The Nature of Sacrifice
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Reading:  Leviticus 17:11.  

For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it to you for making atonement for your lives on the altar; for, as life, it is the blood that makes atonement.  (NRSV)

Reading:  Romans 12:1-2 

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.  Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God--what is good and acceptable and perfect. (NRSV)

Reading:  Psalms 51:17 

The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.


The English word sacrifice comes from two Latin words, sacer + facare.  

Sacer means sacred or holy and, facare means to make or to do.  The word sacrifice then means to do the sacred or holy.  Often this has meant to kill an animal and sometimes even a human being.  Often for us today the word sacrifice is used in a secular sense such as to sacrifice something valuable in order that something more valuable might be obtained.  Parents sacrifice for their children and people give their time or perhaps even their lives for their country.


However, the original use of the term sacrifice referred to something that was strictly religious in nature.  It referred to a cultic act in which an object or objects were set apart and offered to a god or to some supernatural power.  In reality, the term sacrifice should be understood in a strictly religious context as we read of it in the New Testament.  A context related to devotion to God.  Sacrifice may take many forms and it has done so in the past.  Sacrifices have been offered to gods in the form of animals and human beings.  The criterion for what makes an acceptable sacrifice is always determined by the supernatural being to whom the sacrifice is being offered.  In the past, our God, the God of the Bible has accepted animals.  Other so-called divine beings accepted human sacrifices; these were strictly forbidden to the Jews.


Sacrifices are by nature symbols of life.  Sacrifice is at its core, a celebration of life, a recognition of its divine and imperishable nature.  In the making of a sacrifice the consecrated life is "liberated" and therefore made available to the deity.  This liberation of life in the service of the supernatural being then establishes a bond between the sacrificer and the supernatural power.  In the Old Testament times the people who offered sacrifices would have understood these things.  Today we do not understand the real significance nor the role of sacrifice in religious life.  We speak of making a sacrifice to God and we mean things like time, money and perhaps some form of hardship.  

In ancient time when they spoke of sacrifice they understood it to be the giving of life itself to God.  Not just time, money or the like, but life.  This meant the killing of the sacrifice in order to release the life of the animal from its body.  With this release of life a person could establish a beneficial relationship with God.  This was the goal of sacrifice.  It was relationship and not merely appeasement or bribery.


In the worship of the temple, after the animal was killed, the blood was caught in a container.  This was important, because the blood for them symbolised the life of the animal, as we read about earlier in Leviticus 17.  After the priest caught the blood it was then sprinkled upon the altar and elsewhere in order to re-establish the holy bond with God through the life of this consecrated, holy victim.  Holy, or consecrated meaning that it has been set apart for this purpose and that it was without blemish.  It was not a simple transaction or payment that then sought the favour of God.  The sacrifice was given in order to restore relationship between a Holy God and His sinful people.  The penalty for sin was death, or in other words a life.


It was in this vein that the early Christians understood the death of Christ.  

With the shedding of the blood of Christ the sin of mankind was wiped out and the relationship between God and His people was restored.  There were however differences between the sacrifice of Christ and the sacrifice of an animal.  The sacrifice of Christ was a voluntary and effective sacrifice.  He was not led to His death against His will.  

His death was voluntary.  His death was also effective; at least for those who would believe.  His sacrifice, when properly perceived, would change forever the heart and mind of the recipient of its benefits, or in other words Christians.


This was no ordinary sacrifice; it was a perfect sacrifice that brought with it many changes.  It was the sacrifice of no ordinary life.  It was that of a willing victim who was totally pure and also the Son of God Himself.  It brought about a new order of being in the universe; the new humanity, as Paul calls it; the new creation.  I know that as I have studied sacrifice, and tried to define its nature it has changed the way I viewed certain passages of scripture.  I think that, in this, I have taken a step toward a more Christian understanding of the New Testament.


I think all too often when we hear the word sacrifice today we just think someone is talking about giving something up; whether it be time money or something else.  

