
[image: Cover: Studies in Christian Doctrine and Scripture series, Enacting Atonement: The Narrative Logic of Sacrifice and Sonship in Leviticus, Roy McDaniel, published by InterVarsity Press]



[image: Title page: Studies in Christian Doctrine and Scripture series, Enacting Atonement: The Narrative Logic of Sacrifice and Sonship in Leviticus, Roy McDaniel, published by InterVarsity Press]




  To Becky, my faithful wife and best of friends,

   and our children, Micah, Mary Grace, and Luke:

   with much love and gratitude, and in the prayer that we all will

   be brought home to God through the death and ascension of His Son.





Acknowledgments


SIMPLY TO LIVE IS to acquire innumerable debts. To undertake a project like this book, which began with doctoral work at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, is to acquire further still. Here I wish to acknowledge in a small way some of those who contributed to this work’s completion, though not to its faults.

I am grateful to my parents, Thomas and Debra McDaniel, and my in-laws, Jim and Cindy Belin. Without your generosity and prayers the work that resulted in this book would not have been half so enjoyable, if even possible.

I am grateful to faculty members during my time at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School: Graham Cole, Richard Averbeck, Tom McCall, David Luy, Ingrid Faro, Scott Manetsch, James Arcadi, Te-Li Lau, and, most especially, Kevin Vanhoozer. Your wisdom was matched only by your patience, both of which were necessary for me.

I am no less grateful to the fellow students with whom I had the privilege of sharing life and learning at Trinity. Special thanks among them is due to Will Bankston. I count it a great blessing to have a friend so much smarter than I am, yet so gracious. Thank you.

While the research for this project was mostly completed in Deerfield, IL, it was composed in Huntsville, AL, where I gladly serve on the faculty of Westminster Christian Academy. The encouragement and freedom provided by the administration team, particularly Alyssa Knight, made writing this book possible. I have not forgotten.

Finally, words fail to express my gratitude to my wife, Becky, and our three children, Micah, Mary Grace, and Luke. Your daily presence enriches my life and thinking in a way that nothing else could, and your sacrifice in this undertaking was no less than mine. I am forever grateful.










Series Introduction
Studies in Christian Doctrine and Scripture (SCDS)


DANIEL J. TREIER AND KEVIN VANHOOZER


THE STUDIES IN CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE and Scripture (SCDS) series attempts to reconcile two disciplines that should never have been divided: the study of Christian Scripture and the study of Christian doctrine. Old walls of disciplinary hostility are beginning to come down, a development that we hope will better serve the church. To that end, books in this series affirm the supreme authority of Scripture, seeking to read it faithfully and creatively as they develop fresh articulations of Christian doctrine. This agenda can be spelled out further in five claims.

1. We aim to publish constructive contributions to systematic theology rather than merely descriptive rehearsals of biblical theology, historical retrievals of classic or contemporary theologians, or hermeneutical reflections on theological method—volumes that are plentifully and expertly published elsewhere.

The initial impetus for the SCDS series came from supervising evangelical graduate students and seeking to encourage their pursuit of constructive theological projects shaped by the supremacy of Scripture. Existing publication venues demonstrate how rarely biblical scholars and systematic theologians trespass into each other’s fields. Synthetic treatments of biblical theology garner publication in monograph series for biblical studies or evangelical biblical theology. A notable example is a companion series from IVP Academic, New Studies in Biblical Theology. Many of its volumes have theological significance, yet most are written by biblical scholars. Meanwhile, historical retrievals of theological figures garner publication in monograph series for historical and systematic theology. For instance, there have been entire series devoted to figures such as Karl Barth or the patristic era, and even series named for systematic theology tend to contain figure-oriented monographs.

The reason for providing an alternative publication venue is not to denigrate these valuable enterprises. Instead, the rationale for encouraging constructively evangelical projects is twofold and practical: The church needs such projects, and they form the theologians undertaking them. The church needs such projects, both addressing new challenges for her life in the world (such as contemporary political theology) and retrieving neglected concepts (such as the classic doctrine of God) in fresh ways. The church also needs her theologians not merely to develop detailed intellectual skills but also ultimately to wrestle with the whole counsel of God in the Scriptures.

2. We aim to promote evangelical contributions, neither retreating from broader dialogue into a narrow version of this identity on the one hand, nor running away from the biblical preoccupation of our heritage on the other hand.

In our initial volume, Theology and the Mirror of Scripture, we articulate this pursuit of evangelical renewal. We take up the well-known metaphor of mere Christianity as a hallway, with particular church traditions as the rooms in a house. Many people believe that the evangelical hallway is crumbling, an impression that current events only exacerbate. Our inspection highlights a few fragmenting factors such as more robust academic engagement, increased awareness of the Great Christian Tradition and the variety of evangelical subtraditions, interest in global Christianity, and interfaces with emergent Christianity and culture. Looking more deeply, we find historical-theological debates about the very definition of evangelical and whether it reflects—still, or ever—a shared gospel, a shared doctrine of God, and a theological method that can operationalize our shared commitment to Scripture’s authority.

In response, prompted by James 1:22-25, our proposal develops the metaphor of a mirror for clarifying evangelical theology’s relation to Scripture. The reality behind the mirror is the gospel of God and the God of the gospel: what is revealed in Christ. In disputes about whether to focus on a center or boundaries, it may seem as if evangelicalism has no doctrinal core. But we propose treating what is revealed in Christ—the triune God and the cross of Christ, viewed in the mirror of Scripture—as an evangelical anchor, a center with a certain range of motion. Still, it may seem as if evangelicalism has no hermeneutical coherence, as if interpretive anarchy nullifies biblical authority. But we propose treating Scripture as canonical testimony, a God-given mirror of truth that enables the church to reflect the wisdom that is in Christ. The holistic and contextual character of such wisdom gives theology a dialogic character, which requires an evangelical account of the church’s catholicity. We need the wisdom to know the difference between church-destroying heresy, church-dividing disagreements that still permit evangelical fellowship, and intrachurch differences that require mutual admonition as well as forbearance.

Volumes in the SCDS series will not necessarily reflect the views of any particular editor, advisory board member, or the publisher—not even concerning “evangelical” boundaries. Volumes may approach perceived boundaries if their excellent engagement with Scripture deserves a hearing. But we are not seeking reform for reform’s sake; we are more likely to publish volumes containing new explorations or presentations of traditional positions than radically revisionist proposals. Valuing the historic evangelical commitment to a deeply scriptural theology, we often find that perceived boundaries are appropriate—reflecting positions’ biblical plausibility or lack thereof.

3. We seek fresh understanding of Christian doctrine through creatively faithful engagement with Scripture. To some fellow evangelicals and interested others today, we commend the classic evangelical commitment of engaging Scripture. To other fellow evangelicals today, we commend a contemporary aim to engage Scripture with creative fidelity. The church is to be always reforming—but always reforming according to the Word of God.

It is possible to acknowledge sola Scriptura in principle—Scripture as the final authority, the norming norm—without treating Scripture as theology’s primary source. It is also possible to approach Scripture as theology’s primary source in practice without doing that well.

The classic evangelical aspiration has been to mirror the form, not just the content, of Scripture as closely as possible in our theology. That aspiration has potential drawbacks: It can foster naive prooftexting, flatten biblical diversity, and stifle creative cultural engagement with a biblicist idiom. But we should not overreact to these drawbacks, falling prey to the temptation of paying mere lip service to sola Scriptura and replacing the Bible’s primacy with the secondary idiom of the theologians’ guild.

Thus in Theology and the Mirror of Scripture we propose a rubric for applying biblical theology to doctrinal judgments in a way that preserves evangelical freedom yet promotes the primacy of Scripture. At the ends of the spectrum, biblical theology can (1) rule out theological proposals that contradict scriptural judgments or cohere poorly with other concepts, and it can (5) require proposals that appeal to what is clear and central in Scripture. In between, it can (2) permit proposals that do not contradict Scripture, (3) support proposals that appeal creatively although indirectly or implicitly to Scripture, and (4) relate theological teaching to church life by using familiar scriptural language as much as possible. This spectrum offers considerable freedom for evangelical theology to mirror the biblical wisdom found in Christ with contextual creativity. Yet it simultaneously encourages evangelical theologians to reflect biblical wisdom not just in their judgments but also in the very idioms of their teaching.

