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C H A P T E R  3

SACRIFICE AND ATONEMENT IN  

SECOND-TEMPLE JEWISH THOUGHT

Many of the brief formulas that appear throughout the New Testament to 
refer to the salvific nature of Jesus’ death use sacrificial language. A number 
of these formulas explicitly relate Jesus’ death to expiation and the remission 
of sins. On this basis, it is generally argued that the first Christians regarded 
Jesus’ death as an atonement for sin. 

Obviously, in order to understand the sacrificial language found in the 
New Testament, we must attempt some reconstruction of first-century beliefs 
regarding the nature, meaning, and purpose of sacrifice. Since the rise of bibli-
cal scholarship, countless proposals have been offered as to how sacrifice was 
understood in antiquity, particularly in Israel and ancient Judaism. %ese have 
often been referred to as “theories” of sacrifice. Today such terminology is 
used much less frequently. In part, this is because most scholars are convinced 
that there can be no general “theory” of sacrifice that applies to the wide vari-
ety of sacrificial practices in the different contexts and cultures of antiquity. 
In addition, however, well over a century of attempts to resolve the question 
of how sacrifice functioned or “worked,” especially in ancient Hebrew and 
Jewish thought, has not led to any consensus on the question.1 Today, the 
majority of New Testament scholars either reproduce uncritically the same 
basic views regarding sacrifice that have been held for over a century or simply 
refrain from addressing the subject at all. Because of this, in-depth discussion 
of the meaning and purpose of sacrifice in ancient Judaism has become rela-
tively uncommon among New Testament scholars. If any consensus can be 
said to exist, it is that sacrifice in antiquity was a complex phenomenon and 
that any attempt to capture its “essence” will therefore inevitably fail.

Despite this lack of a clear consensus on the question of how sacrifice was 
understood in ancient Judaism, certain ideas on the subject are commonly 
found throughout the writings of New Testament scholars, especially among 
those who look to the ideas of penal substitution and participation to inter-
pret the allusions to sacrifice in the Hebrew Scriptures, second-temple Jewish 
literature, and the New Testament. Among the most important of these ideas 
are the following, not all of which, of course, are held by all biblical scholars:

1. On some of the problems of speaking of “theories” of sacrifice, see Jonathan Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice, 
and the Temple: Symbolism and Supersessionism in the Study of Ancient Judaism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006), 47-48. 
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1. In ancient Hebrew and Jewish thought, sacrifices properly offered 
were believed to make atonement for sin. %us the reason that Jesus’ 
first followers came to use sacrificial terminology to refer to his death 
was that they believed that his death had made atonement for human 
sin.

2. In antiquity, sacrifice was viewed as producing certain “effects” and 
“working” in some way to take away sin and its consequences and to 
make expiation or purification for sins. %is led Jesus’ first followers 
to affirm that his death had also had some such salvific “effect” and 
“worked” in order to take away human sin and its consequences.

3. Sacrifice was commonly understood in terms of propitiation: God’s 
anger at the people’s sin was appeased by the death of a sacrificial vic-
tim or by the shedding or presentation of its blood. In the same way, 
Jesus’ first followers claimed that God’s anger at human sin had been 
appeased or exhausted by Jesus’ death or blood, with the result that 
human beings were no longer subject to God’s wrath or condemnation.

4. According to Scripture and ancient Hebrew and Jewish thought, there 
could be no remission of sin without sacrifices. On the basis of this 
claim, it is maintained that Jesus’ first followers were convinced that it 
was not possible for human sin to be forgiven without Jesus’ sacrificial 
death. His death was thus necessary for human salvation, just as in Old 
Testament times, sacrificial deaths were necessary in order for God’s 
people to obtain God’s forgiveness.

5. %e idea of substitution was central to the biblical and ancient Jewish 
understanding of sacrifice. %e life of sacrificial victims was thought 
to substitute for the life of sinful human beings, so that the sacrificial 
victims endured in the stead of sinners the punishment or consequence 
of their sins, thereby freeing them from that punishment or those con-
sequences. %is belief therefore led Jesus’ first followers to regard Jesus’ 
death as substitutionary: he endured the punishment or consequences 
to which human beings were subject on account of their sins.

6. According to many scholars who reject the notion of penal substitu-
tion, in ancient times the sacrificial victims were thought to represent 
those who offered them. In this way, those presenting sacrifices were 
believed to die in some sense together with the sacrificial victim. %is 
idea provided the basis for the first believers in Jesus to claim that, 
in his death, Jesus had represented human beings so that they died 
together with him. %ey therefore claimed that human beings are 
saved by sharing or participating in Jesus’ death, just as those in ancient 
times shared or participated in the death of the sacrificial victims they 
presented at the altar.
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7. According to René Girard, the idea of scapegoating was central to the 
ancient understanding of sacrifice among peoples such as the Hebrews. 
%e killing of a sacrificial victim exposed the scapegoat mechanism 
and in this way enabled people to escape from its vicious circle of vio-
lence. In the same way, for the first Christians, Jesus’ death was salvific 
in that it revealed the scapegoat mechanism that is common to most 
cultures and societies.

In this chapter, I will argue that all of the ideas regarding sacrifice and 
atonement just outlined were foreign to ancient Judaism and are nowhere to 
be found in the relevant texts. Obviously, if this is true, then there can be no 
basis for claiming that the understandings of Jesus’ death just described are 
grounded in ancient Jewish thought regarding sacrifice. Because some schol-
ars claim that the sacrificial language we find in the New Testament is also 
derived from certain Hellenistic and Roman sacrificial beliefs and practices, I 
will also address material from non-Jewish sources where it is pertinent. 

In the first part of the present chapter, I will examine briefly the ideas 
associated with each of the seven affirmations regarding sacrifice just listed on 
the basis of scholarly reconstructions of ancient Hebrew and Jewish sacrificial 
beliefs and practices. In the second part, I will summarize some of the basic 
beliefs regarding sacrifice that run throughout the written sources we have 
from the second-temple period and the early rabbinic literature. %en, in the 
third part, I will re-examine the ideas associated with the seven affirmations 
just expounded in order to demonstrate that those interpretations of sacrifice 
are indeed foreign to the thought world of first-century Judaism. While I 
agree with the scholarly consensus that it would be a mistake to claim that 
there was a single understanding of sacrifice among Jews in antiquity and 
that we must therefore reject any attempt to affirm an all-embracing “theory 
of sacrifice,” I will nevertheless argue that, on the basis of the evidence at our 
disposal, there were certain fundamental conceptions regarding sacrifice that 
were commonly held by most Jews.

Because my subject of interest here is sacrificial beliefs and practices in the 
time of Jesus, for the most part I regard the ancient Hebrew beliefs and prac-
tices that lie behind the texts describing sacrifice in the Hebrew Scriptures 
to be irrelevant in the following discussion. As I mentioned at the outset of 
Chapter 2, no one in Jesus’ day had the means and resources necessary to 
reconstruct historically the original contexts and meanings of the writings 
making up the Hebrew Bible in the way that we attempt to do today. All 
that they had were the texts themselves and the interpretations of those texts 
handed down to them by their ancestors. 

%is is a point overlooked by many scholars, who enter into debates 
regarding the original or essential meanings of certain sacrificial practices 
among the ancient Hebrews on the basis of the Hebrew Scriptures and then 
proceed as if these same meanings can serve to explain the sacrificial language 
found in the New Testament. %us, for example, what the ancient Hebrews 



128 SACRIFICE AND ATONEMENT IN SECOND-TEMPLE JEWISH THOUGHT 

and Israelites who lived centuries before Jesus believed they were doing when 
they laid hands on an animal or manipulated its blood and its remains after 
slaughtering it has little if any relevance for the question of how the Jews in 
Jesus’ day understood such rites. %e same must be said regarding the etymol-
ogy and origin of Hebrew sacrificial terms such as kipper and kofer or the 
original meaning or logic behind the prescriptions regarding Hebrew sacrifice 
that appear in the biblical texts, most notably the book of Leviticus. Such 
discussions are of no value for our purposes here. Nevertheless, because one of 
the main purposes of this chapter is to examine scholarly reconstructions of 
the ancient beliefs regarding sacrifice that biblical interpreters use as a basis 
for understanding the New Testament allusions to the salvific significance 
of Jesus’ death, it will be necessary to refer to the works of many scholars 
who ignore or overlook the important distinction between the ways in which 
sacrifice was understood in ancient Israel at the time in which the Hebrew 
Scriptures took form and the ways in which Jews in the first century CE 
interpreted the sacrificial rites carried out in their own day.

Of course, this does not mean that we can ignore what the Hebrew 
Scriptures say on the subject of sacrifice, since the Jewish sacrificial beliefs 
and practices of the second-temple period continued to be based primarily on 
those texts. For that reason, the general content of those texts unquestionably 
remains relevant. %e same must be said regarding the material from rabbinic 
sources and other Jewish writings that were written after Jesus’ death: while 
this material must be used with great caution, it can also be helpful in recon-
structing ancient Jewish thought on the subject.2

SACRIFICIAL INTERPRETATION IN  

NEW TESTAMENT SCHOLARSHIP:

VIEWS AND PRESUPPOSITIONS

Assumption 1: Sacrifices made atonement for sins.

Perhaps the most basic affirmation commonly made regarding ancient Jewish 
sacrifices is that they were believed to make atonement for sin. While there 
are a number of ways in which this affirmation can be understood, the point 
in question is that the act of sacrifice in itself is said to have made atonement, 
procuring divine forgiveness or purifying people from their sin. 

It is widely accepted that such an understanding of sacrifice is found explic-
itly in the ancient sources. Many, for example, cite Lev. 17:11 as a basis for 
claiming that blood atones: “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.” As Jay Sklar indicates, the last phrase of 
this verse can be translated from the Hebrew original in three different ways: 

2. On this point, see George W. E. Nickelsburg, Ancient Judaism and Christian Origins: Diversity, 
Continuity, and Transformation (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 25-26. 
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“it is the blood that makes atonement for one’s life”; “it is the blood, as life, 
that effects expiation”; or “it is the blood that makes atonement, by reason of/
means of the life.”3 %e fact that discussions of this last phrase are rare in the 
ancient Jewish literature at our disposal makes it difficult to determine how it 
might have been understood in the second-temple period.

Even more difficult is the question of the logic that was thought to lie 
behind affirmations such as Lev. 17:11. While scholars commonly insist that 
sacrificial blood was believed to make atonement, disagreement exists regard-
ing how and why it was thought to do so. For some, it was the destruction or 
killing of the victim that atoned for sins. Leon Morris, for example, looks to 
a number of passages from the Hebrew Scriptures to claim: “In each case, 
it is the termination of life, the infliction of death that atones.”4 %is claim 
is almost invariably understood in a substitutionary sense: the animal vic-
tim was believed to make atonement for the worshiper’s sin by dying in his 
or her stead.5 According to this understanding of sacrifice, once the animal 
had been put to death, its blood was then presented before God as a type of 
ransom price.6 %e blood itself atoned because it contained the life of the 
sacrificial victim and that life was presented to God in the place of the life of 
the offerers.7 

Most scholars seem to agree that the belief that sacrificial offerings made 
atonement for sins remained widespread among Jews in New Testament 
times and even persisted long after the destruction of the Jerusalem temple. 
%e Mishnah, for example, affirms regarding the sacrifices offered on the Day 
of Atonement: “As the blood of the goat that is sprinkled within (the Holy of 
Holies) makes atonement for the Israelites, so does the blood of the bullock 
make atonement for the priests” (Shevu’ot 1:7). On the basis of passages such 
as this, Jacob Neusner claims that the ancient rabbinical writings ascribed 
atoning efficacy to Israelite sacrifices: “%e public offerings—the daily whole 
offerings—atone for Israel’s sin; public offerings appease and effect atone-
ment between Israel and its father in heaven, just as stated in the Written 
Torah.”8 Adolf Büchler even claims that in rabbinic thought atonement was 
the automatic result of the sacrificial rites: “the mere oblation of the atoning 
sacrifice and the sprinkling of its blood upon the four corners or against the 

3. Jay Sklar, Sin, Impurity, Sacrifice, Atonement: #e Priestly Conceptions (HBM 2; Sheffield: Sheffield 
Phoenix, 2005), 169-74. See also N. Kiuchi, #e Purification Offering in the Priestly Literature: Its Meaning and 
Function ( JSOTSup 56; Sheffield: JSOT, 1987), 105-6. %e choice scholars make with regard to which of these 
three translations is to be affirmed seems inevitably to be based primarily on theological considerations, as is 
evident from the work of both Sklar and Kiuchi. 

4. Leon Morris, #e Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 119. Among 
the passages Morris cites are Exod. 32:30-32, Num. 25:13, Deut. 21:1-9, and 2 Sam. 21:3-4.

5. See, for example, ibid., 25-26; Gordon J. Wenham, “%e %eology of Old Testament Sacrifice,” in 
Sacrifice in the Bible (ed. Roger T. Beckwith and Martin J. Selman; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995), 79-85; Kiuchi, 
Purification Offering, 107-9, 155, 162.

6. See, for example, Sklar, Sin, 44-80.
7. See ibid., 173. 
8. Jacob Neusner, Judaism When Christianity Began: A Survey of Belief and Practice (Louisville, KY: 

Westminster John Knox, 2002), 150.
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wall of the altar brought atonement automatically to the people of Israel or 
to the individual....”9 

Of course, sacrifice was not thought to be the only means of making 
atonement for one’s sins in ancient Judaism. Suffering, death, prayer, almsgiv-
ing, and fasting could also atone for sins. Because the present chapter is dedi-
cated to the subject of sacrifice, however, I will reserve discussion regarding 
these other means of atonement for Chapter 4.

Whatever logic is ascribed to the sacrificial rites, it is therefore widely 
accepted that in ancient Judaism the performance of those rites was thought 
to make atonement for sins and obtain divine forgiveness. %is assumption 
seems to be so deeply entrenched in scholarly thought and in the ancient 
sources that, for many, even to question it would be unthinkable.

Assumption 2: Sacrifices were thought to “work” in some way to 
produce certain salvific “effects,” such as expiation and purification.

Biblical scholars repeatedly speak in such terms. %e ideas of expiation and 
purification can be understood in either a forensic or an ontological sense. 
According to a forensic understanding, sacrifices effected some change either 
in the way God regarded those on whose behalf they were offered or in the 
status of the offerers in relation to God’s law or God’s justice. In this case, the 
“effect” of sacrifice was that those who were guilty of sin were acquitted and 
delivered from the punishment due to them for their sins. Usually, a foren-
sic understanding of sacrifice is based on the notion of penal substitution. 
%is forensic interpretation of sacrifice will be examined under the next three 
headings rather than in the present section.

In contrast to a forensic interpretation, an ontological understanding of 
sacrifice posits some type of actual and even physical or material change in the 
people, places, or objects involved in the sacrificial rites. Usually this is seen as 
involving a cause-and-effect relationship between the performance of those 
rites and the salvific consequences resulting from them. 

%us, for example, sin and impurity can be seen as ontological realities that 
come to be present in human beings as a result of their actions. According 
to Baruch Levine, “Impurity was viewed as an external force which entered 
the person or attached itself to him. %e primary purpose of expiation was, 
therefore, to rid one’s self of this external force.”10 %is involves attributing 
apotropaic power to the sacrificial rites or to certain elements, such as the sac-
rificial blood.11 Similarly, Jonathan Klawans claims that, in ancient Judaism, 

9. Adolf Büchler, Studies in Sin and Atonement in the Rabbinic Literature of the First Century ( JCP 11; 
London: Oxford University Press, 1928), 441. 

10. Baruch A. Levine, In the Presence of the Lord: A Study of Cult and Some Cultic Terms in Ancient Israel 
(SJLA 5; Leiden: Brill, 1974), 77. 

11. See Levine, In the Presence, 71; Robert J. Daly, Christian Sacrifice: #e Judaeo-Christian Background 
before Origen (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1978), 111; Robert J. Daly, #e Origins 
of the Christian Doctrine of Sacrifice (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978), 30; Jacob Milgrom, “Atonement in the 
OT,” IDBS, 80; Stephen Finlan, #e Background and Content of Paul’s Cultic Atonement Metaphors (AcBib 19; 
Atlanta: SBL, 2004), 74. 
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both moral and ritual impurity were believed to involve some type of invisible 
power or force: 

Moral impurity is best understood as a potent force unleashed by certain sin-
ful human actions. %e force unleashed defiles the sinner, the sanctuary, and the 
land.... In the case of ritual impurity, a real, physical process or event (e.g., death or 
menstruation) has a perceived effect: impermanent contagion that affects people 
and certain objects within their reach.... In both cases, the impurity is conveyed 
by contact: ritual impurity is conveyed by direct and indirect human contact, and 
moral impurity is conveyed to the land by sins that take place upon it.12

According to this type of interpretation, the impure power or force 
involved was believed to produce negative consequences for those who 
entered into contact with it. N. Kiuchi, for example, affirms that in ancient 
Hebrew and Jewish thought “sins have consequences,” which consist of “phys-
ical or spiritual suffering” and even death.13 Similarly, Sklar maintains that 
“even inadvertent sins may be followed by punitive consequences, and will 
ultimately result in death if not properly addressed.”14 Naturally, this impurity 
also affects negatively one’s relationship with Israel’s holy God, making com-
munion with him impossible. %is was thought to be true both for individuals 
and for entire communities. 

In this case, the purpose of sacrifice was to rid the person or community 
of the pernicious substance that had negative consequences. Supposedly, this 
was thought to take place through some type of physical transfer. %e sin 
might be passed from a sinful person to an animal victim, thereby enabling 
that sin to be absorbed, neutralized, or eliminated. As a result, the sinner was 
freed from his or her sin.15 According to some interpreters, the next step was 
to destroy the animal by putting it to death. In this way, the sin that it had 
absorbed was eliminated or destroyed as well. Reflecting ideas we have seen 
in Chapter 1, James Dunn compares this to the way an infection or virus may 
be passed from one person to another. For Dunn, sin was viewed as something 
akin to a “malignant cancer,” an infection, or a “malignant, poisonous organ-
ism” that needed to be destroyed in the same way that germs are destroyed 
through vaccination.16 Sacrifice dealt with this organism or infection by put-
ting to death the victim to which that sin had been transferred: 

12. Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 29, 
34. Klawans distinguishes ritual impurity from moral impurity, which he claims is the result of having sinned.

13. Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 34, 162.
14. Sklar, Sin, 183.
15. See Finlan, Background, 73-93; J. Louis Martyn, Galatians: A New Translation with Introduction and 

Commentary (AB 33A; New York: Doubleday, 1997), 318; James D. G. Dunn, “Paul’s Understanding of the 
Death of Jesus,” in Sacrifice and Redemption: Durham Essays in #eology (ed. S.W. Sykes; Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), 43-47. 

16. James D. G. Dunn, Romans 1-8 (WBC 38A; Dallas, TX: Word, 1988), 182, 439; Dunn, #e #eology 
of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 223; Dunn, “Paul’s Understanding,” 50. Cf. A. J. M. 
Wedderburn, “2 Corinthians 5:14—A Key to Paul’s Soteriology?,” in Paul and the Corinthians: Studies on a 
Community in Conflict. Essays in Honour of Margaret #rall (ed. Trevor J. Burke and J. Keith Elliott; NovTSup 
109; Leiden: Brill, 2003), 273.
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In some sense or other, the ritual of killing the sacrifice removed the sin from 
the unclean offerer....%e manner in which the sin-offering dealt with sin was by 
its death. %e sacrificial animal, identified with the offerer in his sin, had to be 
destroyed in order to destroy the sin which it embodied. %e sprinkling, smearing 
and pouring away of the sacrificial blood in the sight of God indicated that the 
life was wholly destroyed, and with it the sin of the sinner.17

According to many scholars, this transfer of sin was believed to take place 
when the hand of the offerer was placed upon the victim before it was sacri-
ficed. Noam Zohar, for example, claims that in the sin-offering ritual, 

the laying of the hand should be taken to have basically the same meaning as in 
the Day of Atonement ritual: it marks the adherence of the sin contamination 
from the person to the animal.... [W]hen the impurity is conveyed to the animal, 
it would contaminate it as the sinner himself was contaminated. %at is, it would 
enter into and contaminate the whole animal, but especially its nephesh, which 
in the biblical context means its blood (Gen 9:4, etc.). So this is why, when the 
animal is thereupon slaughtered, the main force of the contamination attached to 
the emerging blood, though some remains in the flesh as well.... %e sinner pro-
cures an animal and transfers his sin-contamination to it. %e animal is then slain, 
whereupon attention is focused on its essence of animation, its blood, to which 
the sin-contamination is now attached.18 

Other scholars, however, reject this understanding of the laying-on of hands. 
Instead they regard it as symbolizing the self-identification of the offerer with 
the animal victim, as indicating that the animal victim belonged to the one 
offering it, or else as the means by which the offerer transferred his or her guilt 
to the victim, rather than transferring sin itself.19

Some scholars also speak of holiness or purity as some type of substance or 
power that was thought to be communicated between persons or objects.20 At 
times this substance or power might even be considered divine. In this case, 
sacrificial rites involved transferring this pure substance or power to human 
beings in order to render them pure and holy as well. According to Menahem 
Haran, for example, the Old Testament speaks of a “contagious holiness” that 
“is conceived of as being virtually tangible, a physical entity, the existence and 
activity of which can be sensorially perceived. Any person or object coming 

17. Dunn, “Paul’s Understanding,” 44, 47. Cf. Levine, In the Presence, 68-69, n37, who speaks of “the 
impurity and sins of the worshippers” being transferred to the animal victim. Jacob Milgrom also finds 
precedent in ancient Near Eastern thought for the practice of “the burning of the hattat [or sin-offering] 
because it absorbs the malefic impurity of the object which it has purged” (Studies in Cultic #eology and 
Terminology; SJLA 36; Leiden: Brill, 1983, 74).

18. Noam Zohar, “Repentance and Purification: %e Significance and Semantics of Hattath in the 
Pentateuch,” JBL 107 (1988): 613-14.

19. On these ideas, see respectively Dunn, “Paul’s Understanding,” 44-45; Bruce Chilton, #e Temple of 
Jesus: His Sacrificial Program within a Cultural History of Sacrifice (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State 
University, 1992), 101-2; Roy Gane, Cult and Character: Purification Offerings, Day of Atonement, and #eodicy 
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2005), 245-46.

20. B. Hudson McLean, #e Cursed Christ: Mediterranean Expulsion Rituals and Pauline Soteriology 
( JSNTSup 126; Sheffield: JSOT, 1996), 39-41. Tom Holmén disagrees with this idea, claiming: “Uncleanness 
was transferable, cleanness not, and mere touching sufficed to defile” (Jesus and Jewish Covenant #inking; 
BibInt 55; Leiden: Brill, 2001, 226).
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into contact with the altar (Exod. 29:37) or any of the articles of the taber-
nacle furniture (30:29) becomes ‘holy’, that is, contracts holiness and, like the 
tabernacle appurtenances themselves, becomes consecrated.”21

Jacob Milgrom also speaks of sin as a kind of impure power, substance, 
or force. However, instead of seeing this impurity as something that adheres 
to people or animals, he claims that, both in the book of Leviticus and the 
Mishnah, it was believed to adhere to the inner part of the sanctuary, thereby 
polluting it. According to Milgrom, “brazen sins possess the power not only 
to pollute the outer altar but to penetrate into the shrine, reaching even the 
holy ark.”22 “[I]mpurity is a dynamic (but not demonic) force that attacks the 
sanctuary.... [Man] alone can pollute the sanctuary by his physical and moral 
impurity and thereby drive out God from his midst.”23 Milgrom claimed that 
“for both Israel and her neighbors impurity was a physical substance, an aerial 
miasma which possessed magnetic attraction for the realm of the sacred” and 
had “dynamic and malefic power.”24 Milgrom even speaks of this impurity as 
“dangerously contagious,” making it necessary for the priests to act with great 
caution as they performed the sacrificial rites.25 

According to Milgrom, if this impurity was left to accumulate in the sanc-
tuary so as to pollute it, eventually God would no longer dwell there: “the God 
of Israel will not abide in a polluted sanctuary. %e merciful God will tolerate 
a modicum of pollution. But there is a point of no return.”26 Milgrom under-
stands the Day of Atonement ritual prescribed in Leviticus 16 on the basis 
of these ideas. According to Milgrom, sacrificial blood functioned as a “ritual 
detergent”: “%e hattat blood, then, is the purging element, the ritual deter-
gent.... By daubing the altar with the hattat blood or by bringing it inside the 
sanctuary (e.g., Lev., XVI, 14-19), the priest purges the most sacred objects 
and areas of the sanctuary on behalf of the person who caused their contami-
nation by his physical impurity or inadvertent offense.”27 For Milgrom, this 
idea is found in the Mishnah as well: “%is rabbinic tradition has preserved 

21. Menahem Haran, Temples and Temple-Service in Ancient Israel: An Inquiry into the Character of Cult 
Phenomena and the Historical Setting of the Priestly School (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978), 176. Sklar also writes that 
“consecration can result simply from contact with holy items” (Sin, 120); W. O. E. Oesterley, Sacrifices in Ancient 
Israel: #eir Origin, Purposes and Development (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1937), 225-26.

22. Jacob Milgrom, “Day of Atonement,” IDBS, 83. Similar to Neusner, Richard D. Nelson writes that 
“human sin defiled holy space and holy things and, unless cleaned off or covered over, threatened to generate 
the ‘holy-unclean fusion reaction’ and bring on Yahweh’s wrath” (Raising Up a Faithful Priest: Community and 
Priesthood in Biblical #eology; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1993, 75).

23. Milgrom, “Sacrifice in the OT,” IDBS, 766. Milgrom’s rejection of the idea that this force is demonic 
is a response to Levine, In the Presence, 75-78.

24. Milgrom, Studies, 76.
25. Ibid., 73. Stressing that in ancient Hebrew and Jewish thought sacrificial blood was associated with life 

rather than death, Jane Lancaster Patterson similarly comments with regard to the sacrificial blood mentioned 
in Leviticus and Genesis: “%e intensity of life poured out is dangerously alive and needs to be handled only 
by priests specially chosen and prepared to do so” (Keeping the Feast: Metaphors of Sacrifice in 1 Corinthians and 
Philippians; ECL; Atlanta: SBL, 2015, 71). 

26. Milgrom,“Atonement in the OT,” 81-82.
27. Milgrom, Studies, 76. See also Milgrom, “Day of Atonement,” 82-83; “Sacrifices and Offerings, OT,” 

766-67. In this latter article, Milgrom also claims that once the blood has removed impurities, “it contaminates 
any object it is spilled on or touches” as well as “those who handle it” (767).
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the postulate that the hattat blood is the ritual detergent employed by the 
priest to purge the sanctuary of the impurities inflicted upon it by the offerer 
of the sacrifice.”28 %us when the priests sprinkled the blood on the sacred 
places and objects to which sin and impurity had adhered, they became pure. 

While many scholars disagree with Milgrom’s views regarding sacrifice, 
they often share similar ideas regarding the power of blood.29 Kiuchi, for 
example, agrees with Milgrom that “the hattat purifies sancta” but, contrary to 
Milgrom, claims that it also purifies persons.30 W. O. E. Oesterley also spoke 
of the “purificatory effect of blood” in post-exilic thought but claimed that, 
since the life is in the blood, when it was “sprinkled on and around the altar” 
it was thought to be “appropriated by the Deity, who absorbs the life.”31 S. C. 
Gayford claimed that not only the blood but also the flesh of the sin offer-
ing was extremely holy and thus “‘hallowed’ everything which it touched.”32 

Bradley McLean also argues that blood not only consecrated what it touched 
but also absorbed its impurity.33

Other interpreters see the role of sacrificial blood primarily in terms of 
uniting the offerer to God. Robert Daly, for example, has argued that “the 
basic meaning of the blood rite is not so much atonement in the sense of 
expiation or propitiation, as it is communion or at-one-ment (the English 
etymological sense of the word).”34 Godfrey Ashby claims that, when two 
parties make a pact, sacrificial blood joins or unites them to one another so 
as to produce a single life and bring about a “psychic community” between 
them.35 David deSilva sees sacrificial blood in terms of a “reparative sealant” 
or “ritual mortar” rather than a detergent, since it unites the participants to 
one another.36

%ose who focus on these different ways in which the blood was used 
generally see the sacrificial slaughter of the animal, not in terms of effect-
ing its destruction or executing some type of substitutionary punishment, 
but of making it possible for the blood to be extracted from the animal so 
that it could be used in the sacrificial rites. According to Stephen Finlan, for 

28. Milgrom, Studies, 77. See also Sklar, Sin, 106-11; Finlan, Background and Content, 40-41, 93. Luigi 
Moraldi attributes the power of blood as a ritual detergent to its containing the life-force of the animal victim 
(Espiazione Sacrificale e Riti Espiatori nell ’Ambiente Biblico e nell ’Antico Testamento; AnBib 5; Rome: Pontificio 
Istituto Biblico, 1956, 243-51). 

