
Lesson 3 Hebrews 7-8-9 Handout - Christ’s Death as a Sacrifice 

   For first-century Jews, Jesus’ death on the cross would have in no way 
appeared as a sacrifice—in fact, the furthest thing from it. A sacrifice entailed 
the offering of a slaughtered animal to God by fire, carried out by the 
Levitical priests in a sacred place, the tabernacle or the temple. Jesus’ death, 
in contrast, was a criminal penalty carried out by Roman soldiers outside the 
city (see Heb 13:12). The temple sacrifices were solemn and often joyful 
events, bringing down God’s blessings on his people. A crucifixion, in 
contrast, was a terrifying and gruesome event—a sign that the victim was 
accursed (Gal 3:13). 

   How, then, did Hebrews arrive at the understanding of Christ’s death as a 
sacrifice, indeed, the one perfect sacrifice of which all previous sacrifices 
were only shadows and copies? The logical source of this insight is Christ’s 
own words at the Last Supper. There, according to the Synoptic Gospels and 
Paul, Jesus pronounced over the cup words that recalled the institution of the 
covenant at Sinai, linking “blood” with “covenant” (Matt 26:28; Mark 14:24; 
Luke 22:20; 1 Cor 11:25). Jesus also indicated that he would give his body 
and blood “for you,” or “on behalf of many,” indicating that he would suffer 
vicariously on our behalf “for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt 26:28). With 
these words, the Last Supper became a prophecy in gesture, interpreting his 
passion that was to occur the next day. Jesus’ death, far from being a tragic 
misfortune or a heroic martyrdom for a cause, was an atoning sacrifice. It was 
the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy of the Suffering Servant, who “makes 
himself an offering for sin” (Isa 53:10 RSV). Reflecting on this theme, the 
author of Hebrews develops in depth the Christian understanding of the cross 
as the one infinitely efficacious sacrifice, in which Christ is both victim and 
priest. (Ibid. Healy p. 182) 


