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Purpose of the Sacrifices
Introduction

Why Specifically Sacrifices?

A significant portion of Torah is devoted to the laws surrounding sacrifices. Nowhere,
though, does the Torah explain why Hashem chose this mode of worship as opposed to
any other. Is asking for forgiveness or thanking Hashem really best accomplished through
an animal offering? What about the process makes it better than praying or serving God in any other

manner? What does offering a gift to God do for the person bringing it? What effect, if any, does it have on
Hashem?

Views of the Prophets

Given the significant number of chapters in the Torah devoted to sacrificial worship, it is natural to assume
that sacrifices are viewed in a favorable light. Verses which speak of offerings as being "™ nin n" or

"1™ 9% ¥17" would also appear to support this notion. However, several statements of the prophets appear
to question the value of sacrificial worship. For example, Yeshayahu 1 appears to intimate that Hashem has

no desire for the nation's offerings:’
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(11) To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices unto Me? Saith the Lord; | am
full of the burnt-offerings of rams, And the fat of fed beasts; And | delight not in the
blood Of bullocks, or of lambs, or of he-goats. (12) When ye come to appear before
Me, Who hath required this at your hand, To trample My courts? (13) Bring no more
vain oblations; It is an offering of abomination unto Me; New moon and sabbath, the
holding of convocations— | cannot endure iniquity along with the solemn assembly.

Yirmeyahu 7:22 goes a step further. This verse even appears to question whether Hashem ever
commanded the Children of Israel to bring sacrifices:2
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For | spoke not unto your fathers, nor commanded them in the day that | brought them
out of the land of Egypt, concerning burnt-offerings or sacrifices;
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How can such statements be reconciled with the commands in Torah? What do they reveal about Hashem's
attitude towards the sacrificial service?

Anti-idolatrous Practice?

Vayikra 17 offers a different perspective on the role played by sacrifices:
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(3) What man soever there be of the house of Israel, that killeth an ox, or lamb, or
goat, in the camp, or that killeth it without the camp, (4) and hath not brought it unto
the door of the tent of meeting, to present it as an offering unto the Lord before the
tabernacle of the Lord, blood shall be imputed unto that man; he hath shed blood; and
that man shall be cut off from among his people. (5) To the end that the children of
Israel may bring their sacrifices, which they sacrifice in the open field, even that they
may bring them unto the Lord, unto the door of the tent of meeting, unto the priest, and
sacrifice them for sacrifices of peace-offerings unto the Lord. (6) And the priest shall
dash the blood against the altar of the Lord at the door of the tent of meeting, and
make the fat smoke for a sweet savour unto the Lord. (7) And they shall no more
sacrifice their sacrifices unto the satyrs, after whom they go astray. This shall be
a statute for ever unto them throughout their generations.

These verses appear to suggest that at least some acts of sacrifice might be commanded not for their
inherent value, but as a means to prevent idolatry. Should such reasoning be applied across the board, or is
this case exceptional? Is it possible that the entire system was commanded only to combat mistaken beliefs
and practices?

Procedural Details

The reasons behind the various details of the sacrificial process are not delineated in Torah, but the specifics
should shed some light on the purpose of the commandment as a whole:

* Choice of animals — Is there any significance to the choice of animals that are offered for various
sacrifices? Why do we sacrifice cattle, sheep, goats, turtle-doves, and pigeons, but not other living
creatures?

* Laying of hands (n>mo) — Why does the person bringing the sacrifice lay his hands on it (Vayikra 1:4)
before slaughtering it?
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e Blood rites — Why is the blood of the animal sometimes poured and sometimes sprinkled? And what
accounts for the variation regarding the location upon which it is offered (Vayikra 1:5, Vayikra 4:1-7)?
e Prohibition of leavening and honey — Why is it prohibited to bring a leavened offering or one
sweetened with honey (Vayikra 2:11-12)?
e Obligation to add salt — Why must salt accompany every sacrifice (Vayikra 2:13)?

Philosophical Issues

In trying to determine both the purpose of the sacrificial system and whether it is an ideal form of worship,
commentators are influenced by their positions on a number of other philosophical issues:

* Role of prayer — How does prayer compare to sacrifices? Are these distinct but equal models of
worship, or is one of them the ideal which should be preferred over the other?

e Purpose of Mitzvot — Must the Torah's laws represent an ideal and be inherently valuable, or might they

simply be addressing human needs and nature? Is it possible that some Mitzvot might have been
commanded only as a concession to human foibles or to correct misguided beliefs?

e Eternal nature of Torah — Are all of the Torah's laws equally relevant and useful to all generations, or is

it possible that some were meant mainly for a particular time period?

1 See similar comments by other prophets in Shemuel | 15:22-23, Yeshayahu 43:23-24, Yeshayahu 56:7,
Hoshea 6:4-7, Mikhah 6:6-8, and verses in Tehillim 40 and Tehillim 50.
2 See Amos 5:25 who also questions, "7x1w' N3 NJY 'YX 12T Y7 DAYAN NN D'NATA"
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Purpose of the Sacrifices
Exegetical Approaches

This topic has not yet undergone editorial review

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Overview

Commentators debate both the value and purpose of the sacrificial system. Several sources view
sacrifices as merely a corrective to negative beliefs or behavior, rather than possessing independent ‘
value. Thus, Rambam asserts that sacrifices were commanded to wean the nation away from the
idolatrous practices to which they had been previously exposed. Alternatively, Ralbag focuses on |
potential future misdeeds, emphasizing the role of sacrifices in enabling a fresh start. He asserts that all
sacrifices, and not merely sin-offerings, played a role in the atonement process.