29. For a discussion of the scholarly reaction to Milgrom’s ideas, see especially Gane, Cult, 267-84.
30. Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 59. Moraldi also agrees on this point (Espiazione, 251).
31. Oesterley, Sacrifices, 234.
32. S. C. Gayford, Sacrifice and Priesthood: Jewish and Christian, 2nd ed. (London: Methuen, 1953), 49; 

cf. 70-74.
33. McLean, Cursed Christ, 40-41.
34. Daly, Christian Sacrifice, 134.
35. Godfrey Ashby, Sacrifice: Its Nature and Purpose (London: SCM, 1988), 40-41, citing works by 

Stanislas Lyonnet and Léopold Sabourin as well as Paul van Imschoot. For the same basic idea, see E. O. James, 
Sacrifice and Sacrament (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1962), 60-62; Levine, In the Presence, 78.

36. David A. deSilva, Perseverance in Gratitude: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on the Epistle “to the 
Hebrews” (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 312.
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example, the sacrifice was “a means for obtaining a sin-cleansing substance”: 
“the animal is not killed in order to punish it but to get access to its blood.”37

%e idea of transferring sin to an animal victim is especially associated with 
the scapegoat ritual prescribed for the Day of Atonement in Lev. 16:20-22. 
%e high priest was to lay both of his hands on the goat and confess the sins of 
Israel over it before it was led out to the desert to be abandoned there. Many 
scholars understand this rite as involving the transfer of an actual substance or 
power to the goat. Roy Gane, for example, affirms that the rite is “the means 
by which the sins of the entire nation are transformed from abstraction, as if 
out of the air, into a concentrated, quasi-spatially containable form, gathered 
to the high priest, and channeled through his hands to the goat. Although he 
is immune to this evil, no wonder he leans his hands before commencing the 
confession, so that the toxic flow will immediately pass from him!”38

%e biblical texts speak not only of animal victims bearing sin but also 
priests and the people themselves. %is is often understood in terms of bear-
ing the negative consequences of sin or its punishment.39 Many scholars claim 
that these negative consequences were thought to be transferred from the sin-
ner to the animal victim by means of the priests.40 

Because this ontological understanding of sacrifice posits the transfer 
and manipulation of impersonal powers, substances, or other entities, schol-
ars often claim that the sacrificial rites were thought to work in magical or 
mechanical fashion. According to Levine, for example, “biblical expiation 
conveyed by kippur involved acts of a magical character, specifically the magi-
cal utilization of sacrificial blood.”41 Bernd Janowski speaks of “the magical 
motive of elimination of impurity” in the scapegoat ritual and claims that 
a “magical transfer” was thought to take place.42 Similarly, Finlan views the 
scapegoat rite in terms of a “magical” ritual that reflected “primitive ideas 
about the literal manipulation of metaphysical reality” such as “forces or spiri-
tual conditions.”43 He also conceives of this in mechanical terms, referring to 
the scapegoat as “merely a sin-bearing mechanism.”44 According to Finlan, 
other sacrificial rites were thought to involve “an impersonal atoning mecha-
nism” that worked independently of any divine intervention: “Just as natural 

37. Stephen Finlan, Problems with Atonement: #e Origins of, and Controversy about, the Atonement Doctrine 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2005), 15, 38. For further discussion and references on this idea, see also 
David M. Moffitt, Atonement and the Logic of Resurrection in the Epistle to the Hebrews (NovTSup 141; Leiden: 
Brill, 2011), 257-77.

38. Gane, Cult, 245-46.
39. Sklar, Sin, 22-23.
40. On this discussion, see Finlan, Background, 84-86; see also Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 148, 156, 163.
41. Levine, In the Presence, 60; see also 77. Cf. Gane, who speaks of the magical protection of the sanctuary 

and the need to protect it from demonic incursions of evil (Cult, 268). Finlan similarly refers to a “magical 
transfer” involving the “the physical manipulation of metaphysical forces or spiritual conditions” (Problems, 
34-35).

42. Bernd Janowski, Sühne als Heilsgeschehen: Studien zur Sühnetheologie der Priesterschrift und zur Wurzel 
KPR im Alten Orient und im Alten Testament (WMANT 55; Düsseldorf: Neukirchener, 1982), 88. 

43. Finlan, Problems, 7, 34.
44. Finlan, Background, 81.
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forces can, within limits, be manipulated, so spirit-forces can be manipulated 
with ritual.”45 Using electricity as an analogy, Finlan claims: “%e positive life-
charge in the blood neutralizes the negative death-charge in the pollution, 
wherever it has penetrated into the temple. Another analogy would be the 
Midas touch: the blood transforms and purifies the defiled symbols.”46 On 
this basis, he speaks of “the magical power of blood.”47

One other interpretation of sacrifice that ascribes to it an automatic 
effect involves the claim that YHWH had bound himself to forgiving sins 
or granting petitions when sacrifice was offered to him. According to Andrea 
Spatafora, for example, “Sacrifices in the OT were offered as a petition to 
God.... God bound himself to grant what man requested.”48 In this case, once 
YHWH had promised in his law to grant whatever those offering sacrifices 
sought, he could not go back on his promise. Such an understanding of sacri-
ficial offerings implies that they “work” automatically.

Assumption 3: Sacrifice involved propitiation.

A third common affirmation among biblical scholars is that sacrifice propiti-
ated God, that is, it turned away God’s wrath. Proponents of both forensic 
and ontological views have spoken in these terms, though they understand 
the idea somewhat differently. In a forensic view, it is the guilt of sinners that 
arouses God’s wrath and must be dealt with, either by covering it up so that 
God no longer sees it or by transferring it to an animal victim, which is then 
slaughtered. In this way, the divine wrath is rechanneled away from the guilty 
party onto the innocent victim.

Morris, for example, defends a forensic view based on the notion of substi-
tution, arguing in length that the sacrificial rites were understood as propitia-
tory, since they served to avert and appease God’s wrath.49 Gordon Wenham 
agrees, proposing that the “main function” of the burnt offerings “was to atone 
for man’s sin by propitiating God’s wrath. In the immolation of the animal, 
most commonly a lamb, God’s judgment against human sin was symbolized 
and the animals suffered in man’s place.”50 Jarvis Williams argues that behind 
the sacrificial rites prescribed in Leviticus is the idea that “bloody sacrifice 
actually satisfied God’s wrath.”51 According to this conception, propitiation 

45. Ibid., 42. Cf. Milgrom: “It is the very mechanism of the purgation that helps clarify the paradox. In 
effect, the hattat absorbs the impurity it has purged and for that reason, it must be eliminated by incineration. 
However, this means anyone involved in the incineration of the hattat is infected by it and must undergo 
purification” (Studies, 87).

46. Finlan, Background, 42; see also Finlan, Problems, 13, 37.
47. Finlan, Background, 95. 
48. Andrea Spatafora, From the “Temple of God” to God as the Temple: A Biblical #eological Study of the 

Temple in the Book of Revelation (Rome: Editrice Pontificia Universitá Gregoriana, 1997), 269.
49. Morris, Apostolic Preaching, 144-213.
50. Gordon J. Wenham, #e Book of Leviticus (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 63.
51. Jarvis J. Williams, Maccabean Martyr Traditions in Paul’s #eology of Atonement: Did Martyr #eology 

Shape Paul’s Conception of Jesus’ Death? (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 39-40.
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involved being spared punishment for one’s sins: “sacrifice appeases the anger 
of God against the sinner and averts punishment.”52 

In contrast, according to ontological views such as those we have consid-
ered in the previous section, the way in which sacrifice delivers sinners from 
God’s wrath is by removing or destroying the sinful or impure substance or 
force that arouses that wrath.53 %is is usually understood in terms of expia-
tion, which then becomes the basis for propitiation. Sam Williams explains 
the idea thus: “in the OT God is not a temperamental deity who must be 
placated at every arbitrary whim; rather, his wrath is aroused because of sin 
or defilement. %e averting of that wrath therefore demands purification and 
forgiveness of sin. %us it is precisely the expiation of sin which effects pro-
pitiation: one ‘makes glad the face of God’ by removing the sin which caused 
him to be angry with his people.”54 Milgrom and others similarly see the 
expiatory blood rites as fulfilling this “function of averting God’s wrath....”55 
Milgrom also claims that the scapegoat was regarded as “the substance to 
which the evil is transferred and thereupon eliminated”; this served “to siphon 
off the wrath of God from the entire community.”56

Assumption 4: )ere could be no remission of sins without sacrifice.

Biblical scholars commonly assert that sacrificial offerings were necessary in 
order for sin to be forgiven or taken away. %e implication is that, without 
sacrifice, no remission of sins or purification from sin and impurity was pos-
sible. %us, for example, Gane writes: “In pentateuchal ritual law, sacrifice is 
the only mechanism through which forgiveness can be obtained; there is no 
indication that repentance alone can result in forgiveness.”57

%is necessity is almost invariably grounded in God’s perfectly holy, righ-
teous nature, which cannot tolerate sin. According to John Oswalt, “%is is 
what the entire sacrificial system is about: making it possible for sinful human 
beings to have fellowship with a holy God.”58 %is is essentially the same 
argument of Anselm: it would be contrary to God’s nature for God to forgive 
sins freely without some type of payment, retribution, or punishment.59 

%ose who understand sacrifice in the sense of penal substitution define 
the necessity of sacrifice in terms of the need for sin to be punished. David 
Wenham, for example, writes: “But why the need for the drastic measure of 
sacrifice at all? %e OT picture is of an intensely pure and holy God, whose 
intolerance of evil is expressed in the punishment of evil. Sin is thus utterly 

52. Roland de Vaux, Studies in Old Testament Sacrifice (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1964), 91.
53. See Levine, In the Presence, 78.
54. Sam K. Williams, Jesus’ Death as Saving Event: #e Background and Origin of a Concept (HDR 2; 

Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975), 39.
55. Milgrom, “Atonement in the OT,” 80; see also Levine, In the Presence, 78.
56. Milgrom “Atonement in the OT,” 80.
57. Gane, Cult, 274. See also Milgrom, Studies, 63-64; G. Wenham, Leviticus, 26.
58. John Oswalt, #e Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 385.
59. So Finlan, Problems, 44.
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serious, and must be dealt with.”60 In contrast, those who see sacrifice in terms 
of the elimination or destruction of sin as an ontological reality ground this 
necessity in the inability of a holy God to abide in the presence of a sin-
ful people. Gane, for example, affirms that due to the “inherent antagonism 
between divine holiness and human imperfection,” in order for Israel’s God 
to maintain his presence among his people, “he requires the purification of his 
sanctuary because the people’s moral and physical imperfection, which affect 
his dwelling place, are incompatible with his nature.”61

Assumption 5: Sacrifice was understood as substitution.

%e idea that sacrifice involved substitution is most commonly associated with 
a penal substitution view, according to which sinners are subject to divine 
punishment on account of their sin. %ey are delivered from this punishment 
when it is executed on an animal victim put to death in a sacrificial rite after 
the sin or guilt is transferred to the victim. In this way, the animal victim 
endures the penalty to which the sinner was subject in the sinner’s stead. 
Sklar, for example, finds this idea in Lev. 17:11: “the blood (= life) of the ani-
mal is given in exchange for/in place of the life of the person. In this regard, the 
animal’s life-blood becomes a substitute for that of the offerer.”62 Kiuchi inter-
prets this same verse as affirming that “the death caused by sin and unclean-
ness is annulled by substitutionary death.”63 Similarly, Peter Stuhlmacher 
claims that “the essence of cultic atonement is the substitutionary sacrifice of 
a life for the life of others....”64 

Proponents of this type of view often claim that the rite of laying hands on 
the animal to be sacrificed served as the means by which the sin or guilt of the 
offerer was transferred to the animal victim. Angel Rodriguez, for example, 
argues that “through the laying on of hands sin and guilt is transferred to the 
animal which dies as the offerer’s substitute.... [S]in but also its penalty was 
transferred to the sacrificial victim.”65 Some scholars also apply the idea of 
substitution to the ransom of the firstborn: “%e Old Testament also estab-
lished the practice of redeeming the firstborn (who were supposed to be given 
to God) by the making of a substitute offering (Exod. 13:11-16; 34:19-20). %e 
price is a substitute for the person redeemed.... Hence the concept of substitu-
tion is present and the cost may be regarded as a penalty in the broad sense.”66

60. David Wenham, Paul: Follower of Jesus or Founder of Christianity? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 151.
61. Gane, Cult, 327. See also Milgrom, “Atonement in the OT,” 79-81; James, Sacrifice, 104.
62. Sklar, Sin, 170; cf. 47; Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 162.
63. Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 162.
64. Peter Stuhlmacher, Reconciliation, Law, and Righteousness: Essays in Biblical #eology, trans. Everett R. 

Kalin (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986), 60.
65. Angel M. Rodriguez, Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus (AUSDDS 3; Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews 

University Press, 1979), 201, 232. See also Morris, Apostolic Preaching, 25-26, 33-38, 63, 166; G. Wenham, 
Leviticus, 28, 61-63.

66. I. Howard Marshall, Aspects of the Atonement: Cross and Resurrection in the Reconciling of God and 
Humanity (London: Paternoster, 2007), 47. See also S. Williams, Jesus’ Death, 107.
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Ontological understandings of sacrifice can also be seen as involving the 
principle of substitution. In this case, it is not the punishment of guilt that is 
borne by the substitute, but the natural or inherent consequences of the impurity 
that one has come to possess through one’s sin. %is impurity is transferred 
to the animal substitute so that the animal suffers its consequences in the 
place of the individual. Milgrom, for example, relates the idea of ransom with 
substitution: the sacrificial act involves a “substance to which the evil is trans-
ferred and thereupon eliminated” and “an action which eliminates dangerous 
impurity by absorbing it through direct contact (rubbing off ) or indirectly (as 
a ransom/substitute)....”67

Assumption 6: Sacrifice was understood in terms of representation and 
participation.

Many scholars prefer to avoid the notion of substitution and instead under-
stand sacrifice as involving the principles of participation or representation. 
In this case, rather than the animal victim dying or being offered to God in 
the place of the sinner, the sinner becomes one with the victim so as to die or 
be offered up to God together with the victim. Gayford, for example, claimed 
that “the laying on of hands in sacrifice signifies the sacrificer’s bestowing 
upon the victim the power to represent himself.... What the victim does and 
suffers is then representatively the action and suffering of the sacrificer.... %e 
‘killing,’ in this light, appears as a symbol of self-immolation, the voluntary 
laying down of one’s own life.... So the sacrificer in symbol dies to himself.”68 
Similarly, Janowski maintains that the practice by which the offerer laid a 
hand on the animal to be sacrificed involved a real participation in its death 
and symbolized the offerer’s identification with the dying animal. %e death 
of the victim thus represented the surrender of the life of the sinner.69

At times, scholars attempt to combine representation or participation 
with substitution rather than regarding them as alternatives. %is involves 
affirming an apparent contradiction: when the animal victim dies or is offered 
up to God, in one sense the sinner does not die, since the victim serves as 
his or her substitute, yet in another sense the sinner does die, since he or she 
dies together with the animal who represents him or her. Dunn, for example, 
proposes that when the offerer laid his hand on the head of the beast to be 
sacrificed, “the sinner identified himself with the beast, or at least indicated 
that the beast in some sense represented him..., that is, represented him as 
sinner, so that his sin was somehow identified with it.”70 When the sacrificial 
victim was then put to death, the sinner was thought to die together with it, 
along with his sin. %is involved seeing “the death of the sacrificial animal as 
the death of the sinner qua sinner. %e manner in which the sin-offering dealt 
with sin was by its death. %e sacrificial animal, identified with the offerer in 

67. Milgrom, “Atonement in the OT,” 80; see also Zohar, “Repentance,” 616-17.
68. Gayford, Sacrifice, 63, 65, 116; cf. 111.
69. Janowski, Sühne, 220-21.
70. Dunn, “Paul’s Understanding,” 44.
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his sin, had to be destroyed in order to destroy the sin which it embodied. %e 
sprinkling, smearing and pouring away of the sacrificial blood in the sight of 
God indicated that the life was wholly destroyed, and with it the sin of the 
sinner.”71

As noted in Chapter 1, German scholars such as Janowski and Hartmut 
Gese have applied the German word Stellvertretung to sacrifice, yet distin-
guish between an “inclusive” type of representation (einschließender or inkludi-
ender Stellvertretung) and an “exclusive” one (ausschließender or exkludiender 
Stellvertretung). %e latter of these corresponds roughly to the idea of sub-
stitution, in which the offerers are excluded from the sacrificial death of the 
animal victim, since they do not share in that death. According to the former 
idea, however, the offerers identified with the victim so as to die together with 
it as their representative.72 Gese, for example, writes: “%rough the shedding 
of the animal’s blood the life of the person who brings the sacrifice is symboli-
cally offered up.... %is sacrifice of life [is] ... an incorporation into the holy.”73 
%is therefore involves “the total involvement of the person in the essence of 
sacrifice.”74

Assumption 7: Sacrifice reveals the mechanism of sacred violence.

One other interpretation of sacrifice that has been quite influential in bibli-
cal scholarship in recent decades is that of the French literary critic René 
Girard. Girard looks not only to the biblical texts but to the classics of the 
Western literary tradition as well, including especially Greek mythology, to 
seek to identify the fundamental idea underlying sacrificial rituals. According 
to Girard, this consists of “mimetic violence” in which a community channels 
blame and violence onto a victim that serves as a scapegoat. %is violence 
becomes ritualized as religious sacrifice and involves a “scapegoat mechanism” 
which, once revealed for what it is, frees human beings from the endless cycle 
of violence to which they have fallen prone.75 

*   *   *

All of the seven assumptions just presented have played an important role in 
the interpretations given to the passages from the New Testament that make 
use of sacrificial language and imagery to give meaning to Jesus’ death. While 
there is of course much debate and disagreement among biblical scholars 

71. Ibid., 46.
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regarding these ideas, most New Testament interpreters have looked to one 
or more of them to explain how Jesus’ first followers came to view his death 
as atoning or salvific. %erefore, it is important to analyze each of these 
assumptions in order to attempt to discern whether it reflects faithfully the 
beliefs that existed regarding sacrifice in Jesus’ day, especially among those 
who practiced the Jewish faith. Before doing this, however, it is necessary to 
reconstruct in broad terms what the ancient Hebrew and Jewish literature 
says regarding sacrifice.

BASIC TENETS OF ANCIENT JEWISH 

SACRIFICIAL THOUGHT

Undoubtedly, among Jews in antiquity there was a wide variety of beliefs 
regarding sacrifice, as well as a great diversity of attitudes to the practice of 
sacrifice. I would argue, however, that there are several basic ideas and beliefs 
regarding sacrifice that are found repeatedly in the literary sources from 
antiquity that we have at our disposal. While it would be impossible to prove 
that all Jews were in agreement with these ideas and beliefs, the fact that they 
are so well-attested in those sources means that, if we wish to reconstruct 
in broad terms the most common ancient Jewish views on the subject, we 
should take them as a starting-point. On that basis, we can then return to the 
assumptions just mentioned to examine whether it is likely that they reflect 
ideas that were commonly held in Jesus’ day. 

It is, of course, impossible to determine the sources from which most 
first-century Jews derived their beliefs regarding sacrifice and its meaning 
and purpose. It is highly doubtful that they looked solely or even primarily to 
the biblical texts, since access to those texts was not readily available for most. 
Whether or not they participated in some way in the sacrificial rites carried 
out in the temple in Jerusalem, many Jews probably received some type of for-
mal or informal instruction regarding the significance of those rites that was 
based on oral tradition. Non-Jewish beliefs and practices concerning sacrifice 
also must have influenced many Jews to some extent, not merely because some 
Jews may have incorporated ideas from those beliefs and practices into their 
own understanding of sacrifice, but also because they intentionally formulated 
their own views in response to the beliefs and practices of their neighbors. 
Unfortunately, we have access only to literary sources and cannot be sure how 
faithfully those sources reflect the thought of second-temple Jews regarding 
the meaning and purpose of sacrifice. %e best we can do is to assume that 
the same ideas that are common in the written sources were also common in 
popular Jewish belief.

According to the literary sources we possess, in spite of the fact that direct 
access to the Hebrew Scriptures was limited, certain passages from those 
Scriptures were nevertheless highly influential in Jewish sacrificial beliefs 
and practices. %e most important texts in this regard were not only the pre-
scriptions regarding how sacrifice was to be offered to YHWH found in the 
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books of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, but also the narra-
tives from Genesis that speak of figures such as Abel, Cain, Noah, and the 
patriarchs offering sacrifice. %e story of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice 
Isaac his son, known as the Akedah or “binding” (Gen. 22:1-19), seems to have 
been the subject of a great deal of reflection in ancient Judaism and to have 
exercised considerable influence on the way in which sacrifice in Israel was 
understood. Outside of the Pentateuch, accounts such as Solomon’s dedica-
tion of the temple and Elijah’s confrontation with the prophets of Baal also 
played a significant role in shaping Jewish thought on the subject (1 Kings 8; 
18:17-40; 2 Chronicles 6-7). Even those who were illiterate would be familiar 
with many of these stories. %e allusions to sacrifice in the Psalms and the 
prophetic writings must also have influenced the thought of many. No doubt 
many Jews heard these texts read or recited repeatedly over the course of their 
lifetime. 

When one looks at the many passages from the Hebrew Scriptures that 
allude to sacrifice, initially they seem to provide little if any information that 
would enable us to reconstruct the most basic beliefs regarding sacrifice that 
existed in ancient Israel and Judaism. For the most part, they merely prescribe 
or describe the performance of certain rituals, apparently offering no clear 
explanations regarding the meaning and purpose of those rituals. Nowhere, 
for example, are we told explicitly what acts such as laying one’s hand on an 
animal to be sacrificed or pouring out or sprinkling an animal’s blood were 
thought to signify. %is makes it very easy to read back into those texts virtu-
ally any ideas we wish, including the ideas associated with the assumptions 
discussed above.

I believe, however, that in this case appearances are deceiving. %e problem 
is that, because of the assumptions they make and the way they frame the 
questions, scholars have looked in the texts for ideas that are foreign to those 
texts and thus absent from them. %us if we begin by asking how sacrifices 
“worked,” as scholars repeatedly do, we are assuming that, in and of them-
selves, the sacrificial rituals were thought to produce some salvific “effect.” 
Such ideas are then erroneously used as a starting-poing or basis to interpret 
the relevant texts from antiquity. If instead, however, we stop looking for what 
we wish to find in the texts and instead pay close attention to what we actually 
encounter there, I believe those texts provide us with a wealth of information 
about ancient beliefs concerning sacrifice that can help to understand fairly 
clearly the meaning and purpose that Jews in antiquity ascribed to sacrifice. If 
we proceed in this manner, I would argue that we repeatedly encounter three 
ideas that are particularly central. 

1. Sacrifices were essentially offerings and gifts presented to God.

%roughout the Pentateuch, the words used to refer in general terms to sac-
rifices are primarily qorban, minchah, and mathanah, all of which mean “gift,” 
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“present,” or “offering.”76 In order to translate these terms, the Septuagint reg-
ularly used dōron and prosphora, which convey the same meaning. %e most 
common Hebrew verb used in these texts is qarab (usually in the hiphil), 
which is also used throughout the Pentateuch to speak of “presenting” or 
“bringing near” a sacrificial offering. At times, the hiphil of ba’ is used with the 
same basic meaning. %e Septuagint consistently translated these verbs with 
prosagein, pherein, and prospherein, which communicate the same basic ideas. 
In Hebrew, the word for a burnt offering is ‘olah, which refers to something 
that rises up, obviously to God. All of this clearly suggests that the primary 
meaning of the sacrificial rites was to present an offering or gift to God. %e 
fact that the offerings included not only animal victims but things such as 
grain, flour, harvested fruits, spices, oil, and libations also indicates that the 
central idea was not that of sacrificing in the sense of putting to death, but the 
offering of gifts up to God.77

It is important to note that, in both Hebrew and Greek, the same terms 
just mentioned are used with regard to the hattat and asham offerings pre-
scribed in chapters 5 and 6 of Leviticus, which had the purpose of making 
atonement for sin. Both of these sacrifices for sin were therefore also regarded 
as gifts or offerings presented to God. %e fact that flour could be given as a sin 
offering (Lev. 5:11-13) stresses the point that it was the act of offering up of 
gifts to God that was thought to be the means by which people made atone-
ment for sins rather than the act of slaughtering of animals. 

%e idea that sacrifice involved presenting offerings to God is not only 
present in virtually all of the ancient Hebrew and Jewish sources that discuss 
sacrifice but also plays a central role in those sources. What is consistently 
stressed is the aspect of the gift. Besides animal offerings, the Israelites pre-
sented as gifts many things that were not properly “sacrificed” but merely 
brought before YHWH into his presence, including not only tithes and first-
fruits but things such as precious metals and stones, wood, spices, linen, and 
other objects of value—the same type of gifts one might offer to an earthly 
ruler.78 Even the hair of the Nazirites was seen as a sacrificial gift to God.79 
Worship itself is defined in terms of giving presents to YHWH.80 %ere can 
be no doubt that for the Jews in antiquity, as for people of other cultures, it 
was not the destruction of life or the mere forfeiting of something valuable 
that lay at the heart and center of sacrificial beliefs and practices, but the pre-
senting of gifts and offerings to God.81

76. Other terms found in the Hebrew Scriptures include nedabah, which refers to a free will offering, and 
zabach and shachat, both of which have to do with the act of slaughtering.

77. See Exod. 35:22; Num. 31:50; Deut. 12:11; Philo, Spec. Laws 1.276.
78. See, for example, Exod. 35:20-35; Mal. 1:14.
79. See Josephus, Ant. 4.72.
80. See 1 Chron. 16:29; Jth. 16:18.
81. See, among others, Roland de Vaux, Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions, Vol. 2: Religious Institutions, 

trans. John McHugh (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965), 451-53; Daly, Origins, 2-5.
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%is understanding of sacrifice is also evident from a number of related 
ideas. YHWH was thought to dwell in the Holy of holies above the mercy-
seat and thus was said to meet with the high priest when he entered there 
(Exod. 25:22; 29:43; Lev. 16:2; Num. 7:89). Obviously, this made it possible 
to approach YHWH with offerings. Numerous biblical and extra-canonical 
texts also speak of YHWH being present, often in the form of a cloud, when 
the people came to offer him their gifts.82 %ose texts consistently define 
the ultimate desire of those making sacrificial offerings in terms of YHWH 
accepting what they offered to him.83 %is acceptance was often portrayed in 
terms of a fire descending from heaven to consume the offering. %is idea is 
found repeatedly not only in the Hebrew Scriptures but also in non-canonical 
sources such as the writings of Josephus and Philo.84

%e fact that incense tended to be mixed with the offerings and that these 
were spoken of as being of a “pleasing odor” to the Lord also underscores 
the idea that sacrifices were primarily gifts. %e minchah included the corn, 
flour, bread, cakes, oil, and incense added to the sacrifice to make it pleasant 
to God.85 %e objective was not simply to forfeit possession of something 
or destroy it, but to remove it from human or profane use so that it might 
come into YHWH’s possession. Placing something on the altar was under-
stood in terms of presenting it as an offering before God, while burning what 
was offered made it ascend to God. High places were commonly sought as 
locations in which to offer up sacrifices to God, since this brought the offer-
ing closer to heaven, where God resided. %ose who made offerings often 
used their hands to elevate their gift before God.86 %e most perfect offering 
was thought to be a holocaust, since the gift in its entirety ascended to God 
when it was burnt and nothing remained for human consumption or use.87 
According to Josephus, Abraham understood the sacrificing of his son Isaac 
in terms of sending him up to God (Ant. 1.230-31). Of course, because all 
things belonged to God, to give a gift to God was merely to give back to God 
what one had received from him.

