
RITUAL AND METAPHOR



Resources for Biblical Study

Tom Th atcher, New Testament Editor

Number 68

RITUAL AND METAPHOR
Sacrifice in the Bible 

Society of Biblical Literature



RITUAL AND METAPHOR

Sacrifice in the Bible

Edited by
Christian A. Eberhart

Society of Biblical Literature
Atlanta



RITUAL AND METAPHOR
Sacrifice in the Bible

Copyright © 2011 by the Society of Biblical Literature

All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by 
means of any information storage or retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted 
by the 1976 Copyright Act or in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should 
be addressed in writing to the Rights and Permissions Offi  ce, Society of Biblical Literature, 
825 Houston Mill Road, Atlanta, GA 30333-0399, USA.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Ritual and metaphor : sacrifi ce in the Bible / [edited by] Christian A. Eberhart.
 p. cm. — (Society of Biblical Literature resources for biblical study ; no. 68)
 Includes bibliographical references and indexes.

ISBN 978-1-58983-601-3 (paper binding : alk. paper) — ISBN 978-1-58983-602-0 
(electronic format)

 1. Sacrifi ce in the Bible—Congresses. 2. Christian literature, Early—History and criti-
cism—Congresses. I. Eberhart, Christian.
 BS1199.S2R58 2011
 220.6´7—dc23 2011039047

Printed on acid-free, recycled paper
conforming to ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992 (R1997) and ISO 9706:1994

standards for paper permanence.



Contents

List of Abbreviations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . vii

Preface. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xi

Introduction: Sacrifi ce in the Bible  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xv
Christian A. Eberhart

Part 1: Sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament

 1. Th e Rhetoric of Sacrifi ce  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3
 James W. Watts

 2. Sacrifi ce? Holy Smokes! Refl ections on Cult Terminology
  for Understanding Sacrifi ce in the Hebrew Bible . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17
 Christian A. Eberhart

 3. Th e Place of Human Sacrifi ce in the Israelite Cult . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33
 Jason Tatlock

 4. Th e Role of Sacrifi cial Language in Prophetic Rhetoric. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49
 Göran Eidevall

Part 2: Sacrifice in Early Christian Literature

 5. Yom Kippuring Passover:
  Recombinant Sacrifi ce in Early Christianity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65
 Jeff rey S. Siker

 6. Spiritualization of Sacrifi ce in Paul and Hebrews . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83
 Stephen Finlan

 7. Who Is Sacrifi cing? Assessing the Early Christian Reticence
  to Transfer the Idea of the Priesthood to the Community  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 99
 Timothy Wardle



 8. Spreading the Sweet Scent of the Gospel as the Cult of the Wise:
  On the Backdrop of the Olfactory Metaphor
  in 2 Corinthians 2:14–16 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115
 Dominika A. Kurek-Chomycz

 9. Sacrifi ce, Social Discourse, and Power. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 135
 George Heyman

Conclusion  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 153
Christian A. Eberhart

List of Contributors. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 157

 Index of Ancient Sources . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 159

 Subject Index  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 171

vi Contents



vii

Abbreviations

AB  Anchor Bible
ANRW  Aufstieg und Niedergang der Römischen Welt
ANTC  Abingdon New Testament Commentaries
AOAT  Alter Orient und Altes Testament
AP  Aramaic Papyri of the Fift h Century B.C. Edited by A. Cow ley 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1923)
ASoc  Année Sociologique
asv  American Standard Version
ATD  Altes Testament Deutsch
BETL  Bibliotheca ephemeridum theologicarum lovaniensium
BBB  Bonner Biblische Beiträge
BDB  Brown, F., S. R. Driver, and C. A. Briggs, A Hebrew and English 

Lexicon of the Old Testament. Oxford, 1907
BIFAO  Bulletin de l’Institut français d’archéologie orientale
BKAT  Biblischer Kommentar, Altes Testament
BZAW  Beiheft e zur Zeitschrift  für die alttestamentliche Wissen schaft 
BZNW  Beiheft e zur Zeitschrift  für die neutestamentliche Wissen schaft 
CBQ  Catholic Biblical Quarterly
ConBOT  Coniectanea Biblica: Old Testament Series
DSD  Dead Sea Discoveries
ExpT  Expository Times
FAT  Forschungen zum Alten Testament
FB  Forschung zur Bibel 
HSM  Harvard Semitic Monographs
HTR  Harvard Th eological Review
IDB  Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible. Edited by G. A. Buttrick. 4 vols. 