Other exegetes, though, view sacrifices as intrinsically positive, seeing in them the ideal way to connect
with the Divine. These sources vary regarding the specific benefits afforded by the system. Ramban
points to the role of sacrifices in inviting the Divine presence and continuing the experience of revelation
at Sinai, while R. Saadia Gaon and Shadal focus on how they provide a means for the nation to honor
and thank Hashem. Finally, R. D"Z Hoffmann sees in sacrifices a symbol of utter submission and
obedience to God.

All of these positions are not necessarily mutually exclusive, and it is possible that there were multiple
purposes and that a mixture of objectives were attained through the sacrificial rites.

Antidote to Idolatry

Sacrifices are not an ideal form of worship, and were instituted only as a means to wean the nation away
from idolatry.

Vayikra Rabbah,! R. Yosef Bekhor Shor,>2 Rambam Moreh Nevukhim, Ralbag,® R. Yosef ibn Kaspi*

Concession to human needs — Rambam explains that even though animal sacrifice was not Hashem's
desired mode of worship, He nonetheless permitted it since that was the worship to which the nation was
accustomed.® Living among idolaters who served their gods through sacrifices and temples, the Israelites
would have found it unfathomable had such practices been forbidden.® Thus, knowing that people can not
change overnight from one extreme to another, Hashem maintained some aspects of the service with which
the people were familiar, but ensured that they sacrificed to Him alone. As such, He hoped to gradually
wean the Israelites away from idolatrous practices.

Prayer as primary mode of service — Rambam's attitude towards sacrifices is consistent with his view that
prayer is the primary form of service to Hashem. He reads the verse "ny'a%-x "™ nx nnT2Y!1" as a command
to serve Hashem through prayer specifically (and does not think that it refers to sacrifices at all). Service of
Hashem relates to speech and thought rather than actions.
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Eternal value of Mitzvot? Rambam does not view the Torah's commandments as necessarily representing
an ideal, but rather as addressing the reality of people's nature and needs. Thus, he allows for the possibility

7 or concessions to human foibles. A possible

that certain commandments could be simply practical advice,
implication of this might be that not all mitzvot were meant to remain for eternity. This possibility, however, is
vehemently rejected by many commentators,® and it does not appear that even Rambam himself would

subscribe to this position.9

Details of sacrifices — Rambam views many of the details of the sacrificial service as aimed at
differentiating it from idolatrous practices:

e Cattle and sheep — Hashem commanded that the nation sacrifice specifically sheep, goats, and cattle
since it was these animals who were most revered and worshiped by other nations. Slaughtering these
animals as sacrifices served to underscore the impotence of these "gods".°

e Sprinkling of blood — Since idolaters viewed the blood of animals as impure, and only those who
wanted to connect to demons would eat of it, the Torah, in contrast, had blood play a role in atonement
and purification, and prohibited all from consuming it."!

e Prohibition of honey and leavened bread — As idol worshipers normally sweetened their sacrifices and
accompanied them with leavened bread, Hashem commanded the opposite, prohibiting leavening and

honey and prescribing that sacrifices be offered with salt.'?

"D'wwY DA'NAT DX TV 1n2T 871" — These sources'® point to this verse in support of this approach, as it
suggests that Hashem obligated the nation to bring Him sacrifices to prevent their giving of them to the
demons ("D'ww").

Attitude of the prophets — As further evidence for this position, Rambam points to the many prophets who
tell the people that Hashem has no desire for their sacrifices. He claims that the prophets all agree that
Hashem's intention in commanding sacrifices was only for the people to attain belief in Him, but that the
sacrifices had no inherent worth.™

Purpose of the Mishkan — According to Rambam, the Mishkan, like sacrifices, was not the preferred way of
worshiping Hashem and was similarly commanded only as a concession to human needs.'®

Types of sacrifices — Rambam does not appear to differentiate between the purposes of different types of
offerings.'®

Sacrifices before the Mishkan — Ramban challenges this approach from the characters in Tanakh, such as
Kayin and Hevel, and Noach, who brought sacrifices when no idolatry existed. These people were
ostensibly neither imitating nor reacting to idolatrous practices, but instead found something intrinsically

positive about worshiping Hashem in this manner.'”

"1™ pinn N awx" — Ramban further questions Rambam from this phrase, as it suggests that the sacrifices
were pleasing to Hashem, and not simply a means to negate idolatry.'® Rambam could respond that the
word """ refers back to "neix" and not "nin'a n"". If so, the verse is simply saying that the sacrifice is for
God, not that its smell is pleasing to Him.

Press space — Ramban points out that the Torah devotes more press space to sacrificial procedures than to
any other law. If, as the Rambam suggests, they are not inherently significant for all generations, why
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dedicate to this topic most of an entire Sefer?'®

e

Atonement for Sins

Sacrifices are a necessary part of the atonement process, aiding a sinner to cleanse himself of his
misdeeds.

Tanchuma, Ibn Ezra, R. Yosef Bekhor Shor,?° Ramban,?! Sefer HaChinnukh, Ralbag,?? Sforno, Netziv

How do sacrifices aid in the atonement process?

* Exchange for sinner — According to most of these commentators, the sacrifice serves as a substitute or
redemption (w21 1913) for the sinner, as it is killed in the individual's stead.23 Ramban adds that in
watching the animal slaughtered, the person is forced to recognize that it should have been his blood
which was spilled had it not been for Hashem's mercy.2* This knowledge should prevent him from
sinning further.

¢ Fresh start — R. Yosef Bekhor Shor and Ralbag, in contrast, assert that the atonement process is
necessary to enable people to start afresh. If there was no way of cleansing one's self from sin, people
would be less likely to be wary of future sins, thinking that they would remain stained regardless.2® On
the other hand, knowing that one's slate has been wiped clean provides an incentive to subsequently
remain pure.28

Animals rather than words?

e Physical substitute — If a sacrifice is supposed to stand in for the individual, it is clear why a living being
must be used.?” Sefer HaChinnukh adds that words alone do not affect a person in the way that an
active process does. It is only through the visual of seeing the animal die, that the wrongness of the
sinner's actions seeps into his heart.

