What we want to understand by the end of this course is what purposes a sacrifice has in Scripture – and how those purposes can help us understand Christ’s work on the cross, and its connection to the Eucharist. The New Testament assumes that the reader already understands the purposes of the sacrifices the Israelites offered to God – and refers to different kinds of sacrifice to explain what Jesus did. Paul and the author of Hebrews identified the Akedah, or binding of Isaac, as a prophecy of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection, and Jesus’ crucifixion as a fulfilment of God’s request and Abraham’s response. For that reasoning to work, the crucifixion has to be a burnt offering, like Abraham’s offering of Isaac. A burnt offering is a total gift, the only kind of gift good enough for God. But there are many ways the Last Supper, Passion, Cross and Resurrection differ in their rubric from a burnt offering – and the minimal liturgical text Jesus provides for it – identify it with another, alternative Israelite ritual: the Passover. The Passover offers God a gift to thank and praise Him for redemption, and to honour and beg Him for the gift of covenanted unity with Him; and that gift is as total as it can be, given the need for the meat to be partly used in joining non-priests together with the priestly father figure in offering that gift; and given that the blood will be used for sealing a covenant, and expiating impurity and perhaps sin. For many, this term expiation is unfamiliar, and I avoided saying too much about it last week. Now it’s time. Now, we are going to look at the various types of sacrificial rituals offered routinely in the desert tabernacle, and then the Temple of Jerusalem, after Solomon builds it. These are the sacrifices Jesus’ family would have routinely offered as part of their spiritual lives. 

Because there is so much technical material to summarise in this session, I have split my lecture into two parts. The first will provide the narrative context, summarise the physical structure of the tabernacle and temple, and say something about the role of the monarchy. The second will set out the Levitical sacrifices and offer an interpretation of them.

So, first the narrative context. I think this is worth giving because it took me, personally, a long time to get an overview of the Biblical narrative that helped me join the dots. In all that time, I studied theology basically by accepting what the New Testament authors,  and Fathers and Doctors of the Church, told me about the meaning of this narrative, without understanding why they were right.

After the Passover, the Israelites are redeemed: this is the first usage of this term in Scripture. The Hebrew term for redemption literally has to do with purchasing something or someone one to free someone from debt or slavery. It is always used to describe the effect of God’s actions, across contexts where the manner in which God saves Israel can be pretty diverse. Although the term connotes the write-off of debt on the part of the redeemed, it’s clear that this term is used with reference to its consequences, not used to imply that there was some debt on the part of Israel, or that God has paid the slaver anything. In Egypt, for example, the Israelites are not enslaved because of anything they did. God does not pay the Egyptians off, but smacks about their deities until the Pharoah reluctantly surrenders. I point all this out so that we aren’t tempted to treat the frequent use of the term “redemption” as implying a particular mechanism for how God sets us free.  

The Israelites then travel to Sinai, with some whinging on the way, and some miracles to sustain their faith, which have provided a rich seam of sacramental typology, and which, Brant Pitre argues, set up 1st Century Israelites to understand the Eucharist. Dennis Olson argues that these also help 1st Century Israelites to accept John’s ritual of baptism as communicating God’s forgiveness. 



At Sinai, God proposes a suzerainty treaty with the Israelites. That’s the kind of treaty a victorious king signs with a subordinate aristocracy on behalf of their people. Its terms are typical of such treaties. If they obey His laws, or commandments, He will keep them safe in the land He has set aside for them to invade. These commandments constitute a legal system. The first tranche include legislation for the construction of the tabernacle. The Israelites are given the choice of whether they want to sign on the dotted line, and when they acclaim their agreement, Moses has some strapping young men kill some animals to get the ink they need; the dotted line is a newly built altar surrounded by 12 pillars for the 12 patriarchs. The crowd of people are sprinkled with the other half of the blood. 