Nashville, 1962
JBL  Journal of Biblical Literature
JJS  Journal of Jewish Studies
JPS  Jewish Publication Society
JSJ  Journal for the Study of Judaism in the Persian, Hellenistic, and Roman 

Periods
JSNT  Journal for the Study of the New Testament



viii Abbreviations

JSNTSup  Journal for the Study of the New Testament: Supplement Series
JSOTSup  Journal for the Study of the Old Testament: Supplement Series
JSP  Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha
KEK  Kritisch-exegetischer Kommentar über das Neue Testa ment
kjv  King James Version
LS  Louvain Studies
nab  New American Bible
nasb New American Standard Bible
NEchtB Neue Echter Bibel
NICNT New International Commentary: New Testament
NICOT New International Commentary: Old Testament
NIGTC New International Greek Testament Commentary
niv  New International Version
njb  New Jerusalem Bible
nkjv  New King James Version
NovT  Novum Testamentum
NovTSup  Novum Testamentum. Supplement Series
nrsv  New Revised Standard Version
NTAbh  Neutestamentliche Abhandlungen
NTS  New Testament Studies
OBO  Orbis Biblicus et Orientalis
OTL  Old Testament Library
OTP  Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. Edited by J. H. Charles worth. 2 vols. 

New York, 1983
PRSt  Perspectives in Religious Studies
reb  Revised English Bible
RSPT  Revue des sciences philosophiques et théologiques
rsv  Revised Standard Version
SBL  Society of Biblical Literature
SBLABS  Society of Biblical Literature Archaeology and Biblical Studies
SBLDS  Society of Biblical Literature Dissertation Series
SBLSymS  SBL Symposium Series
SBS  Stuttgarter Bibelstudien
SHAW P-HK  Sitzungen der Heidelberger Akademie der Wissenschaft  en, 

Philosophisch-Historische Klasse
STDJ  Studies on the Texts of the Desert of Judah
STW  Suhrkamp Taschenbuch Wissenschaft 
TAD  Textbook of Aramaic Documents from Ancient Egypt, 4 vols. Edited by 

B. Porten and A. Yardeni (Jerusalem, 1986–99)
Th WAT  Th eologisches Wörterbuch zum Alten Testament. Edited by G. J. 

Botterweck and H. Ringgren. Stuttgart, 1970–
Th WNT  Th eologisches Wörterbuch zum Neuen Testament. Edited by G. Kittel 

and G. Friedrich. Stuttgart, 1932–79
tniv  Today’s New International Version
TDOT  Th eological Dictionary to the Old Testament. Edited by G. J. 

Botterweck and H. Ringgren. Translated by J. T. Willis, G. W. 
Bromiley, and D. E. Green. 8 vols. Grand Rapids, 1974–



ixAbbreviations

TynBul  Tyndale Bulletin
VT  Vetus Testamentum
VTSup  Vetus Testamentum Supplements
WBC  Word Biblical Commentary
WMANT  Wissenschaft liche Monographien zum Alten und Neuen Testament
WUNT  Wissenschaft liche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testa ment
ZAW  Zeitschrift  für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 





Preface

Th is volume presents a portion of the academic work of the “Sacrifi ce, Cult, and 
Atonement” section that convenes once a year at the Annual Meeting of the 
Society of Biblical Literature. As chair of this program unit, I wish to extend my 
gratefulness to Rhetta Wiley (vice-chair), Steve Finlan, Bill Gilders, and Jason 
Tatlock, the past and present members of the steering committee who have pursued 
its theme with scholarly rigor and aff ection over the past years. I owe much to 
their team spirit, enthu siasm, and critical feedback. I would also like to express my 
deep grati tude to all of the scholars who shared their research on the topic of this 
volume fi rst through presentations and now in writing. Special thanks are directed 
to Cambridge University Press for the kindness of granting permissions to reprint 
a chapter of the book by James W. Watts, Ritual and Rhetoric in Leviticus: From 
Sacrifi ce to Scripture (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), that provides 
a fi tting start to the present vo lume. 

I am, furthermore, very thankful to Billie Jean Collins, Leigh C. Andersen, 
and Bob Buller of the Society of Biblical Literature for their continued interest in 
this collection of essays and for the pleasant cooperation, and to Tom Th atcher 
and Susan Ackerman for adopting the present volume into their series Resources 
for Biblical Study. I gratefully acknowledge that funds from a generous grant of 
the Social Sciences and Humanities Re search Council of Canada, administered 
through Research Services of the University of Saskatchewan in Saskatoon, 
provided fi nancial means for the editorial work on this book and related conference 
travels, and I owe special expressions of gratitude to Monika Müller who provided 
editorial assistance, helped with proofreading, and gave much valuable advice. 