* Words don't suffice — According to R. Yosef Bekhor Shor, in contrast, it is unclear why the "restart
process" had to be accomplished specifically through animal sacrifice rather than prayer or the like.
Ralbag opines that had a person simply confessed his sins or repented in his heart, he would not think
that this sufficed to achieve penance, so therefore Hashem provided an active ritual for him to partake in.

Details of bringing sacrifices:

e Omo and 111 — Ramban notes that sacrifices are accompanied by the individual's laying of hands on
the animal and a confession, as the main goal of the offering is to atone for sins. Ralbag and Sforno
further suggest that the laying of hands signifies the individual's transferring of his transgressions onto
the animal.28

e "n'm aMjpn 277 72 W" — R. Yosef Bekhor Shor claims that salt, a substance which lasts forever, is
symbolic of the fact that sacrifices serve as an eternal covenant of atonement.

e Prohibition of blood and fat — If the blood is meant to represent the soul of the sinner, it is logical that it
cannot be eaten by the individual bringing the sacrifice.

¢ Giving of limbs to priest — Sforno suggest that a sinner gives of the limbs he used for sin (via the
animal's parallel limbs) to the priest who had, in contrast, used his body to serve Hashem. This
exchange promotes atonement, as the priest helps to carry the burden of the sins as well.2°
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Are all sacrifices aimed at atonement? While the verses explicitly relate the nxun and nwx to expiation
from sin, this is not true of the other sacrifices, making one question if this approach can work for all types of
offerings=0:

e All for atonement — These sources all point to the phrase "1"7y 1924 i'7 n¥111" by the Olah offering to
prove that it too plays a role in atonement (though they differ regarding which crime is being expiated).?’
Ralbag and Netziv3? add that despite the silence in the text, the Minchah and Shelamim offering also
come to atone.33 As such, all offerings might have an expiatory component.

e Some for atonement — It is also possible that there is a distinction between obligatory and voluntary
sacrifices:

o Sefer HaChinnukh concedes that the atonement explanation of sacrifices does not seem to suffice
for voluntary offerings. However, he suggests that nonetheless the humbling process attained by the
slaughter is a goal even without sin, and thus there is a similar purpose to all sacrifices.

e Ibn Ezra, Ramban, and Ralbag34 suggest that there might be more than one purpose for the bringing
of sacrifices. As such the achieving of atonement might be the primary goal of certain offerings but
only secondary (or even nonexistent) in others.

7 ninn N nYWX" — These commentators might suggest that this phrase is a metaphoric way of saying
that sacrifices are pleasing to Hashem since they serve to redeem the nation and bring them back to the
correct path.3®

Sacrifices before the Mishkan — According to Sforno, until the Sin of the Golden Calf, there were only
voluntary sacrifices.®® It was only in the aftermath of the people's sin,%” when the nation proved itself
unworthy, that the system of obligatory offerings in a centralized location and under the guidance of priests

|38

was instated. Abarbanel®® adds that it was only then that Hashem realized the need to institute a process of

atonement through sacrifices.*®

"nar a7y M7 v ...om4x N1 — Sforno claims that Yirmeyahu's words can be taken at face value. At the
time of the Exodus, Hashem had not desired that there be a sacrificial system; the institution was only
created in the aftermath of the Sin of the Golden Calf.

General attitude of the prophets towards sacrifices — These sources might explain that none of the
prophets really meant to insinuate that Hashem was against the sacrificial system. Hashem was rather

expressing that He preferred that the nation not sin to begin with and thus not need to offer sacrifices for

atonement. 40

e

Connecting to the Divine

Sacrifices help individuals connect to Hashem.

Inviting the Divine Presence

The sacrifices were intended to prepare either the nation as a whole, or each individual, to receive the Divine
presence and thereby continue the experience of revelation begun at Sinai.
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Kuzari, Ramban, Ralbag*’

MDY nxwa: For the individual or nation?
¢ Individual — R. Yehuda Hal evi asserts that people must prepare themselves to receive Divine
inspiration, or Hashem's spirit won't cling to them. The sacrifices serve as the spiritual nourishment
needed by man to connect to Hashem. Ralbag similarly suggests that sacrifices help prepare a person to
attain prophecy.

¢ National — Ramban, in contrast, explains that sacrifices also invite Divine inspiration on a national level,
and views them as a prerequisite for Hashem's presence to dwell in the Mikdash.*2

Why via animals? These sources offer different explanations as to why receiving Divine inspiration was
contingent specifically on animal sacrifice:

e Physical and metaphysical connected — R. Yehuda HalLevi draws a comparison to a human's need for
physical nourishment to ensure that the soul clings to the body, suggesting that there is a similar need for
a physical offering so that Hashem can cleave to man.

» Isolate the intellect — Ralbag asserts that, in order to prophesy, an individual must isolate his intellect
by anesthetizing his other senses. Watching the animal die on the altar allows his physical aspects to
slumber (in empathy with the animal and in recognition of its mortality), preparing the intellect for Divine
inspiration.

* Symbolic of a dwelling place — This approach could also suggest that if the Mishkan was meant to
house Hashem's presence, it needed to resemble a King's palace,*? with all the accompanying
accoutrements, light, bread, incense and meat.**

e Covenantal meal - It is also possible that the sacrifices were meant to reenact the meal which usually
accompanied a covenant.*® If the Mishkan was meant to be an extension of the revelation at Sinai,*® the
bringing of sacrifices could be seen as the continuous renewal of the Sinaitic covenant and the
accompanying revelation of Hashem.*’

"nya 72 7x 'n T X1 — Ramban attempts to prove that animal sacrifices are the necessary prerequisite
for Divine inspiration from the fact that the Divine presence only filled the Tabernacle after offerings were
given on the eighth day of the consecration ceremony.*® As further evidence, he points to Bilam who brings
sacrifices so as to receive Divine inspiration and prophecy. Ralbag similarly points to many cases
throughout Sefer Bereshit where Hashem appears to someone soon after they build an altar.4®

Service of Hashem — Ramban's attitude towards sacrifices is consistent with his view of prayer as only a
secondary form of service to God. He claims that the commandment includes only calling out to Hashem in
times of distress; all other prayers are not obligatory from the Torah at all.>° True service of Hashem is via
sacrifices, not through word alone, but also via deed.%!