4. We seek fresh understanding of Christian doctrine. We do not promote a singular method; we welcome proposals appealing to biblical theology, the history of interpretation, theological interpretation of Scripture, or still other approaches. We welcome projects that engage in detailed exegesis as well as those that appropriate broader biblical themes and patterns. Ultimately, we hope to promote relating Scripture to doctrinal understanding in material, not just formal, ways.

As noted above, the fresh understanding we seek may not involve altogether novel claims—which might well land in heresy! Again, in Theology and the Mirror of Scripture we offer an illustrative, nonexhaustive rubric for encouraging various forms of evangelical theological scholarship: projects shaped primarily by (1) hermeneutics, (2) integrative biblical theology, (3) stewardship of the Great Tradition, (4) church dogmatics, (5) intellectual history, (6) analytic theism, (7) living witness, and (8) healing resistance. While some of these scholarly shapes probably fit the present series better than others, all of them reflect practices that can help evangelical theologians to make more faithfully biblical judgments and to generate more creatively constructive scholarship.

The volumes in the SCDS series will therefore reflect quite varied approaches. They will be similar in engaging one or more biblical texts as a key aspect of their contributions while going beyond exegetical recital or descriptive biblical theology, yet those biblical contributions themselves will be manifold.

5. We promote scriptural engagement in dialogue with catholic tradition(s). A periodic evangelical weakness is relative lack of interest in the church’s shared creedal heritage, in churches’ particular confessions, and more generally in the history of dogmatic reflection. Beyond existing efforts to enhance understanding of themes and corpora in biblical theology, then, we hope to foster engagement with Scripture that bears on and learns from loci, themes, or crucial questions in classic dogmatics and contemporary systematic theology.

Series authors and editors will reflect several church affiliations and doctrinal backgrounds. Our goal is that such commitments would play a productive but not decisive hermeneutical role. Series volumes may focus on more generically evangelical approaches, or they may operate from within a particular tradition while engaging internal challenges or external objections.

We hope that both the diversity of our contributor list and the catholic engagement of our projects will continually expand. As important as those contextual factors are, though, these are most fundamentally studies in Christian doctrine and Scripture. Our goal is to promote and to publish constructive evangelical projects that study Scripture with creative fidelity and thereby offer fresh understanding of Christian doctrine. Various contexts and perspectives can help us study Scripture in that lively way, but they must remain secondary to theology’s primary source and soul.

We do not study the mirror of Scripture for its own sake. Finding all the treasures of wisdom in Christ to be reflected there with the help of Christian doctrine, we come to know God and ourselves more truly. Thus encountering God’s perfect instruction, we find the true freedom that is ours in the gospel, and we joyfully commend it to others through our own ministry of Scripture’s teaching.










Introduction
A Particular and Privileged Logic



LIKE IT OR NOT, Leviticus is in the biblical canon. It is the common judgment of the church, led by the Spirit, that God has given Leviticus for our instruction. On a traditional doctrine of biblical inspiration, this means that God himself speaks to us in Leviticus. And if that is so, then the conclusion follows that, given the book’s contents, God speaks to us there about atonement. In its own voice, Leviticus proclaims Jesus’ work of atonement, the reality of what he has accomplished to bring us back to God. We are given knowledge of Christ in Leviticus. We should receive it.

Perhaps I am already claiming too much, and too quickly. Should we not rather say that Leviticus anticipated Christ, but anticipation is not revelation? Levitical sacrifice was indeed a metaphor that the early church used for understanding the accomplishment of Christ. But it was just that, a metaphor, and one among many. What’s more, with each metaphor we must be mindful of both the similarities and the dissimilarities. The obedience unto death of Christ may have been similar to Levitical sacrifice, but it was obviously dissimilar as well. We should beware, then, of making too much of the sacrificial metaphor when considering the work of Christ.

Much of that may be true. It is not true, however, that Levitical sacrifice is a metaphor that the early church just happened to have at hand. It is not true that Christ’s apostles used the imagery and language of Levitical sacrifice solely because of their Jewish context. The Levitical cult had been given by God.1 As I will argue below, it was given by God so that God’s people might know the mystery of Christ (even if they could not yet name him) and his saving sacrifice. The Levitical cult was not just “a convenient metaphor for illuminating certain aspects of the atonement, but instead offers a particular and privileged logic under which the atonement may be made sense of.”2 That kind of claim is bound to be contentious. Consequently, its merit is probably best substantiated by demonstration. Thus, I submit this book.

This book intends to contribute to the doctrine of atonement by offering a theological exegesis of Levitical sacrifice, specifically the burnt offering (as prescribed in Lev 1:1-9).3 It is concerned with what is sometimes called the mechanism of atonement, the rationale by which, to put it crudely, atonement “works.” It presses into the details of the Levitical prescriptions for the burnt offering out of the conviction that, by God’s providential ordering, something of the meaning of Christ’s atoning work is disclosed to the church therein. Ultimately, it argues that the burnt offering teaches that atonement is made by way of what we might call filial satisfaction: Jesus makes satisfaction for sins as he enacts his identity as Son in and through his incarnate self-offering.

Such a work requires care, both close attention to the biblical text and sound theological reflection. A healthy dose of methodological awareness is therefore necessary. To that end, this introduction lays out the trajectory of the book and puts some important methodological guidelines in place.


THE CASE FOR FILIAL SATISFACTION IN OUTLINE

This work offers a theological interpretation of the Levitical prescriptions for the עֹלָה, usually translated as “burnt offering,” found in Leviticus 1.4 Specifically, it seeks to identify the mechanism of atonement implicit in the prescriptions for this offering. As it reflects on the text of Leviticus 1:1-9, it employs some of the categories of narrative analysis—the categories of setting, plot, hero, action, and meaning. This approach, I believe, is invited by the text itself. Leviticus is a narrative, the continuation of the larger and theologically loaded narrative of Genesis–Exodus, and the meaning of Levitical ritual unfolds only when we read its instructions in light of that narrative. The categories of setting, plot, hero, action, and meaning highlight the point that Levitical ritual was an enactment of the pentateuchal story and its theology.5 They therefore allow us to approach the text with the whole of that story and its theology in view, which in turn allows for a rich and canonically sensitive reading of the burnt offering.

Part of the contribution of this study lies in its focus on the burnt offering. One might question the decision to focus on the burnt offering; it is not often seen as important for atonement in the Levitical cult. One might think the sin and guilt offerings would be the more obvious choices here, as both are occasioned by the need for atonement due to some specific transgression. In defense, I have rather a lot to say and will reserve much of it for chapter four, when I finally give attention to Leviticus 1:3-9, in which we meet the ritual instructions for the burnt offering head-on. But here I should mention the primary reason for my focus on the burnt offering, which is the way the burnt offering seems to “encompass the whole ritual movement in itself.”6 The Levitical cult, in its various offerings, was a ritual expression of humanity’s return to God, a movement back to the holy and blessed presence of God, and so a movement that required atonement. As the details of Leviticus 1:1-9 will show, the עֹלָה was a summation of that movement with all its discrete steps along the path of return.7 All other offerings mentioned in Leviticus were to some extent enfolded into the burnt offering and can be thought of as accompaniments to the burnt offering. The burnt offering was the “fundamental sacrifice,” and “all the other sacrifices . . . are virtually incorporated into it.”8 Surely, then, this offering is worthy of attention and worthy of being treated as an atoning offering.