Finally, I am deeply indebted to my wife, Véronique, and my sons, Yanis 
Emmanuel and Yonas Maximilian, for their patience, love, and support during 
the times of annual conference attendance and work on the ensuing publication. 
Words are insuffi  cient to express my gratitude to you for your “sacrifi ce.”

C. A. E. 

xi





Introduction: Sacrifice in the Bible
Christian A. Eberhart

Th is volume features a selection of presentations delivered at the 2007, 2008, and 
2009 Annual Meetings of the Society of Biblical Literature for the “Sacrifi ce, Cult, 
and Atonement” program unit, a forum for stud ying the practices, interpretations, 
and reception history of sacrifi ce  and cult in ancient Judaism, Christianity, and 
their larger cultural contexts (ancient Near East and Greco-Roman  antiquity). 
Th is volume lends a voice to scholars representing multiple academic disciplines, 
diff erent geographical areas, and diverse denominational backgrounds who ex-
amine the topic of sacrifi ce in biblical literature. As chair of the “Sacrifi ce, Cult, 
and Atonement” program unit, I wish to express my deep gratitude to all of these 
fi ne scholars for sharing their research, insights, results, and questions pertaining 
to this topic fi rst through presentations and now in writing. Th ey explore issues of 
terminology and refl ect upon central festivals of the ancient Israelite and Judean 
religion. Th ey discuss the importance and ambiguity of multivalent rituals  and 
investigate various aspects and problems related to the study of the origin, devel-
opment, and reception history of ancient rituals  in the matrix of their surrounding 
religions and cultures. Th ey also scrutinize how sacrifi ce as a key concept of temple  
worship was both transcended and transformed through the creative processes of 
spiritualization  and metaphorization . 

With these characteristics, all contributions to the present volume deal directly 
or indirectly with various forms of worship of ancient Israel and Judah and the 
written traditions that refl ect upon it. Even tually centralized at the temple  in Je-
rusalem , this worship consisted mainly of sacrifi cial rituals   that encoded the reli-
gious, cultural, and so ciopolitical identity of ancient Israel and Judah during dif-
ferent histori cal eras. Due to their suggestive potential and authoritative character, 
these rituals  continued to be a dominant terminological and conceptual resource 
within Judaism and Christianity even aft er the destruction of the Second Temple  
in 70 c.e. Hence sacrifi cial metaphors  have pervaded religious conceptions and 
secular rhetoric  throughout the ages, ranging from foundations for ethics and jus-
tice to discourses aiming at glorifying victims  of military or natural disasters and 
to much-debated notions of vicarious atonement . With such a spectrum of phe-
nomena, sacrifi ce has caused fascination and puzzlement alike in religious con-
stituencies and among scholars, thus assuring continued attention to this topic. 

xiii



xiv Introduction

Th e transformation of sacrifi ce  communicates not only its acknowl edgment, 
but also implicit criticism. Despite its authority, the institution of sacrifi ce  was 
questioned already in biblical times, and since then crit ics have wondered about 
the apparent paradox that rituals  which in volve killing  and destruction, including 
the extreme of human sacrifi ce , could be situated at the heart of religion. How can 
metaphors  derived from such a conceptual source inscribe themes like reconcili-
ation  and salvation into the consciousness of human society? Why did Judaism 
not readily abandon notions of sacrifi ce  when the actual sacrifi cial cult in Jeru-
salem  could no longer be performed ? Why did nascent Christianity hold on to 
these concepts as well? Even in modern discourse, sacrifi ce remains not only a 
controversial but also a powerful topic. Its elucida tion, therefore, is more than an 
endeavor of historical interest directed at religious phenomena of a distant past; it 
informs today’s religious, cul tural, and political rhetoric . 

Th e contributions to the present volume deal with sacrifi cial rituals   and meta-
phors in the Bible. Th e fi rst set of contributions focuses on as pects and problems 
related to sacrifi ce in the Hebrew Bible/Old Testa ment. It starts with terminological 
refl ections and proceeds to studies of sacrifi ce  in narrative  and prophetic  texts. 

James W. Watts surveys comparative theories of sacrifi ce  to show that evalu-
ations of particular ritual  and nonritual  acts as “sacrifi ce s” depend on analogies 
with stories of sacrifi ce . Such narrative  analogies ground the idea of sacrifi ce , 
which is meaningless without them, and they ac count for the opposite valuations 
that it can convey. Watts argues, there fore, that sacrifi ce  is not a descriptive but an 
evaluative term; its useful ness for comparative analyses of religious rituals  remains 
questionable. 