Purpose of commandments — This position assumes that commandments must have worth in and of
themselves, and that Hashem would be unlikely to command something only to negate a false view or
practice.5?

"1"1% pinn N awx" — Ramban explains the words "nina nY" in light of the phrase "vw'ix 7y 104%x DN nmy,"
suggesting that the offering of a sacrifice enables a resting of the Divine spirit. He further uses this verse as
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proof that sacrifices were an ideal desired by Hashem with inherent worth, rather than simply a means to
wean the people away from idolatry as the Rambam argues.

"i n¥1" — This phrase, too, suggests that sacrifices were pleasing to Hashem.

Meaning of jahj7 — Ramban suggests that the word "jaap" is "niTnxi N2y 1W7" and means to come close.
Thus, the word itself hints to the sacrifice's purpose: to bring humans closer to the Divine.

Purpose of the Mishkan — According to Ramban, the Mishkan as a whole was aimed at facilitating the
continuation of the Divine revelation which began at Mt. Sinai. It housed the Ark and Tablets of the
Covenant, thereby mystically transforming the building into an extension of Sinai and enabling the one-time
Divine revelation to become a continuous one.%3

Sacrifices before the Mishkan — Ramban claims that the fact that sacrifices were given from the earliest of
times, suggests that there was something inherent in the process which helped people in their relationship
with the Divine. It was only after the revelation at Sinai, however, that they became obligatory, since it was
then that Hashem wanted to turn the Mishkan into a portable Sinai with the Divine spirit ever present.

Types of sacrifices — According to Ramban, it is possible that Hashem commanded to offer ni7iv and om%w
specifically so as to reproduce the sacrifices brought during the ceremony at Sinai.>* The nixvn and omwx,
on the other hand, are meant to purify the Mishkan after people sin so as to prevent Hashem's presence
from leaving the sanctuary.

Details:
e "n'm anpn 12 ' W — Salt, a symbol of eternity, might represent the eternal nature of the Covenant
of Sinai.
e Sprinkling of blood — This, too, might be meant to re-enact the sprinkling of blood that accompanied the

Covenant of Sinai.?®

Attitude of the prophets towards sacrifices — These sources would likely explain that the prophets did not
oppose sacrifices in and of themselves. They only argued that bringing sacrifices without keeping the terms
of Hashem's covenant would be of no utility.

"nar niy M7 v .04y ¥1" — These sources could explain that Yirmeyahu is not claiming that Hashem
did not command sacrifices at all, but only saying that sacrifces were not more important than good deeds.
See also Devarim 5:3, Devarim 11:2-7 and Yirmeyahu 16:14-15, where the formulation "ox > ...x%7..." does
not come to totally negate the first fact mentioned but only to express that it might be less important than the
second one being discussed.

"D'ww natnat nx Tiv 1naT 1M — These sources could explain that it is the prohibition to eat meat
wherever one desires, rather than the entire system of sacrifices, which was instituted to combat worship of
D'Tv.

v e

Gratitude and Honor
Bringing sacrifices to Hashem is a means through which the nation can honor and show gratitude to Him.
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R. Saadia Gaon, Shadal®®

Why via sacrifices? According to both R. Saadia Gaon and Shadal, the sacrificial system stemmed from
people's innate need to relate to Hashem in the way that they relate to humans: through giving.®” They differ,
however, in whether they view the institution as being initiated by Hashem or the people:

e Hashem — R. Saadia suggests that Hashem, cognizant of human needs, set up a system through which
the nation would honor and thank Him the way they would a king, by giving of their best: meat, wine,
incense and fat.

e The people — Shadal, in contrast, suggests that people had originally brought sacrifices of their own
volition. Seeing that the practice was of great benefit to the nation as it inculcated belief in God's
providence and increased the people's respect for Him, Hashem had it continue and obligated it, despite
the fact that he Had no need for the offerings.

Animal sacrifice versus prayer: which is the ideal? While R. Saadia believes that there is a fundamental
need to worship Hashem via sacrifice specifically (as one must give to Hashem of the best of one's
possessions), Shadal opines that in reality the nation could just as easily have honored Hashem through
praise and song. However, Shadal claims that due to people's nature, if that was the method chosen, the
nation would not have come to internalize Hashem's majesty to the same degree. Since other nations
worshiped through active sacrifices, the people would have viewed mere words as an inferior mode of
worship, and concluded that Hashem must be an inferior god, and they an inferior people.®®

Purpose of mltzvot — Shadal agrees with Rambam that certain commandments might be given even if they
don't have intrinsic worth, but asserts that this is only as long as they serve to bring people to better
themselves or increase their belief in God.%® For him, the purpose of Torah is not "nyTi nnan nvn NX %7
77X "7aun2 DD TNY X7X", so it is more important that a commandment teach towards righteousness than
towards truth. In addition, in contrast to Rambam, Shadal's theory does not suggest that in future times the
sacrificial system will be aborted (since man's nature will always make sacrifices necessary), thus averting
the issue that there might be something in Torah that is not relevant for all times.

