifice for sins has taken place when Jesus died, Jesus passed through death to the heavenly sanctuary (verse 12), “he entered once for all into the Holy Place,” whereas Hebrews ought to have said ‘the holy of holies. This is simply due to the fact that in Hebrews heaven is a single-chamber temple, like Revelation (4- 5), and indeed “the sanctuary” in (verse 8) is the first chamber that is earth, where the crucifixion took place, but the actual achievement in heaven, the “holy place”.
Why is Hebrews Selective?

1. Hebrews is extremely selective in using of the Day of Atonement regulations; only certain items were considered essential.  We have to remember that here Hebrews is quoting what is called the “shadow,” and not all the “shadow” is useful.  Consider the goat for Azazel (the scapegoat) in Leviticus 16, where two goats are chosen by lot. The first is used for the sacrifice on behalf of all the people, and it is the blood of this goat which is used ceremonially by the high priest when he enters the holy of holies (having previously done the same thing with the blood of the bull which he has sacrificed on behalf of himself and the priesthood).  Then he lays his hands on the head of the second one and confesses over it “all the iniquities of the people of Israel, and all their transgressions, and all their sins” (Lev 16:21).  This was in a way a symbolic action for the removal of sins already atoned for by the blood ritual, while the goat for Azazel is not sacrificed but is sent away to the wilderness.  If one is sacrificed and the other remains alive, the “shadow” of the sacrifice of Jesus is not parallel to what Jesus did but here the reality is totally different.  Jesus was never considered as the scapegoat in the New Testament.  Of course, Jesus is represented as bearing the sins of all people, but where this occurs the application is to Jesus as the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53.4-7, 12; cf. Matt 8:17; 1 Pet 2:24-25). There is a clear reference to Isaiah 53:12 in the present context in Hebrews 9:28: “ Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many.”  Once more the “shadow” and reality are different.
2. Hebrews makes good use of two other features of the Day of Atonement.  The first is that the goat for Yahweh is a proper sacrifice and has to be slain.  So we reach the idea that Jesus is not only the true high priest, but is himself the true sacrificial victim. The importance of this for the Christian teaching is that Jesus has “secured an eternal redemption” (9:12).
3. Jesus’ priestly offering of sacrifice is done “once for all” because it is his own death, in which he “offered himself without blemish to God” (verse 14). It now becomes apparent that the sinlessness of Jesus also qualified him for the role of sacrificial victim.  This is a traditional idea, echoed in 1 Peter 2:19), which refers to “the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot.”  We must pause and say that the “sinlessness” of Jesus plays two parts:

a) That of the perfect sacrifice

b) That of the holy High-Priest who did not offer a sin offering for himself in order to carry out the atonement of the Day of the atonement.
4. The second point is that the death of the victim releases the blood for the purpose of ceremonial cleansing. The sacrifice is holy, because it has been made over into the sphere of God’s holiness, and the blood, which is special and belongs exclusively to God, is available to convey holiness, and therefore cleansing, to people and objects with which it is brought into contact. 
5. When Hebrews says that the sprinkling of sacrificial blood of the OT “sanctifies for the purification of the flesh” (verse 13), the readers become aware that the OT sacrifices cannot deal with sin at the level of inner consciousness and put that right permanently.  The shedding of the blood in the OT atonement implied by the Law is that it actually effects atonement, which is the central in Hebrews. The point then is that the blood is prescribed in the Law for atonement and thus has divine sanction for the period of operation of the old covenant and provides a clue to the shedding of the blood of Jesus.  Here Hebrews’ expressions in (verses 11 and 12), where the Greek preposition dia (through or by means of) is used three times to avoid the greater precision of the OT language.  Thus “through the greater and more perfect tent’, i.e. by means of a heavenly as opposed to an earthly sphere of operation, Christ entered the heavenly sanctuary, not “through [the blood of goats and calves]”, i.e. not by means of the blood-ritual of the Day of Atonement, but “through his own blood”, i.e. by means of his own death.  So there is no real suggestion of a heavenly blood-ritual, and when Hebrews says in v14, “how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through (dia) the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify your conscience…” the blood of Jesus is not just his death but is also his life because the offering is made through the eternal Spirit.
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