Much more evidence of these beliefs could be offered, not only from the 
Hebrew Scriptures, but from various other strands of Jewish literature dating 
from the second-temple period, as well as the rabbinic writings in the centuries 
immediately following that period. %e belief that in its essence sacrifice con-
sisted in giving gifts to God is so strongly attested and stressed throughout all 

82. 1 Kgs. 8:10-12; 2 Chron. 5:13-14; Josephus, Ant. 3.214-15; 8.106, 126; cf. Ezek. 43:5.
83. Gen. 4:4-5; Amos 5:22; Jth. 13:23; Josephus, Ant. 7.327-39; Philo, Spec. Laws 1.221. See also Daly, 

Origins, 21-24.
84. 1 Kgs. 18:38; 1 Chron. 21:26-28; 2 Chron. 5:13-14; 7:1-3; 2 Macc. 2:10; Josephus, Ant. 3.8.6; 4.33, 

54-56; 8.118, 342; Philo, Heir 251; Moses 2.154-55. On the importance of the sacred fire on the altar as a sign 
of YHWH’s presence in Israel, see Lev. 10:1-2; Num. 3:4; 26:21; Daly, Origins, 17-19.

85. Moshe Weinfeld, Normative and Sectarian Judaism in the Second Temple Period (LSTS 54; New York: 
T & T Clark, 2005), 122-25.

86. See, for example, Exod. 29:24; Josephus, Ant. 4.35-40.
87. See Stanislas Lyonnet, “%e Terminology of Redemption,” in Sin, Redemption and Sacrifice: A Biblical 

and Patristic Study (Lyonnet and Léopold Sabourin; AnBib 48; Rome: Biblical Institute, 1970), 169.
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of the texts that allude to sacrificial practices in both the Hebrew Scriptures 
and ancient Jewish literature as a whole that there can be no doubt that this 
was the central and controlling idea in ancient Jewish sacrificial practice.

2. Sacrifice was inseparable from prayers and petitions.

%is idea also runs throughout not only the Hebrew Scriptures but the litera-
ture of second-temple Judaism as well. Both the priests and the people pre-
sented themselves before YHWH in the temple, where YHWH or his name 
was said to dwell, primarily in order to meet with him there for the purpose 
of offering up to him different types of prayers. %is was what the high priest 
was believed to do when he entered into the Holy of holies. %e idea that to 
offer up sacrifices was in essence to offer up prayers is repeatedly assumed in 
the ancient texts, as passages such as 2 Sam. 24:25 demonstrate: “David built 
there an altar to the Lord, and offered burnt offerings and offerings of well-
being. So the Lord answered his supplication for the land.” %e antithetical 
parallelism in Prov. 15:8 regards sacrifice and prayer as virtually synonymous: 
“%e sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the Lord, but the prayer of 
the upright is his delight.” %e temple was regarded primarily not as a house 
of sacrifice but a house of prayer (Isa. 56:7; 1 Macc. 7:37). %e lengthy prayer 
attributed to Solomon at the temple’s dedication stresses this point repeat-
edly: in both of the biblical accounts of this event (1 Kings 8; 2 Chronicles 
6–7), rather than asking God to accept the sacrifices offered there, Solomon’s 
petition is that YHWH might hear the prayers offered to him by those invok-
ing him at the temple or facing toward the temple as they prayed from afar. 
%e same idea appears repeatedly throughout the Hebrew Scriptures: sacrifice 
is repeatedly tied to prayer, and prayer to sacrifice.88 

In the periods of both the first and second temple, when the morning 
and evening sacrifices were offered up to God, they were accompanied by 
the prayers of those present at the temple as well as those who were far away; 
the practice of offering up prayers at those times continued even after the 
temple was destroyed.89 %e prayers were said to rise up to God together with 
the incense and the smoke of the offering being burnt on the altar: “Let my 
prayer be counted as incense before you, and the lifting up of my hands as an 
evening sacrifice” (Ps. 141:2; cf. Jth. 9:1). Even the altars were seen as places 
where people offered up to God not only their gifts but their prayers and 
petitions as well (2 Kgs.16:15). %ere is abundant evidence that when the 
sacrificial offerings were made, they were accompanied by singing directed 
to God, including psalms and doxologies, which in effect constituted prayers. 

88. See, for example, 1 Kgs. 18:24-26, 36-37; 2 Chron. 20:9; Ps. 4:1, 5; 20:3-6; 27:6; 69:30; 116:17; Isa. 
1:15; 19:21-22; Dan. 9:20; Amos 5:22-23; Zech. 8:22; Mal. 1:8-9; 2 Macc. 1:8, 23; 10:3-4; 14:34-35. For 
further references and discussion, see de Vaux, Ancient Israel, 2:457-59; Everett Ferguson, “Spiritual Sacrifice 
in Early Christianity and its Environment,” in Aufstieg und Niedergang der Romischen Welt, Vol. II/23.1 (ed. H. 
Temporini and W. Haase; Berlin: De Gruyter, 1980), 1156-57.

89. Weinfeld, Normative and Sectarian Judaism, 124-25.
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Both the communities that gathered there as well as individual worshipers 
might raise their songs to God.90 

%e writings of Josephus also consistently situate sacrifice in the context of 
prayers offered to God. Josephus repeatedly interprets the sacrificial texts in 
the Hebrew Scriptures in this regard, even when they do not mention prayer. 
For Josephus, Cain’s sacrifice was a supplication that God not be extreme in 
his wrath, while Noah’s burnt-offerings were petitions to God both for the 
future of the human race and for God to accept his sacrifice (Ant. 1.58, 96). 
Josephus understands Abraham’s offering of Isaac in terms of a prayer, and 
has Moses state the purpose of the tabernacle in terms of allowing God to 
be present to hear the prayers of the priests and people (Ant. 1.58, 96). For 
Josephus, this is the purpose of the Jerusalem temple as well. When Solomon 
dedicates the temple he has built, Josephus attributes to him the following 
prayer: 

“I, however, have constructed this dedicated sanctuary for you, so that from it we 
may send up our prayers into the air, sacrificing and singing hymns and we may 
constantly be convinced that you are present and not far distant. For just as you 
look down upon everything and hear everything, you do not, even as you dwell 
here—as is possible for you to do—cease to be near to everyone. Rather, to each 
one who consults you, you are present night and day as a helper” (Ant. 8.108).91

In one passage after another, Josephus couples sacrifices with prayers, pres-
ents priests and others offering up prayers with their sacrifices, and affirms 
that God heeds their prayers by accepting their sacrifices.92 Josephus under-
stood the sacrifices offered up in the Jerusalem temple as prayers for the well-
being of the people at large and even for the King of Persia, Caesar, and the 
Roman people.93 All of this clearly demonstrates that for Josephus, sacrifices 
were in essence gifts offered to God together with prayers and petitions.

Philo clearly understood sacrifice in the same way. Like Josephus, he 
repeatedly uses the phrase “prayers and sacrifices,” thus regarding these two as 
inseparable.94 He also speaks of “sacrifices as a medium of prayer and thanks-
giving” (Sp. Laws 1.195).95 According to Philo, a soul seeking healing is to 

90. See Alan F. Segal, “Covenant in Rabbinic Writings,” SR 14 (1985): 58-59.
91. All quotations from the works of Josephus are taken from Flavius Josephus, Translation and Commentary 

(ed. Steve Mason; Leiden: Brill, 2000– ).
92. See, for example, Josephus, Ant. 3.100; 4.243; 5.256; 6.19, 25, 102; 7.331-34; 11.17; 14.260-61; 18.15.
93. See Josephus, Ant. 7.331; 11.17; J.W. 2.197, 409; Ag. Ap. 2.77. E. P. Sanders also notes that “Josephus 

wrote that at the sacrifices prayers were offered ‘for the welfare (soteria) of the community’ (Apion 2.196) and 
that at the festivals people prayed ‘for future mercies’ (Antiq. 4.203)” (Judaism: Practice and Belief, 63 BCE–66 
CE; Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1992, 255).

94. See especially Philo, Drunkenness 66; Moses 1.219; 2.133, 147, 153-54; Spec. Laws 1.97, 113, 224; 
Unchangeable 8. On the relation of sacrifice to prayer in Philo’s work, see also Sanders, Judaism, 255-56; 
Ferguson, “Spiritual Sacrifice,” 1159-60. 

95. %is idea is particularly stressed by William K. Gilders, who claims that Philo “offers general 
observations about the origin and meaning of sacrifice as a religious practice” as well as “an explicit ‘theory’ of 
sacrifice as a system of symbolic actions” (“Jewish Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function [According to Philo],” in 
Ancient Mediterranean Sacrifice; ed. Jennifer Wright Knust and Zsuzsanna Várhelyi; Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011, 95). Gilders observes that for Philo, “Sacrifice was created as a medium of prayer and thanksgiving 
through which two goals could be achieved: rendering honor to God and seeking benefits from God” (96). 
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“come to the altar as a suppliant, beseeching grace with prayers and vows 
and sacrifices, by which alone it can obtain forgiveness” (Dreams 2.299). Like 
other Jews in antiquity, Philo conceives of the fire said to consume the sacri-
ficial offerings as God’s acceptance of the prayers presented and regards the 
daily sacrifices offered at the temple as prayers on behalf of the nation and 
humankind in general.96 %e offerings of individuals are supplications for their 
own health and well-being (Spec. Laws 1.167-68). Like the incense offerings, 
the blood offerings are for Philo prayers of thanksgiving (Spec. Laws 1.171).97

Numerous other scholars have shown that the same intimate relationship 
between sacrifice and prayer can be traced throughout other Jewish writings 
of antiquity. E. P. Sanders, for example, observes how the author of Ben Sirach 
relates the sacrifices offered in the temple to prayers and songs of praise and 
appears to have “regarded the sacrificial service as being an occasion to request 
God’s blessings in general.”98 Klawans finds in the rabbinic tradition the 
notion of “the eternity of both prayer and sacrifice” and affirms that “we have 
no reason to doubt that the amoraic sages themselves believed fully that regu-
lar prayer was a part of the temple service....”99 Alan Segal mentions that the 
rabbinic sources offer ample evidence of petitionary and supplicatory prayers 
offered during the temple service, not only in the form of litanies, but also 
in the form of individual supplications made together with the offerings.100 
Similarly, Daniel Falk notes the parallels between the Amidah or Eighteen 
Benedictions and the prayer of the Jewish priests in 2 Macc. 1:24-29 with 
regard to the way that these texts combine the sacrificial rites with petitions 
for God’s favor.101 

Particularly significant is the fact that petitionary prayer is repeatedly 
linked not only to sacrifices in general but also to the sacrifices of atone-
ment aimed at procuring God’s forgiveness. %e Mishnah describes the prayer 
of confession offered up to God by the Jewish high priests while they car-
ried out the sin-offering on the Day of Atonement (Yoma 6:2) and men-
tions the duty of all Jews to confess their sins before God in connection with 

However, Gilders sees a gap between the symbolic significance that Philo ascribes to the different types of 
sacrificial actions and the way in which the actions to which he ascribes meaning were actually carried out. As 
a result, even though Philo seeks to affirm universal truths regarding the significance of sacrificial rites and 
their symbolism, his interpretation of sacrifice is in reality highly contextual and is influenced by cultural and 
historical factors (97-103). 

96. See, for example, Philo, Moses 2.5, 154-55, 159. On this point, see also Klawans, Purity, 119. 
97. On Philo’s view of the temple and the sacrificial system associated with it, see especially Kåre Fuglseth, 

Johannine Sectarianism in Perspective: A Sociological, Historical, and Comparative Analysis of Temple and Social 
Relationships in the Gospel of John, Philo, and Qumran (NovTSup 119; Leiden: Brill, 2005), 189-219. Fuglseth 
particularly questions the idea that Philo viewed the Jerusalem temple and sacrifices in negative terms.

98. Sanders, Judaism, 254-55 (referring to Sir. 50:5, 18-19, 22-24).
99. Klawans, Purity, 200, 207.
100. Segal, “Covenant,” 59. See also Weinfeld, Normative and Sectarian Judaism, 124.
101. Daniel Falk, “Prayers and Psalms,” in Justification and Variegated Nomism, Vol. 1: #e Complexities of 

Second Temple Judaism (ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid;  WUNT 2/140; Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 18-20.
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the sacrificial rites on that day.102 %ese confessions of sin, of course, were in 
essence prayers for forgiveness. Every time a sin-offering or hattat was offered 
up, it was expected that the person making the offering pronounce a prayer 
of confession, as prescribed in the Mosaic Law (Lev. 4:5; 5:1-5; Num. 5:7).103 
Milgrom points to texts from various parts of the Hebrew Scriptures that also 
demonstrate that “a confessional recited by the penitent himself was an inte-
gral part of the Temple ritual” and observes: “%e sanctuary prayers connected 
with the first-fruits and the tithes (Deut. 26:3-10, 13-15), though not strictly 
penitential, still may serve as evidence that the laymen did offer prayers in the 
Temple (cf. also Isa. 1:15).”104 

Other sources also speak of the need for those presenting offerings at the 
temple to offer up prayers with their sacrifices, whether these prayers were 
confessions of sin, expressions of thanksgiving, or petitions for health and 
well-being.105 %e penitential fasting that accompanied the sacrificial rites for 
atonement was understood as a form of prayer as well.106 %e book of Jubilees 
presents Abraham’s burnt sacrifice as a prayer for God’s favor and presents 
God’s commandment to Noah regarding the use of sacrificial blood by his 
descendants in the following terms: “%ey shall keep it for their generations 
so that they might make supplication on your behalf with blood before the 
altar on every day. And at the hour of daybreak and evening they will seek 
atonement on their own behalf continually before the Lord....”(Jub. 6:14; cf. 
13:9; 16:20-31). %is appears to have been the rabbinic understanding of the 
blood rites as well.107 %e Septuagint attests to the same connection through 
its use of the verb exilaskesthai to refer to the expiatory rites. As Royden 
Yerkes observes, the use of this verb “makes plain that, when men performed 
these rites, they were praying to God to purify themselves and his sanctuary 
in order that they might render him the worship which alone insured and 
mediated his protection.”108

Because sacrifice was viewed as a form of prayer, numerous ancient sources 
attest that prayer alone could suffice when for some reason it was not pos-
sible to present God with sacrifices. %is can be seen to be true with respect 
to those in exile after the destruction of the first temple, such as Daniel, who 
is presented as praying at the hours appointed for sacrifice (Dan. 6:10; 9:21). 
In the Septuagint additions to Daniel, the three young men in the furnace 
compare their contrite heart, humble spirit, and willingness to die to burnt 
offerings and sacrifice: 

102. See Sanders, Judaism, 142; Jacob Neusner, Messiah in Context: Israel ’s History and Destiny in Formative 
Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 125; Büchler, Studies, 353-54.

103. On this point, see Sanders, Judaism, 108-10; Milgrom, Studies, 55-58.
104. Jacob Milgrom, Cult and Conscience: #e Asham and the Priestly Doctrine of Repentance (SJLA 18; 

Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1976), 108.
105. See E. P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 194; Büchler, Studies, 441-43.
106. Büchler, Studies, 446-47.
107. Ibid., 430-31.
108. Royden Keith Yerkes, Sacrifice in Greek and Roman Religions and Early Judaism (New York: Charles 

Scribner’s Sons, 1952), 181.
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“In our day we have no ruler, or prophet, or leader, no burnt offering, or sacrifice, 
or oblation, or incense, no place to make an offering before you and to find mercy. 
Yet with a contrite heart and a humble spirit may we be accepted, as though it 
were with burnt offerings of rams and bulls, or with tens of thousands of fat lambs; 
such may our sacrifice be in your sight today....” (Dan. 3:38-40 LXX [3:15-17]).

%e members of the community at Qumran similarly regarded their 
prayers as a replacement for sacrifice when they came to reject as corrupt 
the worship offered at the Jerusalem temple under the Hasmoneans.109 %e 
idea that prayer can replace sacrificial offerings is stated most explicitly in 
the Community Rule: “%ey shall atone for guilty rebellion and for sins of 
unfaithfulness that they may obtain loving-kindness for the land without the 
flesh of holocausts and the fat of sacrifice. And prayer rightly offered shall 
be an acceptable fragrance of righteousness, and perfection of way a delec-
table free-will offering” (1QS 9:4-5).110 %e Damascus Document also cites 
Prov. 15:8 as “an ideal proof for the doctrine that offerings on the altar can 
be adequately replaced by righteousness and prayer....”111 %e practices of the 
Qumranites regarding prayer also continued to revolve around the sacrificial 
feasts.112 In addition, numerous texts from the rabbinic writings point to the 
fact that, following the destruction of the second temple, prayer was thought 
to take the place of sacrifice.113

Of course, the idea that prayer lay at the heart of sacrifice was in no way 
unique to Judaism. Numerous sources attest to the fact that sacrifice was seen 
as a form of prayer among the Greeks, Romans, and other peoples of antiquity 
as well.114 Pliny the Elder, for example, wrote that “a sacrifice without prayer 
is thought to be useless and not a proper consultation with the gods.”115 %ree 
centuries later, the pagan philosopher Sallustius would express the same idea: 
“Prayers divorced from sacrifices are only words, prayers with sacrifices are 
animated words, the word giving power to the life and the life animation to 
the word.”116 According to John Scheid, the various rites carried out in Roman 
sacrifice 

were accompanied by prayers which specified, without ambiguity, who was offer-
ing, who receiving, and who could expect to benefit from the ritual. In public 
sacrifices, the prayers always contained the formula “for the Roman people”.... 
Praying was closely linked to ritual. It was an indispensable element in ritual 

109. On the attitudes toward the temple reflected in the Qumran writings, see especially Fuglseth, 
Johannine Sectarianism, 219-40.

110. On this point, see especially Eileen Schuller, “Petitionary Prayer and the Religion of Qumran,” in 
Religion in the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. John J. Collins and Robert A. Kuglar; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 90. 

111. Philip Davies, “%e Ideology of the Temple in the Damascus Document,” JJS 33 (1982): 293-94.
112. See Schuler, “Petitionary Prayer,” 44-45.
113. See Ferguson, “Spiritual Sacrifice,” 1161; Klawans, Purity, 203-7. 
114. Yerkes contains ample references to this idea throughout his book (Sacrifice). See also de Vaux, 

Ancient Israel, 2:457-58.
115. Pliny the Elder, Natural History 28.10. Quoted in Kathy Ehrensperger, Paul at the Crossroads of 

Cultures: #eologizing in the Space-Between (LNTS 456; London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2013), 183.
116. Sallustius, Concerning the Gods and the Universe 15:16. Quoted in Ferguson, “Spiritual Sacrifice,” 
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and—vice versa—there was no praying without ritual. Prayers were recited while 
a celebrant performed the prescribed actions: like the instruments of sacrifice, 
prayer served as a means of celebrating the rite.117 

%e same type of observations could be made regarding the sacrificial prac-
tices of virtually every other culture known from antiquity.

%ere is no question, then, that in Jesus’ day, when the Jewish people offered 
up sacrifices, they understood their actions as a form of prayer. %is idea is so 
strongly attested throughout all of the ancient Hebrew and Jewish literature 
that there can be no doubt that most Jews believed that sacrifice was not 
primarily about carrying out rites and rituals, but offering up to God gifts 
together with prayers.

3. What made sacrifices and prayers acceptable to God was the inner 
disposition and commitment to God’s will of those offering them or 
those on whose behalf they were offered.

According to the sources at our disposal, in ancient Hebrew and Jewish thought, 
no sacrifice or prayer could be acceptable to Israel’s God if it was not offered 
with a pure heart in a spirit of sincere commitment to God’s will for shalom 
and justice for all. While of course those who offered God their sacrifices 
or prayers often did so because they had sinned, in order for them to obtain 
forgiveness through sacrificial means, it was consistently expected that they 
repent, make restitution, and commit themselves once more to a life of obedi-
ence to God’s commandments.

Although the legal prescriptions in the Pentateuch focus almost exclu-
sively on the way in which the rites involved in the different types of sacrifice 
were to be carried out, those prescriptions also allude implicitly to the dispo-
sition of the offerers. %e various “communion sacrifices” (zebach, shelamim, 
todah, nedabah) expressed a desire to praise and give thanks to God.118 %e 
holocausts were acts of homage and tribute to YHWH that recognized his 
sovereignty.119 Sacrifices for sin required that one confess what one had done 
and, if necessary, make restitution (Lev. 5:5, 16; 6:1-7; 16:21; 26:40; Num. 
5:6-8).120 Even when one’s sin was inadvertent or the need to confess and 
repent was not explicitly mandated, the fact that one presented a sacrifice for 
sin served as an implicit confession that one had sinned (Lev. 4:1-35). On the 
Day of Atonement in particular, it was necessary for both the priests and the 
people to confess their sins and fast, which involved humbling, afflicting, and 
denying themselves as an expression of their heartfelt repentance (Lev. 16:29, 
31; 23:27, 29, 32; Num. 29:7; 30:13). 

For many ancient Jews, the most perfect sacrifice—a sacrifice which, of 
course, was not consummated—was that of Isaac by Abraham. Abraham’s 

117. John Scheid, An Introduction to Roman Religion, trans. Janet Lloyd (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 2003), 84, 97.

118. See de Vaux, Ancient Israel, 2:417-18.
119. Ibid., 2:415-17.
120. See ibid., 2:419-21.
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willingness to offer up his only son was pleasing to YHWH beyond mea-
sure precisely because it manifested concretely his full commitment to doing 
YHWH’s will without questioning, no matter what the cost. It is this that 
both the Hebrew text and the ancient Jewish writings stress.121 Josephus, for 
example, affirms that Abraham “put the doing of God’s good pleasure even 
above the life of his child” (Ant. 1.224).

%e historical books of the Hebrew Scriptures emphasize the same points 
with regard to sacrifice.122 In 1 Sam. 15:22-23, after Saul has presented sacri-
fices to YHWH contrary to YHWH’s command, Samuel insists to Saul that 
YHWH delights not in burnt offerings and sacrifices but in obedience to his 
words. %e fact that this account exerted a strong influence on Jewish thought 
in the first century CE is evident from the manner in which Josephus expands 
upon it in his Antiquities: 

But the prophet said that the Deity was not pleased by sacrifices, but by those who 
are good and just. Such were those who followed his will and commands, and who 
thought nothing to have been done well by themselves other than what they did 
at God’s direction. For it is not by sacrifice to him that one despises [God], but 
by seeming to disobey him. For those who do not obey or offer the true worship 
that alone is pleasing to God—even if they sacrifice many fat victims, or present 
magnificent dedicatory offerings made from silver and gold—he does not receive 
these things benevolently, but rejects them and regards them as proofs of vileness 
rather than of piety. Rather, it is those who keep in mind only what God has 
uttered and directed and who choose to die rather than transgress any of these 
things in whom he takes pleasure. From them he seeks no sacrifice, and, if they do 
sacrifice anything, however humble, he will more readily accept the honor [given 
him] by poverty than by the wealthiest (Ant. 6.147-48). 

%e prayers of David and Solomon related to the dedication of the temple 
also stress that obedience is essential for divine acceptance of sacrifices. In 1 
Kgs. 8:12-61, Solomon repeatedly ties God’s acceptance of the prayers and 
sacrifices God’s people would offer up at the temple to the people’s repentance 
and obedience. He stresses that God’s decision whether to accept the prayers 
and sacrifices presented at the temple would depend on what God would see 
in the hearts of the people: “forgive, act, and render to all whose hearts you 
know—according to all their ways, for only you know what is in every human 
heart” (1 Kgs. 8:39). In his prayer of dedication for all that he had provided 
for the construction of the temple in 1 Chron. 29:17, David also emphasizes 
that God searches the heart of those making offerings and takes pleasure in 
uprightness. %e fact that it was the disposition of the offerers that ultimately 
mattered rather than strict adherence to the legal prescriptions regarding the 
manner in which the sacrificial rites were to be performed is evident from 2 
Chron. 30:18-19. %ere, when the people eating the Passover meal had not 
been able to follow ahead of time the procedures prescribed by the law for 

121. See Géza Vermès, Scripture and Tradition in Judaism: Haggadic Studies, 2nd rev. ed. (SPB 4; Leiden: 
Brill, 1973), 209-12. See also Philo, Abraham 196-99.

122. On the points that follow, see especially Jeremiah Unterman, Justice for All: How the Jewish Bible 
Revolutionized Ethics ( JPSEJS; Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2017), 91-108.
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purifying themselves, Hezekiah prays: “%e good Lord pardon all who set 
their hearts to seek God, the Lord the God of their ancestors, even though 
not in accordance with the sanctuary’s rule of cleanness.” 

In the Psalms, it is repeated that what God desires is not sacrifices and 
offerings but obedience and the love of doing God’s will as defined in the law 
(Ps. 40:6-8). Psalm 51 declares: “For you have no delight in sacrifice; if I were 
to give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased. %e sacrifice acceptable 
to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not 
despise” (vv. 16-17). According to Ps. 50:7-18, 23, God does not accept the 
sacrifices of those who do not offer their gifts with thanksgiving and obedi-
ence, walking in the right way. As already noted above, Prov. 15:8 affirms that 
“%e sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the Lord, but the prayer 
of the upright is his delight.” Similar ideas appear in Prov. 21:3, 27: “To do 
righteousness and justice is more acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice,” while 
“the sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination.” 

Multiple passages from the prophetic writings can also be cited in favor 
of the same idea. In Isa. 1:11-17, YHWH tells the people that he detests 
their sacrificial worship and considers it an abomination because of the evil 
they do; only when they learn to do good, seek justice, rescue the oppressed, 
and help those in need can their offerings and worship be acceptable. %e 
sacrificial fast that God desires is to loose the bonds of injustice and liberate 
the oppressed (Isa. 58:6). %e prophet Jeremiah insists that YHWH will not 
dwell in the temple to receive the people’s worship, sacrifices, and prayers if 
they practice oppression, shed innocent blood, and commit other abomina-
tions; when they persist in sin, YHWH rejects their offerings and fasts ( Jer. 
7:3-10; 11:15; 14:10-12). %e prophet Hosea presents YHWH affirming, “For 
I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than 
burnt offerings” (Hosea 6:6). %ere God also rejects their offerings when they 
sin, even when those offerings are of great monetary value (Hosea 8:11-13). 
In Amos 5:21-25, God tells the people: “I hate, I despise your festivals, and 
I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Even though you offer me your 
burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; and the offerings 
of well-being of your fatted animals I will not look upon. Take away from me 
the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps. But let 
justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.” 
%e prophet Micah stresses the same point: “‘With what shall I come before 
the Lord, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come before him with 
burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the Lord be pleased with thou-
sands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for 
my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?’ He has told you, 
O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do jus-
tice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” (Mic. 6:6-8). 
In the book of Malachi, God reproaches the people for offering to him what 
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has been taken by violence as well as animals that are blemished and therefore 
are not an expression of sincere worship (Mal. 1:7-14; cf. 2:13-15).

