
 

 

The Atonement.  Its Meaning and Significance.  

 

Sacrifice. 
 

“Once a blurred and indistinct view of atonement is accepted in the 

Church it is more than likely that the next generation will come to the 

ultimate obscurity of a man like F.W. Robertson of Brighton, of whom it 

was said, “Robertson believed that Christ did something or other, which, 

somehow or other, had some connection or other with salvation”. (1)   

 

Of importance to the discussion here is the recognition that God himself 

gave the ritual to sinful Man (Lev 1711 “the blood…I have given it for you 

upon the alter to make atonement for your souls”).   

The sacrifices are to be seen as operating within  

the sphere of the covenant and covenanting Grace .   

They were not “mans expedient for his own redemption“...”. (2) 

 
 

Sacrifice:- 1 In secular terms. 

  2 In Old Testament terms. 

  3 In New Testament terms. 
 

 

1 Sacrifice in Secular terms. 

 

“We are talking about some act we do at cost to ourselves and for 

the benefit of others(or sometimes for some future good for 

ourselves).Thus we may speak of the sacrifices some parents make 

to give their children a good education.  Ancients like me remember 

that during the years of the Second World War we were frequently 

called upon to make sacrifices to assist our country.  That meant 

foregoing comfort and pay rises..  on occasion it meant going 

without something altogether.  Or we may speak of the sacrifices an 

athlete makes in training.  For the greater good set before him in 

the future he foregoes present ease and leisure.  All such usages 

bring out the idea of a depravation of one kind or another.  For us 

sacrifice means cost“. Page 43. 
 

 

 

2 Sacrifice in Old Testament Terms. 

 

“The idea of cost or personal deprivation is certainly involved in the 

way the people of the Bible used the expression.  But they normally 

had a more specific idea in mind.  They thought of the sacrifices 

offered up in the Temple.  There was a great variety in the forms of 

sacrifice and modern scholars usually find it impossible to put all 

sacrifice under one heading as though to say, “Sacrifice is this“ or 

“Sacrifice is that“.  There is no one idea in sacrifice, no common 

source for all varieties“.  Page 43. 

 

 

In the Old Testament the variety of sacrifices and their purposes can 

be bewildering.  Leon Morris notices “an impressive similarity in 

broad general outline” regarding the four great animal sacrifices 

which “may help put some order into the apparent chaos”.   

 

He lists six stages in his broad outline of the sacrificial system:- 

 

1 The Bringing Near.  
 

“The first stage was when the worshipper “drew near” the animal 

he proposed to offer..  to the Hebrews this was seen as a significant 

action, so much so that the casual form of the verb “to draw near” 

“to make to draw near“ or “to bring near“, became a technical 

expression with the meaning “to sacrifice”.  
 

There were of course some implications.  When a worshipper made 

an animal draw near he had the intention of worshipping.  He 

wanted to honour God, to get rid of his sin, to live in fellowship with 

God and man.  He came obediently, bringing the prescribed 

offering.  For most sacrifices the young of one of the domestic 

animals was specified(ox, sheep or goat, in some cases pigeons..)  

It must be ceremonially clean... it must be without blemish, perfect of 

its kind“. Page 45 



 

 

 
2 The Laying on of Hands.   
 

“The worshipper laid his hand on the head of the animal (Lev1;4 

etc).  The Hebrew verb means something like leaning on the 

animal.  It was a firm contact, not a casual touch.  The meaning of  

this is disputed.  Some hold that it meant that the worshipper was 

identifying himself with the offering.  If this is the way of it, the 

action said, “This is my sacrifice. This is the animal I am offering”.  

It certainly did this at least.  But others think that the action was a 

symbolic transferral of the sins of the worshipper to the animal, so 

that when it died it was taking the punishment due to the worshipper 

for his sins.  It was being treated as the sins it bore deserved.  They 

hold that this is the obvious symbolism and it is supported by the fact 

that in later times at least there are passages which tells us that, as 

the worshipper laid hands on the animal, he confessed his sins.  It is 

not easy to see what the laying on of hands means if there is no 

symbolic transfer to the animal, which was to die, of the sins being 

confessed“.  Page 46,47. 

 
3 The Killing of the Animal.   

 

“The animal was killed by the worshipper…  The next stage was the 

manipulation of the blood..  In this way he gave symbolic 

expression to his recognition that his sin merited the severest  

punishment.  He himself performed the act which set forth the truth 

that he deserved death“.  Page 47,48.  

4 The Manipulation of the Blood.   

 

“..it is here that the work of the priest begins..  it is the priest who 

collects the blood and proceeds to use it.   