In my study of this offering, I move more or less verse by verse through Leviticus 1:1-9, attending to what can be thought of as the story of Levitical sacrifice. As my reading progresses, a thesis emerges. The mechanism of the burnt offering, I argue, is one of satisfaction and recapitulation through filial substitution—or, more concisely, one of filial satisfaction. At the heart of the burnt offering is an act of substitution. The substitute, importantly, is one who ultimately proves to be a true son of God. By the substitution of this true son in place of the offeror (who fails to be son), God is satisfied and the offeror is restored, having the guilt and corruption of his original sin forgiven and cleansed. There is in this offering both forgiveness and healing, correction and perfection. There are, in other words, notes of both satisfaction and recapitulation in the burnt offering and in Christ’s fulfillment thereof, and both are important to the mechanism of atonement in this offering.9

Further, I argue that, according to Leviticus 1:1-9, it is ultimately Christ’s identity as the incarnate Son of God that allows him to accomplish the work of atonement. Seeing Christ’s atoning work through the lens of the burnt offering allows us to see more clearly how it is that his sacrifice extends from his identity, that is, how his person is the key to his work. The same point can be made from exegesis of the New Testament, of course. But it cannot be made in quite the same way. It is not merely the case that the New Testament “cast[s] light on the dark shadows of the Old [Testament],” though, in many respects this is true. But it is also true that “the New [Testament] finds a needed deepening and elaboration from the Old [Testament].”10 The Levitical witness adds something unique to our understanding of the work of Christ, and it is the purpose of this book to highlight something of that uniqueness.

This study, I hope, will therefore not only illuminate the meaning of the Levitical burnt offering but also make a contribution to our understanding of the doctrine of atonement by showing why offering himself in sacrifice was fitting for the incarnate Son, and why the incarnate Son’s sacrifice would be atoning. The burnt offering demonstrates that the efficacy of Christ’s atoning sacrifice lies in the depths of the central Christian mystery, the perfection and plentitude of God’s triune life.11 It makes this demonstration in a unique way. Thus, it enriches our understanding of the mystery of atonement.

The argument will proceed in the following manner. Beginning with consideration of the Levitical cult as a whole, chapter one will give its attention to Leviticus 1:1 and consider the setting of Levitical sacrifice. Here I will identify the ways in which the opening sentence of Leviticus recalls the narrative and theological context of YHWH’s call to Moses from the tent of meeting, and I will begin to note how our reading of the burnt offering might be influenced by the character of YHWH and the history of his dealings with Israel as recounted in Genesis–Exodus. In chapter two, I begin to advance my thesis more directly by outlining what I believe to be the plot of Levitical sacrifice. Acknowledging that the Levitical offerings in general and the burnt offering in particular were presented with a variety of motives and on diverse occasions, I will argue that the procedural order of Levitical sacrifice nevertheless gives us the outline of a single plot running throughout the cult, a plot of return to God through death. I will also argue that this plot is uniquely visible in the burnt offering, which serves as a summary of the cultic movement. Chapter three will then add to the argument of chapter two by identifying the hero of the Levitical story. There, I will argue that, as Leviticus envisions it, it is specifically the son of God who returns to God through death in sacrifice, and I will further argue that Leviticus 1 shows us something of why it was so fitting for the eternal Son to make this return by the offering of his own body.

In chapters four and five I will give full attention to the burnt offering itself and the way in which Jesus Christ fulfills the mechanism and movement of atonement therein. In chapter four, I offer a reading of Leviticus 1:3-9. I suggest that the burnt offering was given as a means of atonement for the offeror’s original sin, the guilt and corruption that disqualifies him for the presence and service of the LORD. Further, as I follow the movements of the ritual and its culmination in God’s delighted reception of the offering as a “pleasing aroma,” I present the proposal that the burnt offering effected satisfaction and recapitulation through filial substitution. Chapter five follows from this argument. I note a number of ways in which the New Testament, especially Hebrews, applies the logic of the burnt offering to the atoning work of Christ, and I press my case that the burnt offering leads us to see the work of Christ as an enactment in human flesh of his eternal relationship to God the Father. I will then conclude with a brief word on what I believe this study accomplishes.

Before proceeding along these lines, however, it will be helpful to say a few things about some of the theological convictions informing my work.




THEOLOGICAL PROLEGOMENA

Given the outline of this book, there are several matters that need attention at the outset.

Typology. First, a word on my understanding of typology is necessary. The argument of this book depends on treating the burnt offering as a type of the greater, single, eternally effective atoning sacrifice offered by Jesus Christ. To identify the Levitical sacrifices as types of the sacrifice of Christ is a long-standing tradition in Christian theology. The typological relation has not always been clearly defined, however. Following Benjamin Ribbens, I read the Levitical sacrifices as prospective, sacramental types of the sacrifice of Christ. Here, prospective is opposed to retrospective. In the latter, the typological relation is constructed as a way of making sense of something new; the new (the antitype) is construed as analogous to the old (the type) so that we may more easily appropriate it. In the former, the typological relation is anticipated in the old, which is appointed as a prophetic witness to the new.12 Ribbens argues that the author of the epistle to the Hebrews, contrary to what is sometimes claimed, treats the Levitical sacrifices prospectively. The sacrifices of the old covenant were ordained by God as a prophetic pattern that Christ would fulfill.13 If that is so, then the Levitical cult was something more than a conceptual tool the New Testament church happened to have at hand for understanding the work of Christ.14 Instead, as said above, it is by God’s design a “particular and privileged logic under which the atonement [accomplished by Christ] may be made sense of.”15 Thus, the logic of Leviticus’s atoning sacrifices, insofar as it can be discerned, can and should inform our understanding of the atoning logic at work in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ, what I am calling the mechanism of atonement.

As Ribbens adds, however, the Levitical types are not only prospective but also sacramental types of the work of Christ. This too will inform my reading of the burnt offering. To say a type is sacramental is to say that it is divinely appointed to represent or picture the antitype and that it derives efficacy from the antitype.16 In Ribbens’s words, “God established [the Levitical sacrifices] as a means of achieving the efficacy achieved in the heavenly sanctuary,” that is, the efficacy of the priestly work of the risen and ascended Christ.17 Positing a derivative yet real atoning efficacy of the Levitical sacrifices is significant for the way we read those sacrifices, for it grants an integrity to the Levitical rituals that might otherwise be denied, an integrity that makes studying the details of those rituals meaningful for the doctrine of atonement.

The opposite of a “real” efficacy in this case would be the kind of efficacy implied by the Scotist doctrine of acceptation. According to this doctrine, there is no inherent value in sacrifice, either that of Christ or of the Levitical cult. What gives sacrifice its efficacy is the (arbitrary) will of God to accept it. In this case, there is no logic inherent in sacrifice, at least not one that God would recognize and honor. To be sure, there is a grain of truth in this view; it warns us against the idea that sacrifice has power over God. However, this need not mean that sacrifice could not have an efficacy from God that has an ontological basis in the creative and redemptive acts of God.18 What I argue in this study is that Levitical sacrifice had an efficacy derived from the sacrifice of Christ, the efficacy of which was not itself without ontological basis in God’s creative act through the Son. Recognizing this sacramental efficacy of Levitical sacrifice, along with its prospective typological function, gives consideration of the efficacy of the burnt offering a significance for understanding the sacrifice of Christ that it would not otherwise hold.

Atonement. Second, a word on the definition of atonement. A problem sometimes encountered in conversations around atonement is that we do not always use the term consistently or even agree on what it means. Sometimes, the term is used more or less as a synonym for reconciliation. Eleonore Stump provides an example. With a nod to the etymological origin of the term in Tyndale’s neologism, “at-one-ment,” Stump registers her intention to employ the term in a “more neutral sense,” that is, in a sense that connotes “the resumption of friendly relations” and avoids the idea of “placating an offended God by the gift of a bloody sacrifice.” Stump therefore writes the word as “at onement” at times “in an effort to call attention to the broader meaning of the term.”19

Other thinkers would take issue with Stump on this point, noting that, with all proper theological qualifications set in place, the placation of God is, traditionally, precisely what atonement means. To speak of atonement is to presuppose that there is a real obstacle to reconciliation, namely, sin and its accompanying guilt. Atonement is an act that somehow negates or compensates for sin and thereby effects reconciliation. Thus, Oliver Crisp: “[Atonement] is about the reconciling of two parties that are estranged, especially God and human beings. But there is more to it than that. It also has the connotation of reparation, that is, the repairing of some breach, the restitution of some wrong done.”20 On this definition, atonement is not reconciliation but that which opens the door to reconciliation. Atonement is the compensation for an offense that allows for reconciliation.

