Behold the Lamb of God #1

“Christ Our Sin Offering”

Leviticus 4:1-5:13
Imagine a stranger visiting church one Sunday morning. Not only is this the first time he finds himself in this particular church, let us say that he was brought up in a non-Christian culture and has never entered any church until this moment. What would impress him about the church?

Perhaps he would see the cross on the outside roof of the building as he pulls in the driveway. As he enters, he sees a cross on the front of the pulpit or on the back wall. He sits down next to a man who has a cross on his lapel, or perhaps next to a lady with a cross on a necklace. Opening his hymnal he reads the words, 

When I survey the wondrous cross on which the Prince of Glory died,

my richest gain I count but loss, and pour contempt on all my pride.
or perhaps,

So I’ll cherish the old rugged cross ‘til my trophies at last I lay down.

I will cling to the old rugged cross and exchange it one day for a crown.
Certainly our visitor would recognize the importance of the cross in the Christian faith. He might not understand why it is so vital, but undoubtedly he would be struck with the central place of this symbol within Christianity. P. T. Forsyth, an English theologian of the early twentieth century, wrote very simply, “You do not understand Christ until you understand His cross.”
 Do we understand Christ and His cross?

For the next several weeks, as we approach the Easter season, I would like to focus on the cross of Christ. To take the words of John the Baptist, “Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). The New Testament clearly identifies the death of Christ as the fulfilment of the Passover, and the emergence of his new and redeemed community as the new exodus. It is not only that John the Baptist hailed Jesus as “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world,” nor only that according to John’s chronology of the end Jesus was hanging on the cross at the precise time when the Passover lambs were being slaughtered, nor even that in the book of Revelation he is worshipped as the slain Lamb who by his blood has purchased men for God—Jesus is identified as ‘the Lamb’ twenty-eight times in the book of Revelation. It is specially that Paul categorically declares in 1 Corinthians 5:7 “Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed.”

In considering Christ and His cross, though, I approach it from a different perspective than perhaps any you have heard before. Those with Biblical training realize that the death of Christ was the fulfillment of the Old Testament sacrifices prescribed by God in the Mosaic Law. Five offerings or sacrifices are presented in Leviticus 1-7, and each of those offerings represents one aspect of the work of Jesus Christ that met all the requirements of our holy God.
 Leviticus serves as a constant reminder to succeeding generations of the need for a sacrifice for sin. Human nature being what it is, the tendency to resist or modify the idea of the need for atonement for sin still exists. Man either substitutes his own self-righteous offering for the atonement sacrifice, or he dilutes it with self-righteous efforts.

The Jewish system of sacrifice is set out in Leviticus, and Paul sees Christ as the sacrifice that perfectly fulfills all that is foreshadowed in the Levitical system, the one sacrifice that really removes sin. Usually he uses general terms, as when he says in Ephesians 5:2, “Christ loved us and gave himself for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God…” Now and then he refers to a specific offering such as the Passover sacrifice, as mentioned above, and he may refer to a sin offering, as in Romans 8:3. In such passages Paul is saying that all that the sacrifices dimly foreshadowed is perfectly fulfilled in Jesus Christ. Christ did what the sacrifices of animals could never do.

The book of Hebrews states emphatically that Christ’s death put an end to the sacrificial system, because His death met the needs those sacrifices addressed. The average Christian would say that Christ died on the cross for our sins, that we might be saved, and would be correct. However, there were actually six sacrifices mandated in the Old Testament that were rendered unnecessary by Christ’s cross. As Warren Wiersbe writes, “The sacrificial system was a type or picture of the work our Lord would accomplish on the cross.”
 He goes on to explain,

The nation of Israel had to offer six different sacrifices in order to have a right relationship with God, but Jesus Christ “offered one sacrifice for sins forever” (Heb. 10:12) and took care of our sin problem completely.

Turn to Leviticus four to see the first of the sacrifices God commanded the Israelites to offer and that Christ fulfilled.

The Function of the Sin Offering

One might wonder why the sin offering is considered first when it is actually the fourth sacrifice mentioned in the book of Leviticus. Basic to all offerings was the sin offering. Without it there was no way to please God.
 Wiersbe categorizes the sacrifices this way: “The sacrifices described in Leviticus 1-7 remind us of the basic spiritual needs we have as God’s people: commitment to God [burnt, grain, and drink offerings], communion with God [peace or fellowship offering], and cleansing from God [sin and guilt offerings].”
 When more than one kind of offering was presented (as in Numbers 7:16-17), the procedure was usually as follows: (1) sin offering or guilt offering, (2) burnt offering, (3) fellowship offering and grain offering (along with a drink offering). This sequence furnishes part of the spiritual significance of the sacrificial system. First sin had to be dealt with (sin offering or guilt offering). Second, the worshiper committed himself completely to God (burnt offering and grain offering). Third, fellowship or communion between the Lord, the priest and the worshiper was established (fellowship offering).
 