Other benefits of sacrifices
¢ R. Saadia suggests that the bringing of sacrifices enables a give-and-take relationship with Hashem.
Though Hashem has no need for any of the foods brought to him, He uses the offerings as an
opportunity to return a gift to the people.®?
e Shadal points to the interpersonal benefits gained by the centralized aspects of the sacrificial system.
The need to bring sacrifices to one specific location served to unite the people as they came together
and worried for one another. It further ensured proper worship as each could correct another's mistakes.

Purpose of the Mishkan — According to this approach, the Mishkan as a whole served the same purpose
as the sacrifices, being a means to glorify God in a manner analogous to human modes of honor. Shadal
emphasizes how building a luxurious house replete with golden vessels and servants adorned in finery
increased the respect the people felt towards Hashem.®' As above, he adds that having a central building to
which all could come together also served the purpose of unifying the nation and spreading love among
them.

https://alhatorah.org/Purpose_of the_Sacrifices/1/en 10/17



3/22/26, 8:30 AM Purpose of the Sacrifices/1/en — AlHaTorah.org
Types of sacrifices — Shadal differentiates between the purpose of Olot and Shelamim, suggesting that
Olot were brought to honor Hashem while Shelamim served to enhance love and friendship between
people.®? This matches the two goals he thinks the Mishkan and the sacrificial system as a whole serve. He
further suggests that individual offerings might have individual goals, whether to ask for forgiveness, request
help, or express gratitude.

Sacrifices before the Mishkan — Shadal suggests that people, from the earliest of times, brought all sorts
of sacrifices, either to thank God, appease him, or request of Him (and it was these actions which led to the
institution in the first place). R. Saadia, in contrast, maintains that only ni71yv were brought before the
receiving of the Torah.%®

" ninn 0 nwx
pleasing to God.

— These sources, too, might suggests that this verse proves that sacrifices are

"D1ww'? D't nX TiV 1N X" — According to Shadal, these verses are focusing on the prohibition in the
Wilderness to eat meat for pleasure wherever one desires. It is this prohibition (rather than the obligation to
bring sacrifices as a whole) which comes to counter the possibility that one sacrifice to the nryw. Thus the
verse can not be brought as evidence that the system in its entirety was instituted to combat idolatry.

Attitude of the prophets towards sacrifices — Shadal understands these verses as a condemnation of
sacrifices which are unaccompanied by proper deeds,%* and as an attack against the misconception that

sacrifices alone (without repentance and change of action) can appease God.?°

He points to Devarim 10:17,
"TnW N’ N71 019 XY' N7 WX" to emphasize how Hashem, unlike what was believed about other gods, can

not be bribed.

"narl iy M7 v .04y N71" — Shadal asserts that Yirmeyahu is only saying that this was not the first
commandment given after the Exodus.%® Beforehand, the people received the Decalogue and the many
interpersonal laws of Parashat Mishpatim. By giving the laws in this order Hashem wanted to ensure that
the people realized that the goal of the commandments is not mainly to honor Hashem (who has no need of
the glory), but to aid mankind to be the best they can be.

e

Symbol of Submission

Sacrifices are meant to symbolize that a person and all his possessions belong to and depend upon
Hashem. As such, in offering a sacrifice the individual expresses his total dedication, surrender, and
unconditional obedience to Hashem.

R. D"Z Hoffmann

Types of sacrifices — R. Hoffmann explains how each type of sacrifices helps an individual express his
dedication to Hashem:
e Olah — As an individual offers an animal to be totally consumed for God, he feels as if it stands in for his
own life, and thus demonstrates his willingness to give of his entire being to Hashem.®”
e Minchah — A Minchah,®® taken from the staples of man's sustenance, represents the dedication of one's
possessions to the service of Hashem.
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¢ Shelamim — Shelamim, from the root "n7¢" or whole, symbolize man's cognizance that he is whole only
due to Hashem's providence. The offering is a show of trust in Hashem in whose hands the individual
entrusts his life.
» Sin-offerings (nwxiI nxvn) — If sacrifices are meant to demonstrate total obedience, there must also be
a corrective for those who disobey. Sin offerings allow the individual to express regret and reconnect to
Hashem .

Details of sacrifices

e Choice of animals — R. Hoffmann suggests that the animals chosen for the Olah were those which
could best represent humans. R. Hirsch adds that cattle signify a being which works in the service of a
higher authority, while lambs stand for those which are cared for by an another. As such, when
individuals bring an Olah, they might either be showing their readiness to serve Hashem and fulfill His
obligations, or expressing their recognition that their fate and care is in the hands of Hashem, their
Shepherd.®®

e Sprinkling of blood — The sprinkling of the animal's blood symbolizes man's life and soul which he
dedicates to God.

e n>mo — R. Hoffmann understands n>'no to be the authorizing of another to take one's place or serve as
one's representative.’® The person bringing the sacrifice authorizes the animal to act as his substitute.

* No leavening — R. Hoffmann follows Abarbanel in viewing fermentation as a sign of moral corruption. As
such, it is disassociated from the sacrificial service.

e No honey — R. D"Z Hoffmann agrees with Rambam that the prohibition of honey relates to a distancing
from idolatrous practices.

Meaning of the term Jahp — R. Hoffmann asserts that |27 comes from the language of "nanye", signifying
that sacrifices are meant to bring a person close to Hashem.

Sacrifices before the Mishkan — R. Hoffmann assumes that one can learn about the nature of the
commanded sacrifices from those sacrifices discussed in Sefer Bereshit, and especially from Akeidat
Yitzchak. In going to sacrifice his son, Avraham displayed his total submission to Hashem's will and
complete obedience to do as asked, even to the point of death. In the end, though, the ram served as
Yiztchak's substitute, and became the prototype of all future sacrifices. In offering a life to Hashem, every
individual makes the same declaration as Avraham, that he is submitting himself to God.

"i7 axa" /" ink anp" — According to R. Hoffmann, these phrases mean that the offering is pleasing to
Hashem, as it reflects the individual's fulfillment of Hashem's will;.

