Behold the Lamb of God #4

“Christ Our Grain Offering”

Leviticus 2:1-16

Have you ever felt forsaken? Perhaps as a small child, your family mistakenly left you behind, or your parents forgot to pick you up at a certain place and time. Maybe you have felt the sting of being ignored by those your own age. 

I remember as a college student returning to school for my sophomore year. My family had met in Kalamazoo, Michigan, where we were all together for the first time in a long time. From there we drove to Chicago, where I took a flight to Minneapolis, where I went to school. As I arrived at the Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport, the person giving me a ride to the campus had not arrived. Having left my family in Chicago, there I was. Despite having hundreds of people around me, I felt an incredible sense of being alone.

Mankind was not created to live in such a state. God declared in Genesis 2:18, “It is not good for man to be alone.” Despite God’s creation of the woman, and the subsequent populating of the world, however, loneliness is still “one of the most universal sources of human suffering.”

Christian psychologist Craig Ellison has suggested that there are three kinds of loneliness: emotional, social, and existential. Emotional loneliness involves the lack of an intimate friendship with another. This person suffers from a lack of security that a close friendship brings. There is no one with whom they can “let their hair down” and share who they really are. Social loneliness stems from a feeling of being “out of it” around others. They feel empty, anxious, and aimless. Their lives lack any sense of significance or meaning. But the most damaging form is existential loneliness, or what I would term “spiritual loneliness,” which is a sense of isolation and separation from God.
 This is the most dangerous loneliness because only in God can we find true security and true significance for our lives.
 Before we can fully appreciate emotional and social stability with other people, we must find our basic security and significance in our relationship with God.

The grain offering (despite its name) was designed at least in part to meet this need of spiritual loneliness. Leviticus chapter two outlines the procedures involved and the function of the grain offering for the Israelite worshipper. Later, we will consider how Jesus fulfilled the grain offering in His sacrifice and how that can affect us today.

1. The Function of the Grain Offering 

In the second chapter of Leviticus we read of the grain offering,

When someone brings a grain offering to the Lord, his offering is to be of fine flour. He is to pour oil on it, put incense on it and take it to Aaron’s sons the priests. The priest shall take a handful of the fine flour and oil, together with all the incense, and burn this as a memorial portion on the altar, an offering made by fire, an aroma pleasing to the Lord. The rest of the grain offering belongs to Aaron and his sons; it is a most holy part of the offerings made to the Lord by fire. 

If you bring a grain offering baked in an oven, it is to consist of fine flour: cakes made without yeast and mixed with oil, or wafers made without yeast and spread with oil. If your grain offering is prepared on a griddle, it is to be made of fine flour mixed with oil, and without yeast. Crumble it and pour oil on it; it is a grain offering. If your grain offering is cooked in a pan, it is to be made of fine flour and oil. Bring the grain offering made of these things to the Lord; present it to the priest, who shall take it to the altar. He shall take out the memorial portion from the grain offering and burn it on the altar as an offering made by fire, an aroma pleasing to the Lord. The rest of the grain offering belongs to Aaron and his sons; it is a most holy part of the offerings made to the Lord by fire. 

Every grain offering you bring to the Lord must be made without yeast, for you are not to burn any yeast or honey in an offering made to the Lord by fire. You may bring them to the Lord as an offering of the firstfruits, but they are not to be offered on the altar as a pleasing aroma. Season all your grain offerings with salt. Do not leave the salt of the covenant of your God out of your grain offerings; add salt to all your offerings. 

If you bring a grain offering of firstfruits to the Lord, offer crushed heads of new grain roasted in the fire. Put oil and incense on it; it is a grain offering. The priest shall burn the memorial portion of the crushed grain and the oil, together with all the incense, as an offering made to the Lord by fire. 

The Hebrew term rendered “grain offering” simply means “gift.”
 (This is the same Hebrew term used in Genesis 4 to describe Cain’s offering to God.) It is not, however, simply a neutral gift, but rather one presented to a superior to secure or retain goodwill.
 The function of the grain offering, then, was to engender positive feelings from God toward the worshipper.
 A key to understanding the function of the grain offering is seen in verse three: the “memorial” given to the Lord. This is the translation of the Hebrew word azkara, defined as “invoking in order to cause to remember.” The word comes from the verb zakar, meaning “to remember.” In fact, the name zakar-a-yah, or “Zechariah,” means literally “Yahweh remembers.”
 This most significant component of the grain offering was saturated with frankincense (which was offered by the priests twice every day for all of the people at the hour of prayer,
 and then burned on the altar as a “remembrance portion.”
 As the offering was consumed by the fire, it became figuratively “an aroma pleasing to the Lord,” and He would remember (zakar) the worshipper.

While the Leviticus passage is rather unclear about the circumstances surrounding the grain offering, two selections from the book of Psalms are very illuminating concerning this sacrifice. Psalms 38 and 70 both bear titles before the actual text stating, “at the presentation of the azkara.”
 The niv translates this title as simply “a petition,” but many of the older versions of Scripture render this as “to bring to remembrance” which is precisely the definition of azkara. These psalms (written long after this offering was instituted under Moses) was quoted by the worshipper when such a sacrifice was offered, and they provide an excellent indication of the function of the grain offering.

Notice the tone as well as the content of Psalm 38:1-4, 

O Lord, do not rebuke me in your anger or discipline me in your wrath. For your arrows have pierced me, and your hand has come down upon me. Because of your wrath there is no health in my body; my bones have no soundness because of my sin. My guilt has overwhelmed me like a burden too heavy to bear.