To emphasize the place of atonement, the Holy Spirit instructed the Israelites that before they could approach a holy and righteous God, they had to begin with the sin offering of chapter 4 and the offering for trespasses described in chapter 5. These were essential offerings, and only after offering them could the Israelites offer the dedicatory and thanksgiving offerings. In other words, the Israelites were locked into this procedure so that the lesson of salvation would be constantly emphasized.
 Before we can enjoy communion with God or be committed to God, we must first receive cleansing from God. That is why we will consider the sin and guilt offerings first. 

Leviticus 4:1-2 explains the function of the sin offering, “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Say to the Israelites, “When anyone sins unintentionally and does what is forbidden in any of the Lord’s commands…” Every time an Israelite sinned he had to bring a sin offering.
 According to Leviticus 4-5, by means of the sin offering the worshipers could receive forgiveness for their sin.
 Throughout these chapters, the phrase “will be forgiven” occurs nine times. The first and foremost sacrifice in the levitical code addressed the primary need of mankind—his sin problem.

From the very beginning, mankind has been plagued by sin. Adam and Eve rebelled against God’s command, and from that point on, the human race has suffered from a sin nature. Genesis 8:21 remarks that “every inclination of [man’s] heart is evil from childhood.” In Psalm 51:5 David claims, “Surely I have been a sinner from birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.” The New Testament summarizes this thought in Romans 3:23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” That includes you and me. We are all sinners in our innermost character. There is hardly a page in either Testament that does not have at least one reference to the topic of sin.

The final two offerings in Leviticus 1-7 were known collectively as “sin” offerings: the sin offering and the guilt offering. The sin offering dealt with the principle of sin; the guilt offering had to do with the practice of sin. The sin offering was concerned with what we are—sinners; the guilt offering was concerned with what we do—sin. We do what we do because we are what we are. That is the principle behind the sin offering. An apple tree is not an apple tree because it bears apples; it bears apples because it is an apple tree. Similarly, we are not sinners because we sin; we sin because we are sinners. On the Cross, the Lord Jesus, by identifying with us, made atonement for what we are as well as for what we do.

Someone may feel uncomfortable, though, with the mention of “unintentional sins” in the Leviticus text. Does this mean that the sin offering does not cover intentional sins? And how can someone sin—rebel—unintentionally? Isn’t sin always a matter of the will? 

Yes, sin is always an act of the will that defies the commands of a holy God. Because of our sin nature, we are automatically bent toward sin. Sometimes we sin without premeditation—by reflex, if you will. This is what “unintentional” sin means. Perhaps we can understand this as “second-degree murder.” It is still murder, and it is still wrong, but it was not premeditated and plotted in advance. Often we commit “second-degree sins” that are products of our sin nature.

With this in mind, the sin offering was provided “to offset man’s disposition to sin,” and “taught the Israelite he could have atonement for his sin nature.”
 Therefore, not only was the individual sin or sins covered by the sin offering, but the sinner himself could be acceptable to God on account of the sacrifice. 

How could this work? Leviticus 4:3-4 outlines the steps to be taken for the offering.

If the anointed priest sins…he must bring to the Lord a young bull without defect as a sin offering for the sin he has committed. He is to present the bull at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting [the Tabernacle] before the Lord. He is to lay his hand on the head and slaughter it before the Lord.

Why would such drastic measures be necessary for the sin offering? Because sin brings about death. God told Adam and Eve while they were in the Garden of Eden that “when you [sin] you will surely die” (Gen 2:17). Paul writes in Romans 6:23, “the wages of sin is death.” Death is the prescribed penalty for sin.

But in His grace God allowed for a substitute to take the place of the individual who sinned. In this instance it was a bull; at other times it was a lamb or even pigeons. But the symbolism was the same: the animal was sacrificed in place of the person who deserved to die because of their sin.