Christian A. Eberhart explores interpretive aspects of sacrifi cial rituals   that are 
manifest in comprehensive technical terms for sacrifi ce . Th eir individual profi le 
and common implications off er insight into percep tions of early communities 
which understood sacrifi ces  as dynamic processes of approaching God and as to-
kens of reverence and reconcilia tion . Eberhart concludes that these comprehensive 
technical terms ex press the importance of the burning rite as a ritual  component 
that al lows the incorporation of both animal sacrifi ces  and sacrifi ces from ve getal  
substances into modern scholarly theorizing. 

Jason Tatlock presents a study of human sacrifi ce  in the Israelite cult. Approach-
ing this topic from its broader context of animal sacrifi ce , he discovers that almost 
every Hebrew Bible text of child  and adult immo lation corresponds to an analo-
gous animal rite. Tatlock maintains that human sacrifi ce  was an integral part of the 
Israelite cult during the preexilic era. 

Göran Eidevall develops new approaches to the study of the role of sacrifi cial 
terminology in Hebrew Bible prophetic  literature. He outlines aspects of one such 
approach that relies on rhetorical  analysis and meta phor  theory to bring sacrifi -
cial language into a discourse which primar ily deals with some other topic. He 
illustrates this approach through preliminary analyses of two passages, Isa  66:20 
and Ezek  20:40–42, which draw on sacrifi cial metaphors to depict the return of 
diaspora communities . 



xvIntroduction

Th e second set of essays deals with various aspects and problems related to sac-
rifi ce  and sacrifi cial metaphors as well as related cult terminology  in early Chris-
tian literature and its larger cultural context. 

Jeff rey S. Siker investigates how the earliest Christians grappled with the prob-
lem that Jesus,  who had suff ered and died at the hands of the Romans , could be 
proclaimed as a crucifi ed and risen messiah. Surveying a spectrum of christologi-
cal concepts in the New Testament that articu late the meaning of that death, Siker 
explains that some of them eff ec tively blend the notion of atonement  of Yom Kip-
pur  with motifs be long ing to the Passover  tradition. Th rough a process of refer-
encing vari ous Judean liturgical ceremonies and recalibrating their meaning, Jesus  
came to be simultaneously understood as a scapegoat  and sacrifi cial lamb . 

Stephen Finlan examines the process of spiritualization  of sacrifi ce in the epistles 
of Paul and in Hebrews by distinguishing six diff erent levels that have commonly 
been signifi ed with spiritualization . He considers such language as useful for new 
social formations since it negotiates continuity within change. Finlan notes that 
Hebrews, while allegorizing sacrifi ce at great length, contains more antisacrifi cial 
language than any other book in the New Testament. 

Tim Wardle observes a reticence in the early Christian community to appropri-
ate the idea of the priesthood,  although other cultic terms were readily adopted. He 
studies Judean temples  that were constructed as alternatives to the Second Temple  
in Jerusalem  and argues that they provide a clue for this phenomenon. During the 
Second Temple  period, other temples  and systems of sacrifi ce  had developed, yet 
precedents for alternative priesthoods  did not exist. 

Dominika Kurek-Chomycz investigates the meaning of a convoluted sacrifi cial 
metaphor  used by Paul in 2 Cor 2:14–16. She surveys the histo ry of interpreta-
tion of this passage, discusses the terminology and role of cultic scents in connec-
tion with wisdom, and considers its relationship to incense and sacrifi ce. Kurek-
Chomycz argues that Paul’s olfactory meta phor  is best understood in connection 
to the cluster of motifs associated with the fi gure of personifi ed wisdom. 

George P. Heyman explores the function of the early Christian dis course of sac-
rifi ce,  drawing on the Greek  and Roman  religious and cul tural environment. Th is 
rhetoric  enabled nascent Christian communities not only to explain the shameful 
death of Jesus  on the cross but also to imagine a corporate identity that empow-
ered them to resist Roman  reli gio-political hegemony. Heyman concludes that the 
appearance of desert asceticism and of the cult of the martyrs  consolidated cultic 
concepts as a powerful discourse of sacrifi ce. 

Th e nine contributions to the present volume off er no systematic ex position 
of sacrifi ce in biblical literature but address selected aspects of scholarly inquiry. 
May the approaches, perspectives, arguments, in sights, and results featured in the 
chapters that follow help to better un derstand the worship that epitomized the 
religion of ancient Israel and Judah and that became the source of ongoing learned 
refl ections in Rab binic Judaism and of central soteriological concepts in Christi-
anity. May these chapters help to better understand rituals  and metaphors  of sacri-
fi ce in the Bible. 