 

If the sacrifice was a burnt offering the priest was required to “bring 

the blood and sprinkle it against the alter on all sides”  (Lev 1:5; 

11); if a bird was offered its blood was “drained out on the side of 

the alter“ (Lev 1:15).  The procedure was the same for a peace 

offering.  The big differences came when the sacrifice was a sin 

offering and here it depended on the person(s) for whom the 

sacrifice was being offered..”.    

 

Morris, continues to outline the complexity and variation with 

regard to the manipulation of the blood of the sacrifices.  So, 

whether it be a guilt offering or a sin offering, or whether the blood 

be offered on behalf of a priest or a ruler or on behalf of the whole 

congregation, the summary conclusion reached is:- “We simply note 

that the solemnity of the sin offering was heightened by an elaborate 

blood ritual and that this must have had the effect of making it plain 

that sin could not be taken lightly”. Page 48,49. 

 
5 The Burning on the Alter.   
 

“Some part of the animal was always burnt on the alter, this 

apparently being regarded as God„s portion as it ascended 

heavenwards in the smoke rising from the alter fire.  It was  

“an aroma pleasing to the LORD” (Lev 1:9,13,19). Page 49. 

 
6 The Disposal of the Rest of the Carcase.   
 

Again the subject is quite complex.  At times the remainder of the 

animal was taken to a clean place “outside the camp” and burnt up.  

At other times the flesh was to be eaten.  An  example is the peace 

offering:- “The usual parts were burnt on the alter, as we have 

noticed.  Then prescribed parts were set aside for the officiating 

priest..  The rest of the animal was eaten by the worshippers. (Lev 

7:15-21).  This made the offering of such a sacrifice a very joyful 

occasion.  People would come together in festive mood and enjoy a 

good meal as the consummation of the act of sacrifice.  This kind of 

sacrifice was offered on great occasions..  When the covenant was 

renewed under Joshua (Josh 8:31)..  When Saul‟s kingship was 

confirmed (1 Sam 11:15)..  The dedication of the Temple (1 Kings 

8:63).  But these offerings might also be offered in times of great 

difficulty, for example, when the Israelites “sat weeping before the 



 

 

LORD” after a defeat in battle. Judges 20:26      

 

 

Morris, in summary of the sacrificial system in the Old Testament, 

states:-  When a sacrifice was offered we should see it as a killing of 

the animal in place of the worshipper and the manipulation of the 

blood as the ritual presentation to God of the evidence that a death 

has taken place to atone for sin.  Page 49,50. 

  

 

 

Advantages and Defects 

 

Such in broad outline was the sacrificial system.  It had some clear 

advantages.  Nobody who came thoughtfully to God by the way of 

sacrifice could be in any doubt but that sin was a serious matter.  It 

could not be put aside by a light-hearted wave of the hand but 

required the shedding of blood…  Worshippers knew what they had 

to do.  It held out to them the prospect of fellowship with God.  

People were not left to wonder whether and how they could 

approach him. They had a clear-cut path, a definite path by which 

they could approach with assurance…   The devotion of the 

worshippers would have been stirred and stimulated.  An essential 

element in the sacrificial approach was the element of cost.  No-one  

who came to God by the way of offering the best in his flock would 

put a low value on the privilege of such an approach.  He would 

realise, as many of us today do not, that the service of God must cost 

us something”. 

 

But if there were some important values in the sacrificial system 

there were also some demerits.  The very externality of the system 

made it possible for people to overlook the spiritual truths that 

sacrifice so splendidly enshrined…  The prophets made a frequent 

target of those who offered the sacrifices punctiliously but who 

passed over the weightier matters like upright dealings with their 

fellows and genuine worship of God.  In every age people have 

found it easier to perform outward actions than to live pure lives. 
Page 50,51.    
 
 

 

Under the headings “The Blood“, “Blood and Life” and “Blood and  

Death”, Morris first underlines the extensive use of the word 

“blood“ in the Old Testament and then proceeds to outline the two 

conflicting arguments as to whether the significance of “blood” 

referred to the  “release of life” or to “the death” of the 

victim.   

In conclusion he writes:-   

 

“The Hebrews tended to use the term “blood” in picturesque 

metaphors, more particularly as a vivid way of referring to death,  

 

When a sacrifice was offered we should see it as a killing of the 

animal in the place of the worshipper and the manipulation of the 

blood as the ritual presentation to God of the evidence that a death 

has taken place to atone for sin.  When the New Testament writers 

refer to the death of Christ as sacrifice, we should not understand 

them to be making some far-fetched identification of his blood with 

his life.  Rather they are solemnly referring to the significance of 

his death”. Page 62. 