Other Jewish writings tie God’s acceptance of sacrificial offerings to 
repentance and obedience in the same ways. %e book of Judith states: “For 
every sacrifice as a fragrant offering is a small thing, and the fat of all whole 
burnt offerings to you is a very little thing; but whoever fears the Lord is great 
forever” ( Jth. 16:16). %e book of Sirach insists that one should not think 
that God will consider the great number of one’s gifts or accept an offering if 
one repeatedly sins or fails to pray and give alms (Sir. 7:9-10). Further on in 
Sirach we read:

%e Most High is not pleased with the offerings of the ungodly, nor for a multi-
tude of sacrifices does he forgive sins. Like one who kills a son before his father’s 
eyes is the person who offers a sacrifice from the property of the poor.... %e one 
who keeps the law makes many offerings; one who heeds the commandments 
makes an offering of well-being. %e one who returns a kindness offers choice 
flour, and one who gives alms sacrifices a thank offering. To keep from wickedness 
is pleasing to the Lord, and to forsake unrighteousness is an atonement. Do not 
appear before the Lord empty-handed, for all that you offer is in fulfillment of the 
commandment. %e offering of the righteous enriches the altar, and its pleasing 
odor rises before the Most High. %e sacrifice of the righteous is acceptable, and 
it will never be forgotten.... Do not offer him a bribe, for he will not accept it; and 
do not rely on a dishonest sacrifice; for the Lord is the judge, and with him there 
is no partiality....” (Sir. 34:23-24; 35:1-9, 14-15; cf. 38:9-11). 

Similarly, according to 2 Enoch, whoever makes offerings but does not 
practice judgment and righteousness is not acceptable: “Does the Lord 
demand bread or lambs or sheep or oxen or any kind of sacrifices at all? %at 
is nothing, but he [God] demands pure hearts, and by means of all those 
things he tests people’s hearts” (2 En. 45:3). God therefore spurns the gifts of 
those who offer him gifts with an impure heart; such gifts cannot obtain his 
favor (2 En. 46:1).123

%ese same ideas are particularly prominent in Philo’s writings.124 
According to Philo, the altar at the temple prefigured, not the flesh and limbs 
of the animals to be sacrificed there, but 

the intention of the offerer. For, if the worshipper is without kindly feeling or 
justice, the sacrifices are no sacrifices, the consecrated oblation is desecrated, the 
prayers are words of ill omen with utter destruction waiting upon them. For, 
when to outward appearance they are offered, it is not a remission but a reminder 
of past sins which they effect. But, if he is pure of heart and just, the sacrifice 
stands firm, though the flesh is consumed, or rather, even if no victim at all is 
brought to the altar. For the true oblation, what else can it be but the devotion 

123. Quotations from the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha in this and the following chapters are taken 
from #e Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol. 1: Apocalyptic Literature and Testaments (ed. James H. Charlesworth; 
New York: Doubleday, 1983).

124. On what follows, see especially Valentin Nikiprowetzky, “Le Spiritualisation des Sacrifices et le Culte 
Sacrificial au Temple de Jérusalem chez Philon d’Alexandrie,” Sem 17 (1967): 97-116. Nikiprowetzky notes the 
close parallels between Philo and Plato on these matters.
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of a soul which is dear to God?” (Moses 2.106-8; cf. Spec. Laws 1.171, 203; 2.35, 
42; QG 2.52; Names 240). 

Elsewhere, Philo stresses that Scripture “says not that God saw the 
offerings but that he first saw those who were offering gifts before the gifts 
themselves” (QG 1.61). He claims that the God of Israel established only 
one temple on the earth so that he might test those who wish to worship 
him by seeing whether they are willing to travel lengthy distances in order to 
offer him sacrifice in a pure and holy spirit (Spec. Laws 1.67-70). Philo also 
insists that there must be no taint of selfishness or self-interest in the sacrifi-
cial offerings (Spec. Laws 1.196). What pleases God is not offerings of great 
monetary value but persons who practice holiness and justice: 

God does not rejoice in sacrifices even if one offer hecatombs, for all things are 
his possessions, yet though he possesses he needs none of them, but he rejoices in 
the will to love him and in men that practise holiness, and from these he accepts 
plain meal or barley, and things of least price, holding them most precious rather 
than those of highest cost. And indeed though the worshippers bring nothing 
else, in bringing themselves they offer the best of sacrifices, the full and truly per-
fect oblation of noble living, as they honour with hymns and thanksgiving their 
Benefactor and Saviour, God, sometimes with the organs of speech, sometimes 
without tongue or lips, when within the soul alone their minds recite the tale or 
utter the cry of praise (Spec. Laws 1.271-72; cf. 1.269-70, 275-85). 

According to Philo, the reason that the law prescribes purity in regard 
to both the offerer and the animals to be sacrificed is to symbolize figura-
tively the disposition, conduct, and spirit of repentance of the one making the 
offering (Spec. Laws 1.257-60). %erefore, those who sacrifice must examine 
themselves before presenting their offering to ensure that they are acting out 
of a pure spirit: “So he who intends to sacrifice must consider not whether 
the victim is unblemished but whether his own mind stands free from defect 
and imperfection. Further, let him examine the motives which determine him 
to make the offering” (Spec. Laws 1.283-84). Philo insists that “God does not 
delight in the fleshiness or fatness of animals, but in the blameless intention 
of the votary” (Spec. Laws 2.35). Because God sees into the heart, no one 
should approach him through sacrificial means without repenting and being 
pure in thought and action: 

For it is absurd that a man should be forbidden to enter the temples save after 
bathing and cleansing his body, and yet should attempt to pray and sacrifice with 
a heart still soiled and spotted.... He who is resolved not only to commit no fur-
ther sin, but also to wash away the past, may approach with gladness; let him who 
lacks this resolve keep far away, since hardly shall he be purified. For he shall never 
escape the eye of him who sees into the recesses of the mind and treads its inmost 
shrine (Unchangeable 8-9; cf. Spec. Laws 1.293).

%e need for a proper disposition among those who present sacrifices to 
God was also stressed at Qumran. In his analysis of the Qumran writings, 
Bertil Gärtner notes: “It is striking how many of the Qumran texts hark back 
to passages in the Old Testament which criticize sharply any form of temple 
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service which fails to take account of justice and righteousness according 
to the demands of the Law. %is is important for the understanding of the 
Qumran background, with its frequent stress laid upon truth and righteous-
ness according to the Law as the only sacrifices of value in the eyes of God.”125 
He and others also point to the same ideas in the rabbinic writings, where it is 
said that the only acceptable sacrifice is that which truly expresses repentance 
and obedience.126 

%e three points just examined provide the basis necessary for reconstructing 
in general terms the meaning and purpose that Jews commonly ascribed to 
sacrificial practices in Jesus’ day. Above all, sacrifice was understood as wor-
ship.127 Like virtually all other peoples in antiquity, the Jews regarded the wor-
ship of their deity as inseparable from sacrifice. %is idea is found from the 
very beginning of the foundational story of Israel in the book of Exodus, 
where the purpose of Israel’s liberation from the Pharoah is stated in terms 
of enabling the people to “worship” or “serve” (‘abad) YHWH; as the Hebrew 
original and the Septuagint translation make clear, this was understood as 
being synonymous with offering sacrifices to God.128 Numerous other pas-
sages in the Hebrew Scriptures and other ancient Jewish writings equate sac-
rifice with worship as well.129 

%is, of course, leads to the question of what worship is. While there is 
no simple answer to this question, several ideas are undoubtedly central to 
any understanding of worship. One is that of recognizing a certain god as 
one’s own. In the case of Israel, this involved confessing YHWH the God of 
Israel as the only true God, who was sovereign over all people and all things 
as creator of all that existed. According to this view of God, all people and 
all things belonged to YHWH. Sacrifice was a way of expressing this truth 
concretely. People gave to YHWH what was his own, including not only their 
possessions but their very selves. %is idea is stressed repeatedly throughout 
the Hebrew Scriptures and the Jewish writings of the second-temple peri-
od.130 In one sense, nothing that the people had was their own; yet in another 

125. Bertil Gärtner, #e Temple and the Community in Qumran and the New Testament: A Comparative 
Study in the Temple Symbolism of the Qumran Texts and the New Testament (SNTSMS 1; Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1965), 46.

126. Sanders comments that the rabbis taught “that it is all one whether one offers much or little, if 
only the person making the offering directs his mind towards Heaven” (Comparing Judaism and Christianity: 
Common Judaism, Paul, and the Inner and Outer in the Study of Religion; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2016, 372). See 
also Gärtner, Temple, 45; Milgrom, Studies, 165.

127. On the relation between sacrifice and worship in ancient thought, see especially Steven J. Friesen, 
Imperial Cults and the Apocalypse of John: Reading Revelation in the Ruins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2001), 195-96.

128. See especially Exod. 3:12; 7:26 (LXX 8:1); 8:25-28; 9:1, 13; 10:3, 24-26; 12:31; see also Philo, Moses 1.87.
129. Lev. 2:1; 18:21; Deut. 12:4-6; 2 Kgs. 17:32-33; Isa. 14:21; Jer. 26:2; Jth. 16:18; Sir. 35:9-11; Philo, 

Agriculture 127-28; Rewards 56; Josephus, Ant. 6.21-22; 7.78; 15.248; J.W. 1.150; 7.434-35.
130. 1 Chron. 29:14; Ps. 24:1; 50:10-12; Ezek. 18:4; Wis. 10:26; Sir. 35:12; Philo, Spec. Laws 1.221, 271; 

Unchangeable 6-7; Josephus, J.W. 5.218.
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sense, what they had was theirs because God had given it to them. %rough 
sacrificial offerings, they expressed these truths symbolically. %is involved 
an ongoing sharing or communion between God and his people: the people 
gave back to God what God had given to them, while God in turn gave back 
to the people what he received from them. According to Philo, those offering 
sacrifices acted merely as stewards (Spec. Laws 1.221). Yet at the same time, in 
this giving and receiving, God and the people were not equals; rather, through 
their sacrificial worship the people expressed their submission to God and 
recognized God’s sovereignty over them. 

%e distinction between giving of one’s self and giving gifts and offerings is 
an important one. In a sense, these are not two separate things but one and the 
same; yet they must nevertheless be distinguished from one another. What 
was believed to be most important was that one give of oneself to God. %is 
could be done in numerous ways. Obedience to God’s will as it was mani-
fested in God’s law was first and foremost. %e fundamental demand of that 
law was that the people love God: “You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deut. 6:5). %is 
love was understood not merely as a sentiment but as a commitment to doing 
God’s will. However, because God’s law commanded that his people do what 
was right, loving, and compassionate in relation to others, it was considered 
impossible to give of oneself to God without also giving of oneself to others, 
seeking their well-being. %is love for God and others was a response to the 
love that God had first shown Israel.

One might also give oneself to God by serving God in vocations related 
to the worship of God, especially at the temple, or by making certain vows. In 
most cases, however, participation in the vocations related to worship at the 
temple was limited to those of priestly or Levitical lineage. Of course, one also 
participated in the worship of YHWH by going to the temple area physically 
to participate in the sacrifices and prayers offered there. %is involved being 
present when sacrifices and prayers were offered up for the people and the 
world as a whole as well as offering up sacrifices and prayers of one’s own 
at times. %ose who participated in sacrificial worship therefore paid a price 
that included not only the cost of the victims and the goods they offered up 
but also the time, energy, and expenses involved in traveling to the temple. 
All who paid the half-shekel mandated in the Mosaic law were also regarded 
as taking part in the sacrificial worship offered at the temple through their 
financial support.131 %is gave them ownership in that worship and made the 
sacrifices offered in Jerusalem their own. %e passage that mandates the pay-
ment of the half-shekel also affirms that those who contributed were purchas-
ing their lives back from God (Exod. 30:11-16). By paying the half-shekel, 
they acknowledged that their lives belonged to God and that they were there-
fore obligated to dedicate themselves fully to God’s service in body and soul. 
Nevertheless, through the payment of the half-shekel, God allowed them to 

131. See Neusner, Judaism when Christianity Began, 148-51.
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“purchase” themselves back from him in a sense so that they might live their 
own life, even though in another sense they continued to belong to God.

In these ways, then, through sacrificial worship one offered oneself to God; yet 
one did so in concrete ways by offering up to God one’s time, one’s energies, one’s body, 
and one’s possessions and resources. %ese two ideas complemented each other and 
were both regarded as essential. People could hardly claim that they offered 
themselves up to God if they were not willing to offer up some gift to God 
as a concrete and palpable expression of their self-offering to God. %is logic 
is behind the commandment that no one was to come to the temple empty-
handed, without presenting any offering (Exod. 23:15; Deut. 16:16; Sir. 35:6). 
%e reason for this commandment was not that YHWH was seen as a selfish or 
greedy deity who desired gifts for his own sake, but rather that to worship God 
without presenting anything to him was thought to involve a lack of sincerity. 
To offer up prayers of thanksgiving to God for what he had given, express to 
God one’s remorse over the sins one had committed, or request some blessing 
from God without at the same time offering up to God something material and 
concrete was viewed as a contradiction in terms. Under normal circumstances, 
such prayers were thought to consist merely of empty words, since there was 
nothing to back them up.132 Where there was no material offering, there was 
no cost involved, no real sacrifice made by the one pronouncing the words, and 
therefore no apparent sincerity in one’s prayer before God. It was believed that 
if one was truly sincere in whatever words one addressed to God, one would 
accompany those words with concrete gifts; and the more sincere and profound 
the sentiments one expressed through one’s sacrifice, the more costly and pre-
cious would be the gifts one chose to present to God.133

Conversely, however, to offer God one’s possessions and resources without 
offering one’s own self to God was regarded as equally unacceptable. In bibli-
cal and Jewish thought, God’s favor could not be purchased by sacrifice, nor 
could God be bribed or manipulated.134 For this reason, the ancient Jewish 
texts often stress that Israel’s God needs nothing from human beings.135 If 
one participated in sacrificial worship in a selfish way, without submissively 

132. Klawans notes that, even after the destruction of the temple, the rabbis continued to believe that prayer 
without sacrifice was inferior to that which might be presented to God with sacrificial offerings (Purity, 205-6). 
Klawans also cites the fourth-century work On the Gods and the World by Platonius Sallustius: “Prayer without 
sacrifice is only words,” and paraphrases the idea thus: “talk is cheap. Sacrifice, however, costs” (Purity, 10).

133. %e clearest example of this in the Hebrew Scriptures is David’s refusal to offer to God something 
that had cost him nothing (2 Sam. 24:24; cf. Josephus, Ant. 7.331-32). Some passages stress the notion that one 
should offer the greatest and most costly gifts possible to God, while others denounce the giving of offerings 
that have cost one nothing (e.g., Mal. 1:8, 13; Sir. 35:10). On this point, see also John Dunnill, “Communicative 
Bodies and Economics of Grace: %e Role of Sacrifice in the Christian Understanding of the Body,” JR 83 
(2003): 88-89. Dunnill stresses that the prophetic critique of sacrifice was “aimed at correcting, not rejecting, 
the practice of sacrifice” (88). While a proper inner disposition was necessary, this needed to be expressed in 
concrete forms: “a religion that has an outward form is precisely what God demands—a religion whose form 
extends beyond the bounds of the rite, a religion that is in solidarity with social life” (89).

134. See Philo, Spec. Laws 1.277; Sir. 35:14.
135. See, for example, 2 Macc. 14:35; Josephus, J.W. 5.218; Philo, Posterity 4; Spec. Laws 1.271, 277; 

Unchangeable 7, 107; Virtues 9.
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acknowledging God’s sovereignty over one’s life and creation in general and 
without a sincere commitment to doing God’s will, placing oneself and all 
that one had at God’s disposal, one’s sacrifices and prayers were not accept-
able to God. One’s gift had to be voluntary and represent a true expression 
of what was in one’s heart; and this submission to God had to be manifested 
not only in serving God concretely with what one had received from God, 
but also in obeying God by seeking justice and shalom for all concretely with 
what one had received from God.136 %e giving of oneself and the giving of 
one’s resources and possessions were therefore on the one hand one and the 
same thing, since one could not do the former without doing the latter; yet 
they must nevertheless be distinguished from one another, since to do one is 
not automatically to do the other.

On this basis, it should be clear that sacrifice in ancient Judaism was not 
primarily about killing animals, making atonement, or even performing sacred 
rites. Rather, it was about giving and receiving: God gave and the people 
received, while at the same time the people gave and God received. In gen-
eral, sacrifice was characterized by joyful celebration. Naturally, where there 
had been sin, disobedience, and injustice, this had to be dealt with before 
there could be joyful celebration. %ose who had sinned dealt with their sin 
by confessing it in a spirit of repentance, recommitting themselves to obey-
ing God, making restitution for any damage they had done, and presenting 
sacrifices for sin, as we shall see in further detail below. But the expiation of 
sins was not an end in itself and was not regarded as the heart of sacrifice. 
Sacrifice revolved instead around the sharing that was expressed in concrete 
ways. %e expiatory rites and sacrifices that took place constituted a prelude 
to the real objective, which involved celebrating and sharing. Even the Day of 
Atonement had the purpose of putting the past behind so as to rejoice in the 
future, as is evident from the fact that it occurs toward the beginning of the 
Jewish year rather than at its end.

When the Jewish people made sacrifices to YHWH, therefore, they were 
acknowledging God’s sovereignty over all people and things. What they 
offered to God expressed visibly the truth that everything belongs to God. 
%rough their sacrifices, however, they were also acknowledging God’s good-
ness, mercy, and love, expressing their thanks and praise and their devotion 
to God, and giving their very selves to God as they manifested concretely 
their commitment to do God’s will in their life. %e wide variety of gifts they 
gave to God, including money, jewelry, libations, and foodstuffs, expressed the 
enormous variety of things that they had received from God. 

Of course, they also presented animals to God. %is generally involved 
putting the animal victims to death. Yet the killing was done, not as an end 
in itself, but in order to give and receive. %ey wished to offer the animal up 
to God and did so by sending all or part of it up to God by burning it. At 

136. See Josephus, Ag. Ap. 2.196-97. Almsgiving was therefore a sign of submission to God in that it 
involved practicing justice and solidarity; see Sir. 3:30; 7:10; 35:1-5; Tob. 4:7-11; 12:8-10.
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the same time, they sought to make their sacrifices pleasant to God by add-
ing incense, libations, spices, and other things to the offering. Out of love for 
God, they wanted to adorn and embellish their gift and make it something 
beautiful, sweet-smelling, and precious in order to express to God what was 
in their heart. 

%ose who offered sacrifices also ate of those sacrifices. %e meal was an 
important part of many sacrificial rites. In those sacrifices that involved eating 
meat, part of the animal victim was given to God and to the priests, while the 
worshipers ate other parts, including especially the flesh. %is was essentially 
an act of communion in which the participants enjoyed what God had given 
them and shared in what they had offered to God, while at the same time 
expressing their communion with one another.137 %is mutual love among the 
members of God’s people was also thought to be important and pleasing to 
God, who rejoiced when his people lived in harmony and solidarity.

%e reason that prayer was essential to all of these rites is that it served 
to express verbally the meaning behind the various actions involved. One 
could hardly present a sacrifice of atonement without confessing one’s sins 
and manifesting verbally one’s repentance, just as one could hardly offer a 
sacrifice of thanksgiving without mentioning the motives for which one was 
giving thanks. Similarly, when sacrifices were offered together with petitions 
for healing and well-being for oneself and for others, it was important to 
verbalize those petitions before the God who heard prayer at the temple. Of 
course, it was thought that, like the sacrifices themselves, prayers were only 
acceptable to God when those offering them were committed to living in 
submission to God’s will, both in the active sense of striving constantly to 
do that will and in the passive sense of accepting unquestioningly whatever 
God ordained in one’s life. %e sacrificial offerings symbolized and expressed 
concretely this submission to God’s will. 

%is does not mean that prayers without sacrificial offerings were of no 
value before God, since under certain conditions it might not be possible to 
present an offering. God might still answer such prayers favorably, since God 
might look into the heart of those offering up the prayer and see a sincere 
commitment to his will that would be expressed in their lives in ways other 
than by sacrificial offerings. But when one had the opportunity to accompany 
one’s petitions with a sacrificial offering, it would normally be expected that 
one do so, since in that way one would manifest concretely the proper spirit 
with which one made one’s petitions. Ultimately, then, God’s response both 
to one’s prayers and to one’s sacrifices depended upon what God saw in one’s 
heart. At the same time, what was in one’s heart would normally express itself 
concretely by means of gifts and offerings presented to God together with 
one’s prayers of confession, thanksgiving, and praise, as well as one’s petitions 
for oneself and others.

137. On the practice and significance of the sacrificial meal in ancient Judaism, see Dunnill, 
“Communicative Bodies,” 86-89.
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%ese considerations enable us to grasp what Jews in antiquity understood 
the purpose of sacrificial worship to be. %is purpose was multiple. Sacrifice 
served to remind them of who they were—the particular people of the god 
YHWH (Exod. 19:5). It reinforced the idea that they were his possession and 
thus owed themselves and all they had to him as their Lord and sovereign. 
%e animals, fruits, and assorted food items that they offered up to YHWH 
reminded them that YHWH had created all that exists and that he continued 
to act through his creation to provide for their needs and those of all other 
creatures. When they poured or sprinkled the blood of animal victims before 
YHWH, they recalled that all life belonged to him alone. %e offering of the 
first-fruits and the sacrifices to redeem the first-born reinforced the same 
truth. %e sacrifices led the Jewish people to recall not only YHWH’s sover-
eignty and activity in nature but also specific moments from Israel’s history 
when he had acted on their behalf. In particular, the sacrificial feasts brought 
to the remembrance of the people the way in which YHWH had delivered 
them from Egypt, given them his law, and established them as a people in a 
land of their own.138

%e idea that sacrifical worship was a reminder or a memorial of things 
such as these appears constantly in the ancient texts.139 In Num. 10:10, Moses 
tells the people: “on your days of rejoicing, at your appointed festivals, and at 
the beginnings of your months, you shall blow the trumpets over your burnt 
offerings and over your sacrifices of well-being; they shall serve as a reminder 
on your behalf before the Lord your God.” Not only did the sacrifices them-
selves serve this purpose, but other practices related to the sacrifices as well. 
For example, the payment of the half-shekel for the worship at the sanctuary is 
explicitly called a “reminder” of their redemption: their lives belonged to God 
not only because all created things are his, but also because he had redeemed 
them from Egypt to make them his own (Exod. 30:11-16). Similarly, both 
Josephus and Philo describe the way in which the decorations on the temple 
curtain, the various ornaments in the sanctuary, the high-priestly vestments, 
and other rites served to remind the worshipers of God’s sovereignty as cre-
ator of the universe.140

For this reason, sacrificial worship was also seen as having a didactic pur-
pose. God had ordered the people to practice sacrifice in order to instruct 
them and reinforce basic truths such as those just mentioned. Sacrifices also 
served as means to teach the people the need to be truly grateful to God and 
to submit obediently to the law he had given them for their own benefit. 

138. On the variety and meaning of memorial formulas used in ancient Jewish sacrificial practice, see 
Joachim Jeremias, #e Eucharistic Words of Jesus, trans. Norman Perrin (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 244-47.

139. Multiple texts from the Hebrew Scriptures and second-temple Jewish writings speak of sacrifice as 
a reminder of various truths; see, for example, Exod. 13:3-16; 20:24; Num. 5:15; Deut. 16:3, 12, 16; Josephus, 
Ant. 8.108; J.W. 5.212-13, 218; Let. Aris. 157-59; Philo, Heir 113-16; Spec. Laws 1:261-66; 2.145-46, 150-52, 
156-60, 197-203. On this idea in Philo’s writings, see Klawans, Purity, 118-20.

140. See Josephus, J.W. 5.212-14; Philo, Moses 2.93-108, 117-35, 150-51; Heir 221-29.
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Philo, for example, affirms that God’s commandment regarding the offering 
of first fruits “teaches us a high truth,” like the other sacrificial practices pre-
scribed in the Mosaic law.141

%e purpose of sacrifice, however, was not only to offer the people instruc-
tion as to how they were to think and live but also to bring about in them that 
same way of thinking and living. By performing the rites prescribed and par-
ticipating in them, they were actually putting into practice the behavior God 
wanted them to acquire and reinforcing and strengthening that behavior. 
%ey not only learned that they should be grateful to God and obey him, but 
were given concrete means of expressing that gratitude and manifesting that 
obedience. %e command to present offerings for their sins reinforced to them 
the importance of avoiding sin and led them to reflect constantly on their 
behavior to see if they were living as God desired. 

%us Philo, for example, claimed that God had commanded the sacri-
fice of first-fruits in order “that speech, sense perception and apprehension 
may be judged soundly and blamelessly according to God’s standard” (Prelim. 
Studies 101). %e offering of sacrifice leads one to reflect on one’s actions and 
produces a spirit of gratitude in the worshipers (Spec. Laws 1.283-95). In 
particular, for Philo the sacrifices for sin, including those prescribed for the 
Day of Atonement, were aimed at bringing the people to repentance and a 
renewed obedience: “For those who have acknowledged their sin are changing 
their way for the better, and while they reproach themselves for their errors 
are seeking a blameless life as their new goal” (Spec. Laws 1.227). %e rites 
involved in the sacrifices for sin reminded the people to refrain from sinning 
and allowed them to “make themselves pure by curbing the appetites for plea-
sure” so that they might become “enamoured of continence and piety” (Spec. 
Laws 1.193). %us sacrificial worship was intended to induce in those who 
participated in it a life dedicated to practicing justice and righteousness in 
accordance with God’s will. According to Philo, this is the ultimate purpose 
of all of the sacrificial worship prescribed by Israel’s God. 

%e Letter of Aristeas stresses these same points with regard to the purity 
laws given through Moses, which were intimately related to sacrificial 
practices: 

In his wisdom the legislator, in a comprehensive survey of each particular part, 
and being endowed by God for the knowledge of universal truths, surrounded 
us with unbroken palisades and iron walls to prevent our mixing with any of 
the other people in any matter, being thus kept pure in body and soul, preserved 
from false beliefs, and worshiping the only God omnipotent over all creation.... 
So, to prevent our being perverted by contact with others or by mixing with bad 
influences, he hedged us in on all sides with strict observances connected with 
meat and drink and touch and hearing and sight, after the manner of the Law. In 
general everything is similarly constituted in regard to natural reasoning, being 

141. Philo, Heir 114. %roughout most of Spec. Laws 1.168-302, Philo elaborates on the purpose for which 
God instituted the diverse sacrificial rites, constantly stressing the truths those rites were designed to convey 
and the type of life they were intended to produce; see also Spec. Laws 2.204-9; 4.123-24.
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governed by one supreme power, and in each particular everything has a profound 
reason for it, both the things from which we abstain in use and those of which we 
partake.... %e fact is that everything has been solemnly set in order for unblem-
ished investigation and amendment of life for the sake of righteousness.... [God] 
has thereby indicated that it is the solemn binding duty of those for whom the 
legislation has been established to practice righteousness and not to lord it over 
anyone in reliance upon their own strength, nor to deprive him of anything, but to 
govern their lives righteously.... %e symbolism conveyed by these things compels 
us to make a distinction in the performance of all our acts, with righteousness as 
our aim.... I have therefore given a brief résumé of these matters, indicating fur-
ther to you that all the regulations have been made with righteousness in mind, 
and that no ordinances have been made in Scripture without purpose or fancifully, 
but to the intent that through the whole of our lives we may also practice justice 
to all mankind in all our acts, remembering the all-sovereign God (Let. Aris. 139, 
143-44, 147, 151, 168). 

%e sacrificial system was therefore thought to help hold sin in check 
and promote greater obedience, love, and gratitude toward God among the 
people. %ese same ideas appear in other Jewish texts of the time, as well as in 
the rabbinic writings.142

Finally, in ancient Hebrew and Jewish thought, one other purpose of sac-
rifice was to enable people to live and experience palpably their communion 
with God and one another. As numerous texts affirm, the sacrificial feasts 
were seen as occasions to celebrate their identity and rejoice over what God 
had done and would continue to do for them, not only as individuals but as a 
people.143 %ey also served as means for the people to express concretely other 
experiences and sentiments, such as that of remorse for their sins or the sin-
cerity of their petitions to God. As noted above, words and actions were com-
bined and complemented each other. Neither was sufficient without the other. 
Sacrificial worship therefore fulfilled the purpose of allowing the people to 
manifest their innermost sentiments, beliefs, and desires in concrete, palpable, 
and visible ways that went well beyond what words alone could ever articulate. 

