Behold the Lamb of God #3

“Christ Our Burnt Offering”

Leviticus 1:1-17
“All gave some…some gave all.”

I have seen that phrase on signs, car windows, and bumper stickers in honor of those who have served our country. Every soldier, sailor, pilot, or support person in all our branches of the military have sacrificed something—their time with family, their careers (at least temporarily), even the freedom to do whatever and go wherever they wanted. All gave some, and everyone who has worn the uniform of our nation’s military ought to be honored for their sacrifice.

Some gave more than others, though. We have seen the heartbreaking accounts of young men and women who have been lost limbs, mobility, and mental capacity in the line of duty. And there are those who gave the ultimate sacrifice…those who laid down their lives for their fellow soldiers and for their country. Some gave all.

I thought of that phrase while preparing tonight’s message as we consider the sacrifices of Leviticus and how Jesus fulfilled them. Each sacrifice had a specific purpose, and each presents unique elements that reflect that purpose. As we go through them we will see that what was done with the blood, the meat, and the skin of the sacrificed animal was different. 

I realize that some Christians are turned off by this book of the Bible, with all of its rules and regulations that don’t seem to have any relevance for us today. Yet, as one commentator writes, “Leviticus, rightly understood, is primarily about relationship, rather than regulation. It speaks of how people may be kept near to God.”
 He goes on to write, “God used the performance of these symbolic, sacred actions to teach Israel spiritual truth. It is for this reason that Samuel Balentine has commented that ‘the readers of Leviticus will find God in the details.’”

Tonight we will consider the burnt offering as described in Leviticus 1. If this is the first sacrifice commanded in Leviticus, why are we studying it third in order? As already indicated, the worship procedure was to start with the atonement for sin described in the sin offering of chapter 4 and the guilt offering of chapter 5; then came the burnt offering of chapter 1. The sacrificial system allowed for no other offering until first the atonement for sin was made.

So why is the burnt offering mentioned first? Some scholars think it is because the burnt offering was the oldest and most important type of sacrifice.
 In the biblical record, Noah was the first to offer a burnt offering in Genesis 8:20.
 Others think that the reason for describing the burnt offering first is that it was the most common of all the sacrifices, performed every morning and evening, and more frequently on holy days.
 Or it could be that the burnt offering was a basic, all-purpose offering that conveyed that God desired a people who were wholly devoted to him.

1. The Function of the Burnt Offering

This sacrifice is described in Leviticus 1:1-17. As we work through this chapter we will see the function of the burnt offering.

The Lord called to Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting. He said, “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When any of you brings an offering to the Lord, bring as your offering an animal from either the herd or the flock.”

Verses 3-9 detail a burnt offering of a bull; verses 10-13 speak of a sacrifice of a lamb; and verses 14-17 outline the burnt offering of a dove or pigeon. Most of the sacrifices we find in the Old Testament were animal sacrifices. Animals were the most valuable possession of the Hebrew people, so an animal was a costly sacrifice taken from their most valuable treasure.
 Yet by giving options of the various sacrifices, it was possible for anyone, regardless of his resources, to offer a burnt offering.
 Provision has been made for everyone, so that God’s people can be made whole and holy. No one is left out. Even the poorest can offer something as a burnt offering.

The animal, whichever it happened to be, was to be a male “without defect,” the costliest requirement in all the offerings.
 Only the very best was to be given to God.
 The burnt offering was not a convenient way of disposing of maimed or deformed animals whose absence would not be felt by the family. Nor was any dead animal that happened to be lying around acceptable. God was not to be passed off with second best. He deserved nothing but the best. To this extent the sacrifice was to be costly to the giver. When David had sinned by conducting a census of Israel to fuel his own pride and Araunah offered him a cheap option by which to make atonement, his anguished heart cried in 2 Samuel 24:24, “I will not sacrifice to the Lord my God burnt offerings that cost me nothing.” Worship that costs nothing means nothing. Worship that is cheap leads to a cheap, superficial and diminished experience of the living God.
 By the time of Malachi, Israel’s worship was polluted by offering unacceptable sacrifices of blind, lame or sick animals to God.
 Through the prophet God confronted the Israelites with their lackadaisical approach to worship.