 

 

3 Sacrifice in New Testament Terms. 

 

Blood in the New Testament. 

 

“The term blood is not used as often in the New Testament as it is in 

the Old.(3)   But, as in the Old, the most frequent single 

classification is that which refers to violent death.  Thus, Paul tells 

us in the words of his prayer on one occasion, recalling “when the 

blood of your martyr Stephen was shed…” (Acts 22:20).  Now 

Stephen was killed by stoning , a form of death in which the actual 

amount of blood shed was small.  Clearly the shedding of blood is 

being taken as equivalent to death by violence.  We see the same 



 

 

thing in another prayer, that of the martyrs in Revelation: “How 

long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge the inhabitants 

of the earth and avenge our blood?” (Rev 6:10).  They are 

described as “those who had been slain because of the word of God 

and the testimony they had maintained” (verse 9) and the reference 

to their blood must be held to cover all forms of death by violence.  

It makes no sense to say that only those whose deaths had been 

brought about by the actual, physical shedding of blood are in mind.  

It means all those put to death because their faithfulness, no matter 

what the method of execution…  These expressions are very similar 

to “the blood of Christ” (Eph 2:13) and show that this should be 

taken to mean “the death of Christ”. 

 

The references to the blood of Christ often show clearly that it is his 

death that is in mind.  For example, Paul speaks of “the blood of 

his cross” (Col 1:20; NIV paraphrases), where the meaning is 

surely “his death on the cross”…  It is simply a way of referring to 

death.  So it is with the expression “Justified by his blood”  

(Rom 5:9), which in the context  cannot be so very different from  

“reconciled..  through the death of his Son” in the following 

verse(though, of course, “justified” and “reconciled” are different 

ways of looking at atonement; it is “blood” and “death” which are 

much the same).  Page 62 and 63. 

 

 

The Sacrifice of Christ. 

 

The usage of “blood” in the New Testament, then, does not lend 

support to the view that it points to life.  We are not to think that 

when the New Testament writers used the word they referred to life 

set free from bondage of the body and available for new and greater 

purposes.  They meant that Christ had died.  And if they used the 

expression in a way that recalls the sacrifices and the blood shed in 

them, then they meant that the death of Jesus is to be seen as a 

sacrifice which accomplishes in reality what the old sacrifices 

pointed to but could not do.        

 

…Mostly when the sacrifices of the old way are considered the 

thought is that they could not bring worshippers forgiveness.  As 

the writer to the Hebrews put it, “it is impossible for the blood of 

bulls and goats to take away sins” (Heb 10:4); they “were not able 

to clear the conscience of the worshipper”. (Heb 9:9).   

 

By contrast, the sacrifice that Jesus made is effective…   

 

The writer is ready to concede a certain effectiveness to the Levitical 

sacrifices in their own sphere.  But when we are thinking of the 

reality of heaven, he holds, it is necessary to be purified “with better 

sacrifices than these” (Heb 9:23).  Animal sacrifice can never 

produce a purification valid in heaven.  But Christ‟s sacrifice can.  

“He has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to do away with 

sin by the sacrifice of himself” (Heb 9:26).  “The sacrifice of 

himself” means an infinitely better sacrifice than any possible under 

the Levitical system. 

 

That is one point that this author emphasises.  Another is the 

finality of Christ‟s atoning sacrifice.  Repeatedly he tells us that 

Christ offered himself “once and for all” or the like.  Believers 

have been made holy “through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus 

Christ once for all” (Heb 10:10); he “offered for all time one 

sacrifice for sins” (verse 12); “by one sacrifice he has made perfect 

for ever those who are being made holy” (verse 14).  

And he removes decisively the possibility of any further offering by 

saying that, when sins have been forgiven(as they have been through 

what Christ has done), “there is no longer any sacrifice for sin” 

(Heb 10:18).  The utter finality of Christ‟s sacrifice is an important 

truth.(4)   Pages 63 to 65 

 

 

The One Atoning Sacrifice. 