On the basis of what we have just seen regarding the logic and purpose of 
sacrifice in ancient Jewish thought, it should be clear that Jews in antiquity 
believed that their God had ordained sacrifice, not for his own sake, but for 
theirs. Undoubtedly, the God of Israel wanted to receive expressions of love 
and gratitude from his people and desired to live in communion with them. 
However, he was thought to desire these things not merely for his own sake. 
Rather, as the ancient texts constantly stress, Israel’s God YHWH loved his 

142. See, for example, Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary 
(AB 3; New York: Doubleday, 1991), 440.

143. See Deut. 12:5-18; 14:22-26; 16:9-15; Neh. 12:43; Josephus, Ant. 4.203-4. For a survey of the Jewish 
attitudes toward the Levitical sacrifices reflected in second-temple Jewish literature, see especially Lloyd 
Kim, Polemic in the Book of Hebrews: Anti-Semitism, Anti-Judaism, Supersessionism? (PTMS 64; Eugene, OR: 
Pickwick, 2006), 147-72.
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people deeply and therefore wanted only what was best for them. In ancient 
Jewish thought, because YHWH is the sovereign creator and the one to 
whom all belongs, by definition and for intrinsic reasons, only those who love, 
serve, and obey him can enjoy the good he desires for all. %is good is precisely 
what the practice of sacrifice was believed to express and promote. 

%is manner of understanding God stands in stark contrast to the con-
cepts of God reflected in much traditional Christian thought. Influenced by 
ideas such as those mentioned previously in connection with the common 
assumptions made regarding sacrifice, Christian scholars have often inti-
mated that God commanded sacrifice for God’s own sake rather than for the 
sake of God’s people. Undoubtedly, this does not mean that God requires or 
needs sacrifice in the sense that God is dependent on it in some way. Rather, 
according to this way of thinking, God’s strict justice requires sacrifice for sins 
in order that God’s love can accomplish its saving purposes. Because God’s 
holiness and perfection prevent God from manifesting God’s love for human 
beings by forgiving them freely, the death of sacrificial victims allows for the 
demands of that holiness and perfection to be satisfied so that God’s love may 
prevail. %e necessity of sacrifice, therefore, is rooted in the same dichotomy 
between God’s love and God’s justice that we have considered in Chapter 
1: God’s love wants to forgive, save, and bless God’s people, yet until God’s 
justice is satisfied, God cannot do these things. 

In this way, God’s commandments regarding sacrifice are seen as having 
the purpose of enabling God’s justice to be satisfied and thus serve to meet 
a divine need rather than a human one. According to this manner of think-
ing, the fundamental problem is not that human beings are sinful; if that 
were the case, then the solution required would be that God enable them to 
stop sinning. Rather, the fundamental problem is that, because of God’s per-
fect holiness and righteousness, God cannot accept human sin and thus save 
sinful people until the demands of that holiness and righteousness are met. 
%erefore, God requires sacrifice, not so that human beings can stop being 
sinful, but so that God can overlook their sins in order to save them.

As has often been noted, such an understanding of God’s justice and love 
ascribes to sacrificial practice a juridical or forensic purpose that is alien to 
biblical and ancient Jewish thought regarding sacrifice. %e legislation regard-
ing sacrifice was not a penal code. While certain sacrifices were offered for 
sins, those who presented offerings for sin were not paying penalties or pur-
chasing God’s pardon. Rather, they were worshiping God, recognizing their 
sinfulness, and reconsecrating themselves to him. In addition, for the most 
part, sacrifice was offered for reasons other than that of seeking forgiveness 
for sin. Certainly, many sacrifices that were not strictly-speaking offerings 
for sin, such as the communion offerings or holocausts, were thought to be 
expiatory in some sense. Yet this was only because, in Jewish thought, when-
ever people approach God seeking that their prayers be answered, they must 
always be aware that they are unworthy of what they ask and are therefore in 
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constant need of God’s grace, mercy, and forgiveness in their relationship with 
him. In general, however, the practice of sacrifice revolved primarily around 
other concepts and purposes, such as celebration, thanksgiving, and petition-
ary prayer.

%is understanding of God and God’s purpose in commanding sacrifice 
also distinguishes Israel’s God from other gods in antiquity. YHWH was dif-
ferent from the gods of the nations primarily in three ways. First, YHWH 
was viewed as the one sovereign creator to whom all things belonged and 
to whom all were subject. In contrast, even the most powerful gods of other 
nations existed alongside other gods who limited them in various ways and 
prevented them from being all-powerful. Creation might be ascribed to a god 
who was superior to the lesser gods, as in Plato’s thought, but no such god was 
believed to have the same sovereignty as YHWH or to be omnipotent in the 
way that YHWH was. Second, the God of Israel was believed to be a gracious 
God who loved those who worshiped and served him, seeking their well-being at 
all times while seeking nothing for himself. He did not depend on human beings 
in any way and had no needs that human beings had to satisfy. At the same 
time, that same love for the people led YHWH to seek not only that the 
people love him in return for the sake of their own well-being and happiness, 
which could only be found in him as the sovereign creator of all, but that they 
love one another as well. If YHWH loved all people, those who worshiped 
him were also to love all people. And third, precisely because he desired the 
people’s well-being and commanded that they love one another, what really 
mattered to YHWH was not the gifts that people brought to him in sacrifice 
but their commitment to practicing justice, helping the needy, and living a 
pure life for their own good and that of others.144 

In ancient thought, it is difficult if not impossible to find gods who were 
said to “love” people in the same way YHWH did, or gods who were believed 
to be dedicated above all else to the well-being of human beings, as YHWH 
was. While other gods wanted human beings to serve and worship them, 
they rarely demanded that human beings love them with all their heart, 
soul, and strength, as YHWH did (Deut. 6:5; Josh. 22:5). Such affirmations 
could hardly be made of other gods mentioned in the Hebrew Scriptures, 
like the Baals or the god Moloch, who demanded human sacrifice.145 %ese 

144. As Sanders notes, Philo criticized the way sacrifice was offered among people of other nations to 
their gods, comparing it negatively to the Jewish worship of Israel’s God. In his stinging critique of the other 
nations’ practices, Philo affirms that they purify their bodies in preparation for sacrificial rites and don spot-
less white robes, but they do not wash off from their souls their impure passions or cleanse their spotted heart 
before unashamedly entering their sanctuaries. According to Philo, their wickedness leads to unholy sacri-
fices, unfulfilled vows, and rites that are “a mockery”; their impurity, falsehood, and worship are “a sacrilege” 
(Comparing Judaism and Christianity, 356, commenting on Cherubim 94-96; see also 343). For Philo, all of 
these things contrasted sharply with the purity of the soul that characterized Jewish sacrificial practice (357). 
Of course, it must be recognized that Philo’s depiction of the sacrificial worship of both the other nations and 
the Jewish people is undoubtedly biased and involves sweeping generalizations. What is significant, however, 
is that he saw the sacrifices of other peoples in this way.

145. On the contrasts between ancient Hebrew thought on the following points as it is reflected in the 
Hebrew Scriptures and that found in ancient Babylonian thought, see Unterman, Justice, 1-14.
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gods were not understood to be selflessly seeking the well-being of those 
who worshiped them. While of course one must be careful when making 
generalizations, for the most part the Greek and Roman gods were not said 
to love their worshipers in the way that YHWH loved his people or to have 
expected their sincere and heartfelt love in return. If love was spoken of in 
these relations, it was generally understood, not in terms of a disinterested 
commitment to the well-being of the people, but as a do ut des relationship 
involving the mutual satisfaction of the desires of both the gods and the 
worshipers: each gave to the other what the other wanted in order to obtain 
something from the other.

In general terms, the gods of other nations are rarely presented as mak-
ing ethical demands on human beings intended to promote justice and 
mercy for all, especially those in greatest need. At times, the gods of the 
nations even approved of behavior that was widely regarded as immoral, 
such as thievery, promiscuity, deception, or even murder. In fact, many of 
the gods themselves were said to practice such behavior. Undoubtedly, 
the idea that the gods demanded moral purity from their worshipers and 
were pleased only with the sacrifices of those who lived pious lives was also 
taught in many non-Jewish circles.146 Nevertheless, the Jewish conception of 
God remained fundamentally distinct. %e fact that YHWH was viewed as 
the only true God, the sovereign creator of all people and things, made him 
unlike any other deity. Because in Jewish thought there were no other gods 
besides YHWH, he alone could be omnipotent and fully independent. He 
did not compete with other gods for worshipers, power, or prestige. %ere 
were no other deities, powers, or forces that could challenge him or impose 
their will on him. He did not depend on other gods, on human beings, or 
on nature in any way. 

For the most part, none of these things could be said of the other gods in 
the polytheistic belief systems of antiquity. %e fact that gods were born of 
other gods and goddesses or procreated other divine beings made them fun-
damentally different from YHWH. Like other ancient deities, the Greek and 
Roman gods were generally male or female and had siblings, companions, and 
lovers. If they had sexual relations, then they also must have had sexual desires 
that had to be satisfied. If they ate, drank, and slept, then they had other phys-
ical needs and desires as well. In Jewish thought, none of these things could 
be said of YHWH, who could not be represented in human or animal form 
like the other gods. %is gave him a transcendence and sovereignty that other 
deities did not possess and made it impossible for him to be manipulated by 
human beings or limited in any way. Because YHWH did not have physical 
desires and needs like other gods or like human beings, those offering sacrifice 

146. See for example Ferguson, “Spiritual Sacrifice,” 1152-56; Nikiprowetzky, “Spiritualisation,” 98-99. 
Of course, many of the Greek philosophers considered sacrifice itself as immoral and insisted that the practice 
of sacrifice was to be rejected on that ground; see James W. %ompson, “Hebrews 9 and Hellenistic Concepts 
of Sacrifice,” JBL 98 (1979): 573-76.
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could not appeal to any such desires and needs in order to obtain what they 
wanted from him.147 

While other gods might control certain forces of nature, they were not 
omnipotent like YHWH. Because YHWH was not personally identified like 
other gods with the different elements and forces of nature, such as the sun, 
the wind, thunder, or the sea, nor thought to actually dwell in sacred places 
such as shrines, groves, or temples, he was not subject to nature in any way. 
YHWH transcended nature in its entirety rather than depending on it or being 
a manifestation of it. Even though certain human and supernatural forces 
were thought to struggle against YHWH, in Jewish thought YHWH did not 
have to exert himself to resist them or engage in combat with them in order 
to defeat them; nor could he ever be harmed or overpowered by them in any 
way. He might allow the angelic beings he had created to exist and act in ways 
that were contrary to his ultimate will, yet this was not because he was some-
how powerless to control and subject them fully to himself at any moment if 
he so desired. While undoubtedly YHWH had his temple in Jerusalem, both 
the Hebrew and the Jewish literature stress that he was in no way confined 
spatially to the temple building. On the contrary, he transcended it from his 
throne far up in heaven and was present throughout the earth. %e temple was 
merely the place YHWH had established for people to approach him. For 
this reason, it was generally claimed that it was YHWH’s “name” rather than 
YHWH himself that dwelt in the temple. 

Unlike the other ancient deities, YHWH was also believed to be in control 
of history. %is was not only because no other gods or natural or supernatural 
forces could exert any power or influence over YHWH but also because, as 
sovereign creator, he was not subject to fate, destiny, or history in any sense. 
YHWH was subject to nothing and to no one and therefore was entirely free 
from any type of need or compulsion.

YHWH’s character was also thought to be fundamentally distinct from 
that of other gods. In Jewish thought, he was not a capricious deity whose 
mood might change at any moment for no particular reason. He was not 
believed to be amused or entertained by what human beings did, and there-
fore no athletic games or raucous, lustful celebrations were to be celebrated in 
his honor. Besides the fact that he could not get inebriated and had no sexual 
desires that needed to be satisfied, YHWH did not have vices or moral flaws 
like other gods. He did not practice deception, nor did he manipulate people 
or other supernatural beings in order to obtain something from them. It was 
also not possible for others to deceive, flatter, or manipulate him. Because 
all things were already his, even though he had no need for anything that 
he had created, he could never be regarded as selfish or possessive, wanting 

147. As %ompson notes, the idea that the deity was in need of nothing that human beings might offer 
was not unique to Judaism, since it is also “a frequent theme in the history of Greek thought” and “is repeated 
in all of the schools of Greek philosophy until the Neopythagoreans and the Neoplatonists....” (“Hebrews 9,” 
574).
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to reserve certain things only for himself. Due to the way YHWH was con-
ceived, even positive qualities such as courage, virility, fertility, temperance, 
chastity, modesty, and pride could not be attributed to him as they might be to 
other deities, since such qualities can only exist in relation to others who are in 
some sense one’s equals or possess some type of power over one. %e fact that 
the fundamental quality associated with YHWH was love for human beings 
meant not only that attributes such as power, justice, sovereignty, generos-
ity, anger, wisdom, and forbearance were inextricably linked to the notion of 
YHWH’s love, but also that YHWH was intimately involved in all that took 
place in the world. %is was true not only on the level of nations, societies, and 
communities, but on the level of individuals as well. Rather than being cold, 
distant, disinterested, or unaffected by human beings as other gods might at 
times be, YHWH cared passionately about events and about people them-
selves, including especially the needy, the oppressed, and the marginalized.

%is understanding of Israel’s God necessarily led to a view of sacrifice that 
was very different from the views of sacrifice that were common among other 
peoples in antiquity. Because in Jewish thought it was not the offerings them-
selves that pleased YHWH or obtained his favor but a commitment to obey-
ing his commandments, which had the goal of promoting justice, equity, and 
love for others, Jewish sacrifice was not a matter of do ut des. Other gods might 
be manipulated, appeased, or persuaded to grant what the offerers desired by 
the sacrifices they brought because those gods desired those sacrifices in and 
of themselves, yet with YHWH this was not the case.148 While the idea that 
the divine acceptance of sacrifice depended upon the spirit of repentance and 
commitment to the divine will of those presenting it was not exclusive to 
Judaism, it certainly found greater stress there.149 Furthermore, the fact that 
Israel’s God not only wanted people to avoid doing harm to others but also 

148. Patterson comments that “Ovid’s entertaining description of the festivals of the Roman calendar in 
poetic form, the Fasti, satirizes the relational quality of ancient sacrifices, the very human ways in which gods 
and humans were seen to relate to one another through the medium of sacrifice. For example, he has Flora say, 
with more than a hint of mockery, ‘We [gods], too, are touched by honor; we delight in festivals and altars; we 
heavenly beings are a greedy gang. Often when by sinning a man has disposed the gods against him, a sacrificial 
victim has been a sop for crimes. Often have I seen Jupiter, when he was just about to launch his thunderbolts, 
hold his hand on the receipt of incense. But if we are neglected, we avenge the wrong by heavy penalties, and 
our wrath exceeds just bounds.’ (Ovid, Fast. 5.297-302 [Frazer])” (Keeping the Feast, 44). Patterson also adds, 
however, that there is much evidence that many of those who participated in Greco-Roman sacrifices did not 
view the presenting of sacrificial offerings in those terms (44).

149. E. P. Sanders points to Plato’s presentation of Adimantos in the Republic as exemplifying the idea 
that, without a correct disposition and a dedication to virtue, one’s sacrifices were not acceptable to the Greek 
gods (Comparing Judaism and Christianity, 328-30). Plato has Adimantos observe, however, that many people 
believe that, even though they willfully practice evil and deception, they may obtain the favor and pardon of the 
gods with their sacrifices. Sanders notes that “the Hebrews thought that this effort to evade punishment would 
not work. One cannot buy God’s forgiveness or mercy with sacrifices” (332). He then adds: “%e God of Israel, 
unlike the gods of Homer, to whom Adimantos refers, could not be fooled or bought by sacrifice.... [T]he 
sort of completely successful deception imagined by Adimantos could not be imagined by a Hebrew prophet, 
since they believed that God saw the heart of every person....” (332, n5). Sanders also adds that, according to 
Adimantos, some Greeks believed they could offer sacrifices in the present life to obtain the acceptance and 
blessing of the gods in the afterlife: “In the Republic, Adimantos thinks that the gods get in on the act only 
when a person enters the next world. %e unrighteous can prepare for this by offering sacrifices in advance. 
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commanded that all actively reach out to those in need, practicing mercy and 
kindness to them, meant that the ethical demands associated with the wor-
ship of YHWH were generally greater than those associated with other dei-
ties. Because YHWH was above all a God of love, he expected and demanded 
sincere and heartfelt love for others from those who approached him with 
their offerings. Just as the notion of love was at the core of the Jewish concept 
of God, so also was it central to the Jewish concept of sacrificial worship.

%us while Jews in antiquity used much of the same language and shared 
many of the same practices related to sacrifice that were found among those 
who worshiped other deities, they understood this language and these prac-
tices very differently. For example, while like other peoples the Jews held cel-
ebrations in honor of YHWH and feasted before him, their understanding 
of YHWH’s nature and character made them believe that it was necessary 
to do these things in healthy, wholesome ways that did not involve drunk-
enness, gluttony, or lascivious behavior. Likewise, while they affirmed that 
YHWH desired sacrifice and sought to please him by offering costly sacrifices 
that were pleasant to smell and taste, in general they stressed that what really 
pleased YHWH was not the offering itself but the disposition of the heart 
of which such sacrifices were a sincere expression. For the same reason, even 
though sacrifice might obtain YHWH’s favor and blessing and turn away his 
anger, in Jewish thought it was maintained that what pleased YHWH and 
appeased his wrath was not the offering itself but the spirit of repentance, obe-
dience, and love in which it was presented.

Similarly, while like other deities YHWH was often portrayed as a mon-
arch or ruler before whom people approached with gifts in order to seek favor 
and blessings, most Jews tended to see YHWH as very different from other 
monarchs and rulers. In the minds of virtually all people in antiquity, it was 
obvious that kings, emperors, and others in positions of power wanted tribute 
in and of itself, not just in order to promote the well-being of their subjects, 
but to satisfy their own personal desires. In fact, in most cases, their only 
interest in promoting the well-being of their subjects was that of keeping 
them as content as possible and maintaining their support so that the rulers 
might remain in power. Undoubtedly, those in power invariably affirmed that 
their subjects benefited from their rule and claimed that their rule brought 
peace, salvation, and well-being to their subjects. Such was the discourse of 
the Greeks and Romans who justified their conquests and dominion in the 
name of the common good. Ultimately, however, it was apparent to all that 
their real interest lay in satisfying their own desires for power and wealth; 
even when rulers served others, everyone believed that ultimately they were 
really serving their own interests. 

For the reasons we have just seen, this was not believed to be the case with 
YHWH. What motivated him to command the presentation of tribute and 

%e Hebrew prophets had a simple way of dismissing this use of sacrifice: it will not work. God does not want 
sacrifices from dishonest people. Not only does he not want them, he despises them” (333, n5).
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sacrifice was not any type of lust for wealth or power, since all things were 
already his. Because he had no needs, desires, or interests that had to be satis-
fied by human beings, he was thought to gain nothing from his rule except 
the satisfaction of seeing his gracious purposes for the people fulfilled. Rather 
than wanting something from his people, he wanted something for them; it 
was this that led him to prescribe sacrificial worship for the people. Sacrifice 
was thus regarded as a means that contributed to YHWH’s objective of estab-
lishing justice and shalom among those who acknowledged him as Lord and 
sovereign. In fact, because he wanted these things not only for Israel but for all 
people, he was believed to desire that others come to worship him as well.150 
His desire to be worshiped by other peoples is presented as being motivated 
by love and concern for them rather than any type of selfish interest.

In conclusion, ancient Jewish sacrificial practices must be seen in the con-
text of what Jews believed about their God on the basis of their Scriptures and 
traditions. Sacrifice was about giving oneself to this God to do his will, rec-
ognizing no other sovereign, and acknowledging that all that one was and all 
that one had was God’s. It was considered important for people constantly to 
recognize and be reminded that everything belonged to God and thus everything 
was to be used in the way that God commanded, for the good of all rather than for 
the interests of a few. What Israel’s God wanted was a people committed not 
only to loving him but loving others by doing what he commanded—most 
importantly, practicing justice and righteousness and seeking shalom for all. 
As those who worshiped YHWH expressed their love for him both by means 
of the sacrificial system and through their commitment to doing his will in 
relation not only to him but to others as well, they would enjoy well-being 
and prosperity. %is well-being and prosperity would be the intrinsic conse-
quence of their love for God and for others, yet would also result extrinsically 
from God’s response to their commitment to doing his will. As they obeyed 
YHWH, suffering and injustice would no longer prevail among the people 
and the needy would be cared for. %is was what God ultimately desired as 
Israel’s king. %e offering of sacrifice was therefore considered vital to achiev-
ing this goal, since it served to express and reinforce the total commitment of 
the people to serving God as their loving sovereign by doing his loving will—
not for his sake, but for theirs.

Did all or even most of the Jews who participated in the sacrificial worship 
of YHWH in antiquity share all of the beliefs concerning YHWH just dis-
cussed and conceive of sacrifice in the way described? It is, of course, impos-
sible to answer that question. What we can say with confidence, however, is 
that these beliefs and concepts constantly and consistently appear throughout the 
ancient Hebrew and Jewish writings that we possess. %ose texts provide ample 
evidence that among Jews in antiquity YHWH was conceived of as being 
fundamentally different from other deities in important ways that set Judaism 

150. See Ps. 86:9; Isa. 2:2-4; 55:5; 56:6-7; Zech. 2:11; 8:23; Josephus, Ant. 8.116-17; Philo, Spec. Laws 1.96.
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apart from other belief systems and led to an understanding of sacrifice that 
was in many ways unique.

RECONSIDERING THE TRADITIONAL ASSUMPTIONS 

REGARDING SACRIFICE

On the basis of the points we have just seen regarding the meaning and pur-
pose of sacrifice, we may now return to the seven assumptions discussed at 
the beginning of this chapter. To what extent are these assumptions accurate?

Like the allusions to Jesus’ death in the New Testament, the passages from 
the Hebrew Scriptures and second-temple Jewish writings in which sacrificial 
practices are mentioned easily lend themselves to having a wide variety of 
ideas read back into them. %is is due to the fact that, for the most part, they 
simply allude to the sacrificial rites performed without offering any explana-
tion as to the meaning of those rites and the various rituals they involved. 
However, rather than reading back into those texts ideas based on speculation 
or assumptions for which there is no explicit evidence in the written sources 
we have, I would argue that we need to read these texts on the basis of the 
three basic ideas discussed above: to offer God a sacrifice was to offer up a gift 
to God; those gifts were accompanied by prayers and expressed visibly and 
palpably what those prayers expressed verbally; and God’s acceptance of those 
sacrifices and prayers depended on what God saw in the hearts and lives of 
those who offered them up.

Assumption 1: Did sacrifices make atonement for sins?

At first glance, the fact that both the Hebrew Scriptures and the Jewish writ-
ings of the second-temple period speak of sacrifices and sacrificial blood mak-
ing atonement or expiation for sin would seem to leave no alternative but to 
answer this question affirmatively. Most of those same texts, however, repeat-
edly state that there is no atonement or expiation of sins without repentance. 
As noted above, those participating in the rites of atonement prescribed in 
the Mosaic law were expected to confess their sins in sincere fashion. Yet even 
this was not enough. If one had harmed someone or done them an injustice, 
there could be no atonement unless one made proper restitution (Lev. 6:2-6). 
Furthermore, while repentance was necessary, it was seen as involving more 
than an expression of remorse for the sins one had committed. %ose offering 
sacrifices for sins also had to commit themselves anew to doing God’s will by 
obeying the commandments God had given. It was expected that this repen-
tance and recommitment to obedience be manifested in concrete fashion, not 
only through the offering of a sacrificial victim whenever this was possible, 
but especially through one’s actions in one’s everyday life.

Curiously, these points are recognized by scholars who claim that sacrifices 
in themselves made atonement. Nevertheless, they generally attempt to com-
bine that claim with the idea that repentance and obedience were necessary 
for atonement, thereby failing to see the contradictions involved in affirming 
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both of these things simultaneously. Jacob Milgrom, for example, notes that in 
the Levitical prescriptions regarding sacrifices for sins, forgiveness “is not the 
automatic consequence of the priestly rite.” Just as “the nonritual texts of the 
Bible demand repentance as the proper atonement for moral wrongdoing..., 
the indispensability of repentance is stipulated by the ritual texts as well.... 
[T]he priestly system prohibits sacrificial atonement to the unrepentant sin-
ner, to the one who ‘acts defiantly’ (RSV ‘with a high hand’)....”151 

As we have noted above, these points are stressed repeatedly in other 
second-temple Jewish writings as well. Hermann Lichtenberger identifies the 
same ideas in the writings of Qumran. Citing 1 QS 2:25—3:13, he notes that 
“he who refuses to follow God’s commands as they are understood by the 
community obtains neither atonement nor purification. Atoning rites do not 
function ex opere operato, for they demand total submission to God’s will....”152 
As Everett Ferguson notes, the rabbinical writings affirm these same ideas: 
“%e rabbis frequently reiterated that nothing expiates without repentance. 
Yom Kippur atoned only for those who repented.”153 Bruce Chilton and 
Jacob Neusner also observe with regard to rabbinic thought: “%e Day of 
Atonement itself does not work ex opere operato but only within the frame-
work of qualifying (or at least not disqualifying) intentionality. And that fact 
generates another. If one rebels against God’s rule and does not repent, no 
atonement is possible.”154

It is common for scholars to recognize, then, that in ancient Hebrew and 
Jewish thought, no sacrificial offerings could atone for the sins of those who 
were unrepentant and refused to commit themselves to living according to 
God’s will. Yet, precisely because repentance and a commitment to God’s will 
were indispensable in order for those making sacrifices to receive divine for-
giveness for their sins through their sacrifices, it must be affirmed that, strictly 
speaking, sacrifices did not make atonement for sins. Rather, people made atone-
ment for sins by expressing their repentance and their commitment to doing God’s 
will in the future by means of sacrificial offerings. %e difference between these 
two affirmations is by no means insignificant, as it might initially seem. No 
sacrifice in and of itself could make atonement for sins. No amount of blood 
or offerings could purify people from their sins or obtain divine forgiveness 
for them. Even when the texts affirm that blood rites make atonement or 

151. Milgrom, “Atonement in the OT,” 79-81.
152. Hermann Lichtenberger, “Atonement and Sacrifice in the Qumran Community,” in Approaches to 

Ancient Judaism: #eory and Practice (ed. William Scott Green; Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1980), 2:162-63. See 
also Paul Garnet, Salvation and Atonement in the Qumran Scrolls (WUNT 2/3; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1977), 
59: “Ablutions and rituals of atonement are effective only when the attitude is right” (referring to 1QS 3:8-11).

153. Ferguson, “Spiritual Sacrifice,” 1161; Ferguson lists numerous references to the rabbinic literature in 
support of this affirmation there.

154. Bruce Chilton and Jacob Neusner, Classical Christianity and Rabbinic Judaism: Comparing #eologies 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 199. Neusner summarizes rabbinic thought thus: “Repentance is 
the precondition of atonement; there is no atonement without the statement of remorse and appropriate, 
confirming action. If one rebels against God’s rule and does not repent, no atonement is possible. But if he 
does repent, then the Day of Atonement effects atonement for him” (Judaism when Christianity Began, 156).
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expiate sins, they do not mean this in the sense that simply performing the pre-
scribed sacrificial rites with blood makes atonement for sins. Where there was no 
true repentance and no sincere commitment to doing God’s will, there was no 
atonement or expiation, even if the rite of atonement was carried out properly 
down to the last detail and the person had recited a confession of sins.