Not only was this worship costly, it was participatory in nature as well. The worshiper was to present the animal at the entrance of the Tabernacle (or “Tent of Meeting”) and was to lay his hand on the head of the animal. As we have seen from an earlier message, this was an act of identification with the animal to be sacrificed. Whatever happened to the animal from this point forward should be seen as having actually been experienced by the offerer. That is the principle of substitution, an important element in every sacrifice offered to God.
 Notice also in verses 5, 6, and 9 that it was the worshiper—not the priest—that slaughtered the animal, skin it, cut it into pieces, and wash the parts with water before it is put on the altar. In this sacrificial procedure the donor is not a passive observer but an active participant.

The unique aspect of the burnt offering was that the entire animal was consumed by fire on the altar. The name comes from the Hebrew ‘ôlâ, literally meaning “that which goes up.”
 In other offerings, a given part was withheld for the priest or for the one bringing the offering. In this case, however, the entire animal except the skin, which was given to the priest, was burned on the altar.
 One resource suggests that “whole offering” would be a better rendering in English to convey the theology of `ola. The sacrifice is indeed burned, but burning is essentially secondary to the giving of the whole creature to God.
 For this reason one author calls the burnt offering “the most complete and significant of all the Hebrew sacrifices.”

This sacrifice, unlike the sin and guilt offerings we have considered, was voluntary.
 The function of the burnt offering was to express devotion and dedication to the Lord. When we surrender ourselves to the Lord, we put “all on the altar” and hold back nothing.
 It speaks of total surrender, entire consecration and complete dedication to God. None of it is held back. It is offered without reserve. No less than an unqualified and unreserved giving of oneself, as represented by the substituted victim, was an adequate response to the saving grace and covenant love of God.
 It reflects that fact that man’s duty to God is not the giving up of one part of our life, but the entire surrender of all.
 Above all, it speaks of the total dedication of life that is required of all believers—male or female, rich or poor, young or old—if we are to be acceptable to God.

One final aspect of the burnt offering comes from Leviticus 6:8-13, which are commands regarding the burnt offering for the priests and Levites. Notice verses 12-13, “The fire on the altar must be kept burning; it must not go out. Every morning the priest is to add firewood and arrange the burnt offering on the fire and burn the fat of the fellowship offerings on it. The fire must be kept burning on the altar continuously; it must not go out.” Aaron and his sons were responsible for maintaining the daily sacrifice on the altar of burnt offering. The priests needed to be constantly vigilant.
 The fire had to be sufficiently hot to burn up the offering completely.

I like how Gordon Wenham summarizes this passage:

Using a little imagination every reader of the OT soon realizes that these ancient sacrifices were very moving occasions. They make modern church services seem tame and dull by comparison. The ancient worshipper did not just listen to the minister and sing a few hymns. He was actively involved in the worship. He had to choose an unblemished animal from his own flock, bring it to the sanctuary, kill it and dismember it with his own hands, then watch it go up in smoke before his very eyes. He was convinced that something very significant was achieved through these acts and knew that his relationship with God was profoundly affected by this sacrifice.
 

2. The Fulfillment of the Burnt Offering 

Turning to the fulfillment of the burnt offering, we cannot find anywhere in the New Testament that speaks of “Christ Our Burnt Offering.” The burnt offering is mentioned explicitly only twice in the New Testament, both of which are quotations of the Old Testament. On other occasions the presentation of burnt offerings is implied, but not explicitly recorded.