Not surprisingly, more technical definitions are offered by biblical scholars, particularly those with interest in the Old Testament’s sacrificial system. The debate most relevant to this study concerns the definition of a Hebrew term often translated as “atonement,” כִּפֶּר. In recent decades, this debate has largely been driven by the work of Jacob Milgrom, a Jewish scholar who has argued that in Leviticus, כִּפֶּר refers to the purification of the sanctuary and sancta from the defilement of sin. Impurity was directly harmful only for the sancta, Milgrom argues, not for persons. When the sanctuary was polluted, it threatened to drive God “out of his sanctuary and out of [the Israelites’] lives.” Accordingly, a purification rite was needed if God would continue to dwell with his people. It is the action of this sort of rite that is denoted by כִּפֶּר. The verb therefore means “to purify” or “to purge,” and, importantly, the direct object of this verb is always a (sacred) thing, never a person.21

Milgrom’s work has elicited a strong and varied response, much of which has come by way of appreciative critique. Roy Gane, a student of Milgrom’s, has argued that, contrary to Milgrom’s analysis, persons can in fact be the object of כִּפֶּר in Levitical rituals. Gane demonstrates that both physical impurities and moral faults are purified from offerors by rites of atonement and that the purification effected by such rites can mean the removal of guilt.22 Jay Sklar has added that the purification of sinners has a ransoming effect. He garners biblical evidence to show that sin both pollutes and endangers the sinner, since impurity provokes God’s wrath. Atonement is therefore both a “purifying ransom” and a “ransoming purgation.”23 In other words, Sklar is saying that there are notes of both compensation and cleaning in the Hebrew כִּפֶּר.24

In my judgment, Gane and Sklar point in a helpful direction. Accordingly, I define atonement as an act of cleansing and compensation that qualifies a sinner for the presence and service of God. Similar to Stump’s contention, I hold that atonement is that which allows us to draw near to God and live in union with him. This much can be seen, I believe, in Leviticus itself. A good example is found in the consecration of the priests in Leviticus 8. There we read that Aaron and his sons present sin offerings for atonement as part of their consecration. Indeed, consecration and atonement are tightly bound together in this ceremony; in Leviticus 8:15, we read that the altar was consecrated “to make atonement for it.” Atonement and devotion to God—both life in his presence and employment in his service—seem to go hand in hand.

Nevertheless, Crisp seems to be right in insisting that atonement is not merely the union between God and human beings but that which is done to bring about that union. Leviticus seems to confirm this on every page. While atonement is clearly the gift of God in Leviticus, it is nevertheless mediated through rituals that, God insists, must be carried out in a particular way. The impression given at all times is that there are real obstacles to communion between humanity and God that must be dealt with in a precise manner. Most often, the manner of dealing with the obstacles created by sin has to do with either cleansing or compensation, or perhaps both. Take the sin offering, for instance. It is clearly presented in order to cleanse or purify on some occasions (e.g., when offered for ritual impurity after childbirth). But it can also seem to take on the connotation of “compensation,” as in Leviticus 5:5-7, when it is said to be offered for an אָשָׁם, an offering of reparation.25 This note of compensation is in line with Sklar’s definition of atonement, which I am amending slightly. My suggestion is that cleansing and compensation are the means by which sin was negated and the sinner was qualified for God’s presence. Thus, in what follows I will consider atonement to be an act of compensation and cleansing that qualifies a sinner for the presence and service of God.

The mechanism of atonement. Third, a word about the language of the “mechanism” of atonement. Gustaf Aulén objects that the concern with the mechanism of atonement evident in the “Latin theory” is rationalistic and at odds with the more “dramatic” account of the New Testament.26 J. I. Packer sympathizes, noting that Reformed orthodoxy, preoccupied with how atonement is made, sometimes treated the doctrine of atonement “more like a conundrum than a confession.”27 To others, mechanism might easily connote an impersonal or even technological process, a manipulation of forces; atonement might be thought to depend on a religious technique, as in pagan religions, not on the love of God, as the Christian gospel claims.

Despite these objections and the valid concerns expressed therein, I take concern with describing the mechanism of atonement to be an exercise of “faith seeking understanding,” the end of which is to “take delight in the understanding and contemplation” of the truths we confess.28 In my understanding, “the mechanism of atonement” is shorthand for “the logic or rationale of atoning efficacy.” Why does sacrifice make atonement? If that is a legitimate question, then so also is investigation into the mechanism of atonement.

To be sure, we should be on guard here. The mystery of atonement is not unreasonable or irrational. But it is, in an important sense, beyond reason, suprarational. T. F. Torrance is not wrong when he asserts, “The nature of [Christ’s] work was unutterable. . . . The innermost mystery of atonement and intercession remains mystery.”29 When considering the work of redemption, then, we must heed Hilary’s warning that “these deeds of God, wrought in a manner beyond our comprehension, cannot, I repeat, be understood by our natural faculties,” and we must beware of judging God’s work by “the limits which bound our common reason.”30

What Hilary’s and Torrance’s warnings should alert us to, however, is the mistake of trying to solve the “problem” of the doctrine of atonement, not legitimate endeavors to clarify its mystery. As Thomas Weinandy has argued, the error of heretics has often come in treating the mysteries of the faith as problems to be solved. Weinandy points to the example of Arius, who resolved the “problem” of affirming both God’s unity and the Son’s deity but did so at the cost of undermining the latter, thereby dissolving the mystery of the incarnation. Denial of some revealed truth, Weinandy argues, is the inevitable outcome of treating theological mysteries as problems to be solved, and this is why some theologians rightly show caution when it comes to explaining how it is that Christ has made atonement: better to silently rejoice in the mystery than explain away its reality. Nevertheless, silence is not always the only option. It is possible to clarify mysteries without solving problems, to gain insight that yields clearer understanding while deepening, not dissolving, the recognition of mystery.31 As Joshua McNall states, “Mystery and mechanism must ‘kiss’ within atonement doctrine, as they do with the New Testament.”32 It is in this spirit that I look into the mechanism of atonement, endeavoring to sharpen, to however small a degree, our vision of the mystery of atonement.

A final (and important) note here: when considering the mechanism of atonement, it is necessary to make a distinction between mechanisms of accomplishment and mechanisms of relationship.33 When we make the confession that Christ died for our sins, we claim both that Christ has done something remarkable and that he has done it for “us.” Christ has acted, and he has acted for me. Both an achievement and a relationship are thus implied, and both are necessary for atonement. The importance of this distinction is that the identification of a mechanism of atonement requires us to give account of both the achievement and the relationship: What, exactly, has Christ accomplished, and what does it have to do with me? Shortcomings in accounts of atonement can often be exposed by noting how an account fails to answer one of these questions. For example, Aulén’s Christus Victor account seems to fail to give a satisfactory account of the mechanism of relationship, since it does little to explain how Christ’s victory becomes the Christian’s victory. It may also fail to give a satisfactory account of the mechanism of achievement, since the victory as Aulén describes does not seem to address the obstacle of our guilt. One might disagree with each of these examples, of course. But regardless, the point holds that both an achievement and a relationship are required for vicarious atonement, and in this study I will be concerned with both.

Satisfaction. Next, it is necessary to indicate what is meant by satisfaction. Traditionally, the concept of satisfaction has legal overtones.34 Satisfaction has reference to God’s justice and to his law. The law stipulates what God is owed; sin is a failure to give what is owed; satisfaction is made by some sort of payment of this debt.35 While I do not wish to diminish the tradition of thinking of satisfaction as a legal concept, I do believe we can speak of other aspects of satisfaction besides the legal.36 And, in fact, the text of Leviticus invites us to consider those other aspects. Specifically, these aspects are the aesthetic (something that elicits God’s delight) and the teleological (something that realizes or represents the fulfillment of God’s purposes for creation). Regarding the aesthetic, I will note in chapter four that God promises to receive the burnt offering with what seems to be an expression of delight, which would indicate that the burnt offering is something more (though not necessarily less) than a payment.37 If so, then it seems that the burnt offering made atonement as something that delighted God on behalf of the offeror; and so too did the self-offering of Jesus.38

We can be more even confident, I believe, in affirming a teleological aspect of satisfaction. In a study of the concept of satisfaction in medieval theologians, J. Patout Burns states, “Satisfaction involves three aspects of the sin of Adam: the insult shown to God, the injury done to man, and the punishment imposed for sin.” He clarifies that the “injury done to man” may be considered as “God’s loss of the elect who were to fill the heavenly city, or as man’s own loss of his eternal goal, or as the disorder introduced into the universe by the corruption of human nature.” For many medieval theologians, then, the concept of satisfaction included the idea of restoration, and it even gave a nod to the fulfillment of the human telos, as evidenced by a statement from Alexander of Hales: “The satisfier must re-establish human nature’s relationship to God as its goal, which was disrupted by Adam’s sin.”39 The medieval theologians seem to be suggesting that God is satisfied when his good purposes for creation are realized.40 In this, I believe, we should follow them.