The sinner was to bring an animal without defect. It was to be a perfect animal, for it could not bear the imperfections of a man’s sin if it had imperfections of its own. Once he brought such an animal to the Tabernacle, the person was to “lay his hands on it.” The Hebrew verb means something like “leaning on” the animal.
 He was placing his weight and the weight of his sin on this sacrifice. If the substitute was not worthy of bearing his sin, then the man would continue to bear the sin himself. The act symbolized the transfer of guilt from himself to the animal.
 In Leviticus 5:5 we see that the offerer had to confess his sin. He had to acknowledge his sin to God in order to receive forgiveness.
 Then the animal was killed in place of the one who, by sinning, really deserved death.
There is a remarkable expression in Leviticus 9:15 about the sin offering. We read there, that Aaron “He took the goat for the people's sin offering and slaughtered it and offered it for a sin offering as he did with the first one.” A stricter rendering of the original would be, “He sinned it,” or “He made it to be sin.” The same wording occurs in Leviticus 6:26. The idea is, that the sin offering had the sin transferred to it and was so linked with the sin for which it was to atone, as to become itself the sinful or sinning one. The animal had no sin, and was not capable of sinning; but, having been devoted as a sin offering, and having received upon its head the burden of the guilty one who substituted its life for his own, it came to be viewed and treated as a creature which was nothing but sin.
 Thus Paul could write in 2 Corinthians 5:21 that “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us…” The niv footnote even gives the alternate reading “sin offering,” showing the connection of Christ’s death with this sacrifice in Leviticus.
Once the animal was killed, the some of the blood was taken by the priest and “applied” to three places in and around the tabernacle: the mercy seat, the altar of incense, and the altar of burnt offering. These places were all symbolic of the functions of the sin offering: the mercy seat symbolized atonement for sin; the altar of incense symbolized restored communion with God; and the altar of burnt offering symbolized renewal of dedication of the person, for the burnt offering (as we will consider in a later study) depicted dedication of the person to the Lord.

Why the emphasis on blood, you wonder? Let me show you the key verse in the book of Leviticus: “For the life 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 reason of the life that makes atonement” (Leviticus 17:11). That is why we must resist the modern tendency to remove the blood from our theology and our hymnody. Without blood, there is no remedy for sin.

Three important affirmations about blood are made in this text. First, blood is the symbol of life. Secondly, blood makes atonement, and the reason for its atoning significance is given in the repetition of the word “life”. It is only because “the life of a creature is in the blood” that “it is the blood that makes atonement for one’s life”. Life was given for life, the life of the victim for the life of the offerer, indeed the life of the innocent victim for the life of the sinful offerer. Thirdly, blood was given by God for this atoning purpose. “I have given it to you”, he says, “to make atonement for yourselves on the altar.” So we are to think of the sacrificial system as God-given, not man-made, and of the individual sacrifices not as a human device to placate God but as a means of atonement provided by God himself.

Therefore, when the sin offering was presented, the sin of the person was covered, the person’s relationship with God was restored, and that person could then live in such a way that would please God. But it is important to note that the latter two effects are dependent upon the first. Without the forgiveness of sin, there can be no communion with God, nor can we please God with what we do in our lives.

After the application of the blood, the rest of the animal was taken “outside the camp” (verse 11) to be burned there. Since the animal had “taken on” the sin of the offender, God could not look upon it. It must be disposed of outside of God’s presence. This was significant symbolism, not meaningless magic.

One last item about the function of the sin offering is important. In Leviticus 5:7-13, the Lord makes provision for those who were unable to offer a bull or a lamb. The very poor Israelites could use two doves or pigeons, or even an amount of grain as the sin offering. In doing so, “nobody was prevented from bringing an offering to God, for all who desired could come in penitence and faith to the Lord and be accepted.”
 The sin offering had to be brought to the Lord no matter who the sinner was; and the higher the sinner’s position in the nation, the more expensive the sacrifice. The greater the privilege, the greater the responsibility and the consequences.

The most important day of the year for the Old Testament Jew was the Day of Atonement—Yom Kippur—when God graciously atoned for all the sins of all the people and gave the nation a new beginning. Because today they have neither a temple nor a priest (Hosea 3:4), Israel can’t celebrate Yom Kippur in the appointed way, but those who have received Jesus Christ can see in this ancient ritual a picture of what Jesus did for us on the cross.

The Hebrew word kapar, translated “atonement,” is used sixteen times in Leviticus 16; and it basically means “to ransom, to remove by paying a price.” The priest placed his hands on the head of the sacrifice, symbolizing the transferring of the nation’s sins to the innocent victim who died in their place. Atonement means that a price is paid and blood is shed, because life must be given for life (17:11).

The Fulfillment of the Sin Offering

By His death on the cross, Jesus Christ fulfilled the sin offering. The result of this ritual was forgiveness. Even though the sacrifice of animals can’t take away sin or change the human heart, the sacrifices pointed to the perfect Sacrifice, Jesus Christ. He is our sin offering (Isa. 53:4–6, 12; Matt. 26:28; 2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Peter 2:24).
 
