Behold the Lamb of God #5

“Christ Our Drink Offering”

Leviticus 23:13; Numbers 15:1-10

My senior year of college I played on the varsity football team. You’ll have to take that by faith, I know, although I do still have the jersey from that year. Now I know that saying that I played college football brings up images of the major college teams like the University of Illinois or Notre Dame or Nebraska, but that’s not exactly the level I’m talking about. Our practice field was a swamp (literally), and we were only in our second year of competition in that sport. Hence, we lost by scores of 71-7, 63-6, and 72-27. (We did, however, win three games, too!)


At any rate, I did play on the team, though I didn’t get into the games as much as I would have liked. Usually I was sent in toward the end of the game, long after the outcome was beyond doubt. For the entire season I caught four passes and ran the ball four times. I never did score a touchdown, which was my one personal goal for the year.


At the time I didn’t really understand why I didn’t get to play very much, but looking back I think I can see the reason. Even more than scoring a touchdown, my main objective at the end of the season was to be able to walk off the field. I was hoping to still be in one piece! And so, especially in practices before the actual games, I held back, not willing to “lay it all on the line,” because I didn’t want to get injured. Because of that tentativeness, I think I spent more time on the bench than I really wanted to.


Holding oneself back is a detriment to an athlete. (In fact, playing tentatively is a good way of getting seriously hurt!) But in the realm of life, especially in the spiritual sense, holding oneself back runs the risk of a whole lot more than a lack of playing time or even a physical injury. We see this truth evidenced in the drink offering, the fifth of the Old Testament sacrifices we are studying with regard to how Christ fulfilled them on the cross.

The Function of the Drink Offering


Understanding the function of the drink offering is not an easy task, since the Bible does not refer much to it. While the other sacrifices are dealt with in detail in the opening chapters of Leviticus, the drink offering is only mentioned briefly in Leviticus 23:13, “together with its grain offering of two-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with oil—an offering made to the Lord by fire, a pleasing aroma—and its drink offering of a quarter of a hin of wine.” We only know from this text that the drink offering was to accompany the grain offering. The drink offering of wine always accompanied the cereal gift, but is mentioned here for the first time in Leviticus, apparently to draw attention to the fact that, with bread and meat, it typified the staple elements of diet.
 Note that the more expensive sacrifices required a larger amount of wine for the drink offering.


The drink offering is first mentioned in Genesis 35:14, “Jacob set up a stone pillar at the place where God had talked with him, and he poured out a drink offering on it; he also poured oil on it.” Like the burnt and peace offerings, the practice of offering drink offerings predates the tabernacle system.
 According to some commentators, “the drink-offering and the oil were intended to express his gratitude and devotion to his preserver.”

The Hebrew word translated “drink offering” is sometimes referred to as “libation,” meaning “to pour out.”
 These offerings were not to be drunk by the offerer or by the priest, but “were poured around the altar, and signified the dedication of the offerer himself to God.”
 According to Exodus 29:40-41, the drink offering (along with a burnt offering and a grain offering) was to be presented every morning and evening by the priests at the temple “to signify God’s protection and favor throughout the day.”
 The ideas of thoughtful appreciation
 and total abandonment
 are seen as the purposes for the drink offering. The drink offering falls under the category of “voluntary offerings” (along with the burnt, grain, and peace offerings), indicating the desire of the Hebrew believer for spontaneous, grateful response to the wonder of knowing God. Ronald Allen writes,

The system of sacrificial worship in ancient Israel was more complex than we may imagine. We tend to focus on those sacrifices that relate directly with the issue of sin and those that typify most clearly the death of Christ. Some of the sacrifices God demanded were presented in the context of a mournful admission of sin, a guilt-laden expression of repentance. But many of the sacrifices in the biblical period were presented in contexts of celebration and a joyful, heartfelt expression of one’s delight in knowing the Lord. The tone and texture of this chapter leads us to focus on the celebrative in worship. Even the celebrative and spontaneous were done in a context of method, order, and proportion.


While gratitude was certainly an important aspect of the drink offering, I would like to focus on the latter purpose to understand the function of this sacrifice. Much of the Old Testament sacrificial ritual was symbolic not only in the nature of the offering, but in the action by which it was given. In the sin offering, the worshipper placed his hands on the head of the animal, signifying a transfer of sin from himself to the animal, who would then be put to death. The burnt offering was wholly consumed by the fire, demonstrating the totality of one’s commitment to God. The grain offering, offered with incense and salt, produced an aromatic smoke which rose to the heavens, representing the prayers of the worshipper. In the same way, “the pouring out of the wine was a symbol of life being poured out in dedication to God.”