In summary, we can say that Christ’s sacrifice “satisfies not only God’s justice but the sum total of God’s perfections,” including the wisdom by which he appoints human beings to their telos and the love by which he determines that telos to be communion with himself.41 The key to this satisfaction, I will argue, is Christ’s filial obedience, which honors God’s law, images God’s goodness, and honors God’s intentions for humanity. Thus, it is a distinctively filial account of satisfaction that I will be offering in what follows.

Theological exegesis. Finally, a word on theological exegesis. “Theological exegesis” is notoriously difficult to define.42 But its presuppositions, intuitions, and habits can be described in the following way.

A theology of exegesis. First, theological exegesis depends in no small part on a theology of exegesis. This requires a word on the ontology of Scripture. A theological presupposition at work throughout this study is that Scripture—by which I mean the sixty-six books of the Old and New Testaments that Protestants accept as canonical—is the covenantal self-revelation of the triune God. To label these books as the self-revelation of God is to identify their ultimate origin: they are inspired by God. The Holy Spirit spoke through the prophets who penned these books, so that the result of the process of authorship (however complicated that might have been) is not merely a human word about God but God’s address to humanity. It is by the will of the God who desires to reveal himself to humanity that these books say what they say, and it is by that same will that they have been given to the church for the sake of its knowledge of God. They are therefore to be received as the very Word of God (see 1 Thess 2:13).43

To label the canonical books as covenantal is to identify their role and scope. In the canonical books, God speaks to his church for the sake of binding it to himself in covenant. God has “commissioned just these texts to play a vital and authoritative role in the triune economy of covenantal communication whereby the Lord dispenses his light (i.e., revelation, knowledge, truth) and life (i.e., redemption, fellowship, salvation).”44 Presenting Jesus Christ (the “ultimate content” of Scripture) to his church in words inspired and empowered by the Spirit for that task, God the Father pours out his grace for his church in the pages of the canon, making them Holy Scripture.45 The canon belongs to “the economy of trinitarian, covenantal self-communication and communion;” it is “one of the preeminent means whereby the triune God communicates himself to us and holds communion with us.” Scripture’s role, then, is covenantal: “communicative fellowship” between God and his people.46 And so too is Scripture’s scope: God’s presentation of Jesus Christ, through whom we are reconciled to God and bound to him in covenant.47

Importantly, the same role and scope is to be affirmed of the books of both the Old and New Testaments. Both Testaments, and each book therein, are authorized by God as witnesses to Jesus Christ. This affirmation is of no small importance for how a book such as Leviticus is to be read. If Leviticus is Christian Scripture, a text in which God presents Christ to us, then it should be read as a guide to Christian faith and practice. And if this is so, then, as Christopher Seitz argues, the Old Testament must be read as something more than “background literature for the NT.” Seitz notes, “The Christian church at its origin received the Scriptures of Israel as the sole authoritative witness. . . . These Scriptures taught the church what to believe about God: who God was; how to understand God’s relationship to creation, Israel, and the nations; how to worship God; and what manner of life was enjoined in grace and in judgment.” Though the church read the Old Testament in accord with the apostolic testimony, that testimony did not negate or dilute the distinctive theological contribution of the Old Testament. Because the God revealed to us in Jesus Christ truly spoke in the Old Testament, Seitz reasons, the Old Testament has its own integrity as a witness to Christ, a witness that does not wholly depend on the use the New Testament makes of the Old Testament.48 The Old Testament “retains its theological voice as a witness to the Triune God.” While the Old Testament, to be sure, should always be read with the New Testament, we should beware of “maximal coordination” of the Old Testament and New Testament, which inevitably results in the loss of the Old Testament’s “discrete voice” as a witness to Jesus Christ. If it is to be honored as Christian Scripture, then the Old Testament must be allowed to make its own (Christian) theological voice heard. It must, that is, be allowed to function as a “major doctrinal source for Christian reflection on God.”49

A Christian reading of Leviticus is therefore not wholly dependent on the New Testament’s use of Leviticus. So, as Christian Scripture, when Leviticus speaks about atonement, it is speaking ultimately of the atoning work of Christ, even if it is doing so by way of shadowy figures. Importantly, it is not necessarily saying the exact same thing the New Testament says about the atoning work of Christ, even when the New Testament draws on Levitical rituals and imagery. What Leviticus means for our understanding of the work of Christ is not reducible to what the epistle to the Hebrews says about the Day of Atonement, for example. More to the point of the present study, the significance of the עֹלָה for Christian atonement theology may go beyond connections made in the New Testament between the עֹלָה and the work of Christ. We have room to develop the typological relationship to a greater degree than the New Testament does. To be sure, the New Testament’s use of the Old Testament sets the trajectory for our own reading of the Old Testament. It does not, however, exhaust the meaning of the Old Testament for the Christian church.

The exegesis found in the following pages will be theological in that it reads Leviticus in light of the preceding. That is, it reads Leviticus as a word from the triune God and about the triune God for the sake of the church’s theological instruction.50 This means it will be somewhat less concerned about questions that often preoccupy historical-critical scholars, though it will not ignore them altogether. Specifically, it will be less concerned with hashing out the nature of the influence of other ancient Near Eastern cultures on Israel’s rituals than historical-critical scholars justifiably are, not because the question is unimportant but because the more pressing theological question concerns the witness of Leviticus to the being and act of God. For the same reason, this work’s exegesis will be less concerned with questions of the text’s composition history than historical-critical scholars and more concerned with the current form of the text God has given the church means for our knowledge of Jesus Christ.

Making theological sense of Levitical ritual. From this, one can see that this work’s exegesis of Leviticus will find common cause with much premodern Christian exegesis; it will seek to read Leviticus as a very Christian book. Nevertheless, this study will not read much like a premodern commentary of Leviticus 1. Specifically, I will not follow the premodern tendency to read Leviticus as a book of isolated symbols, the referents of which are primarily the virtues of a Christian soul.51 My intention is not to disparage such readings, which played an important role in the church for many, many years. However, as Ephraim Radner suggests, premodern readings too often led to a reduction of the Levitical text to either a “handbook of Christian tropes” (when it is read through a medieval sacramental lens) or a shabbily arranged collection of moral allegories (when read with Protestant concerns).52

What I pursue in these passages is therefore something different from most premodern exegesis. Following scholars such as Frank Gorman and Michael Morales, I will emphasize the role of the narrative context of Leviticus in understanding Levitical ritual.53 The meaning of a ritual act prescribed in Leviticus is seldom explicated in the text. But that does not mean it is inexplicable. The ritual acts and symbols are not arbitrary but are dense with meaning derived from the worldview of the community, a worldview determined by the mighty works of God in Israel’s election and redemption.54 Gorman argues that Leviticus stands as the center of the pentateuchal history and “looks back” to four moments in the pentateuchal narrative: the creation of the cosmos, the promise to Abraham, the exodus from Egypt, and the ratification of the covenant at Sinai. The rituals of Leviticus are a “means of actualizing and ‘bodying forth’ the story” told in Genesis and Exodus, and the offerings can be read as means of “enacting” creation, holiness, and covenant, the major themes of the pentateuchal story as Gorman understands it.55 While I will make my own proposals about how the text of Leviticus recalls this narrative in its ritual prescriptions, I nevertheless follow Gorman’s lead in asserting that the ritual for the burnt offering recapitulates the narrative of Genesis–Exodus and that the church’s reading of this ritual as a “word of life” depends on our ability to read it as such.56

As said above, however, the best argument for the kind of reading I am proposing is in its demonstration. And so it is to the text of Leviticus 1 that I now turn.
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    WHAT, EXACTLY, WAS LEVITICAL SACRIFICE? And how did it “work”?1 As previously noted, these questions carry significant weight in the Christian doctrine of atonement. If Levitical sacrifice did indeed typify the saving work of Christ, then Christ has somehow done (perfectly) what Levitical sacrifice did (imperfectly). The logic of atonement in Levitical sacrifice, if we can speak of such, is the logic of atonement in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.