Do you catch the acute awareness of spiritual loneliness in these words? The speaker is struggling with inner conflict, specifically with sin and the guilt incurred by that sin. His rebellious ways have separated him from God. He recognizes his need, and cries out to God in verses 15-22, 

I wait for you, O Lord; you will answer, O Lord my God. For I said, “Do not let them gloat or exalt themselves over me when my foot slips.” For I am about to fall, and my pain is ever with me. I confess my iniquity; I am troubled by my sin. Many are those who are my vigorous enemies; those who hate me without reason are numerous. Those who repay my good with evil slander me when I pursue what is good. O Lord, do not forsake me; be not far from me, O my God. Come quickly to help me, O Lord my Savior. 

Psalm 70 was also used “to bring to remembrance” in a time of difficulty, but this instance was one of outer conflict: 

Hasten, O God, to save me; O Lord, come quickly to help me. May those who seek my life be put to shame and confusion; may all who desire my ruin be turned back in disgrace. May those who say to me, “Aha! Aha!” turn back because of their shame. But may all who seek you rejoice and be glad in you; may those who love your salvation always say, “Let God be exalted!” Yet I am poor and needy; come quickly to me, O God. You are my help and my deliverer; O Lord, do not delay. 

At times of terrible conflict—both inward and outward—it is important to know that we are remembered by the Lord. When we are feeling the empty sensation of spiritual loneliness, we need to know that God is there, and that He is aware of our needs. This was the function of the azkara: to bring us into the remembrance of God, where we can find our security and significance.

One important feature of the grain offering not to be overlooked is the requirement of holiness. In previous studies we have noted that the sacrificial animal was to be “without defect.” God demands in this offering that there be no leaven present, which many times was a symbol of sin for the Israelite. Furthermore, Leviticus 2:13 commands that all grain offerings be “seasoned with salt.” Under no circumstances, God’s said in His law given to Moses, were any offerings to be brought to Him, or sacrifices made, that were not seasoned with salt. Without the salt they would not be acceptable, no matter how sincerely brought, no matter at how great a cost, no matter how lofty the motive, no matter how noble the ideal; without salt they would not be acceptable.
 Salt was used many times in the Old Testament as a picture of incorruption, for purification was one of the practical uses of salt in those times.
 Also, in the Near East in Old Testament times as well as today, a pact of friendship was often sealed by eating together or by a gift of salt.

The stress on holiness was not simply ritualistic. Over and over again God had to tell His people that holiness of ceremony without holiness of character was worthless. R. K. Harrison writes, “The emphasis upon the holy quality of the offering is significant, since to be truly acceptable the sacrifice…must be matched by an intent to live and equally holy life.”
 This is reflected in Psalm 66:18-20,

If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened; but God has surely listened and heard my voice in prayer. Praise be to God, who has not rejected my prayer or withheld his love from me! 

Psalm 66 brings out another important truth about the grain offering: it was a vivid picture of prayer. Psalm 141:2 states this truth, “May my prayer be set before you like incense; may the lifting up of my hands be like the evening sacrifice.” The offering of prayers and sacrifices of incense and animals was common in the ancient world. Nearly every civilization had some ritual by which they hoped to please their gods and invoke their goodness toward them. But like the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel, their sacrifices were in vain. Regardless of their sincerity, lifeless, loveless idols could not respond.

What a difference for the believer in God! We can not only petition him, but we have that confidence that He will never forget or abandon us! Isaiah 49:15 says so beautifully, “Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on the child she has borne? Though she may forget, I will not forget you!” The grain offering was always effective when given in holiness to a personal, loving God.

2. The Fulfillment of the Grain Offering 

As we have seen in our previous studies, Jesus Christ perfectly fulfilled these offerings in His perfect life and His substitutionary death on the cross. The grain offering provides us with another aspect of the redeeming work of our Savior, who referred to Himself as the Bread of Life, “the perfect One who nourishes our inner person as we worship Him and ponder His Word.”

Hebrews 5:7 speaks of how Jesus experienced the truth of the azkara in His own life,

During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. 

The word translated “petitions” is very similar in thought to azkara. Jesus knew what it was like to face inner and outer turmoil, and in those times He turned to His Father in prayer. We read in the gospels that in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus was in such mental anguish that He sweat drops of blood as He prayed to God. Consider His words on the cross when He cried out, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken Me?” These words are reminiscent of Psalms 38 and 70, which we considered earlier.

While hanging on the cross, however, Jesus was addressed by petitions for remembrance as well. Luke 23:42 records the plea of the criminal being crucified next to Christ, “Then he said, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.’” He then experienced the security of knowing that his life was right with God even as it ended. Jesus would remember him in eternity.

Perhaps the most significant fulfillment of the grain offering is seen in Matthew 27:51, at the moment Jesus died, “At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. The earth shook and the rocks split.” This curtain in the temple separated the Most Holy Place from the inside of the temple itself. No one was permitted to enter the Most Holy Place (which symbolized the presence of God) except for the high priest, and he could only enter one time per year, on the Day of Atonement. 

The sacrificial death of Christ changed that separation forever. Hebrews 10:19-23 explains the full impact of this event,

Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water. Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. 

Paul writes in Ephesians 3:12, “In him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and confidence.” Through Christ our grain offering, we can go into the presence of God at any moment and know with all certainty that He is there and that He answers our prayers.

With this in view, Philippians 4:6 becomes very significant to the Christian, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.”
Are you struggling with feelings of loneliness this evening? Do you feel separated or alienated from God? Christ has become our grain offering for us; we can know that God will hear our cries because Jesus has opened the way for us.

We may approach God with freedom and confidence because of the work of Christ on the cross. We can find that inner security and significance as we are assured that God is always with us. I trust that you have found that in your own life. If you have not, why not come to God through trusting Jesus Christ as your sacrifice, and realize that victory over loneliness today.
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