In ancient Hebrew and Jewish thought, then, what actually made atone-
ment was the repentance and commitment to God’s will that was manifested 
in the offering of sacrifices of atonement rather than the sacrifices themselves. 
It was expected, however, that whenever it was feasible and possible, this 
repentance and commitment to God’s will would be made manifest in the 
presenting of sacrifices of atonement in the way that God had commanded. 
As noted above, the logic behind this expectation was that words themselves 
were of little value if there was not something to back them up. It was believed 
that God had established those rites so that his people might express their 
repentance and renewed obedience in concrete ways when they had sinned 
and also be reminded of certain basic truths about their relationship to him 
and one another. It was therefore the duty and privilege of all faithful Israelites 
to make use of the means that God had graciously provided in order to make 
atonement for their sins.

Strictly speaking, therefore, it is incorrect to affirm that in ancient Jewish 
thought sacrificial rites made atonement for sin. Putting sacrificial animals 
to death or carrying out rites with their blood did not effect atonement for 
sins or obtain divine forgiveness. Rather, these actions formed part of a ritual 
that people performed in obedience and submission to God in order to make 
atonement for their sins. When such obedience and submission were sin-
cerely present, God was thought to forgive their sins and accept them as pure. 

For this reason, it would be inaccurate even to say that killing animals or 
performing blood rites atoned for sin when these actions were accompanied 
by repentance and submission to God’s will. %e killing and manipulation of 
blood did not have any value in itself but merely formed part of the sacrificial 
rite prescribed by God. It was the rite as a whole that served as an expres-
sion of repentance and commitment to God’s will. %erefore, even when the 
ancient sources affirm that death or blood atone for sins, what is meant is that 
those who had sinned could seek and obtain divine forgiveness by carrying 
out with a sincere heart the atonement rites prescribed by God, including 
those that involved putting an animal to death and making use of its blood. 

Assumption 2: Were sacrifices thought to “work” in some way to produce 
certain salvific “effects,” such as expiation and purification?

As noted above, biblical scholars regularly claim that in ancient Judaism sacri-
ficial rites were thought to have certain “effects” or to be “efficacious.” Scholars 
also inquire as to how sacrifices were believed to “work” in order to take away 
sins. In many cases, sin is viewed in ontological terms as some type of sub-
stance capable of being transferred to an animal or object or eliminated by 
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blood rites. According to many, sacrificial blood was a “ritual detergent” or an 
apotropaic agent that functioned by virtue of the life-force or substance that it 
was thought to contain. To claim that YHWH had bound himself to granting 
whatever those who offered sacrifice sought from him also involves the idea 
that sacrifices invariably and automatically “worked,” since by virtue of his 
promise, YHWH was under obligation to respond favorably to any petition 
that accompanied a sacrifice. 

Such claims raise numerous problems. %e first of these has to do with 
the manner in which Jews in antiquity supposedly conceived of entities such 
as sin and purity. Did they understand sin to be some type of “malignant 
cancer,” “poisonous organism,” “toxic flow,” “aerial miasma,” or “dynamic 
and malefic power” that actually existed as a physical substance or entity, as 
numerous scholars have claimed? If so, should we speak in terms of “forces,” 
“substances,” or “powers,” or instead use some other type of language to char-
acterize the manner in which first-century Jews thought of sin and purity? To 
attribute such ideas to the Jews of antiquity inevitably involves claiming that 
they held mechanical and even magical views of sacrifice and believed that, by 
manipulating invisible and mysterious elements, forces, or substances in the 
sacrificial rites, they could expiate their sins.155

%e conceptual difficulties involved in such interpretations of Jewish sac-
rificial practice become evident when the ideas associated with those interpre-
tations are scrutinized closely. To demonstrate this, we may take as an example 
Milgrom’s claim that sacrifices for sin were believed to purify the sacred places 
and objects to which Israel’s sin had adhered. In Milgrom’s words, “sin is a 
miasma attracted magnetic-like to the sanctuary; there it adheres and amasses 
until God will no longer abide in the sanctuary.”156 According to Milgrom, it 
was therefore necessary to remove sin from the sanctuary through the use of 
sacrificial blood as a ritual detergent. 

To attribute such beliefs to the ancient Israelites and the Jews of antiq-
uity raises a series of difficult questions. If one person deceived another in a 
financial transaction, for example, was this act believed to produce some kind 
of mysterious substance or force that then adhered to some person, place, or 
object? How and when did it end up far away in Jerusalem inside the temple 
sanctuary? Could it float through the air? If this impurity was believed to be 
washed off through the application of blood, how exactly was this thought to 
work? In what way did the blood neutralize or absorb the impurity? Given 
that the blood needed to be from an animal that was ritually pure, what hap-
pened if blood from an impure animal was used? Was there an inherent dif-
ference between the blood of a pure animal and that of an impure one so 
that the blood of the latter was devoid of any cleansing power or detergent 

155. I use the word “mechanical” to refer to those views that maintained that sacrifice worked through 
some type of “cause-and-effect” mechanism, analogous to the way medications work in the body by means of 
various chemical, biological, and physical processes.

156. Milgrom, “Atonement in the OT,” 79. 
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properties? What if the blood of a pure animal was used but for some reason 
the high priest who applied it was not ritually pure? Would the blood still 
function as a ritual detergent, or would the high priest’s impurity rob the 
blood of its cleansing effect?

As noted above, Milgrom also claims that the scapegoat ritual described 
in Leviticus 16 served to eliminate sin and impurity. %e scapegoat served as 
“the substance to which the evil is transferred and thereupon eliminated.”157 If 
the people’s sins came to adhere to the sanctuary, how did some of those sins 
get from the sanctuary to the high priest in order to be transferred to the goat 
through his hands? And if the blood ritual performed in the Holy of holies 
washed away the people’s sins, why was the scapegoat ritual also necessary? 
Were part of the people’s sins transferred to the Holy of holies and another 
part of those sins transferred to the priest who would lay hands on the scape-
goat? Or if the same sins had to be dealt with twice in different ways, why 
were both rites necessary?158

Undoubtedly, questions such as these may sound facetious and even flip-
pant. However, they demonstrate the serious conceptual problems raised by 
ontological understandings of sacrifice. If ancient Jews held such beliefs, they 
must have had to address questions such as these. %ere is no clear evidence 
from the Hebrew Scriptures or second-temple Jewish writings that they did 
so, however.159 

A second problem with ontological interpretations of sacrifice arises when 
qualities such as faith, repentance, and a commitment to obey God’s will are 
said to have been necessary for the rite to “work” or have the desired “effect.” 
Most scholars agree that the sacrificial rites were not thought to work auto-
matically or magically, not only because of the problematic nature of such an 
idea, but also because the notion that there could be no atonement or expia-
tion without repentance was firmly established in the ancient Jewish tradi-
tion. As noted above, alongside his claims that sacrificial rites were believed 
to eliminate the substance or “miasma” of sin, Milgrom insists that in ancient 
belief God’s forgiveness “is not the automatic consequence of the priestly 
rite,” since repentance was indispensable.160 

157. Ibid., 80.
158. %e same type of questions arise with regard to N. T. Wright’s affirmations that, in Paul’s thought, the 

“divine purpose” is “that sin be drawn onto this one place, onto Israel, so that it can be dealt with conclusively 
by the covenant God himself in the person, in the flesh, of Israel’s Messiah...,” and that “Torah was designed to 
draw sin onto that one place so that it could be successfully condemned right there” (Paul and the Faithfulness of 
God, Vol. 4 of Christian Origins and the Question of God; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2013, 1015; cf. 1017). Elsewhere 
Wright speaks of “the work of Torah in drawing ‘sin’ onto one place, in order that it might be condemned there” 
(1034), and affirms that “for evil finally to be eradicated from God’s world it must be brought to full height, 
must be concentrated at one point and must be dealt with there” (1290).

159. %e rabbinic writings dealt with questions similar to these when addressing the distinctions between 
purity and impurity and the way that these might be transmitted, yet those questions are different from the 
ones just raised. %e latter have to do with the way in which sacrificial rites were thought to remove sin rather 
than the manner in which purity and impurity could be transmitted. It is important not to confuse impurity 
with sin in Jewish thought.

160. Milgrom, “Atonement in the OT,” 79-80.
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To claim that the sacrificial rites effected atonement only when those 
offering them were truly repentant raises the same type of difficult questions 
just considered. If the offender was not repentant, was the sinful entity that 
was generated by the offender’s transgression thought to continue to adhere 
to him or her rather than being transported into the temple sanctuary in 
Jerusalem? Or if in spite of the lack of repentance the sinful entity or “miasma” 
came to adhere to the sacred places and objects in Jerusalem, would it be 
impossible to remove it from those places or objects through sacrificial blood 
due to the offender’s failure to repent? In that case, did the blood rites effected 
in the sanctuary wash off only the sins for which the offerers had repented, 
leaving untouched those sins for which no repentance had been made? In 
brief, if repentance was indispensable for the sacrificial rites to produce the 
desired effects but the one offering the sacrifice was not sufficiently repentant, 
what happened when the rites were performed? Did they simply not work 
or work only partially? Precisely how did the lack of repentance affect the 
mechanics involved?

%e attempt to combine mechanical views of the way sin was removed 
with the claim that repentance was necessary raises other problems as well. 
How repentant did an individual need to be for the rite to work? And who 
but God could determine if sufficient repentance was present by looking into 
the individual’s heart? Milgrom claims that, “though the priest performs the 
rituals, it is only due to the grace of God that the ritual is efficacious.”161 But 
if repentance was necessary, were there not circumstances under which Israel’s 
God might withdraw his grace so that the rite would no longer be efficacious? 
If so, how could one ever know whether or not the “mechanics” of the rite had 
really worked?

%ese questions become even more complicated when one considers the 
sacrifices for sin that were offered for the people of Israel as a whole. In the 
case of the Day of Atonement rites that Milgrom examines, what percentage 
of Israel had to be repentant in order for the rite to work and for God to con-
tinue to dwell there? Was a simple majority sufficient or was a higher percent-
age required? If only a portion of the people were truly repentant and com-
mitted to reforming their lives on the Day of Atonement, was all of the sin 
that adhered to the Holy of holies washed off by the blood as ritual detergent 
or only an amount proportional to the people that were truly repentant? Did 
the sins of those who were unrepentant continue to adhere to the sanctuary 
after the rite was performed? Similar questions can be asked of the scapegoat 
ritual. Did the sins of those who were not sufficiently repentant stay on the 
priest or his hands so that they were not transferred to the goat? If those sins 
were not laid on the goat, what became of them? And how profound did the 
people’s repentance need to be in order for these rites to work?

Conversely, what if there was sufficient repentance on the part of the peo-
ple but the priest did not carry out the atonement rites properly? Did the 

161. Ibid., 81.
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sinful substance or “miasma” then continue to adhere to the holy spaces so 
as to impede YHWH’s presence there and thus prevent him from forgiving 
the people’s sins? Or might YHWH instead overlook the fact that the rite 
was not carried out properly so as to continue to abide in the sanctuary, even 
though it remained polluted by the people’s sins? If YHWH could do this, 
then why was the rite necessary at all? And if the efficacy of the rite depended 
on the people’s repentance, how could the people ever know if they had been 
sufficiently repentant in God’s eyes for the rite to be effective?

%e same type of questions can be raised with regard to any of the other 
views considered previously that understand sacrifice in terms of the trans-
mission, elimination, or manipulation of some type of ontological reality by 
means of the sacrificial rites. Once again, although such questions may sound 
facetious, they demonstrate the problems and contradictions involved in any 
attempt to combine mechanical or magical interpretations of sacrifice with 
the claim that repentance was necessary for the rites to “work” properly. %e 
“efficacy” of the rite must be ascribed either to the proper performance of 
the rite or to the repentance of those involved, but it cannot be ascribed to both 
simultaneously. If the rites function without repentance, then obviously repen-
tance is irrelevant. However, if the rites do not function without repentance, 
then forgiveness and atonement ultimately depend on the repentance and 
not on the rite. %at leads to the question of whether repentance alone is suf-
ficient to make atonement and obtain divine forgiveness. If so, then the rite 
becomes superfluous and unnecessary. If not, then the improper performance 
of the rite makes it impossible for God to forgive the people in spite of their 
repentance. %is makes YHWH subject to the rite he has established so that 
he is no longer free to remit the sins of the repentant without the rite being 
performed properly. In effect, he must tell the people, “I am sorry, but even 
though you are truly repentant, I cannot forgive you your sins because the rite 
was not carried out correctly.”

%is leads to a third problem associated with ontological interpretations 
of Jewish sacrifice: they are based on a concept of God that is fundamentally 
distinct from that which we find in the Hebrew Scriptures and other ancient 
Jewish writings. %ere Israel’s God is viewed as sovereign creator, subject to 
no other power, be it human or demonic, heavenly or earthly. He is not subject 
to forces of nature or the laws and rites he has established, nor does he subject 
himself voluntarily to such forces, laws, or rites. %is means that he cannot be 
manipulated by rites involving sacrifices, blood, and scapegoats, and that his 
grace, mercy, and forgiveness cannot be obtained by magical or mechanical 
rituals. YHWH’s presence in Israel’s sanctuary was not thought to be “endan-
gered” by the presence of some type of contagious, demonic, or destructive 
force that offended or threatened him there; nor did he need to be “protected” 
from such forces, as Levine claims.162 Nor is there any basis in ancient Hebrew 
and Jewish literature for attributing to Jews in the second-temple period the 

162. Levine, In the Presence, 73-78.
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idea that “the strange, dangerous presence of Israel’s God would dwell in their 
midst, first in the tabernacle and then in the Temple in Jerusalem,” as N. T. 
Wright does.163 Such views are not only unfounded on the basis of the evi-
dence we possess, but also contradict the view of God that runs throughout 
the ancient Hebrew and Jewish writings. 

In addition, throughout the Hebrew Scriptures and second-temple Jewish 
literature, the manner in which Israel’s God is presented as relating to people 
is consistently said to depend on their ethical conduct. %ere is no evidence 
for the claim that Israel’s God had set up some mechanical or magical way 
of effecting atonement or obtaining forgiveness of sins that worked by itself 
through some type of intrinsic “cause-and-effect” relation, independently of 
any consideration on his part. On the contrary, the sources speak of Israel’s 
God as one who forgives sins and accepts people on the basis of their behavior 
and what he sees in their heart. 

A fourth problem with ontological interpretations of sacrifice is that there 
is no clear evidence in the Hebrew Scriptures and second-temple Jewish 
writings that such interpretations existed in antiquity. We simply do not find 
any texts that explicitly speak of holiness and sin as contagious forces that 
can be transferred by means of contact between people, places, and objects. 
While the ancient texts describe sacrificial procedures, they do not explicitly 
ascribe any magical power or mechanical effects to the rites or the animals 
and objects involved nor suggest that the rites were understood in such a way. 
Undoubtedly, such ideas can be read back into the texts, which are sufficiently 
vague and ambiguous to lend themselves to a variety of interpretations, yet 
this involves mere speculation and requires that we ascribe to the Jews of 
antiquity problematic ideas that raise questions such as those just mentioned.

Rather than interpreting the texts in a literal, ontological sense and then 
attributing the conceptual problems involved in such interpretations to the 
ancient people who wrote and read those texts, as many scholars have done, 
we must question those interpretations themselves. Generally, such interpreta-
tions are based on a literal reading of the texts and take as their starting-point 
certain ontological conceptions that are assumed rather than demonstrated.

To be sure, there are passages from the Hebrew Scriptures that can be read 
as suggesting that holiness and sin were conceived of as mysterious forces or 
substances that acted in magical or mechanical fashion. A number of pas-
sages, for example, appear to ascribe mysterious or even magical powers to 
the ark of the covenant. Its presence among the Philistines causes many to 
become ill and die and topples the image of their god Dagon (1 Sam. 5:1-12). 
%e Israelites who do not rejoice at the ark’s return or look inside of it also 
die (1 Sam. 6:19-20). A close look at the text, however, reveals that in these 
cases it is not some type of mysterious divine force emanating from the ark 
that is presented as bringing these things about but the “hand of YHWH” 
himself (1 Sam. 5:6-7, 9, 12; 6:9, 19-20). Similarly, when Uzzah touches the 

163. N. T. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1052.
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ark improperly and is struck dead, this is said to be an act of YHWH rather 
than something caused by the ark itself or its contents (1 Chron. 13:9-10; cf. 
15:13). In his recounting of these stories, Josephus attributes these deaths to 
the anger of YHWH himself and says with regard to Uzzah: “God caused his 
death” (Ant. 6.16; 7:81-82). Texts such as these, therefore, provide no basis for 
the claim that in antiquity God’s holiness was thought to be some impersonal 
force that might adhere to holy spaces or objects or lead to tragic conse-
quences for any who drew near to it improperly.

%e biblical texts also speak of the consecration of Aaron and the other 
priests as well as objects such as the priestly vestments, the altar, the ark, and 
the utensils to be used in the sacrificial ceremonies (Exod. 29:1-46; 30:22-33; 
40:9-15; Lev. 8:1-30; Num. 8:5-25). %ose texts, however, do not provide any 
support for the claim that this consecration was thought to involve the infu-
sion of some type of mysterious divine force or substance into those persons 
or objects, as if they acquired some quasi-magical power through the rites 
performed. Rather, they can be said to have been consecrated merely in the 
sense that they were set apart for the service of YHWH at his sanctuary. 
Even if those who touch consecrated objects or look at them improperly are 
threatened with death in the Mosaic law (Num. 4:15, 19-20), this can be 
understood in the sense that YHWH himself will cause them to die, rather 
than their death being the intrinsic consequence of their having come into 
contact with some mysterious or contagious power those objects possessed 
and transmitted.

Conversely, when holy people, places, or objects are said to become con-
taminated by sin in the Hebrew Scriptures, there is no reason to believe that 
Jews in antiquity understood this as involving some type of “toxic flow” or the 
transmission of a “dynamic and malefic power” or substance. While physical 
impurities are said to defile or contaminate YHWH’s sanctuary (Lev. 15:31; 
Num. 19:13, 20), the same affirmation is made with regard to moral offenses, 
such as sacrificing human beings to Moloch (Lev. 20:2-5). %ere is no evi-
dence that these moral offenses were understood as generating some type of 
invisible toxic substance or malefic force that entered into the sanctuary to 
adhere there. In fact, many of those offenses would be committed by people 
who were at a great distance from the sanctuary. %erefore, if the pollution of 
the sanctuary that resulted from moral offenses was not thought to involve 
any type of literal or physical contamination, there is no reason to interpret 
the pollution from physical impurities in that way either. Rather, the pollution 
of the sanctuary through both types of sin should be understood in a symbolic 
or metaphorical sense: any type of disobedience to God’s will contaminated 
the sanctuary in the sense that it made the worship offered to YHWH there 
less pleasing in his sight. 

In similar fashion, the people’s sins are said to contaminate the land, espe-
cially when they worship other gods and shed blood (Lev. 18:24-30; Num. 
35:33-34). %ere is no reason to understand this contamination literally, 
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however, as if such deeds produced some toxic substance that then penetrated 
into the ground. Conversely, what purified the land from contamination was 
not some type of sacrificial rite that involved introducing something into the 
ground that would counteract or neutralize some corrosive substance that had 
adhered there, but the repentance of the people and their return to YHWH, 
together with the destruction or expulsion from the land of those who had 
carried out such defiling acts without repenting of them. Just as the claim that 
the land would “vomit up” the people was clearly to be understood metaphori-
cally (Lev. 18:25-28; 20:22), so also the affirmation that the land was polluted 
by those sins was to be taken in a metaphorical sense. As the Qumran writ-
ings attest, what made atonement for the land that had become polluted by 
Israel’s sins was not the performance of magical or mechanical sacrificial rites, 
but the recommitment of God’s people to living in accordance with his will. 
%e Qumranites atoned for the land by seeking to live in obedience to the 
law in preparation for the day when YHWH would cleanse the land from all 
wickedness so that only the righteous would inhabit it.164 %is cleansing was 
thus metaphorical and symbolic rather than literal or ontological.

%is is not to deny that purity and impurity were often understood by Jews 
in terms of invisible forces or substances that might be transmitted through 
the air or by contact with people, places, and objects. When one came into 
contact with a corpse or human blood, for example, it was necessary that one 
wash or bathe oneself (see Num. 19:13, 20). However, it was not sinful to con-
tract such impurity; at times, in fact, it was inevitable and necessary.165 %ose 
who became impure by burying a corpse were not committing any sin but 
on the contrary doing something good and right in accordance with God’s 
will. In most cases, impurities contracted by contact with corpses and impure 
persons, objects, or bodily fluids were taken away, not by sacrificial rites, but 
merely by washing with water or by letting a certain amount of time pass in 
order to allow a natural process to run its course.166 According to the laws 
concerning childbirth and leprosy, one had to be physically pure before carry-
ing out the purification rite; if physical impurities remained, no sacrificial rite 
alone could remove them (Lev. 12:1-8; 14:3-8; cf. 15:25-29). %e sacrificial 
rites that were carried out after one had been cleansed or purified would then 
be understood as a public declaration or recognition that one was once again 
in a state of purity. Such offerings may have also been understood as expres-
sions of thanksgiving or as acts by which those persons were reconsecrated to 
God so that they might be reincorporated into the worshiping community.

%e prescriptions prohibiting those in a state of physical impurity from 
entering into the temple area and participating in the sacrifices may simply 

164. On this point, see Michael Newton, #e Concept of Purity at Qumran and in the Letters of Paul 
(SNTSMS 53; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 48.

165. Sanders, in fact, comments: “All Jews, including Pharisees, were impure more or less all the time. 
Impurity was removed to enter the temple, to eat Passover, and to eat second tithe. Otherwise it was the rule” 
(Comparing Judaism and Christianity, 293).

166. See, for example, Lev. 6:27; 11:29-39; 12:1-7; 15:2-28; 22:3-7; Num. 19:11-22.
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have been seen as a way of preventing those with infirmities that were pos-
sibly contagious from infecting others. %is was no doubt a danger when large 
groups of people came together in a relatively small area. In this case, the 
danger was not that those who were impure might infect YHWH or the 
sanctuary in some way, but rather that they might infect one another. %e 
requirement that those entering the temple precincts first bathe themselves 
was most likely regarded at least in part as a preventative measure, though of 
course it also symbolized the cleansing of one’s inner being before entering 
into the presence of Israel’s God.

%ere were also instances in which contact with impurity that was not 
exclusively physical required purification. %ose who disposed of the remains 
of the sin-offering and released the goat for Azazel on the Day of Atonement, 
for example, were required to wash both their garments and themselves before 
being reincorporated into the community (Lev. 16:23-28). Yet there is no 
reason to interpret this to mean that the sins of Israel that had been dealt 
with through these rites were thought to have constituted some type of actual 
toxic substance or mysterious force that had come to rub off on those who 
had carried out those rites as well as the clothes they had worn. Instead, such 
cleansing was probably symbolic, though it may also have been regarded as 
necessary because those involved in the rites might have contracted some type 
of impurity while fulfilling their duties.

%e purification of the altar, the sanctuary, and the people themselves on 
the Day of Atonement must also have been understood in a metaphorical and 
symbolic sense (Lev. 16:15-19). %ere is simply no textual evidence for the 
claim that the blood that was sprinkled or smeared on the holy places and the 
altar was thought to contain some mysterious life-force that washed away an 
impure substance that had adhered to the surfaces of those places or the altar. 
In fact, the people themselves were said to be purified from their sins by these 
rites (Lev. 16:30), even though they did not come into contact with the blood. 
Just as the purification of the people was not thought to be brought about by 
any type of physical contact with the blood, there is no reason to suppose that 
the blood introduced into the sanctuary or applied to the altar was thought to 
effect some type of literal or physical purification by contact.

If it is claimed that blood was understood as some type of “ritual deter-
gent,” this also should be understood in a symbolic rather than a literal sense. 
In essence, the blood was understood as something offered or returned to 
YHWH, to whom it belonged as the sovereign creator and Lord of life. %is is 
explicitly stated in Ezek. 44:15, where YHWH affirms regarding the priests: 
“they shall stand before me to offer me the fat and the blood.”167 Philo also 
speaks of the sacrificial blood as a libation (Moses 2.150; Spec. Laws 1.205; 

167. As de Vaux notes on the basis of Lev. 3:16-17, “the fat, like the blood, belongs to Yahweh” (Studies, 
32). On this point, see also Friedhelm Hartenstein, “Zur symbolischen Bedeutung des Blutes im Alten 
Testament,” in Deutungen des Todes Jesu im Neuen Testament (ed. Jörg Frey and Jens Schröter; WUNT 181; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 119-37. Hartenstein concludes his analysis of the sacrificial rites involved 
with the affirmation: “Wenn das Blut Sitz des Lebens ist bzw. mit der Lebenskraft identifiziert wird, könnte 
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4.125). %is indicates that the way in which blood was thought to purify was 
not by reason of its physical contact with impure substances in the sanctuary 
but by being offered to YHWH. What was believed to remove Israel’s sin and 
make atonement was not the blood itself, but the offering and consecration 
of the lives of those who presented it before YHWH, which was symbolized 
and expressed in concrete ways through the blood rites. 

%e words of Lev. 17:11 should be understood on the basis of these same 
ideas: “For the life (nephesh) of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to 
you on the altar to make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood by rea-
son of the life (nephesh) that makes atonement.” %is passage does not affirm 
that blood contains some mysterious life-force or substance that enables it 
to effect atonement in some natural, mechanical, or magical way. Rather, it 
conveys the idea that the blood of living beings is special and constitutes the 
essence of life. For this reason, human beings are to regard blood as sacred and 
respect it as something of supreme value. Because it is the essence of life, the 
blood belongs to YHWH alone as the creator and giver of life and must be 
used only as he commands. %e presentation of sacrificial blood to YHWH 
may have been understood not only as giving back to YHWH what belonged 
to him, but also as symbolizing one’s acknowledgment of his sovereignty over 
all life. To present the blood to YHWH was to offer to him what was most 
precious, sacred, and costly. What made atonement, therefore, was not the 
blood itself but what it expressed symbolically, namely, one’s submission to 
YHWH as Lord of all, one’s acknowledgment that all life belonged to God, 
and one’s commitment to offering up to him continually one’s own life and 
possessions in order to serve him in all that one did.

%e affirmation that YHWH had given his people the blood to make 
atonement with it on the altar appears in the context of the prohibition 
against the consumption of blood (Lev. 17:10-14). %e idea behind this pas-
sage is simply that YHWH allowed human beings to use blood only in order 
to carry out the atonement rites prescribed in the law. Any blood shed that 
was not to be used in those rites was to be poured out on the ground. In addi-
tion, any use of blood for any other purpose outside of the sacrificial rites 
was strictly prohibited. %is commandment served to emphasize YHWH’s 
absolute sovereignty over all life. %ere is therefore no reason to interpret Lev. 
17:11 in the sense that sacrificial blood made atonement because it contained 
some inherent mysterious power to expiate and cleanse. Instead, this verse 
merely communicates the idea that YHWH had prescribed the use of blood 
in the sacrificial rites through which the people were to approach him to ask 
him to forgive them and declare them pure in his sight.

All of this is certainly not to deny that many Jews in antiquity believed that 
mysterious and demonic forces and powers existed or that some even practiced 
magic. On the contrary, there is evidence that the Essenes practiced various 

mit seiner Ausschüttung an den Fuß des Altars und mit der Applikation an Altar und Heiligtum die Rückgabe 
des Lebens an seinen Geber verbunden sein” (136).
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types of rites that can be understood as magical in character. %e Qumran 
writings also contain some allusions to magical practices.168 Although there is 
no evidence that the Essenes and Qumranites understood the sacrificial rites 
ordered in the Mosaic law to involve magical procedures and nothing in other 
second-Jewish temple literature to support such a claim, this possibility can-
not be dismissed out of hand.

