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Lesson 4 Hebrews 10-11 Handout – Sacrifice, What Does God Really 
Want? 

All human cultures around the world and throughout history, diverse as 
they are, attempt in one way or another to deal with the problem of sin. There 
seems to be a near-universal recognition that sin—wrongdoing against God or 
others—requires some form of atonement. The evil deeds that result from 
human selfishness, greed, lust, jealousy, or vengeance, and the harm they 
cause, cannot be adequately addressed by simply making an apology and 
moving on. The damage must be undone, the debt must be paid, the 
relationship must be healed. If this is true of offenses against human beings, 
all the more is it true of offenses against God. 

Hebrews 9–10, continuing the central argument of the letter (chapters 8–
10), presents God’s answer to the problem of sin. Here the author summarizes 
the heart of the good news: in Christ, God has dealt with sin once and for 
all—not by a divine decree that simply wipes it off the ledger, but by 
providing the all-sufficient sacrifice that atones for sin, purifies the human 
heart, and repairs the broken relationship between God and man.1 

We need to understand that God does not desire sacrifice and offering. 
This seems to contradict the Torah (especially Lev 1–16 and Num 15; 28), 
where God prescribes numerous animal sacrifices, libations of wine, and 
offerings of grain, oil, and incense that his people are to offer. But a certain 
tension runs throughout the Old Testament. God does require sacrifices in 
atonement for sin and as expressions of thanksgiving, yet apart from a 
disposition of love and obedience, these sacrifices are worthless, even odious 
to God. The sacrifices are meant to be a visible sign of what God truly desires: 
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the people’s covenant fidelity. When that is lacking, they are mere hypocrisy, 
an insult to God. 

Let’s look at the meaning of ‘atonement’. Dr. Healy gives this 
definition: a term often used in the Torah for the removal of sin through 
sacrifice. The original meaning of the verb “make atonement” (Hebrew 
kipper) may have been either “cover” or “purge.” The English word 
“atonement” (from “at-one-ment”) actually expresses the result of the removal 
of sin: reconciliation between God and humanity.2 

A constant theme throughout the Old Testament is that sacrifices, even 
those commanded by God, have no value apart from what they are meant to 
express: full obedience to God’s will. The classic expression of this theme is 
in 1 Samuel 15, where King Saul flagrantly disobeyed God’s command but 
thought that he could still buy God’s favor with lavish sacrifices. The prophet 
Samuel rebuked him (1 Sam 15:22): 

Does the LORD delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much 
as in obedience to the LORD’s command? Obedience is better than 
sacrifice, to listen, better than the fat of rams. 

The point is not that sacrifices are, in themselves, displeasing to God 
(see Psalm 50:8), but that no sacrifice can substitute for the loving submission 
of heart and will that God truly desires. David expresses this awareness in 
Psalm 51, a psalm of contrition: 

For you take no delight in sacrifice; were I to give a burnt offering, 
you would not be pleased. The sacrifice acceptable to God is a 
broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not 
despise. (Ps 51:18–19 RSV-CE) 
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The theme becomes even more pronounced in the writings of the 
prophets, in which God rails against the false piety of those who offer 
perfunctory sacrifices, all the while practicing injustice and corruption. 

I hate, I despise your feasts, I take no pleasure in your solemnities. 
Even though you bring me your burnt offerings and grain offerings 
I will not accept them; Your stall-fed communion offerings, I will 
not look upon them. Take away from me, your noisy songs; The 
melodies of your harps, I will not listen to them. Rather let justice 
surge like waters, and righteousness like an unfailing stream. 
(Amos 5:21–24) 

And 

‘What do I care for the multitude of your sacrifices,’ says the 
LORD.  I have had enough of whole-burnt rams and fat of fatlings; 
In the blood of calves, lambs, and goats I find no pleasure. 

When you come to appear before me, who asks these things of you? 
Trample my courts no more! To bring offerings is useless; incense is 
an abomination to me. (Isaiah 1:11–13; see Mic 6:6–8) 

In the Gospels Jesus quotes Hosea’s version of this theme (Matt 9:13; 12:7): 

For it is loyalty that I desire, not sacrifice, and knowledge of God rather 
than burnt offerings. (Hosea 6:6) 

Hebrews expresses this theme by means of Psalm 40:7–9 to show how 
Christ’s death on the cross, in a marvelously unexpected way, fulfills at one 
and the same time the requirement of blood sacrifice (Heb 9:22) and the free 
obedience of the human heart that God desires. (Ibid. Healy pp. 196-201) 