    This, I am convinced, is a Christian line of thought. But it is one that encounters an immediate problem. The problem is that any logic that might be present in Levitical sacrifice is far from obvious. Leviticus gives only the sparsest explanations as to the efficacy of its offerings; in fact, it is not always easy to discern what exactly happened in its rituals. And, however clear it all might have been to ancient Israel with their lived experience of sacrificial worship, much of the meaning of Levitical ritual is opaque to modern readers.2 Perhaps, then, making an effort to understand Christ through the cult appears naively idealistic; a nice thought, but impractical.

    I admit the seriousness of the problem. However, Scripture offers us more interpretive help for Levitical sacrifice than we often realize. First, we do, at least, have the text of Leviticus itself. Even if details as to meaning are sparse, Leviticus nevertheless explains the sacrificial procedures to all the people; Moses was to speak the instructions of Leviticus to “the people of Israel” (Lev 1:2). Elsewhere in the ancient Near East, such knowledge was reserved for the priestly class alone. Leviticus, by contrast, was to be a “textbook for all Israel.”3 The church is therefore invited to consider the inner workings of Levitical sacrifice and to search out its theology through this text.

    Second, we do well to remember that Leviticus is not a standalone text but is presented to us as the continuation of the pentateuchal narrative. Levitical sacrifice, it has been suggested, was a means of “bodying forth” the story of Israel as told in the Pentateuch, a story of “creation, promise, redemption, and covenant.”4 The narrative context of Leviticus, and the theological context that that narrative generates, should therefore serve as guides for interpreting Levitical ritual and be allowed to bring to the fore certain concepts that guide our attempt to discern a logic of atonement in the burnt offering.5

    As I have stated, it is my conviction that the burnt offering “represented the core, and perhaps even the summation, of the entire sacrificial system.”6 The burnt offering was the “fundamental sacrifice,” the offering that “encompasses the whole ritual movement in itself.”7 It can therefore rightly be called “the paradigmatic offering in the Hebrew Bible,” the offering that “represents the purest form of divine service,” and “the main sacrifice of the Israelite cult.”8 If this is so, then consideration of the narrative context of Leviticus is necessary for understanding this offering, an offering in which the story of Israel was ritually summarized.

    In other words, if we are to understand the story of the burnt offering, we must understand its setting. Setting is simply “the background against which action takes place.” Setting is composed of time and place, of course, but also the occupations and habits of the characters along with their “general environment.”9 Setting is therefore indispensable to understanding a story: as a word cannot be rightly understood outside its context, neither can an action or a sequence of actions that make up a story. This might be especially true of ritual action. Roy Gane emphasizes that ritual actions have no inherent meaning, demonstrating that the same action can have more than one meaning, depending on the context.10 Sometimes this notion is used to distinguish the meaning of Israelite sacrifice from that of its Canaanite neighbors: even when Israel did the same thing as their neighbors at the altar, it does not follow that they necessarily meant the same thing.11 Setting, in short, is determinative of meaning.

    If that is so, then much depends on understanding the setting of Levitical sacrifice. Chiefly, this means understanding its theology. This is so because, as just noted, the occupations and habits of characters is a major component of setting, and there is no more important character in Leviticus than God. But this is also so because of the preoccupation with theology inherent in all Levitical ritual. As Milgrom states, “Theology is what Leviticus is all about. It pervades every chapter and almost every verse. It is not expressed in pronouncements but embedded in rituals. Indeed, every act, whether movement, manipulation, or gesticulation, is pregnant with meaning.”12 To understand Levitical ritual is to understand Levitical theology—and, to some extent, vice versa. To understand the burnt offering, then, we must understand something of the God who both prescribed and received this offering.

    The aim of this chapter is therefore to set the background for my reading of the burnt offering in later chapters by attending to the narrative context of Leviticus. It seeks to do so through a commentary on Leviticus 1:1 that gives particular attention to the way this opening verse recalls the narrative of Genesis–Exodus. In the course of that commentary, I will begin to highlight concepts crucial to understanding Levitical sacrifice as a whole. Most importantly, however, I will call attention to the way this opening verse characterizes the God who speaks to Moses and summons Israel to himself. In doing so, I hope to establish the theological setting of the burnt offering in a way that will illumine my reading of the ritual and its testimony to the atoning work of Christ.

    
      LEVITICUS 1:1: A COMMENTARY

      
        וַיִּקְרָא אֶל־מֹשֶׁה וַיְדַבֵּר יְהוָה אֵלָיו מֵאֹהֶל מוֹעֵד לֵאמֹֽר

        The LORD called Moses and spoke to him from the tent of meeting, saying . . .13

      

      The opening sentence of Leviticus carries in its syllables the weight of a theological world. Two brief reflections reveal something of that weight.

      First, it should not be overlooked that Leviticus opens with divine speech. This is no rare occurrence. Throughout the biblical narrative, the God of Israel shows himself to be a God who speaks. This certainly holds true for Leviticus, a book in which nearly every verse is a record of divine speech (Lev 8–10 being the main exception). The frequency of divine speech, however, does not diminish the weight of the divine voice. God’s speech reveals Godself. Through his word, including that of Leviticus, God addresses his covenant people from the depths of his love and holiness. This proposition in itself affects the way we read Leviticus and what we might see in its pages. “If the words here are the words of God who reveals his very self, then we are called through the words themselves into an encounter with God.”14 A Christian reading of Leviticus therefore requires that we read with the “existential openness” and “full imaginative seriousness” of those who stand before God.15

      Second, as mentioned above, the divine speech at the beginning of Leviticus puts the book in a narrative context; Leviticus continues a conversation that has already begun. Leviticus is not simply and purely law; rather, it is “law within a narrative context.”16 And that narrative is theologically loaded. In the narrative context of Leviticus, the book of Exodus in particular, we are constantly confronted with the identity, character, and purposes of the one who reveals himself as God Almighty. Here we meet the holiness, justice, and compassion of Israel’s God; here we are confronted with claims of this God’s absolute and universal supremacy. And here we are called to consider what it is that this God intends to do with the world and with us.

      Most immediately, Leviticus 1:1 directs us back to Exodus 40:34-38, where the LORD is said to fill the newly erected tabernacle with the glory of his presence.17 Here God comes to dwell among his people so that he might be with them as their God (Ex 29:45). But as we will see, God’s filling of the tent is not an unexpected event; it is rather the fitting end of the exodus. By recalling this event, Leviticus thus shows itself to be the sequel of Exodus and invites us to read its divine utterances as a continuation of the exodus narrative, which itself continues the story of creation and election found in Genesis.18

      Reading with “imaginative seriousness,” we might now ask ourselves: What does this God have to say to us?

    

    
    
      וַיִּקְרָא—“AND HE CALLED”

      Leviticus begins with the Hebrew word וַיִּקְרָא, commonly translated “and he called.” Here the divine voice calls out, seeking a response.

      Commentators have sometimes made much of the character of this call. Mark Elliot notes a tendency in Jewish exegetes to hear in it a note of affection.19 Thus Jonathan Sacks, following the medieval rabbi Rashi: “Vayikra is a call uttered in love”; “it is the language of invitation, friendship, love.”20 Such a reading seems justified since it fits with what is undeniably one purpose for the tabernacle—YHWH’s loving presence among his people. In the tabernacle, the LORD will dwell among the people of Israel and be their God. Indeed, for just this reason, the LORD delivered Israel from Egypt (Ex 29:45-46). In this house, YHWH will meet with Israel; to this house, Israel will come to “gaze upon the beauty of the LORD” (Ps 27:4) and rejoice in his goodness (Ps 43:3-4), to worship the LORD and be blessed by him (Ps 132; cf. 1 Sam 1). The joy and blessing of YHWH’s presence mark the remainder of Leviticus 1, as the LORD holds out the promise of atonement, acceptance, and divine joy to those who approach the altar (Lev 1:3-9). In his call to Moses, the LORD invites Israel to enter into the joy of their Master.