These passing references, however, do not do justice to the importance of the burnt offering in New Testament theology. It is one of a number of images used to describe the self-sacrifice of Christ on the cross. Jesus said in Mark 10:45 that He came “to give his life as a ransom for many.” In language borrowed from Leviticus, Paul says in Ephesians 5:2, “Walk in love as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant (or “sweet-smelling”) offering and sacrifice to God.” Peter echoes the Old Testament in 1 Peter 1:18-19, “You were ransomed…with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot.” Hebrews 7:27 mentions the daily sacrifices the OT priests had to offer, but Christ offered one sacrifice “once for all when he offered up himself.”
 Time and again the New Testament alludes to the sacrifice of Christ—the sacrifice of his flawless life as well as his voluntary death—as the perfect burnt offering.
 Each of these animals was a type of the One who was to come and fulfill the meaning of the animal sacrifices. Perfection in the animals was a necessary aspect of the type that demonstrated the perfect character and perfect sacrifice of the fulfillment, Jesus Christ. Imperfect animals could not possibly portray His perfect sacrifice.
 

But the fulfillment of the burnt offering is most fully developed in Hebrews. Hebrews 10:5–7 quotes the Septuagint version of Psalm 40:6–8: “Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a body you prepared for me; with burnt offerings and sin offerings you were not pleased. Then I said, ‘Here I am—it is written about me in the scroll—I have come to do your will, O God.’”

Applying this to Jesus Christ, Hebrews continues in verse 10 with the statement, “we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.” Jesus was the consummate and flawless whole burnt sacrifice, who offered himself in total obedience and most perfect consecration to the Lord. His sacrifice is superior to any that had been offered before, and any that could yet be offered in the future. No other sacrifice is needed.
 The burnt offering stands as a reminder of what Christ has done for us. Whatever else our study of Leviticus will accomplish, it will give us a profound theology of the cross!

The New Testament uses the image of the burnt offering in a quite different way as well. Christian service, in church and in the community, is compared to sacrifice. We read in Hebrews 13:15-16, “Through him let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God…. Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God.” 
 Paul writes in Romans 12:1, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.” The word translated “offer” is a Greek term meaning “to present; to offer; or to put at one’s disposal.” It is the technical term for presenting the sacrifices of the Old Testament.

Here we are challenged to be living sacrifices, wholly yielded to the Lord.
 We are called upon to lay down our lives in total dedication to Him, knowing that our sins have been forgiven. Such an act of total dedication in the believer’s life today relates exactly to the meaning of the Old Testament burnt offering.
 As J. A. Seiss wrote over 150 years ago, “We cannot give our bodies to God and reserve our hearts, nor serve him in the spirit without bringing that service out into controlling influence over the flesh also. The whole man must go, or nothing.”

God is not interested in people who merely wish to “go through the motions” of Christianity. Just as He was displeased with those who simply gave ritual sacrifices without obedience to back up their outward signs of worship, so He is not impressed by those who claim to be Christians but are not willing to dedicate themselves to a lifestyle of obedience to His will as revealed in His Word.

I began this message citing the familiar saying, “All gave some…some gave all.” It is true that, regarding the Old Testament sacrifices, all of the offerings gave something to God while the burnt offering gave all to Him. But we should not make such a distinction among Christians. As our Burnt Offering, Christ gave all. He expects no less from us.

The meaning of the burnt offering for us is well summarized in the classic hymn, “I Surrender All.”

All to Jesus I surrender, all to Him I freely give;
I will ever love and trust Him, in His presence daily live. 
All to Jesus I surrender, humbly at His feet I bow;
Worldly pleasures all forsaken, take me, Jesus, take me now.

All to Jesus I surrender, make me, Savior, wholly Thine;
Let me feel the Holy Spirit, truly know that Thou art mine.

All to Jesus I surrender, Lord, I give myself to Thee;
Fill me with Thy love and power, let Thy blessing fall on me.

All to Jesus I surrender, now I feel the sacred flame;
Oh, the joy of full salvation! Glory, glory, to His Name!

I surrender all; I surrender all;
All to Thee, my blessed Savior, I surrender all.
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