During the Sinai narrative, Moses comes down to discover that the Israelites have made a golden calf to provide a focal point for worshipping Yahweh. The Levites kill those responsible, and God withdraws the role of the priesthood from the heads of households, conferring it on the Levites, and in particular the descendants of Aaron, Moses’ brother. With Aaron invested and the tabernacle built, including a hi-tech piece of ritual hardware, the Ark of the Covenant; they prepare to set off.  Just as the Tabernacle is built and set up, the Tabernacle is shrouded in mist and Moses unable to enter; when the divine presence lifted, they would set off. It is at this point that Leviticus begins, with its rules for worship. These rules get some additions in Deuteronomy, a third legislative text, which, along with Numbers, is given to the Israelites piecemeal as they wander in the desert. They spend 40 years wandering, so that a whole generation can die – those whose memory of life in Egypt strip them of the courage they need to conquer Canaan.
A side note on the conquering of Canaan, which comes next. Even if we have a way of explaining God’s instruction to kill everyone in cities the Israelites conquer, it leaves the Israelites as the aggressors. There is one episode, where the Israelites defeat an alliance of five kings, which reads like something from Lord of the Rings – with Yahweh as Sauron. But we don’t just have to accept that God is within his rights here: there is a subtext which we need to pay very close attention to the Torah to reveal – although archaeology also helps. Archaeologically, we know that El is the chief of the Canaanite pantheon; and Biblically, El reigns with the assistance of a divine council. But archaeologically, the Canaanites worshipped members of El’s pantheon, even prioritising them above Him as tutelary deities of particular cities, or in order to win particular favours within their sphere of influence. In other words, there is a suppressed backstory to Abraham between Genesis 11 and 12, going on in Canaan while Abraham’s toledot is happening in Mesopotamia. God has chosen the land of Canaan as His priestly nation, and instituted a priesthood in it – the remnant of which Abraham meets, in Melchizedek – but they have betrayed Him so badly He is pushing the reset button. Abraham and his descendants are actually the second attempt at forming a priestly nation. The invasion of Canaan is a punitive house-cleaning exercise

So, the Israelites invade Canaan so that God can have a priestly nation after all: that is, not a nation of priests, but a nation which is a priest to the other nations. The priesthood of Israel is consistent with Israel having a priesthood chosen from among its members, just like the priesthood of all believers is consistent with the Church having a priesthood to carry out its sacrificial ritual, the Mass. At this point the ark, and tabernacle, are parked in a town, which may or may not have functioned as the place of pilgrimage before the Temple was built. The town changes over the course of the book of Judges and Samuel, which describe the repeated failures of the Israelites to keep the Law of Moses; their being invaded by neighbours in consequence; and God raising up a temporary military leader to repel the invaders. In Judges, we are told that part of the explanation for widespread disobedience of the Law of Moses is that, I quote “there was no king in the land, and everyone did what was right in his own eyes”. This suggestion of the necessity of monarchy makes stranger what happens when the Israelites finally ask for a king, so that they can have a standing army to defend them. In His conversations with the final judge, the prophet Samuel, God tells him to warn the Israelites that a king will exploit them. It seems that the Israelites both need a king to limit their moral corruption, but will be harmed by a king due to his moral corruption. They had the best king already – God, enthroned on His tabernacle – but they cannot manage to obey the Law of Moses, or unite to defend themselves, without a king who is also human.

A confusing aspect of the ritual Laws delivered at Sinai and in the desert wandering is that they look forward to a time when the rituals performed before and within the tabernacle will be done in an unnamed city where God “makes His name to dwell”. This finally occurs after Israel’s third king, Solomon, can raise the money to build it. But before then, his father, David, conceives of the plan for it, ashamed that he has a palace while God has only a tent. God tells him it is too early for David to build God a permanent house; but instead, God promises David that He will build David a permanent house: a dynasty that will last forever. This is the point where Messianic expectation begins to become explicit, since it is not realistic that a dynasty built of a chain of normal human links could last for ever. 

At this point, it is the right time to describe Solomon’s Temple, and also the Tabernacle – because their layout is roughly the same. Fundamentally, each has a courtyard of sanctified space, which contains the tent or building, the “holy place”. In front of the holy place is the altar of burnt offering – a bronze-overlaid square of walls with a grill suspended inside, halfway up, like a sort of barbecue. There’s also a laver; in the case of Solomon’s Temple, an absolutely massive “sea”, a bowl with the capacity of a small swimming pool sat on the back of a ring of statues of bulls. This is our only indication that they washed the Temple court or the inside walls of the holy places. There are no instructions for washing the building, altar, floor, walls, curtains, or cloth walls of the tabernacle: only for the priests’ ritual ablutions. The laver for the Tabernacle would have been impractically small for washing the tabernacle’s cloth walls. This might be important later.