"% ninn N awx — R. Hoffmann explains that the fragrance of the sacrifices is a source of "nin nna" to
Hashem as He sees the nation doing His bidding.

Attitude of the prophets towards sacrifices — R. Hoffmann points out that Yeshayahu and Yechezkel both
speak about sacrifices being part of the future worship in the Mikdash. This suggests that they, too, saw
worth in the system. Prophets who rhetorically question "n'nar ni2va "' yonn" and the like, were simply
expressing that Hashem did not desire only sacrifices, but also that the people abide by His word. Since a
sacrifice is a statement of obedience, it is meaningless if it is not accompanied by proper action.”’

e
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Combination

As many of the above approaches are not mutually exclusive, it is possible that the sacrificial system served
multiple purposes.

' See Abarbanel whose version of the Midrash differs from the printed edition, reading, "7y n%ax* 770 MK
TN AT N7 instead of "Ny 7y A Nt Nt 370 x". According to his version, the Midrash has the king
actively commanding that a non-desired food be eaten at his table, so as to teach his son to veer away from
it. This is analogous to Hashem's commanding that non-desired sacrifices be offered on His altar as a
means to wean the people away from idolatry.

R. D"Z Hoffmann, however, attempts to prove that Abarbanel's version is mistaken, preferring the wording of
the printed editions, which he claims can not be brought in support of this approach. The statement "mx
NNy v TR Nt T 'an" simply means that the king asked that his son eat regularly by him, so as to
keep an eye on him. So too, Hashem asks that the nation not eat niuxn "wa wherever they please, but rather
sacrifice it and eat in Hashem's "home" where good influences will keep them away from idolatry.
Accordingly, the Midrash is not suggesting that sacrifices were not desired, only that eating in Hashem's
house is.

Nonetheless, there is still room to interpret the Midrash to mean that sacrifices were not inherently beneficial
and were only instituted as a means to end idolatrous practices.

2 This is how R"Y Bekhor Shor explains Vayikra 17:7, but see below that he does also assert that sacrifices
have inherent worth for the role they play in the atonement process. His language, "Nt nTIay? 1720 X1
nayn NodN'wI" suggests that he believed they played a dual role. It is possible that he differentiates
between the various types of sacrifices, viewing sin-offerings in one light, but voluntary offerings in another.

3 Ralbag believes that sacrifices serve multiple purposes, one of them being to distance the people from
idolatry.

4 Interestingly, one of the earliest formulations of this position appears in the polemical assertions of Justin
Martyr. Given its natural appeal to Christian theologians, it is perhaps not surprising that this position did not
achieve great popularity among Jewish exegetes living in Christian Europe.

5 See also Ibn Kaspi's somewhat sharp formulation: "nw? yon ' '> ,013%1 N3N ND02 AND N"VIWNY YIT

NT7 DX'2N KINN [AT2 D712 NINMIRD 20N N0 77 ,0'NAT NI7Iva™.

6 He compares it to someone in his day prohibiting prayer, fasting or calling out to God in times of distress.

7 See, for example, his understanding of the laws of kashrut and the ketoret.

8 See Ramban and R. Hoffmann who attack the possibility that there won't be sacrifices in the future,
pointing to descriptions of future sacrifices in Yeshayahu 56, Yechezkel 20 and Yechezkel 43.

9 Rambam's ninth principle of faith states that the Torah's laws are immutable, suggesting that he too would
be uncomfortable with the notion that the laws of sacrifices were only for one era. Moreover, in his Hilkhot
Melakhim he explicitly states that there will be sacrifices in the time of the Mashiach. Finally, he discusses
the laws of sacrifices at length in his Mishneh Torah, devoting two entire books (Avodah and Korbanot) to the
topic, without ever indicating that any aspect of them would be irrelevant for the future.