 

…The sacrifice that matters is the death of Jesus on Calvary‟s 



 

 

cross…  The people of the New Testament days were people who 

had stood by their altars and watched while the priests collected the 

blood of the animals offered in sacrifice on their behalf.  They had 

seen them use that blood in the prescribed fashion.  They had 

witnessed parts or all of their designated victims ascend in the 

flames of the alter.  With a somewhat different idea of fragrance 

from ours they had recognised this as a sweet smelling odour… 

 

And through it all, as the writer to the Hebrews makes especially 

clear, they must have been assailed by doubts.  Sacrifice was a 

splendidly solemn way of dealing with sins.  It stirred the emotions 

and gave the worshipper something to do.  But did it really take 

away sins?  Could any thinking person believe that the death of 

some poor animal, a bull perhaps, or a goat or a lamb, would put 

him in the right with a God who was holy and just? 

 

But the sacrifice of Christ was a different matter.  All the old and 

familiar imagery helped them to understand what Christ‟s death 

was all about.  They could appreciate references to the blood as 

cleansing and to death as a means of putting away sins.  And what 

was no more than dimly hinted at in the case of animals they could 

see perfectly accomplished in Christ. 

 

No more than any of the other ways of looking at the cross does this 

one tell us the whole story.  But it is an important chapter.  It 

brings out the meaning of the cross in its own distinctive way.   

 

We may say that it puts emphasis on these things at least:- 

 
1 Sin is defiling. 
 

In an ancient sanctuary everything was arranged to put emphasis on 

the holiness of God.  Even ceremonial faults were seen as defiling 

and sin was much more so.  Sin stained the worshipper  and made 

him unclean.  Sin meant that he was not fit to approach the holy 

God. 

 
2 Purification. 
 

When a sacrifice was offered the worshipper was cleansed.  

Whether it was a ceremonial defilement or a moral lapse, the 

offering of sacrifice was seen as purging the sin so that the 

worshipper was now in a state of purification.  His sin was 

completely removed.   

 
3 The death of the victim counts. 
 

In a sacrifice the blood must be manipulated in prescribed ways and 

part or all of the animal must be burnt on the alter.  All this speaks 

of the necessity for death, nothing less, if sin is to be put away.  Sin 

is not some trifle, to be airily dismissed with no effort.  Sin means 

death (Ezek 18:4; Rom 6:23) and nothing less suffices to take it 

away. 

 
4 Salvation is at a cost. 
 

David showed an insight into the meaning of sacrifice when he said 

to Araunah, “I will not sacrifice to the LORD my God burnt 

offerings that cost me nothing” (2 Sam. 24:24).  The use of the 

terminology of sacrifice means that the way of forgiveness is costly.  

It is not until we come to the death of Jesus on the cross that we can 

see the full meaning of costliness.  But inherent in the concept is 

that forgiveness comes only at cost.      

 
5 Spiritual sacrifices. 
 

There are other references to sacrifice.  The New Testament 

Christians liked to use this imagery to bring out important aspects of 

the service they render God as their response to the great salvation 

God has brought about through the sacrifice of His Son.  To see 

Christ as having offered the perfect sacrifice that brings us salvation 

is not to enter a realm of cheap grace.  It does not mean that we 



 

 

offer no sacrifice.  It means that our sacrifice is of a different order.  

It is not atoning, but a costly response to a sacrifice that is atoning. 

 

The way of salvation is a way of sacrifice.  That means basically 

that it is the sacrifice of Christ that takes away sins once and for all.  

But it also means that those for whom the sacrifice was offered live 

sacrificially.  They offer their bodies as “living sacrifices, holy and 

pleasing to God“ (Rom 12:1).  Paul speaks of himself as being 

made a sacrifice in the service of other Christians. (Phil 2:17) and 

he refers to the gifts the Philippians Christians sent him as “a 

fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God”  

(Phil 4:18).   The writer to the Hebrews refers to “a sacrifice of 

praise  - the fruit of lips that confess his name” and he speaks of 

doing good and sharing with others as sacrifices with which God is 

well pleased (Heb 13:15-16).  Peter is another who sees Christians 

as offering “spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 

Christ (1 Peter 2:5)… 

 

The New Testament writers look for a response to the sacrifice of 

Christ.  The believer must offer himself as a living sacrifice which 

certainly means that his whole way of life is to be different because 

of what Christ has done for him.  The sacrifice of Christ means that 

the way of salvation is free; but it does not mean that it is cheap. 

 

But the really important thing is that Christ has made the perfect 

sacrifice, and “there is no longer any sacrifice for sin”.  
Pages 65 to 67 
 
 

 

1   As quoted by Iain Murray - The Forgotten Spurgeon.  Page 76 

 

2 Sacrifice and Offering, New Bible Dictionary(IVP)  Page 1052.   

 

3 The word blood is used 362 times in the Old Testament and 98  

 times in the New Testament. (Page 52 and Page 62). 

 

4 An understatement if ever there was one! 