Inside the tabernacle, or holy place, was an altar just for burning incense, a gold-plated table for displaying bread left out in offering, and a lampstand. Beyond that was a curtain dividing the holy place from the most holy place – or a wall, in the case of Solomon’s Temple. In the Tabernacle and Solomon’s Temple, this contained the Ark of the Covenant. After the exile, the Second Temple’s most holy place had no ark – just an empty room. This emptiness was supposed to have deeply impressed Roman general Pompey when he conquered Jerusalem and instigated Roman rule of Judaea, but it was a result of the ark being lost during the Babylonian invasion. The Second Temple had a larger complex of rooms and courtyards, including the outermost court of the gentiles, where Israelites could buy sacrifices and pay their temple tax, and change Roman coinage into less blasphemous Tyrian coins to do it.



The Tabernacle and Temple were both served by a hereditary caste of priests descended from Aaron, Moses’ brother; and these are helped by men from the tribe of Levi, Moses and Aaron’s tribe. Only the priests could enter the holy place, and only the high priest could enter the most holy place, and then only one day a year, to purify it on the Day of Atonement, and perhaps thereby secure forgiveness.

One more thing to note about the priesthood. They were not always the one to kill the animal, but they were always involved in presenting its body and blood, and burning and sprinkling, pouring or daubing the blood. For many rituals they get a cut of the meat, and we should think about why, and when, and why not when they don’t. One more thing to note about the placement of the Temple in Jerusalem. Firstly, Deuteronomy legislates that sacrifice may only be offered at the Temple in Jerusalem, and it legislates this before that Temple exists, and before Jerusalem has been conquered – that is, that sacrifice should only be offered “at the place where God will choose”. The process of this choosing is David’s capture of Jerusalem and transportation of the ark there. In other words, the placement of the Temple cult in Jerusalem is intrinsically tied to the centring of the Davidite dynasty on Jerusalem. We know that Israelites offered sacrifices elsewhere nonetheless – and shutting down these practices is one of the markers of a ‘good’ king in the history of Judah. 

A little more narrative, just in case. Soon after Solomon, there is a rebellion and the kingdom splits, into Israel where 10 of the tribes live, and Judah where the tribes of Judah and Benjamin live. The books of Kings and Chronicles regard the kings of Israel as universally bad and idolatrous, but there are some good kings of Judah, like Josiah and Hezekiah. Notably, Chronicles describes Hezekiah enforcing the rules for a Passover to be celebrated in Jerusalem, not at home, and begging God for an indulgence for Israelites who have got sloppy about their practice of the ritual. Davidite kings seem to have the liberty to reorganize and reconfigure the rule of Temple worship, too – and this liberty is not specified in the Torah. David and Hezekiah, for example, organize the division of labour across the Levites and priests. David offers sacrifices Himself, as if he is a priest.

Indeed, David takes on prerogatives for himself which seem to be rooted in his claim to prophetic insight: Psalm 110 tells us that the LORD has sworn, and will not change His mind, that “you are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.” The verses are ambiguous as to whether God is addressing the poet – David – or the Messiah whom the poem is about. When instating the Ark in Jerusalem, David wears priestly vestments, and carries out a burnt offering and a peace offering; in Chronicles he offers them almost routinely. There are two implications here. One is that there is a pre-Abrahamic order of priests which have the right to offer sacrifices in the land God has chosen to keep holy for himself – Melchizedek’s. God has identified David’s dynasty as inheriting that office, or prerogative. The other is that the order of Melchizedek stands in a creative relationship to the order of Aaron: while David is described as offering sacrifices using Levitical terminology, he is also described as offering sacrifices picked out simply by the names of the animals killed. 

Now it’s time to detail those types of sacrifices! I have to leave that for another recording, however, so that you can take a break to assimilate this context.