10 See Purpose of the Pesach for his similar understanding of the Pesach.

" Rambam notes the parallel language by the punishment of those who eat blood and those who give of
their seed to the Molekh (Vayikra 20), "inX 'm12n1 xind ¥93a 19 nx 'AN)L," explaining that the punishment of
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both is so severe since both are related to idolatry. [See Giving One's Seed to Molekh for this and other
readings of the prohibition.]
12 Ralbag follows Rambam in his explanation but also offers a second possibility. He suggests that leavened
bread and honey require processing (by man or bee). Since Hashem wanted to rid people of the belief that
industry is better than nature, He commanded that the foods accompanying sacrifices be in their natural
state.
13 The Rambam himself does not bring the verse as evidence since he understands it to be the source for
the prohibition of eating meat for pleasure (nnxn (w2a) outside of the Mikdash.
4 He explains Yirmeyahu's words "nafi niy 127 7y .04 871" in the same manner: Hashem's first
intention was simply that the people recognize Him. The sacrifices were not commanded for themselves, but
only to achieve this goal. [Rambam also raises the possibility that Yirmeyahu is saying that these mitzvot
were not the first ones commanded. First the nation received laws at Marah, which included Shabbat and
setting up a judicial system. Shabbat was the first law commanded since, before all else, the nation needed
to recognize God as creator.]
15 See Purpose of the Mishkan.
16 R"Y Bekhor Shor and Ralbag, on the other hand, likely do. Ralbag explicitly speaks of the role of the Olah
in attaining prophecy and both explain how sin offerings aid in the atonement process.
7 Ritva attempts to defend Rambam's position by arguing that idolatry already existed in Noach's time (even
though the idolaters had all been wiped out in the Flood). However, his response regarding Kayin and Hevel
is difficult to understand.
'8 One could similarly ask from the language of "i7 ny121" which also implies that sacrifices are to Hashem's
liking.
19 See Rav Hirsch, The Nineteen Letters, Letter # 18 who similarly argues, "if sacrifice...was mainly
designed as a protest against the then prevalent polytheistic sacrificial custom, how absurd it is then to fill
three or four folios with investigations concerning the manner of offering sacrifice, which parts thereof may
be used, the persona who may officiate, and the times at which they can be offered..."
20 On Vayikra 17:7, R"Y Bekhor Shor also speaks of the role that sacrifices play in negating idolatrous
practices. However, more often he speaks of their value in the atonement process.
21 Ramban brings more than one reason for the command to offer sacrifices. He speaks of their role in
atonement as "nTax N2 270 X DDwIn 0*7apnn 0MAaT", preferring to see them as a means to attain Divine
inspiration. See below.
22 Ralbag suggests that there could be several reasons for the sacrificial system, writing, "> yTnw X1
N1 NN TNX [va wnnwn nimn”. In addition to the role they play in atonement, they also serve to
negate idolatrous practices and can aid a person to attain prophecy.
23 See Ibn Ezra on Shemot 12:7 who views the role played by the blood in the Pesach offering in a similar
light. For elaboration, see Purpose of the Pesach.
24 He suggests that as the individual watches each part of the animal be sacrificed, he thinks of his parallel
limbs and how they aided him in sin. The guts and kidneys are the seat of thought and desire which led him
to err, while the thigh represents his legs and hands which did the action. The animal's blood represents the
sinner's soul. As such, watching the animal burn is a powerful symbol of the sinner's own potential fate.
25 See also Ra'avad, HaEmunah HaRamah 3 "n'woan nxio12" who explains similarly and Shadal below who
views the purpose of some of the individual sacrifices in the same manner.
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26 R"Y Bekhor Shor makes an analogy to a person who is wearing pure white clothing and therefore is very
careful lest he get them dirty. Once he blackens them, however, he is not nearly as cautious.
27 Sefer HaChinnukh and Sforno further explain why animals (rather than fish or the like) were
chosen. Sforno suggests that since animals provide man with food, clothing, and milk, they are vital to his
survival and as such an appropriate redemption for his soul. In addition, since they are the most similar
creatures to humans, they are the most fitting to serve as his substitute. Sefer HaChinnukh adds that the
only difference between humans and animals is the knowledge given to mankind. In his sin, however, the
individual did not make good use of his intellect, lowering him to the level of animal.
28 As evidence, they point to the ceremony of the two goats on Yom HaKippurim, where the verse more
explicitly connects the ritual of the laying of hands and transfer of sins, "Y'viwn UNXY 72y IT' 'IY DX [NDX 001
YWD YN 7Y DDN DLW 2 My 79 Ny nTimal 'nn”
2 He quotes Bavli Pesachim 59b, "nm9ann n'7y21 0'72iR D1DdD".
30 See R. D"Z Hoffmann who questions this approach on these grounds. He also notes that not all sacrifices
were from animals, so such offerings can not be understood to substitute for the blood of man.
31 See R. Akiva in Bavli Yoma that one brings an Olah if one has not observed a positive commandment or
has trangressed a negative commandment that is linked to a positive one (nwy? pn1uw Ix7). The Yerushalmi
Yoma (see also Vayikra Rabbah and others), on the other hand, suggest that the sacrifice is brought for
negative thoughts, while R. Yosef Bekhor Shor posits that it is brought simply in case one has sinned, even if
one is unaware of a particular misdeed. Finally, Netziv suggests that it comes to atone for any action against
Hashem which prevented the individual from attaining knowledge of Hashem. He bases himself off the verse
in Hoshea which says, "ni72un n'n'7-¥ nyT1| N271 871 'Nyon Ton '2". If Hashem says He prefers knowledge of
God to Olot, it must be a deed which led to lack of this knowledge which requires one to bring an Olah.
32 See also Tanchuma which mentions the Shelamim but not the Minchah.
33 Ralbag proves this from the fact that there is a laying of the hands, which he views as a sign of transfer of
sin, on the Shelamim offering just like on other sacrifices. He also points to the rebuke to Eli's sons where
they are told, "nnia1 nara 7y N iy 1930 oX" which suggests that normally sins could be forgiven via a
Zevach or Minchah.
34 |bn Ezra writes, "I27n 721 N71vn NIXND ,00 DNAT NAYa DR DiXn DR pn' oa". Ramban echoes the
thought, " nianMI NIk NIMsia niaNA NIViN nIMn nixn? W' Xin nnxiY, as does Ralbag who says, "kl
N2 NI7VINT TNX [1Y2 YNNYWN MINN D yThe",
35 The fact that this phrase is not found by the obligatory sin offering of the Asham might argue against this
point.
36 These were not necessarily brought to expiate for sin, but as offerings of the righteous.
37 He maintains that the command to build the Tabernacle is written out of order and actually occurred only
after the sin.
38 However, Abarbanel differs from Sforno in that he suggests that Hashem had previously commanded that
there be a Tabernacle and it was only the sacrifices themselves which were introduced later. See Purpose of
the Mishkan for elaboration.
39 Shadal questions Abarbanel on this point, finding it incredulous to suggest that Hashem only realized the
nation's potential for sin after the Golden Calf. Even without this failure, it should have been evident that
everyone errs and would eventually sin.
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40 See Shemuel, Yeshayahu 1, Yirmeyahu, and Mikhah who all present Hashem as not simply denying His
need for sacrifices, but also expressing His desire that the nation cease their evil ways and do good.

41 Ralbag suggests that voluntary sacrifices such as the Olah, and those brought by individuals before the
building of the Mishkan, were meant to aid an individual in the attainment of prophecy. However, he does
not seem to view this as a goal of all sacrifices and makes no mention of continuing the revelation at Sinai.
See above that he also speaks of the role sacrifices play in gaining atonement or distancing people from
idolatry.

42 He also explains that in atoning for the nation's sins, the sacrifices further insure that the Divine presence
does not then desert the sanctuary.