It is one thing, however, to believe in the existence of mysterious powers, 
forces, and substances that can be controlled through magic and another to 
believe that one’s relation with God depends on dealing with such powers, 
forces, and substances through sacrificial means. If there were some Jews who 
thought that one could find favor with God and obtain God’s forgiveness 
and blessings through the practice of magic or simply by carrying out rites 
that functioned mechanically and automatically, such beliefs could not claim 
to be grounded in Israel’s Scriptures or whatever other sources of authority 
were commonly accepted.169 Even today, we believe in invisible forces that are 
mysterious to most of us, such as bacteria and viruses. Yet that does not mean 
that we conceive of our relation with God as depending in any way on the 
manipulation of such forces through some type of ritual. If anything, we may 
believe that God can mysteriously make use of such forces or deliver us from 
them without maintaining that such forces can have some effect on God or 
can be harnessed in order to obtain God’s favor, acceptance, and blessings. 
In the same way, even if Jews in antiquity believed that invisible forces or 
substances existed, there is no clear evidence in the writings available to us 
that they thought they could manipulate such forces through the sacrificial 
rites God had prescribed in order to obtain divine blessings or avert divine 
punishment.

Rather than assuming that ancient Jews thought sacrifices “worked” in 
some way to effect atonement, therefore, and then reading that assumption 
back into the ancient texts, we should interpret the silence of the texts on 
the question of how sacrifices “worked” as indicating that the rites were not 
believed to effect atonement through any type of cause-and-effect mechanism 
or through the manipulation of mysterious invisible forces and substances. 
Not only is there no clear and convincing evidence to support the claim that 
Jews understood sacrifices to effect atonement and forgiveness in ways such as 
these, but the evidence we do have speaks against the existence of such beliefs.

Whether or not each of the many sacrificial rites and rituals outlined in 
the Mosaic law was thought originally to have a clear purpose and meaning, 
by the first century CE many Jews themselves felt forced to acknowledge 
that the logic behind each of those rites and rituals was not entirely clear. 

168. On this point, see Hartmut Stegemann, #e Library of Qumran: On the Essenes, Qumran, John the 
Baptist, and Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 237; Florentino García Martínez, Qumranica Minora II: 
#ematic Studies on the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar; STDJ 64; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 109-30. On 
the subject of magic in popular Greco-Roman belief, see Hans-Josef Klauck, #e Religious Context of Early 
Christianity: A Guide to Greco-Roman Religions (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 209-31.

169. In fact, Deut. 18:9-11 explicitly prohibits the practice of certain forms of magic.
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%e rabbis themselves admitted their ignorance with regard to the meaning 
of many of the sacrificial rites and ultimately could only conclude that those 
rites should be performed as Israel’s God had commanded them simply out of 
obedience, as an expression of submission to his will.170 %is view of sacrifice 
may have already been common among many Jews in Jesus’ time.

%is does not mean, of course, that ancient Jews found no purpose or 
meaning to the sacrificial rites and rituals and simply performed them out of 
blind obedience to YHWH’s command. On the contrary, in their minds, if 
YHWH had given the law not for his own sake but for the sake of the people, 
then he must have had some didactic or constructive purpose in prescribing 
each of the various sacrificial rites and rituals contained in that law. When 
Jews in antiquity did reflect on the meaning of those rites and rituals, rather 
than asking how those rites and rituals “worked” or what “mechanics” were 
involved, as modern scholars have done, the evidence we have suggests that 
their questions had to do instead with the deeper, symbolic truths conveyed 
by each of these rites. %is would have been similar to the way in which Philo, 
Josephus, and the author of the Letter to Aristeas sought to interpret the spiri-
tual significance of the purity laws, the high priest’s vestments, and the imag-
ery on the temple curtain. In this case, God’s purpose in prescribing each of 
the various acts and rites to be carried out when offering sacrifices would be 
understood in terms of conveying some symbolic meaning, reinforcing some 
truth to the people for their benefit, or fomenting purity of heart. God had 
prescribed each action or rite in order to remind them of some aspect of their 
relation to God, to one another, and to the world around them.171

While there is no way of knowing what explanations were given for all 
of the sacrificial rites performed, the general purpose of making offerings for 
sin must have been quite clear. %e offerings for sin reminded those who pre-
sented them that they had acted in ways contrary to God’s will and needed to 
repent and change their ways. %ey also served as a means for them to express 
in concrete, palpable ways their repentance and their commitment to change 
their ways. In the case of individuals, an important factor was the cost involved 
in offering a sacrifice for sin; the fact that they were willing to pay that cost 
served as an expression of the sincerity of their repentance. Other aspects of 
the sacrifices for sin reflected the same ideas. No part of the sacrificial offer-
ing was returned to the offerer, in contrast to other sacrifices. %is meant that 

170. See E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1977), 120.

171. Sanders stresses that, although ancient Jewish sacrificial thought ascribes great importance to purity 
of heart, Jews in antiquity were also reminded not to disdain the external rites commanded in the Mosaic 
law: “ritual actions, such as purification and sacrifice, may promote spirituality. All kinds of external acts may 
influence our hearts or souls.... [I]nternal and external commandments go together, since God cares about 
all of life.... [E]xternal practice encourages internal reflection and may even produce the right feelings....” 
(Comparing Judaism and Christianity, 373-76). Patterson also notes, “%e prophetic discussion of behavior 
incongruent with sacrifice (e.g., Mic 6:6-8; Ps 50) became the foundation for metaphorical reinterpretation 
of sacrifice in the Hellenistic period by various Jewish writers who did not see themselves as mitigating the 
importance of the cult” (Keeping the Feast, 4).
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there would be no self-interest behind the sacrifice, since the offerer would 
obtain no material benefit through the sacrifice. %e sprinkling of sacrificial 
blood may have symbolized the reconsecration to YHWH of the life of those 
who offered the sacrifice. If the disposal of the blood poured out at the base of 
the altar represented the return of the life of the sacrificial victim to YHWH, 
this may have reminded the worshipers that their own life, like that of the 
sacrificial victim, belonged to YHWH as sovereign and therefore must be 
presented to him. It may also have underscored the gravity of sin, symbol-
izing the way in which one’s disobedience to God’s commandments had as its 
consequence the destruction and loss of life.

%e Day of Atonement rites were undoubtedly seen as symbolizing simi-
lar ideas. %e purification of the sanctuary and sacred objects with sacrificial 
blood could be understood in terms similar to those mentioned in Isa. 1:18: 
“though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be like snow; though they are 
red like crimson, they shall become like wool.” %is is the language of simile 
and is clearly not intended to be taken in a literal sense. %e ritual with the 
goat for Azazel could be understood as symbolizing the same idea stated in 
Ps. 103:12: “as far as the east is from the west, so far [YHWH] removes our 
transgressions from us.” %is passage is undoubtedly metaphorical. Obviously, 
sins are neither red nor white and transgressions are not physical entities that 
can be picked up and removed to another location. In the same way, the lan-
guage of Leviticus 16 regarding the purification of the sanctuary, the altar, 
and the people, and the placing of their sins on the goat for Azazel could be 
understood as metaphors that were visual rather than verbal. %rough these 
rites certain ideas were acted out in ways that symbolized divine forgiveness 
and God’s renewed acceptance of the people.

At the same time, however, to apply the words metaphorical and symbolic to 
the sacrificial rites is not to limit the deeper significance that the performance 
of these rites possessed. %ere was undoubtedly a power to these rites. %e 
concrete actions with sacrificial blood and the scapegoat enabled those who 
participated in them to experience God’s forgiveness and their purification 
as real, as something tangible and concrete, rather than simply constituting an 
abstract idea: God really did forgive their sins and really did purify them when 
they carried out these rites with the proper disposition. %is does not mean 
that something mechanical or magical was “effected.” Rather, it is similar to 
one purifying one’s soul, renouncing one’s past, ridding oneself of feelings of 
guilt, and seeking to feel pure on the inside so as in essence to make a new 
beginning. Many people today, both Christian and non-Christian, perform 
certain rites that involve physical activities and objects primarily because of 
the power such rites may possess and the strong impact they may have on 
those participating in them. %e same was true in antiquity. Milgrom, for 
example, notes how the presentation of a sacrifice for sin could be “therapeu-
tic,” allowing one who had sinned to express concretely his or her remorse and 
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sense of guilt by means of ritual actions.172 At the same time, the rites would 
serve as visible signs of God’s forgiveness and give the participants assurance 
of that forgiveness due to the promises that God had attached to the rite, as 
long as it was performed with a sincere heart. Similarly, when those desiring 
to be purified in their inner being took a ritual bath, that bath would not 
merely symbolize metaphorically what was taking place in their heart and 
mind but would enable them to express and experience in a concrete, tangible, 
and deeply meaningful way the spiritual purification of their soul. 

If one insists on speaking of the sacrificial rites “functioning” or “working” 
in some sense, it should be understood in this manner: those rites afforded 
spiritual experiences that went beyond anything that mere words or thoughts 
could convey. For this reason, although these concrete, physical actions were 
symbolical, they communicated in profound and powerful ways things such 
as the people’s experience of God’s presence in their lives and world, God’s 
forgiveness of their sins, the purification of their hearts from sin, and their 
commitment to offering God their hearts and lives. If it was asked why God 
had instituted these rites, the answer would have been that God had done so 
for the sake of the people’s well-being: God had intended that those performing 
them might be able to feel at peace with themselves, with God, and with one 
another, and experience a sense of renewed wholeness in both soul and body.

While we cannot be certain that the sacrificial rites and rituals carried out 
at the Jerusalem temple were understood in these ways, we must neverthe-
less conclude that there is no basis in the Hebrew Scriptures and the other 
ancient Jewish writings we possess for the claim that those rites and rituals 
were believed to effect atonement by mechanical or magical means. People 
did not obtain divine forgiveness and expiate their sins by carrying out rites 
that mysteriously made sin and impurity disappear or transmitted holiness by 
contact, but by expressing their repentance and recommitment to God’s will 
through the rites God had graciously prescribed for them. For ancient Jews, 
sacrifice was not about the manipulation of invisible substances or powers, 
but a means of expressing symbolically and in concrete, visible, and palpable 
ways the various aspects of the people’s relationship with their God YHWH.

Assumption 3: Did sacrifice involve propitiation?

%e idea of propitiating God’s wrath appears frequently throughout both the 
Hebrew Scriptures and the second-temple Jewish literature. At times, but not 
always, this is said to be accomplished by means of sacrificial offerings.

%e notion that it was necessary to propitiate the wrath of the gods 
through sacrificial offerings was extremely common in antiquity and in fact 
can be found in almost all ancient cultures. Like people from other nations, 
Jews interpreted events such as natural disasters, illnesses, death, defeat at the 
hands of enemies, exile, and other forms of suffering as expressions of divine 

172. Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16, 339-45, 378.
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wrath. In the face of such events, it was necessary to do something in order to 
placate the anger of God or the gods. 

Nevertheless, as I have argued above, there was a fundamental differ-
ence between YHWH the God of Israel and the gods of the nations. In the 
Hebrew Scriptures and other ancient Jewish literature, the wrath of Israel’s 
God is consistently said to be provoked primarily by two things: injustice and 
idolatry. As we saw in Chapter 2, this wrath was believed to arise out of his 
concern for the well-being of his people and his commitment to justice and 
shalom for all. YHWH refused to tolerate sin and oppression and took action 
against those who harmed others and destroyed their lives, not for his own 
sake, but for the sake of the people, especially those in greatest need.

In contrast, as noted above, Jews in antiquity generally saw the gods of 
other nations as being fundamentally distinct in nature from YHWH. Whereas 
the ultimate concern of YHWH was the well-being of his people, the other 
gods were primarily concerned about having their own needs and desires sat-
isfied. What provoked these other gods to anger, therefore, was the failure 
of human beings to offer them what they needed or desired. Conversely, the 
only way to appease the anger of these other gods was to give them what they 
demanded or else give them assurance that in the future they would receive 
what they demanded. Sacrifice was one of the primary means of doing this.

%e strong rejection of the worship of other gods that we find throughout 
the Hebrew Scriptures and other ancient Jewish writings must be understood 
on the basis of this difference between YHWH and the gods of the nations. 
Josephus, for example, criticizes the Greeks for worshiping gods that quar-
rel among themselves and are “subject to all sorts of passions” (Ag. Ap. 2.36). 
According to Josephus, while those who worshiped those gods believed them 
to be capable of giving good things and averting evil, the worshipers needed 
to offer those gods sacrifices as payment in exchange for their favors: “%ey 
also endeavor to move them, as they would the vilest of men, by gifts and 
presents, as looking for nothing else than to receive some great mischief from 
them, unless they pay them such wages” (Ag. Ap. 2.35). Such gods would 
therefore bless, protect, and save those who satisfied their selfish desires and 
passions. %e logic was that of do ut des. Furthermore, as noted above, for the 
most part gods such as the Baals and Moloch or Bacchus and Venus were not 
believed to make ethical demands on those who served them or to command 
that their worshipers love one another and practice justice, caring for the poor 
and needy, as YHWH did. Rather, those gods wanted sacrificial offerings for 
their own sake.

For this reason, throughout the ancient Jewish literature, idolatry is seen 
as inseparable from injustice and oppression. In the Hebrew Scriptures, idola-
try is consistently associated with sacred prostitution (Exod. 34:15-17), the 
sacrifice of one’s children and the shedding of innocent blood (Lev. 18:21; Ps. 
106:36-38; Jer. 19:4-5; 32:35; Ezek. 20:31; 23:37-39), and the practice of many 
other types of evil and injustice that destroyed people’s lives (Deut. 20:18; 
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32:15-17; 1 Kgs.21:25-26; 2 Kgs.21:6-9; 2 Chron. 33:4-6, 9; Isa. 57:1-10). 
%e worship of other gods is considered to lead inevitably to a disregard for 
the good law given by Israel’s God to ensure justice and equity (1 Kgs.18:18; 
2 Kgs.17:9-17, 29-41; Jer. 9:13-15; 16:11-12; 22:9; 44:8-10, 22-23; Ezek. 
20:24-26). In the book of Isaiah, those who serve idols are accused of writing 
oppressive statutes of their own instead of following the statutes of YHWH 
(Isa. 10:1-2). %e worship of idols is said to promote things such as stealing, 
murder, adultery, and false oaths, as well as a lack of compassion for those in 
need ( Jer. 7:9-10; Ezek. 18:6-17; 22:3-12; 33:25-26). 

%is is the logic behind the affirmation in the Hebrew Scriptures that 
YHWH is a “jealous God” who prohibits his people from worshiping other 
gods: the problem is not merely the worship of idols in itself, but the unjust 
and oppressive conduct to which such worship leads. %is includes not only the 
practice of injustice but also the abandonment of the vision of justice, equity, 
and shalom associated with the worship of YHWH and with the law he had 
given. Israel’s God was therefore thought to be jealous and prohibit idolatry, 
not for his own sake, but for the sake of the people themselves. To serve other gods 
undermined and destroyed their well-being rather than contributing to it.

%e same kinds of criticism of idolatry as leading to injustice and evil are 
common in Jewish writings of the second-temple period. Worship of other 
gods is said to lead people to abandon the law, commit unspeakable evils, 
practice fornication, forget mercy and truth, and even put their own chil-
dren to death.173 %e most explicit passage in this regard is found in the book 
known as the Wisdom of Solomon, written in the first or second century 
BCE: 

And this became a hidden trap for humankind, because people, in bondage to 
misfortune or to royal authority, bestowed on objects of stone or wood the name 
that ought not to be shared. %en it was not enough for them to err about the 
knowledge of God, but though living in great strife due to ignorance, they call 
such great evils peace. For whether they kill children in their initiations, or cele-
brate secret mysteries, or hold frenzied revels with strange customs, they no longer 
keep either their lives or their marriages pure, but they either treacherously kill 
one another, or grieve one another by adultery, and all is a raging riot of blood and 
murder, theft and deceit, corruption, faithlessness, tumult, perjury, confusion over 
what is good, forgetfulness of favors, defiling of souls, sexual perversion, disorder 
in marriages, adultery, and debauchery. For the worship of idols not to be named 
is the beginning and cause and end of every evil. For their worshipers either rave 
in exultation, or prophesy lies, or live unrighteously, or readily commit perjury; for 
because they trust in lifeless idols they swear wicked oaths and expect to suffer no 
harm. But just penalties will overtake them on two counts: because they thought 
wrongly about God in devoting themselves to idols, and because in deceit they 
swore unrighteously through contempt for holiness. For it is not the power of the 
things by which people swear, but the just penalty for those who sin, that always 
pursues the transgression of the unrighteous (Wis. 14:21-31; cf. 12:5-6; 14:1-20).

173. See, for example, Jub. 1:8; 11:3; T. of Reu. 1:4; Pss. Sol. 17:16; Josephus, Ant. 5.107-8; Philo, Spec. 
Laws 1.312; Tob. 14:6-7.
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Passages such as these make it clear that the idea of propitiation was 
understood very differently among Jews than it was among most of those who 
worshiped other deities. While the anger of other gods could be appeased by 
offering them gifts and the blood or flesh of sacrificial victims, this was not 
true in the case of Israel’s God. Because what angered YHWH was the sin 
and injustice that impeded and destroyed the well-being of the people, his 
wrath was regarded as an expression of his love.

For this reason, in ancient Jewish thought, there was only one way in which 
those who had provoked YHWH’s wrath by practicing sin and injustice could 
propitiate that wrath: by repenting and changing their ways so as to strive 
to live once more according to his good commandments. %is means that it 
was not the offering of sacrificial victims in itself that put away God’s wrath, but 
the return of the people to him in trust, obedience, and a renewed commit-
ment to doing his will. %e sacrificial offerings only served as means by which 
people might express in concrete, palpable ways their repentance and recom-
mitment to YHWH. It was therefore not the death of sacrificial victims or 
sacrificial blood in itself that was thought to appease the wrath of YHWH, 
but the proper disposition in those who presented him with offerings. As the 
prophetic books and other ancient Jewish writings stress, what Israel’s God 
wanted from his people was not the flesh and blood of animals, but justice, 
righteousness, love, and compassion for those in need.174

%roughout the Hebrew Scriptures, therefore, it is repentance, obe-
dience, and prayers of confession that are repeatedly said to take away the 
wrath of YHWH.175 Only a few passages speak of YHWH being propiti-
ated through sacrifice, yet even in these passages prayer is usually mentioned 
together with the sacrifice.176 %e idea of propitiation is virtually absent from 
the texts prescribing sacrificial worship in the Mosaic law. %e same obser-
vations hold true with regard to the Jewish writings of the second-temple 
period. Both Josephus and Philo, for example, generally speak of God’s wrath 
being appeased through repentance and prayers ( Josephus, Ant. 1.209-10; 
6.143; 7.327-29; Philo, Abraham 6; Dreams 2.292; Moses 1.105; 2.166, 201). 
Even when they mention sacrifice as a means by which God is propitiated, it 
is tied to the offering of prayers of repentance either explicitly or implicitly 

174. With regard to sacrifice among non-Jewish people in antiquity, E. P. Sanders observes: “Ancient 
religion was, basically, the way societies organized the slaughter of quadrupeds and the distribution of red 
meat, and all societies had rules about the rituals that accompanied slaughter, butchery, and distribution. And 
so Judaism included this as well. But the Jews were also different: they thought that their God cared as much 
about treatment of aliens and the poor as about correct behavior in the temple. %is was either rare or unique 
in the ancient world” (Comparing Judaism and Christianity, 369).

175. See, for example, Exod. 32:9-14, 30-34; Num. 11:1-2; Deut. 9:8-21; 13:17-18; 1 Kgs. 8:46-52; 2 
Chron. 6:36-39; 12:12; 30:8-9; 32:24-26; Ps. 7:11-12; Jonah 3:8-10; cf. Sir. 48:10; Bar. 2:7-14; 4 Macc. 4:11; 
Sib. Or. 4.210-20). %e execution of sinners can also be said to appease God’s wrath in some of these writings, 
yet this is because it does away with disobedience before it spreads further and serves to restore the rest of the 
people to obedience (Num. 25:6-13; Josh. 7:10-26).

176. Both 2 Sam. 24:1-25 and Job 42:7-9 mention prayer together with sacrifice appeasing YHWH’s 
wrath. %e only passage in the Hebrew Scriptures in which sacrifice alone is said to appease YHWH’s wrath is 
Num. 16:41-48, yet even here prayer is implied.
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( Josephus, Ant. 1.58; 5.256; 7.331-33; 11.143-44; 13.230; Philo, Moses 2.147; 
Names 235-36; Dreams 2.299; Spec. Laws 1.97, 242). %e fact that for Josephus 
it is the prayers of which sacrifices are an expression that propitiate God 
rather than those sacrifices themselves is evident from the words he attributes 
to Solomon in the prayer Solomon offered to God at the temple’s dedication: 
“For with what else is it more appropriate for us to propitiate you when you 
are angry and displeased, and to render you well-disposed, than by the voice 
that we have from the air and that we know ascends through this [element] 
again?” (Ant. 8.112).

Scholars have often debated over the question of whether all the differ-
ent kinds of sacrifice made atonement or expiation, including holocausts and 
communion-offerings, or only those that were specifically designated as being 
for sin (the hattat and asham, Leviticus 5–6).177 However, as mentioned briefly 
above, once it is recognized that sacrifices were in essence forms of prayer and 
that all people were regarded as sinful in some sense—as is evident from the 
fact that all Israelites were expected to participate in the Day of Atonement 
rites—then any attempt to approach Israel’s God in worship had to include 
an implicit petition for him to overlook the sinfulness of those drawing near 
to him in order to accept and heed their prayer favorably.

All of this means that there is no literary evidence to support the claim 
that Jews in antiquity believed that sacrifices appeased the wrath of YHWH. 
What made propitiation was not the offering of sacrifices in itself but the 
repentance and recommitment to YHWH’s will that the offerings expressed 
and symbolized. For reasons we have seen in the previous section, the idea 
that sacrifice was thought to take away YHWH’s wrath by mechanically 
removing or eliminating some sinful substance or force that had aroused that 
wrath must also be rejected.178 What provoked YHWH to wrath was not the 
existence of some impure substance in the sanctuary or on the altar that had 
been generated by the people’s sins, but the acts of disobedience to his will 
that destroyed the lives and well-being of the people he loved. For this reason, 
the only thing that could appease YHWH’s wrath was that the disobedience 
come to an end and that his people commit themselves once more to obeying 
him for their own good. 

Assumption 4: Was the remission of sins possible without sacrifice?

It should hardly be necessary to argue against the notion that, in ancient 
Hebrew and Jewish thought, it was impossible for sins to be taken away with-
out sacrificial offerings. Yet, as noted above, biblical scholars continue to make 
this claim. Often Heb. 9:22 is cited as a proof text for this idea: “according to 

177. On this point, see Jean Laporte, “Sacrifice and Forgiveness in Philo of Alexandria,” SPhA 1 (1989): 41.
178. Particularly problematic in this regard is the claim of Levine that “Yahweh demanded that the forces 

of impurity, unleashed by the offenses committed, be kept away from his immediate environment. %ere is a 
reason for Yahweh’s wrath. It was not mere displeasure at being disobeyed. His wrath was a reaction based on a 
vital concern, as it were for his own protection. %e sacrificial blood is offered to the demonic forces who accept 
it in lieu of God’s ‘life’, so to speak....” (In the Presence, 78).
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the law, almost all things are purified with blood, and without the shedding 
of blood there is no forgiveness.” %e same principle is supposedly affirmed 
in the Talmud in Yoma 5a: “there is no expiation without the [shedding of ] 
blood.”179 %ese words are commonly understood in a forensic sense as affirm-
ing that, due to God’s strict justice and perfect holiness, sacrificial blood or 
death is necessary for God to forgive sins, since it would be a perversion of jus-
tice for God to forgive freely without punishing sin by death. %is argument is 
therefore grounded in a certain understanding of God’s nature. Scholars who 
defend ontological conceptions of sacrifice at times also argue for the neces-
sity of sacrifice in order to deal with sin.

Both the biblical texts and ancient Jewish literature repeatedly mention 
instances of sin being forgiven or taken away by God independently of the 
offering of sacrifice.180 As we have seen previously, intercession, repentance, 
and a renewed commitment to obedience are often said to be sufficient to 
obtain divine forgiveness and put away YHWH’s wrath. Even when atone-
ment was made through sacrificial offerings, these did not necessarily have to 
involve the death of an animal victim or the shedding of blood. According to 
the Mosaic law, a sacrifice of flour could atone for sins, as could incense and 
other types of gifts, including the offering of jewelry (Lev. 5:11-13; Num. 
31:50). In passages already cited above, both Philo and Josephus also affirm 
explicitly that, as long as one is devoted to God and strives to obey him, sac-
rifice is not absolutely necessary (Philo, Moses 2.107-8; Josephus, Ant. 6.149). 
Because what really atoned for sins was not sacrifice itself but the repen-
tance and commitment to God’s will that sacrifice embodied and symbolized, 
bloody sacrifice was not indispensable. It was, however, a means designated 
in the Mosaic law for seeking YHWH’s forgiveness, and thus it was expected 
that, when one had the opportunity to present such a sacrifice, one would do 
so in obedience to YHWH. If it was preferable to participate in sacrificial 
rites when seeking forgiveness, this was because those rites would enable one 
to express one’s repentance and experience God’s forgiveness in concrete ways.

%e claim that YHWH could not forgive sins without the blood or death 
of a sacrificial animal also runs contrary to the view of YHWH that we 
find throughout the Hebrew Scriptures and ancient Jewish literature. %ere 
YHWH is sovereign and free to do whatever he pleases, including forgiv-
ing sins under any circumstances. His holy nature does not demand absolute 
perfection from human beings, nor is it subject to any laws he has established. 
Discussions regarding God’s nature are rare in ancient Judaism. %e only 

179. See Vermès, Scripture, 205.
180. Gane, for example, notes that in the Hebrew Scriptures, “YHWH was able to forgive people apart 

from the sanctuary cult before it began to function (e.g. Exod 34:6, 7) and while it was in operation (e.g., 2 
Sam 12:13; 2 Chr 33:12-13; cf. 30:18-19)” (Cult, 316). For other examples in the Hebrew Scriptures and 
second-temple Jewish literature in which God is said to forgive sins without exacting punishment or people 
are said to make atonement without offering sacrifice, see Num. 11:1-2; 2 Chron. 32:24-26; Prov. 16:6; Isa. 
27:9; Dan. 4:27; Jonah 3:8-10; Sir. 3:3; 35:1-10; 48:10; Tob. 12:9; Bar. 2:7-14; Pss. Sol. 3:9; Sib. Or. 4.215; 1QS 
3:7-10; 9:4-6.
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ancient Jewish writings that touch on that subject in any detail are those of 
Philo. While Philo does speak of God’s nature as perfect, never does he imply 
that this poses any hindrance to God to forgive sins freely. Rather, what Philo 
means when he refers to God’s perfection is that God is not subject to suffer-
ing or change (Abraham 202; Cherubim 86). God is also “perfect” in the sense 
that he is not the cause of evil (Confusion 161, 180-82). Curiously, in fact, 
Philo even argues that God himself never punishes human beings because to 
punish is contrary to God’s nature, since God does only what is good; God 
consigns the task of punishment to those who are inferior to him (Confusion 
180; Flight 65-66; Providence 2.52-53; cf. Planting 85-92; Providence 2.2-6). 
Philo also claims that God is incapable of anger (QG 1.93-95; Unchangeable 
51-52). %ere is thus no basis in Philo or elsewhere in ancient Hebrew and 
Jewish writings for the claim that YHWH’s justice requires him to punish sin 
without sacrifices being presented to him.181

Such an idea is foreign to ancient Hebrew and Jewish thought also for the 
reason that sacrifice was not considered a form of executing justice on sinners 
or inflicting punishment on animal victims as their substitutes. As noted pre-
viously, the sacrificial prescriptions did not constitute a penal code, though at 
times they required restitution with payments in order to right certain wrongs 
committed. Contrary to what many scholars have claimed, Israel’s God was not 
thought to have ordained sacrifice because his perfect righteousness demanded 
that all sins be punished by death. Rather, atoning sacrifices were means by 
which those who recognized their sin might draw near to YHWH again and 
seek his forgiveness. In fact, when the sacrificial animals were slaughtered, steps 
had to be taken to ensure that they suffered as little as possible.182 %e idea was 
therefore not to make the animals suffer what the sinners for whom they were 
being offered deserved on account of their sins.