      As much as this call is an invitation uttered in love, however, it is also a summons uttered with divine authority.21 In YHWH’s call to Moses, there rings a note of “solemnity,” emphasizing the weight of the forthcoming revelation.22 Such solemnity fits the context of YHWH’s glory descending on and filling the tent. Sklar notes that God’s call to Moses from the tent, with subsequent deliverance of law, continues a pattern begun in Exodus: God descends (on Sinai in Exodus, here into the tent), God calls to Moses (Heb. קרא), then God issues his law through Moses (see Ex 19:20; 24:16).23 When the pattern is repeated in the opening of Leviticus, it sets a distinctive tone, reminding us of the absolute authority and supremacy of the God who calls to Moses.

      The LORD’s call therefore elicits a holy fear—a mix of gratitude, awe, and obedience. This holy fear becomes the affective ideal for Levitical sacrifice. At the altar, appearing before their King, Israel was to “serve the LORD with fear, and rejoice with trembling” (Ps 2:11). Such a response would serve well to reflect the nature of Israel’s relationship to God: it is a divinely initiated covenant, in which they are bound by both law and love to the God who has made them his own. We are reminded of that covenant as we keep reading.

    

    
    
      אֶל־מֹשֶׁה—“TO MOSES”

      Not to be overlooked is that YHWH issues the call of Leviticus 1:1 אֶל־מֹשֶׁה, “to Moses.” This, too, reminds us of the weight of the divine encounter. At Sinai, Israel speaks to Moses and says, “Why should we die? For this great fire will consume us. If we hear the voice of the LORD our God any more, we shall die. . . . Go near and hear all that the LORD our God will say, and speak to us all that the LORD our God will speak to you” (Deut 5:25, 27). The LORD’s presence, the people realize, is dangerous, and they ask Moses to intercede.

      Moses’ mediation. That Israel would ask Moses to intercede is unsurprising. Moses is at this point the leader of Israel in every sense—political, military, and religious. In Exodus, he has been introduced as the prophet of YHWH and deliverer of Israel. Through Moses, God freed Israel from the tyranny of Pharaoh and the false gods of Egypt. Through Moses, God has led Israel through the wilderness, providing them with “bread from heaven” (Ex 16:4) and water from the rock (Ex 17:6), and giving them victory over Amalek (Ex 17:8-13). And, most remarkably of all, through Moses, the LORD has now descended to meet with Israel at Mount Sinai and established his covenant with them.

      God’s summons to Moses from the tabernacle can therefore be seen as the culmination (at this point) of his history with Israel. It represents the purpose of the exodus and the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham. As Frank Gorman states,

      
        The Exodus from Egypt took place in order that Yahweh might dwell in the midst of the people of Israel (cf. Exod. 6:2-8). The tabernacle is an expression of the future God anticipates in redeeming Israel from the slavery and oppression of Egypt. This text also recalls the promise made to the ancestor (Gen. 17:8: “I will be their God”). Thus, the tabernacle is a partial but concrete actualization of the ancestral promise, and as the divine dwelling place it is a manifestation of the promise actualized and redemption realized.24

      

      The descent of God’s glory to the tent of meeting thus contains the whole of his dealings with Israel to this point. As Israel approaches him there, God’s redemptive acts are not only remembered but participated in. At the altar, Israel will enjoy the fruit of their election and redemption.

      The Mosaic covenant. To recall Moses’ role as mediator, of course, is to recall the covenant that typically bears his name. Of all the events narrated in Exodus, it is probably the solemnization of the Mosaic covenant, recounted in Exodus 19–24, that is most prominent in the setting of Leviticus. In fact, this covenant might be seen as the very purpose of everything that happened at the tabernacle. Directly after the solemnization of the covenant, God commands a sanctuary be built so that he might dwell among Israel (Ex 25:1-9). The implication seems to be that this sanctuary, known as the tent of meeting or tabernacle, will perpetuate the experience of that covenant ceremony.25 Reflection on that ceremony therefore sheds light on what it was that YHWH was calling Israel to at the tabernacle.

      When YHWH leads Israel to Mount Sinai after the exodus (Ex 19:1-2), he makes his covenant proposal through Moses.26 “You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians,” he reminds Israel, “and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex 19:4-6). YHWH, who has already shown great love and faithfulness toward Israel in redeeming them from Egypt, now calls Israel into a more formalized covenant relationship. Israel will be YHWH’s beloved people—his “treasured possession”—as they have been since the call of Abram (Gen 12:1-3). Now, however, Israel will exist not only as a family but as a nation. No longer will they be formally defined by descent from Abraham alone but by the law of YHWH their king and the land he will give them.27

      Israel accepts YHWH’s covenant proposal with a pledge of obedience: “All that the LORD has spoken we will do” (Ex 19:8). It is then, after Israel’s pledge, that YHWH comes to dwell in their midst on Sinai “in a thick cloud” (Ex 19:9). From the fire and cloud on Sinai, YHWH declares the terms of the covenant to Israel—the law, with its moral, ceremonial, and civil aspects (Ex 20:1–23:19)—and promises to give them the land of Canaan, where he will bless and protect them (Ex 23:20-33).

      After Moses repeats to the people the commandments of YHWH, and after they again pledge their obedience (Ex 24:3), the newly established covenant is celebrated in breathtaking fashion. Moses writes down the words of YHWH, builds an altar at the foot of the mountain, and commands that burnt and peace offerings be offered to YHWH. Moses then reads the words of YHWH, and the people respond yet again with a pledge of obedience, this time more emphatically: “All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient” (Ex 24:7). Following this final pledge, Moses throws the blood of the slain offerings onto the people, declaring it “the blood of the covenant that the LORD has made with you in accordance with all these words” (Ex 24:8). Then, most remarkably of all, God shows himself to Israel and communes with them on the mountain. After Moses throws the blood of the covenant onto the people, “Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went up, and they saw the God of Israel. . . . And he did not lay his hand on the chief men of the people of Israel; they beheld God, and ate and drank” (Ex 24:9-11).

      The whole of this covenant ceremony informs our understanding of Levitical sacrifice, and there are at least three important conclusions that may be drawn from it, which I will note here and further develop below. First, that the tabernacle was meant to perpetuate this event suggests that, as Gorman states, Levitical ritual was “a means of enacting the covenant relationship.”28 The promise of the covenant—that God will be Israel’s God, that they will be his people—was to be realized in the Levitical cult. By their offerings, Israel was to acknowledge God’s covenant lordship, his electing and redeeming grace, and respond to it with their own pledge of covenant loyalty.

      Second, while the meaning of Levitical sacrifice cannot be reduced to a legal transaction (as I will argue below), the setting of Levitical sacrifice was nevertheless charged with concern for God’s law. The law of God was a fundamental concern at the altar. This concern was concretized by the fact that, as Israel approached God in the tabernacle, they stood before this law as summarized in the Ten “Words” or Commandments. Waltke notes that the Ten Words of the covenant were placed in the ark of the covenant, the symbolic throne of YHWH on which he resided in the holy of holies. The LORD’s personal presence in the tent was therefore tied to his law. In fact, we can think of this law as “an expression of God himself. The [commandments] are part of God’s identity, a central part of God’s self-revelation.”29 To draw near to this God in sacrifice therefore required walking in the way of righteousness prescribed by the law given at Sinai.

      Third, and perhaps most importantly, in the covenant ceremony on Mount Sinai, we get a glimpse of the telos of Levitical sacrifice: holy communion with God, even beatific vision. The most remarkable scene in Exodus’s account of the covenant ceremony is the ascent of Moses, Aaron, and the elders up the mountain, where they eat and drink with God and see his glory. To this point in Exodus, the danger of God’s presence on the mountain has been emphasized. As his glory dwells in the cloud on the mountain, YHWH repeatedly warns Moses to allow no one to come near the mountain. Israel was not allowed to touch the mountain, nor to “break through to the LORD to look” (Ex 19:21). The promised consequences are severe: the LORD will “break out against them” (Ex 19:24). Now, however, after the application of sacrificial blood, Israel is able to draw near to God, to dwell in his presence and even “behold” (Heb. חָזָה) him.30 The sacrifice at Mount Sinai grants access to God’s glory and presence and even what seems to be a prefiguration of the beatific vision. Where such a vision would previously have been fatal, it was graciously granted to Israel after the application of sacrificial blood.