Isaiah 53:6 prophecies about His coming, “We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” Romans 8:3-4 states,

For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.

Jesus became our sin offering for us. But why was this necessary? If the sacrificial system worked for the Israelites, why did Jesus have to die? Why could we not continue to make the sacrifices outlined in Leviticus?

The book of Hebrews deals with this very question. (In fact, studying the books of Leviticus and Hebrews together is very helpful in understanding them both.) Hebrews 10:1-4 provides the answer to this dilemma:

The law [specifically the sacrificial system] is only a shadow of the good things that are coming—not the realities themselves. For this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those who draw near to worship. If it could, would they not have stopped being offered? For the worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and would no longer have felt guilty for their sins. But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of sins, because it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins.

Is this to say that something was wrong with the sin offering in Leviticus? Remember that it was the Lord who ordained the sin offering for the Israelites. But God was merely providing a picture of what Christ would do when He came to be the perfect sacrifice. Notice how Jesus’ death on the cross fulfills the function of the sin offering in the following passages. 

We read in 1 Peter 1:18-19 that we are saved “with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.” Jesus was the perfect sacrifice, for He was without sin. Therefore, He could take on Himself our sins, for He did not die for His own sins. Because He was sinless, Jesus could be a Sin-offering. Because He was perfect, He could bear our sin.

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” He became our substitute on the cross, for we truly deserved to die. But more than taking on our death, He provided us His righteous life, which is something the animals could never do.
 Hebrews 10:10 explains, “And by that will, we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.” 

On the cross He expressed with finality the type fulfillment for which He had come: “It is finished” (John 19:30). Like the animals of the sin offerings, He too died, shedding His blood. He died in this fashion because he became sin. It could not be otherwise. Death was the penalty for sin. So when Jesus took the sins of the world upon Himself at the cross, God’s appointed altar, He had to die.
 Rather than sacrificing the sin offering over and over again, the perfect sacrifice of Christ only had to be given once. That offering not only forgave our sins, but it opened perfectly the communication with the Father (for even with the sin offering of Leviticus only the high priest could approach the presence of God once a year), and it allows us to live holy lives, useful to the Father. All of this is ours because Christ is our sin offering!

Furthermore, we read in Hebrews 13:11-13,

The high priest carries the blood of animals into the Most Holy Place as a sin offering, but the bodies are burned outside the camp. And so Jesus also suffered outside the city gate to make the people holy through his own blood. Let us, then, go to him outside the camp, bearing the disgrace he bore. 

Just as the sin offering had to be disposed of “outside the camp”, so Christ was sacrificed outside the city of Jerusalem in shame and humiliation. When He took upon Himself our sin, the Father could not look upon Him. At that point Jesus cried those heart-rending words on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” He was forsaken so that we could be forgiven and acceptable to God. The Lord Jesus is the sin offering and, as such, establishes the principle upon which all communion rests. The sin offerings were always burned outside the camp. What the camp was to the Israelite in the wilderness, Jerusalem was to the Jew of Jesus’ day. He was slain outside the city’s walls on a hill of shame. There He was made a sin offering by God.

Finally, this sin offering is open to all who would receive it. John 6:37 tells us, “All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to be I will never drive away.” No one is too poor, or too sinful to be have their sins forgiven in the blood of Christ. Anyone who would come to Jesus as their sin offering will find their lives cleansed and forever changed. 

How important is this idea of the sin offering? As one resource puts it, “it is the sin offering rationale that is at the foundation of atonement, redemption, forgiveness, and purification terminology and concepts in the New Testament.”
 The sin offering made atonement for the people of ancient Israel and yet was only a sketch of the fuller work of Jesus Christ. With hindsight we see that all the blood of beasts slain on Jewish altars could never wash away sin, make sinners clean and draw them back to God, apart from the single offering of Jesus, the Lamb of God.

But just as the Israelite had to “lean on” the animal sacrifice to be his substitute, so we must “lean on” Christ as our perfect sacrifice. To “lean on” Christ is the best way to understand faith, even as you are leaning on the chair in which you are sitting. John 1:12 states, “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed on His name, he gave the right to become children of God.” To “believe on His name” means that we lean on, rely upon, and completely trust Him to the point that if He is not worthy, then we fall. But we have the assurance that He is a worthy sin offering, and His resurrection on Easter proved that God accepted His sacrifice as sufficient.

Have you?
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