%e rabbinic discussions regarding the use of blood in sacrificial worship 
also provide no basis for the claim that it was impossible for Israel’s God to 
forgive sins without sacrifices. %e passage cited from Yoma 5a in the Talmud 
occurs in the context of a discussion regarding the proper execution of the sac-
rificial rites and the parts of the rites that were indispensable. Viewed in this 
context, the meaning of the phrase, “there is no expiation without the [shed-
ding of ] blood” is not that it is impossible for God to forgive sins without 
blood being shed, but that the use of blood in the expiatory rites prescribed 
in the law is mandatory and constitutes a necessary component of the rite in 
order for it to be properly carried out. Even the rabbis, of course, recognized 

181. On the subject of arguments from necessity in ancient thought, including especially that of Philo, 
see James W. %ompson, “%e Appropriate, the Necessary, and the Impossible: Faith and Reason in Hebrews,” 
in #e Early Church in Context: Essays in Honor of Everett Ferguson (ed. Abraham J. Malherbe, Frederick W. 
Norris, and James W. %ompson; NovTSup 90; Leiden: Brill, 1998), 306-14. %ompson notes that Philo in 
particular considered all forms of punishment inappropriate for God and repeatedly insisted that God is in 
need of nothing (310, 312).

182. On the swift, painless way in which sacrificial animals were put to death at the Jerusalem temple, see 
E. P. Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief, 63 BCE–66 CE (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1992), 107.



192 SACRIFICE AND ATONEMENT IN SECOND-TEMPLE JEWISH THOUGHT 

that God could forgive sins freely without sacrificial offerings or blood and 
posited other means for making atonement in addition to sacrifice.183 

On the basis of all of this, it is clear that sacrificial death or blood was 
not believed to be necessary for God to forgive sins. %ere was nothing in 
the nature of Israel’s God that prevented him from forgiving freely, without 
receiving sacrificial offerings for sin. Certainly, God was believed to be per-
fectly just and committed to justice. Yet this justice was not satisfied by pun-
ishment itself, but by correcting people who had sinned and bringing them 
into conformity with his will, as well as taking measures against all those who 
insisted on practicing injustice and persistently oppressed others, in spite of 
his repeated calls for them to put aside their sinful behavior.

Assumption 5: Was sacrifice understood as substitution?

Both the lack of evidence for the claim that in ancient Hebrew and Jewish 
thought sacrifice was understood in terms of substitution and the evidence 
against that claim are so overwhelming that it is surprising that biblical schol-
ars can continue to argue that the notion of substitution was not only pres-
ent in ancient Hebrew and Jewish sacrificial thought but central to it.184 %e 
notion of substitution can be found in the Hebrew Scriptures and ancient 
Jewish writings only by reading it back into those writings.

In the prescriptions regarding sacrifice in the Pentateuch, no one who 
had committed an offense deserving of the death penalty could avert that 
penalty by offering a sacrificial animal in his or her place. In fact, the law 
states explicitly that the innocent are not to be put to death in the place of 
the guilty.185 Any type of judicial substitutionary death was therefore simply 
unknown in the history of ancient Israel and Judaism. %e sins for which 
sacrifices were offered were those of less gravity, rather than those intentional 
transgressions committed with a “high hand,” for which no atonement could 
be made.186 %e fact that those who did not offer the prescribed sacrifices for 
their sins were not threatened with death but at most were excluded from the 
community also demonstrates clearly that offering a sacrifice and suffering a 
death penalty were not mutual alternatives. As already stressed above, sacrifice 
was not thought to revolve primarily around the killing of animals. When 
killing was done, it was not an end in itself but served other purposes, such as 
burning all or part of the victim as an offering to God, consuming its flesh, 
and making use of its remains in other ways. Atonement could also be made 

183. See Ferguson, “Spiritual Sacrifice,” 1161-62. Cf. Jacob Neusner, Torah: From Scroll to Symbol in 
Formative Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 87. As we shall see further on, this is the idea behind Heb. 
9:22 as well.

184. It is particularly surprising to see a scholar such as E. P. Sanders supporting “the ancient belief in the 
efficacy of substituting one death for another. Ordinarily, an animal substituted for a human, as in the story of 
the binding of Isaac (Gen. 22). In the sacrificial laws of Leviticus, the sacrifice of an animal atones for human 
wrongdoing, thus sparing the human divine punishment (e.g., Lev. 6:1-7)” (Paul: #e Apostle’s Life, Letters, and 
#ought; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015, 527).

185. Deut. 24:16; see also 2 Kgs. 14:6; 2 Chron. 25:4; Ezek. 18:19-20.
186. Num. 15:28-31.
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by presenting grain offerings, incense, and libations in which no killing was 
involved. Conversely, many of the sacrifices that did involve killing animals 
were not for sins, such as the communion sacrifices. All of this demonstrates 
convincingly that the ancient Hebrews and Jews did not believe that atone-
ment was made by inflicting the penalty of death on animals that died as 
substitutes for those who had sinned.

Proponents of the idea that sacrifice involved penal substitution have 
generally pointed to several sacrificial rituals in particular in support of their 
claims. Among the most important of these is the practice of laying hands on 
the animal to be sacrificed. %is has been understood in terms of transferring 
one’s sin or guilt to an animal so that it might then be put to death in one’s 
place or else in terms of designating the animal as one’s substitute. Gordon 
Wenham, for example, writes: “%e laying on of hands may indicate that the 
animal is taking the place of the worshipper.... One may regard the animal 
either as dying in the worshipper’s place as his substitute, or as receiving the 
death penalty because of the sin transferred to it by the laying on of hands.”187 

%e only passage that speaks of putting sins on an animal is Lev. 16:21, 
which describes the rite to be carried out with the goat for Azazel on the Day 
of Atonement. %is is the only rite mentioned in the prescriptions regarding 
sacrifice in which two hands rather than one are placed on the animal’s head, 
which suggests that the meaning of the laying-on of hands here is distinct 
from that of other rites. In reality, this rite did not involve any type of sacrifice, 
since the goat was not put to death or placed on an altar but merely led out 
to the desert and left there. %e central idea was therefore that of sending the 
goat far away rather than killing it. Furthermore, as I have argued above, the 
rite with the goat for Azazel was not seen as magically or literally removing 
the sins and transgressions of God’s people, but was understood as symboliz-
ing the way in which those sins and transgressions would be put away defini-
tively out of the sight of YHWH and his people. %ere is simply no reason, 
then, to interpret the rite in terms of substitutionary death.

%e notion of “bearing sin” has also been interpreted as implying substitu-
tion. %is is due primarily to the use of the phrase not only in Lev. 16:20-22, 
where the rite with the goat for Azazel is described, but also in Isa. 53:10-12, 
which speaks of the servant of YHWH bearing the sin and iniquities of oth-
ers in the context of an apparent allusion to YHWH making the servant’s life 
an offering for sin. %roughout the rest of the Hebrew Scriptures, however, 
the idea of one person bearing the sins of another is rare. In his analysis of 
the phrase “to bear sin” or “guilt,” Sklar has shown that it is used in three dif-
ferent ways in the Hebrew Bible. First, according to Sklar, when the sinner 
is the subject, it generally refers to being guilty and liable to some type of 

187. G. Wenham, Leviticus, 62. See also Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 111-19. Zohar understands this in 
an ontological sense, which must also be rejected: the laying on of hands “marks the transference of the sin-
contamination from the person to the animal,” which is then slain so as to do away with that sin (“Repentance,” 
613-14).
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punishment.188 In some cases, all that was required in order to be rid of the 
guilt was that one offer up a sacrifice. In other cases, one was to be banished 
from the community or even put to death. In neither case, however, was any 
type of substitution involved. When one atoned for one’s guilt through the 
offering of an animal or a measure of flour, for example, neither the animal 
nor the flour were being punished for one’s wrongdoing.189 Rather, they con-
stituted an offering made to YHWH out of a desire to restore one’s relation-
ship with him. When one committed an act for which the punishment was to 
be “cut off ” from the community or put to death, no one else was allowed to 
endure this punishment in the place of that person; nor was that person given 
the option of offering a sacrifice in order to avert the punishment prescribed.190

According to Sklar, the second usage of the phrase “to bear sin” had to 
do with a person forgiving the wrongdoing of one who had offended him or 
her.191 %is usage is unrelated to the offering of sacrifice and does not appear 
in any of the passages that prescribe sacrificial rites for sin. Often YHWH 
himself is said to have borne the guilt of those who had sinned in the sense 
that he forgave their sins. Once again, as Sklar recognizes, no idea of substitu-
tion is present in any of the passages that speak of bearing sin in this sense, 
since no penalty or punishment is suffered either by the offender or by the one 
who forgives the offender. 

According to the third usage mentioned by Sklar, the one bearing sin was 
neither the offender nor the offended person, but a third party. Sklar finds 
only three occurrences of this usage in the Hebrew Scriptures, all of which 
appear in the prescriptions regarding sacrifice: Exod. 28:38, Lev. 10:17, and 
16:22.192 %e last of these, of course, describes the rite with the goat for Azazel 
on the Day of Atonement. In the other two passages, the ones bearing the 
sin or guilt of the Israelites are Aaron and his sons as priests. %e idea, how-
ever, is simply that God had designated them to present sacrifices for sin on 
behalf of the people. Once more, no idea of substitution is present in these 
passages. %e priests were not enduring some type of vicarious punishment by 
offering up sacrifices for others, but performing a service for them. Any cost 

188. Sklar, Sin, 20-23, 88.
189. See Lev. 5:1-13, 17-18. I would question Sklar’s claim that the offering of sacrifices of atonement was 

viewed as a means by which a sinner could “escape death” (Sin, 43). In Leviticus 5, those who fail to present a 
sacrifice of atonement for sins they have committed inadvertently are not threatened with death. Furthermore, 
as already mentioned, the practice of offering sacrifices was not a form of inflicting or averting punishment for 
wrongdoings committed.

190. See Exod. 28:42-43; Lev. 17:15-16; 19:5-8; 20:17, 19-20; 22:8-9; 24:14-15; Num. 9:13; 15:30-31; 
18:22.

191. Sklar, Sin, 89-92. Sklar finds this usage in the following texts: Gen. 50:17 (2x); Exod. 10:17; 32:32; 
34:7; Num. 14:18; 1 Sam. 15:25; 25:28; Job 7:21; Ps. 25:18; 32:1, 5; 85:3 (2x); Isa. 33:24; Hosea 14:3 (2x); 
Mic. 7:18. Here again, Sklar mistakenly attempts to relate this usage with the remission of punishment, as if 
forgiveness involved merely being spared retribution rather than restoring a broken relationship.

192. Sklar, Sin, 92-99. Once more, the purpose of atoning sacrifice was not to make it possible for people 
to be delivered from the punishment or consequences of their sins, as Sklar claims here, but to express their 
repentance and recommitment to God’s will. %is, rather than the sacrifice per se, was the basis upon which 
God forgave and accepted them anew.
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involved for the sacrifice was borne by the offenders rather than the priests, 
who received payment for their services, including the flesh of the animal 
offered for sin, which they were allowed to consume (Lev. 6:24-27).

%ere is therefore no basis in any of the passages that speak of bearing sin 
for the claim that a priest, some other person, or a sacrificial animal served as 
a substitute for one who had sinned and endured that person’s punishment 
in his or her stead. In no case did sacrifice involve any type of substitution-
ary death. Even though animals were slaughtered, this was not because they 
were enduring some penalty in the place of another but because they were 
being offered, consecrated, or given to God. In the case of the goat for Azazel, 
no sacrifice was involved, since the goat was not offered to YHWH or even 
slaughtered. While it would inevitably die when it was left out in the desert, 
the purpose of the rite was not to impose a death penalty on the goat because 
of the people’s sins. %e main idea expressed through the rite was that the 
sins of Israel were symbolically removed far away from the people in order to 
disappear forever together with the goat that perished in the desert.

Several passages from the Mosaic law that speak of one redeeming one’s 
own life or the life of others, such as a first-born child, have also been cited 
as involving the principle of substitution. For example, under certain circum-
stances, such as when one’s ox had gored another person to death (Exod. 
21:28-31), one might save oneself from a death penalty by paying the redemp-
tion price or kofer. Although in a sense this can be said to involve substitution 
in that the amount paid was given by the guilty party in exchange for his or 
her life, neither the requirement to pay the amount nor the penalty of death 
were removed by being imposed on someone else. It was only the guilty party 
who had to pay in one way or another. In addition, because in these cases no 
sacrifice was prescribed, no substitution by sacrificial offering was involved. 
%is passage therefore has nothing to do with sacrificial practice.

In Lev. 6:1-7, the requirement to make retribution for having wrongly 
taken something from another person is combined with the command to 
present a sacrifice of atonement. %e offender was to restore the original 
amount plus an additional one-fifth. Here, however, it is important not to 
confuse the payment made to another human being with an offering made 
to God. %e amount paid was not an offering, but a fine or penalty aimed at 
making restitution to those who had been wronged. In this way, the injustice 
committed was corrected. While no doubt an animal was put to death when 
the prescribed sacrifice for sin was offered after the required amount had been 
paid, this was not understood in terms of inflicting some punishment on the 
animal, but making an offering to YHWH aimed at restoring the relationship 
with him. It was the offering of the animal rather than its death per se that 
accomplished this, since such an act served as a means by which the offender 
could reconsecrate himself or herself to YHWH and seek his forgiveness. 
Here again, no principle of substitution was involved, since even if a person 
who had stolen something did not make retribution or present the necessary 
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sacrifice, according to the law that person was not liable to a penalty of death. 
%erefore, when one paid the required amount to the person that one had 
wronged and presented the sacrifice to YHWH prescribed by the law, one was 
not thought to be making any payment in exchange for one’s life.

%e redemption of the first-born has also been interpreted in terms of 
the substitution of one life for another. A number of passages in the Mosaic 
law affirm that the first-born of both animals and human beings belong to 
YHWH and must be given to him (Exod. 13:2, 13-15; 22:29-30; 34:19-
20; Lev. 27:26; Num. 3:13; 8:14-18; 18:15-17; Deut. 15:19). Leon Morris 
looks to the notion of substitution to interpret these passages: “%e first-born 
belong to the Lord, they should be sacrificed to him upon the altar. But in 
certain cases it is permitted, or required, to offer a substitute in lieu of the for-
feited life....”193 Morris’s affirmation fails to take into account the distinction 
between the first-born of an animal and that of a human being. In the case of 
animals, the idea is that, since the first-born belongs to YHWH, it must be 
given or consecrated to him, that is, presented to him as an offering, as Exod. 
13:2, 22:29-30, and Num. 18:17 explicitly state. Here there is no substitution 
involved; by sacrificing the animal, one is merely giving to YHWH what is his 
own. Animals with blemishes or defects also belonged to YHWH, yet since 
they were unfit for sacrifice, they had to be purchased back from YHWH. 
A blemished donkey was to be redeemed by a sheep or lamb; otherwise, its 
neck was to be broken (Exod. 13:13; 34:20). %is did not involve any type of 
punishment of the animal or its owner. Rather, the animal was either to be 
bought back from YHWH by offering him a sheep or lamb or to be killed so 
that the owner would not keep for his own use what rightfully belonged to 
YHWH. At times, a first-born animal with a defect that made it unfit to be 
sacrificed was to be redeemed with money (Num. 3:16; 18:15-16). Neither 
the sheep or lamb given in exchange for the donkey nor the money paid in 
exchange for the defective animal involved any type of penalty or fine, how-
ever.194 Furthermore, none of this had anything to do with sin or guilt. %e 
idea was either to offer up to YHWH what belonged to him, namely, the 
first-born animal, or to purchase it back from him if it was not fit for sacrifice.

Because the first-born of a human mother also belonged to YHWH, all 
newborns had to be redeemed. %is principle is stated in Exod. 13:15, 34:20, 
and Num. 18:15, though no redemption price is stated. If this redemption 
involved the payment of an amount of money or the offering of a sacrifice, this 
would be understood once more in terms of buying back from YHWH what 
belonged to him. Again, this redemption was not regarded as a penalty or 
punishment, since no sin had been committed and thus no guilt was involved. 

193. Morris, Apostolic Preaching, 22-23.
194. I. Howard Marshall, for example, is mistaken when he writes: “%e OT also establishes the practice of 

redeeming the firstborn (who were supposed to be given to God) by the making of a substitute offering (Exod. 
13:11-16; 34:19-20). %e price is a substitute for the person redeemed, and in that the price is costly it is, we might 
way, painful. Hence the concept of substitution is present and the cost may be regarded as a penalty in the broad 
sense” (Aspects, 47). %e law does not penalize animals or human beings for having babies!
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Although an exchange was thought to take place, strictly speaking, this was 
not substitution but simply a purchase. Even if an animal was slaughtered in 
order to redeem a first-born child, this was not substitutionary killing but the 
presentation of an offering, which YHWH accepted in return for giving the 
child back to his or her family, rather than retaining the child for himself.

Morris’s affirmation that, since the first-born belong to the Lord, “they 
should be sacrificed to him upon the altar” is obviously not true of human 
first-borns, since human sacrifice was strictly forbidden by the Mosaic law. 
While human first-borns were to be consecrated or given to YHWH, this 
did not involve putting them to death but dedicating them to YHWH’s ser-
vice, similar to the way in which Hannah gave her son Samuel to YHWH in 
order that he might serve YHWH at the temple (1 Sam. 1:1-28). %ose that 
redeemed their first-born from YHWH, therefore, were simply buying the 
child back so that the child might live as a member of the household rather 
than being consecrated to the service of YHWH at the temple. %ey were not 
saving the child from death, since the child was not subject to a death penalty. 
%is is clear from the fact that, if parents failed to redeem their first-born 
child as they should, the child was not taken from them in order to be sacri-
ficed or put to death. Once again, it is important not to confuse the presenta-
tion of an offering out of joyful gratitude for the new life given by God with 
the payment of a penalty or fine or the inflicting of a punishment.

%is understanding of what it meant for a first-born child to belong to 
YHWH is evident in Num. 3:12-13 and 8:14-18, where YHWH is said to 
take the Levites in the place of the first-born of the people of Israel. Obviously, 
this did not involve putting the Levites to death instead of the first-born chil-
dren of the Israelites but consecrating them to YHWH so that they might 
serve him at the sanctuary. While in a sense this can be regarded as involving 
substitution, strictly speaking, it was more of an exchange: rather than tak-
ing for himself all of the first-born children of Israel so that they might be 
dedicated to his service, YHWH took all of the Levites instead. Furthermore, 
to be dedicated to the service of YHWH was not a punishment but an honor 
and a privilege.

Assumption 6: Was sacrifice understood in terms of representation and 
participation?

In a general sense, there is no question that the notions of representation and 
participation were basic to the understanding of sacrifice in antiquity. %e sac-
rificial offerings of various types were means by which those who presented 
them offered themselves, their lives, and their possessions to God. %us it can 
rightly be said that those offerings represented the worshipers. %ose who 
offered sacrifice also participated in the rites in various ways, not only by pay-
ing for the sacrifice and carrying out certain prescribed rituals in relation to 
the offering, but at times consuming all or part of the animals, grains, fruits, 
oils, and libations that they had presented.
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Because the central idea in sacrificial worship was not that of putting ani-
mals to death but rather making offerings to God, however, there is no reason 
to think that those who presented sacrificial victims to Israel’s God believed 
that in some sense they were participating in the death of the animal or that 
they regarded “the death of the sacrificial animal as the death of the sinner 
qua sinner,” as Dunn has claimed.195 Nor is it clear that they saw the victim’s 
death as “a symbol of self-immolation” in which what it “does and suffers is 
then representatively the action and suffering of the sacrificer.”196 While we 
cannot of course rule out entirely the possibility that those who presented 
animal sacrifices saw the animal’s death as symbolizing their own death in 
some sense, no evidence of such a belief exists in the ancient Jewish sources 
at our disposal. Even if such a belief existed, it cannot be regarded as the 
dominant idea behind the rite. What those who offered sacrificial victims 
sought was not to undergo some type of death together with the animal as 
punishment for their sins, but to approach YHWH to receive his forgiveness 
and blessings. If they saw themselves as dying with the animal in symbolic 
fashion, they would have understood this more in the sense of putting the sin 
they had committed behind them and perhaps ascending to God through 
the offering they presented, as Josephus interprets the sacrifice of Isaac by 
Abraham. %ey were not enduring the death penalty for their sins together 
with the animal that represented them.

Equally absent from the ancient Jewish sources we have is the idea that 
those who offered sacrificial victims believed that they participated in some 
mystical or mysterious fashion in the death of those victims. Although many 
have claimed to find this idea in the so-called mystery religions of antiquity, 
there is no clear evidence for such beliefs among Jews in Jesus’ time. Nor is 
there evidence that those Jews who ate of what had been offered to YHWH 
believed that such eating effected some mystical communion with him or 
enabled them to participate in his divinity in some sense. While undoubtedly 
eating of the sacrificial offerings was understood in terms of enjoying some 
type of communion or fellowship with YHWH and with others who partici-
pated in the same meal, the texts speak only of eating “before” YHWH or in 
his presence (Deut. 12:7, 18; 14:23-26; 27:7). %is implies that YHWH was 
thought to be present in some way when they gathered to feast and celebrate. 
However, this evidently was not thought to involve the transmission of any 
kind of mysterious divine substance or power to those who partook of the 
food offered. %ere is no basis, then, for claiming that in ancient Judaism the 
“communion of food” was thought to bring about “not only a mere external 
proximity, but a mingling of the two substances [sacred and profane] which 
become absorbed in each other to the point of becoming indistinguishable.”197 

195. Dunn, “Paul’s Understanding,” 46.
196. Gayford, Sacrifice, 63, 65. 
197. Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function, trans. W. D. Halls (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1964), 43-44; for this concept of the sacrificial meal, see 28-45.
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Such ideas may have existed in antiquity among those who worshiped other 
gods, but this was because those gods were viewed as being fundamentally 
different from YHWH, as we have noted above.

Assumption 7: Was sacrifice thought to reveal the mechanism of sacred 
violence?

René Girard’s proposals regarding the meaning of sacrificial rites are clearly 
not an attempt to offer an overarching “theory” regarding how sacrifice was 
understood in antiquity. Girard does not work extensively with the texts 
from the Hebrew Scriptures that prescribe sacrificial rites, nor does he seek 
to interpret the meaning of those rites among ancient Jews. Nevertheless, it 
is important to point out several ideas reflected in Girard’s thought that are 
foreign to the ancient Jewish understanding of sacrifice due to the influence 
those ideas have exerted on New Testament scholars.

%e first of these ideas is that Jews in antiquity understood sacrifice pri-
marily in terms of “sacred violence.” When Jews presented sacrificial offerings, 
they did not consider themselves to be carrying out acts of violence. In fact, 
most of the sacrifices presented, such as grains, fruits, flour, oil, and wine, were 
offered in ways in which any kind of violence was lacking entirely. Even when 
the blood, fat, flesh, and other parts of animals were offered, this took place 
after the animal was put to death. While undoubtedly in the case of animal 
sacrifice, violence was involved, as we have stressed above, this was not the 
primary idea related to sacrifice.

A second point that should be stressed is that, in ancient Jewish thought, 
sacrifice was not thought to involve any type of scapegoating. %e ritual with 
the goat for Azazel on the Day of Atonement was not viewed as a sacrificial 
offering. When animal victims were killed, the intention was not to inflict 
some type of pain or suffering on them. On the contrary, as noted above, pro-
visions were made to make their deaths as quick and painless as possible. It is 
important, therefore, to distinguish sacrifice from scapegoating.

%ese two observations lead to a third: Jews in antiquity did not have a 
negative view of sacrifice nor regard sacrifice as something from which they 
needed to be saved, as Girard’s interpretation of sacrifice implies. On the con-
trary, sacrifice was viewed in very positive terms. %ose Jews who for vari-
ous reasons were not able to participate in the sacrificial worship generally 
lamented the fact. Even those who rejected the sacrificial worship being car-
ried out under Hasmonean and Roman rule did so, not because they thought 
sacrifice was wrong or that Israel’s God was not to be worshiped by means of 
sacrifice at the temple, but because they believed that those presenting sacri-
fices at the Jewish temple were sinful, corrupt, or in error regarding how and 
when the rites were to be performed according to the law. When the temple 
was destroyed in 70 CE, Jews throughout the Roman Empire almost without 
exception were deeply saddened and distraught. While some who identified 
themselves as Jesus’ followers saw the destruction of Herod’s temple as a sign 
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of God’s wrath, what they believed had occasioned that wrath was not the 
practice of sacrifice itself, as if this had displeased God, but the sin, corrup-
tion, injustice, and oppression into which they believed many Jews had fallen, 
particularly those in positions of leadership.

Undoubtedly, Girard himself does not claim that the Jews understood 
sacrifice primarily in terms of sacred violence or scapegoating or in purely 
negative terms. %ese ideas are commonly reflected, however, in the writings 
of many scholars who write on the subject of sacrifice in ancient Israel and 
second-temple Judaism. Among Jews in antiquity, sacrificial worship was 
generally something to be valued greatly rather than condemned, destroyed, 
or replaced by some type of non-violent, “spiritual” worship. As Jonathan 
Klawans and other scholars have stressed, in ancient Judaism, sacrifice was 
not primarily a response to transgression, but an act characterized by joy and 
thanksgiving.198 Sacrifice was therefore essentially spiritual in nature rather 
than something that needed to be “spiritualized” or superseded in some way.199

*   *   *

In light of what we have seen in the present chapter, it should be clear that 
there was nothing in ancient Jewish sacrificial practice and belief that could 
have led Jesus’ first followers to interpret Jesus’ death on the basis of the ideas 
of penal substitution or ontological participation. Neither the death of sacri-
ficial animals, the shedding of their blood, nor the rites carried out with that 
blood were thought to obtain divine forgiveness or make atonement for sin. 
Nor were the sacrificial rites believed to “work” in some way to take away the 
sins of the people or restore them to a condition of purity before God. For this 
reason, we may safely conclude that Jesus’ first followers could not have come 
to regard Jesus’ death or blood as having atoning efficacy or as possessing 
some power to redeem human beings, reconcile them to God, cleanse them 
literally from their sins, or make them righteous in God’s sight on the basis 
of ideas derived from Jewish sacrificial practices and beliefs. %e same must 
be said with regard to the sacrificial practices and beliefs of other cultures in 
antiquity, such as the Greeks and Romans.

%is does not mean, of course, that the practices and beliefs regarding 
sacrifice that existed in the first century CE did not influence Jesus’ first fol-
lowers and lead them to interpret his sufferings and death in sacrificial terms. 
On the contrary, as we shall see further on in our study, the beliefs of Jesus’ 
first followers regarding sacrifice played an important role in the development 

198. Klawans, Purity, 71-72; on the previous points, see also 3, 161-68, 208-10. Patterson similarly stresses 
that the most common type of sacrifice among the Jewish people was the shelamim, the offering of thanksgiving 
that involved feasting, communion, and joyful celebration (Keeping the Feast, 46-47, 51-53, 81). As she notes 
there, this same type of sacrifice was also the most common in Greco-Roman sacrificial practice.

199. Klawans, Purity, 220. See also Jonathan Klawans, “Interpreting the Last Supper: Sacrifice, 
Spiritualization, and Anti-Sacrifice,” NTS 48 (2002): 12-13. For a summary of the scholarly discussion 
regarding the notion of spiritualization, see Albert L. A. Hogeterp, Expectations of the End: A Comparative 
Traditio-Historical Study of Eschatological, Apocalyptic, and Messianic Ideas in the Dead Sea Scrolls and the New 
Testament (STDJ 83; Leiden: Brill, 2009), 2-8.
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of their understanding of the salvific significance of his death. %e ideas that 
became central in their interpretations of Jesus’ death, however, were the same 
ideas that were central in Jewish sacrificial thought. Jesus had offered up his 
life to God on behalf of others asking that God forgive, accept, and save 
those who would identify with him and his sacrificial death. Like the sacri-
fices presented at the Jewish temple, Jesus’ death had in essence constituted an 
offering to God accompanied by petitions on behalf of those who would be 
committed to living in conformity with God’s will, as he had been.
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