 
Leviticus does not provide a detailed account of how the drink offering was to be given, but Numbers 15:1-10 provide the specifics:


The Lord said to Moses, “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘After you enter the land I am giving you as a home and you present to the Lord offerings made by fire, from the herd or the flock, as an aroma pleasing to the Lord—whether burnt offerings or sacrifices, for special vows or freewill offerings or festival offerings—then the one who brings his offering shall present to the Lord a grain offering of a tenth of an ephah of fine flour mixed with a quarter of a hin of oil. With each lamb for the burnt offering or the sacrifice, prepare a quarter of a hin of wine as a drink offering. 


“‘With a ram prepare a grain offering of two-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with a third of a hin of oil, and a third of a hin of wine as a drink offering. Offer it as an aroma pleasing to the Lord. 


“‘When you prepare a young bull as a burnt offering or sacrifice, for a special vow or a fellowship offering to the Lord, bring with the bull a grain offering of three-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with half a hin of oil. Also bring half a hin of wine as a drink offering. It will be an offering made by fire, an aroma pleasing to the Lord.’”


Here we see that drink offerings were to accompany all burnt or peace offerings.


And so, while the regulations of the drink offering are seen in Numbers 15, perhaps the key to understanding the function of the drink offering is Numbers 28:7, “The accompanying drink offering is to be a quarter of a hin of fermented drink with each lamb. Pour out the drink offering to the Lord at the sanctuary.” More important than the substance being offered is the action of the offering, the “pouring out” before the Lord. The wine was poured out at the foot of the altar, and was probably viewed as complementing the animal’s blood, which was also treated similarly. It was this act that completed the sacrifice.

The Fulfillment of the Drink Offering


Jesus fulfilled the drink offering, just as He did the other sacrifices we have considered so far. And as the significance of the drink offering is seen in its action, so the fulfillment of it is seen in the manner by which Jesus sacrificed Himself.


This was prophesied in the Old Testament, hundreds of years before Jesus took human form and came to earth. Psalm 22 is one of the most graphic depictions of crucifixion, even though the practice itself was not used for nearly a thousand years after this psalm was written! Verse fourteen of that psalm states, “I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint. My heart has turned to wax; it has melted away within me.” The verb translated “poured out” is the same used with regard to the drink offering. Jesus poured out His life on the cross.


This truth is also predicted in the words of Isaiah 53:12, “Therefore I will give him a portion among the great, and he will divide the spoils with the strong, because he poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors. For he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.” Once again, this concept of being “poured out” is used, and the reason for His doing so is also identified: “He bore the sin of many.”

These thoughts are combined in the words of Jesus, when He said on the night he was betrayed, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Mat 26:28). Every time we take the communion cup, we remember Christ our drink offering, whose blood was poured out on the cross for our sins. Jesus is the fulfillment of the drink offering.


Interestingly, though, the concept of the drink offering appears in two other places in the New Testament, yet neither is connected to the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. Paul writes in Philippians 2:17, “Even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you.” This imagery symbolizes how a person is emptied of strength to the point of death. To be “poured out” is to be drained of one’s life energy. He felt his life draining away during his long wait for trial, and he was prepared to give his life for the Lord. Even so, he considered the sacrifice of his life worthwhile for the sake of their salvation and continued growth in grace (Php. 1:21).
 At the end of his life, he writes in 2 Timothy 4:6, “For I am already being poured out like a drink offering, and the time has come for my departure.” In both of these texts, “Paul saw himself poured out like a drink offering,”
 signifying the totality of his commitment to Christ. He held nothing back. 
Just as the burnt offering symbolizes the totality of our surrender to the Lord, so the drink offering speaks of the total effort that is expended in our service for Christ. Our efforts do not save us, but we give ourselves because He has already saved us. As one writer puts it,

Paul uses the terminology of sacrifice to teach important truths about Christian service. Thus he exhorts the Romans to present their bodies “a living sacrifice” (Rom 12:1), a vivid and forceful way of indicating the need for the complete offering of the worshiper to God. Christians are to be totally committed to God… The apostle applies the terminology of offering and sacrifice to himself, saying to the Philippians that he is “poured out as a drink offering, on the sacrifice and service of your faith” (Php 2:17).
 


The drink offering, then, was a demonstration of devotion and dedication to the Lord, pouring oneself at His altar.
 Jesus fulfilled the drink offering when He poured out His life on the cross for us. We are called to be a living sacrifice, daily pouring ourselves out for the service of God and others.


There is no room for holding back in the service of God. Thankfully, Jesus did not hold Himself back, but He “emptied Himself” according to Philippians 2:7 and gave His all for us. Can we do any less for Him?


I’d like to close by reading the words of an old hymn, “All For Jesus.” I wonder how many of us can say this of ourselves honestly?

All for Jesus, all for Jesus!
All my being’s ransomed pow’rs:
All my thoughts and words and doings,
All my days and all my hours.


Let’s give our all for Jesus, pouring ourselves out like a drink offering, holding nothing back. 
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