For those living in the time of Christ, I believe their minds would have immediately associated the word sacrifice with life.  To sacrifice something is to take its life.  Sacrifice and life would be linked; a person would not have really perceived of any sacrifice that did not involve the giving of life; in some form.  I think if we fail to link the giving of a sacrifice with the giving of life we fail to understand and appreciate so many passages in the New Testament.  The danger also exists, that we fail to understand what is expected of us as Christians and what is being offered to us in those passages that talk about sacrifice.


Earlier we heard the reading from Romans chapter 12 and verse 1.  I want you to think about how you understood that passage when it was read a few minutes ago.  

When Paul spoke of presenting your bodies as a living sacrifice what did you think Paul was talking about there?  Was he telling you that you should give some of your time to God, or perhaps your money or service to God?  Maybe you thought of something else altogether.  How many of you thought that what Paul was calling for in this passage was your life?  If you did you were right, in a way.  God does not want you to kill yourself.  He wants more than that.  The question is, what does Paul mean by his use of the term living sacrifice.


What is a living sacrifice?  Well, we have talked about what a sacrifice is, it is a life that is given to God: a life that is released from the body.   Then the blood, which for the Jews was the life, was sprinkled on the altar of God and the body was then taken and some of it was burned and the person who offered it ate the rest.  For Paul being released from a body of sin and death is in view: back to the eating of the flesh of the sacrificial animal.  This act carried with it the idea of restored relationship with God.  As you ate part of the sacrificial animal you were fellowshipping with God.  You were sharing part of the same animal, part of the same meal, part of the same life.  This has enormous significance for the Communion that we share each Sunday, but I will talk more about that at another time.


As we look once again at what Paul says in Romans 12:1 perhaps we can see new aspects of his meaning there.  Paul is calling upon those who follow Christ to give their life to Christ, all of it, as if the blood of the person had been spilled and then sprinkled onto the altar.  You see Paul recognises that what God requires is a life for sin.  

Jesus Christ gave that life and if we will enter into His church, His body, then his death pays our debt and restores our relationship to God.  It also does more though, because as we enter the body of Jesus Christ we enter a sacred and holy place.  I am not talking about the building here.  I am talking about that holy fellowship brought about by union with Jesus Christ.


When people entered into this sacred fellowship they entered through a sacred way shared by Christians since the day of Pentecost.  They entered through the death of Jesus Christ.  They submitted themselves to His death and this was shown in a symbolic fashion through the symbolic death burial and resurrection that was demonstrated through the waters of baptism.  As it says in Romans 6:3 Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 6:4 Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life. 6:5 For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.


When a person becomes a Christian what they are doing is becoming a part of Jesus Christ and a part of this process is for the old sinful, selfish worldly part of ourselves to be left behind.  God does not want the blood of animals or even of human beings to be sprinkled on some altar.  He wants more than our blood.  He wants our lives; lives that are not poured on an altar someplace, but lives that are devoted to God in a sacrificial relationship.  Lives devoted to do what sacrifices do, and that is to restore fellowship to God.  We are to be a part of the work of reconciliation.  We are to offer our lives as a part of that process of God reconciling the world to Himself.


What we are, also says a lot about what we are not to be.  We are not to be guardians to the gates of heaven.  God has angels to do that: if he has need of such things.  We are not guardians of God; He has no need of protection.  We are not the guardians of truth.  Jesus said, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life.  Jesus does not need our protection either.  We are to follow the words of the Apostle Paul as he says, I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.


Our lives are to be given as true sacrifices.  They are to reconcile others to God.  To restore them to relationship as we lead them to the body of Christ, the true sacrifice, the true restorer of fellowship.  Our lives as living sacrifices must be dominated by the sense that we have a purpose.  That purpose is to live the life that we were shown by Jesus Christ.  A life dominated by a sense of duty and love toward our task.  

We will live our lives as reconcilers.  That is what it means to be a living sacrifice.  

It means to live as a reconciler.  If we are to be truly sacrifices then we will fulfil our purpose.  The nature of a sacrifice is to restore relationship with God.
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