43 Cf. R. Saadia Gaon and Shadal below..

44 See Purpose of the Mishkan for elaboration of this approach

45 Other examples in which treaties are sealed with a meal include the stories of Yaakov and Lavan in
Bereshit 31:44-54, Yitzchak and Avimelekh in Bereshit 26:28-31, the Children of Israel at Mount Sinai in
Shemot 24:3-11, and David and Avner in Shemuel Il 3:19-21. For further discussion of the issue,

see Treaties and Yitro's Sacrifices and Eating Bread Before God

46 See point below.

47 See Purpose of the Shulchan and Lechem HaPanim and the opinion of R. Hovav Yechieli ("|n7w 119% 1wn
0190 on71 In71wn =", Megadim 44 (5766): 33-49.) who explains the need for the Table and showbread in this
manner.

n'n7¥nl") that Hashem's presence descends ("nyn 72 7x '™ Tia) x)1"). Ramban similarly points out that Mt.
Moriah was chosen as the site of the Beit HaMikdash since it was there that David offered sacrifices to God.
49 See, for example, Bereshit 12:7-8, 26:24-25, 35:7-9.

50 As opposed to the Rambam who learns the mitzvah of prayer from the verse, "n3329 723 iTay'n" (Devarim

11), Ramban learns it from " " 1197 DNY27I1 NAX¥N2 DNV DN 1I¥D XD 7V DDYINA NRRM AXAD D" in
Bemidbar 10. This verse emphasizes calling to God when faced by an enemy. He understands the verse in
Devarim to refer to a much more general service of God - the keeping of Hashem's ways with proper intent.
[Whereas Rambam understands "service of the heart" to refer to the method in which you serve God, via
speech and internal thought , Ramban understands it to refer to the intention accompanying one's actions.]
511t is only because of the destruction of the Temple that prayer has become a primary form of service.

52 |n combating Rambam's view of sacrifices, Ramban writes, "ni771w 71 [Ix11 NZVIN DIY DN RA* K9 2701
D'VIYN NYTN AT ATy

53 For elaboration, see Purpose of the Mishkan.

54 See Shemot 24, "nmY¢ 0'nar 1Nt nw 2y41". This, though, simply begs the question of why specifically
those sacrifices were brought then.

5% In Hebrew the term for making a covenant, is "n"a nindY", literally to "cut a covenant”. The idea might
have been to hint that any who do not abide by the terms of the agreement will be cut off. Thus, too, blood
was sprinkled during the ceremony as a visual of this potential fate.

% This is how Shadal views communal sacrifices and the need for a sacrificial system as a whole. He does,
however, also suggest that individual sacrifices served more specific goals, such as attaining atonement or
seeking aid. He follows R"Y Bekhor Shor in highlighting the need of an individual for a process by which he

can see himself as cleansed from sin.
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57 Shadal writes: nT1. WA 771 DY ANINN XKINW T 72V OX D IR DY ANINNY7 DTR? PN X7 D
%8 |n this, Shadal's approach is similar to Rambam. However, he understands this to be true of every
generation and not just those who left Egypt. People in all ages tend respect that which is given more honor
and appears more glorious. Therefore, for all times, worship via sacrifices in a magnificent house is
necessary.
%9 He even suggests that certain commandments might intentionally promote erroneous beliefs as long as
these misconceptions are benign and promote good deeds or the like. See, for example, his understanding
of Tzaraat and the "evil eye" in Half Shekels — For Census or Tabernacle?.
60 |n return for honoring Hashem with their possessions, Hashem listens to the people's supplications and
saves them from distress. R. Saadia points to Mishlei 3:9-10 where this reciprocal relationship is expressed:
X9 1Pt WINI YW 'ROX IR ANNIAN 72 N'WURINT 2NN M Nx TA2"
61 He reiterates that the nation believed that the more glorious the house and servants, the more important
must be the king whom they are serving.
62 Shadal suggests that this is the reason one is prohibited from leaving over from the sacrifice. In order for
the individual to finish eating the sacrifice in Yerushalayim, he is forced to share it with strangers, enabling
everyone to meet new people and connect.
63 Based on this, R. Saadia attempt to prove that Yitro, who offered "n'nai n'7u" must have come to Mt. Sinai
only after the receiving of the Torah. For elaboration, see Chronology — Shemot 18.
64 He points to Vayikra 26:31, "nonn® 02 NMIX K1 D'YTiN DX invinl" as evidence that this attitude is
present in the Torah as well.
65 He similarly explains that there is no sin offering for a crime done intentionally since one cannot bribe God
into forgiveness.
66 Cf. Rashi Yirmeyahu 7:22.
67 In this aspect R. Hoffmann is similar to Ramban and Ibn Ezra above. However, while all agree that the
animal serves as a substitute for the person, who feels as if he should have been the one sacrificed, they
disagree regarding the goal of the process. Ibn Ezra and Ramban claim that the process serves to redeem
the sinner and aid his atonement, while R. Hoffmann suggests that the sacrifice demonstrates man's
willingness to give himself completely to God, unconnected to sin.
68 R. Hoffmann understands the word nnan to mean tribute, a gift given to one of higher standing. In
general, a tribute can be given either for the purpose of appeasement or as a sign of submission. R.
Hoffmann suggests that the Korban Minchah is of the latter category.
69 R. Hoffmann explains that it was for this reason that the daily Tamid offering was always from a lamb.
% Thus when appointing Yehoshau his successor, Moshe lays his hands on him. Similarly, when the Levites
are consecrated to serve as the nation's representatives in the Mikdash, the people lay forth their hands on
them as well. He reads the ceremony of the goats on Yom HaKippurim in the same manner, suggesting that
the act of n>'o does not transfer the sins (this is accomplished by the confession), but rather authorizes the
goat to replace the sinning nation.
"1 R. Hoffmann does not say this explicitly but it is implied by his general approach.
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