      If the tabernacle really was an extension of the Sinai experience, then we might expect the Levitical offerings to share a similar telos. And that in fact is just what we find in Leviticus 9, the text that tells of the inauguration of the Levitical cult and that likely depicts the usual procedural order of Levitical offerings.31 There we read that sacrificial worship culminated in the peace offering, an offering that consisted of a shared meal between the LORD, his priests, and the offeror. Once the first peace offering was presented and the Levitical order of worship completed for the first time, the people were granted the vision of God: “The glory of the LORD appeared to all the people” (Lev 9:23). As the fire of the LORD came out from the tent to consume the offerings, the people responded by shouting (either for joy or fear) and falling on their faces (Lev 9:24).32 The divine fire confirmed that YHWH was indeed dwelling in the midst of Israel and receiving their worship.33 But it also revealed the telos of Levitical sacrifice: the vision of God. Just as it was at Sinai, so it was in the tabernacle: the sacrifices of the Mosaic covenant led to the vision of God and communion with him in a shared meal.

      That Levitical sacrifice held out the promise of the vision of God and a secure dwelling in his glory will be important to my reading of the burnt offering. For now, however, there is more to say about the theological context of Levitical sacrifice, in particular about the identity of the God whom Israel beholds and to whom they draw near in the tabernacle.

    

    
    
      יְהוָה—“YHWH”

      As we continue reading, Leviticus 1:1 makes explicit the identity of the one calling to Moses from the tent: יְהוָה (“YHWH”). This is the God who blessed the patriarchs, spoke to Moses, and delivered Israel out of Egypt. Here again, we are pointed back to the exodus narrative, especially as it bears on the identity of Israel’s God.

      The revelation of the Name. Of prime importance in the exodus narrative (and the entire canon) is the revelation of the name יְהוָה in Exodus 3. As Moses is tending his father-in-law’s sheep, he comes to “the mountain of God,” where the angel of the LORD appears to him “in a flame of fire” (Ex 3:1-2). This fire indwells a thornbush, and though the bush seems to burn, it is not consumed. When Moses, fascinated by “this great sight,” turns aside to observe it more thoroughly, God calls to him, commanding him “take your sandals off your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground” (Ex 3:3-5). As the LORD identifies himself as “the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob,” Moses hides his face, “for he was afraid to look at God” (Ex 3:6). As Moses stands before the flame, simultaneously frightened and allured, the LORD announces his intention to deliver Israel from their oppression under Pharaoh and to do so through Moses’ agency.34 Moses hesitates, expressing doubt as to his own fitness as well as his ignorance of this God’s name.35 The LORD then responds to Moses:

      
        “I AM WHO I AM.” And he said, “Say this to the people of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” God also said to Moses, “Say this to the people of Israel: ‘The LORD, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.’ This is my name forever, and thus I am to be remembered throughout all generations.” (Ex 3:14-15)

      

      In this name, the LORD reveals something of his character. According to the customs of the ancient Near East, “the meaning of an object’s name indicates its nature and determines its characteristics.”36 In Scripture, a name often “expresses a person’s essence and identity and the meaning of this person’s life.” Since the God of Israel has a name, “he is not an anonymous force.”37 The Name that God gave Moses in the burning bush thus revealed who he was in himself—his nature or essence.38 It also revealed something of who he would be for Israel. This name “expressed the nature and operations of God, and [assured Israel] that God would manifest in deeds the nature expressed in his name.”39 It therefore denoted his “enacted identity, God’s sheer, irreducible particularity of this One who is and acts thus.”40 The name יְהוָה “summarizes a history,” a history that is grounded in God’s eternal attributes and was still unfolding as he called to Moses from the burning bush.41

      It is this name that Israel remembered at the altar and this name that was said to dwell in the tent (Deut 12:11-12). Calling on this name in the tabernacle, Israel would remember the divine attributes and mighty acts attached to the name YHWH. Surely the identity of YHWH, then, has something to say about the meaning of the burnt offering.

      Yet, what exactly does this name reveal? Who is the God who calls out to Moses from the tent of meeting? Given the way the presence and character of יְהוָה dominate the setting of Leviticus, it is appropriate to reflect on the Name at length.

      The meaning of the Name: Mystery. As much as anything else, the name יְהוָה speaks to the mysterious nature of the God of Israel. “This divine name is mysterious just as God is mysterious. It is at once a name revealed and something like the refusal of a name, and hence it better expresses God as what he is—infinitely above everything that we can understand or say.”42 The mystery of God is evident both in the name יְהוָה and in the way that name was revealed to Moses.

      Commenting on the giving of the Name in Exodus 3, R. W. L. Moberly calls attention to the uniqueness of the fire that symbolizes the divine presence. Here and elsewhere (notably Ex 19), Moberly notes, the fire that symbolizes God’s presence blazes yet does not consume. To say the least, this is unusual. The divine fire of Mount Sinai is “intrinsically unlike regular fire,” a point that speaks to the unique and mysterious nature of the God who appears in the flame. Fire itself, Moberly states, is “symbolically suggestive” of a reality that simultaneously attracts and repels, and that “by its nature cannot be grasped or readily controlled by humans.”43 How much more a fire that burns without consuming? The imagery of the burning bush points to something beyond human comprehension and control.

      The mystery symbolized in the burning bush is likewise present in the Name itself. The translation of the longer form of the Name (Heb. אֶֽהְיֶה אֲשֶׁר אֶֽהְיֶה) is notoriously difficult. The verbal form is imperfect and could therefore be taken as either continuous present or future. Context usually forces the decision one way or the other, but not in this case. So, in addition to the usual English rendering “I am who I am,” another possible translation is “I will be who I will be,” and it is probably not possible to choose between these alternatives on the basis of the verbal form alone.44 This difficulty in itself makes the Name somewhat elusive.45

      Whichever translation one prefers, however, this construction remains odd as a name. The Name is doubtless significant—the text’s repetition of the Name and the way it attaches the Name to God’s solemn promises of deliverance make that clear. But the nature of its significance is not immediately obvious. Classical commentators, sensitive to the Name’s play with the verb “to be,” were inclined to see the Name as a metaphysical statement, identifying God as most real and true Being. The Name, on this reading, identifies Israel’s God as the one who possesses being in and of himself, not derivatively, and who is the ground of existence for all else. Thus Origen: “All things that exist derive their share of being from him who truly exists, who said through Moses, ‘I am that I am.’”46 Contemporary exegetes, on the other hand, tend to see this name not as a metaphysical statement but as a pledge; the Name means, above all, that God will show himself and prove his faithfulness by his future grace toward Israel. “I AM WHO I AM” therefore has the force of “I will be with you” or “I am who I am for you.”47 It is meant to denote consistency and dependability, not the “Being” of classical metaphysics.48

      Certainly, the modern trend to take the Name as a statement about YHWH’s forthcoming faithfulness to Israel is warranted and makes for edifying reading. The LORD did indeed enact this name through his redemptive works on Israel’s behalf, thereby proving his faithfulness, justice, and sovereignty in his triumph over Pharaoh. In this way, the Name promised God’s “loving faithfulness” to Israel, about which I will say more below.49 However, even if a metaphysical reading such as Origen’s does not capture everything there is to say about the Name, the construction “I AM WHO I AM” nevertheless seems to point to YHWH’s “ontological incomparability.” Michael Allen remarks on what is perhaps the most peculiar feature of this name, its lack of “referential matrix.” When God identifies himself in Exodus 3:14, he does so without reference to any other reality. The name God reveals to Moses is “self-reflexive” and should be understood, at minimum, as a statement on divine uniqueness.50 The God manifest in the burning bush, who later dwells in the tabernacle, cannot be classified with any other reality, even in the broadest terms, but is ontologically unique.51 Even in his self-revelation, then, he remains mysterious, beyond our grasp, as he is beyond comparison.
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