
A Mess to Confess 
 
God made confession possible by enacting it in law, in Israel's liturgy. We must not, however, 
underestimate the difficulty of these Old Covenant acts of penance. They may have clarified 
man's way to repentance, but they did not necessarily make it easy. Only an armchair 
interpreter would dismiss Israel's confession, sacrifice, and penance as mere ritual. No, these 
were arduous matters, and they cost something. 
 
Imagine yourself, after recognizing that you have sinned, preparing to make your confession 
and sacrifice. This could only be done at the Temple in Jerusalem, so you would have to plan 
your journey—-perhaps several days on foot or on horseback—over dusty, rocky roads that 
were infested with bandits and predatory animals. 
 
Depending on the type of your sin and its gravity, you might have to offer a goat, a sheep, or 
even a bull. You could bring one with you or, if you had the money, buy one from the 
merchants in Jerusalem. You would, of course, have to subdue the animal; in the case of a bull, 
that by itself would be quite demanding. Still, your penance would have only just begun. 
 
Once in Jerusalem, you would lead your beast uphill to the outer court of the Temple. At the 
inner court, you would tell the reason for your sacrifice. Then, in front of the altar, someone 
would hand you a knife, and you—yourself—would kill the animal. You yourself would butcher 
the animal. You would do the cutting and the ripping. You would do the separating of the parts. 
You would detach the bloody limbs and take out the organs and hand it all, piece by piece, to 
the priest for burning. You would remove any waste matter from the intestines and purify 
those parts. You would also sing penitential psalms 
while the priest caught the animal's blood and sprinkled it over the altar. 
 
All this made up an "act of contrition" that a sinner should never forget. Old Testament scholar 
Gordon Wenham has described these sacrifices in exhaustive (and exhausting!)  detail in his 
commentaries on Leviticus and Numbers. At the end of it all, he concludes: "Using a little 
imagination every reader of the Old Testament soon realizes that these ancient sacrifices were 
very moving occasions.  They make modern church services seem tame and dull by comparison. 
The ancient worshipper did not just listen to the minister and sing a few hymns. He was actively 
involved in the worship. He had to choose an unblemished animal from his own flock, bring it to 
the sanctuary, kill it and dismember it with his own hands, then watch it go up in smoke before 
his very eyes." 
 
When you acted sacrificially in the Old Covenant, it was a deeply personal matter, yet it was 
also a public matter; it was also humbling and costly. You had to sacrifice cattle; and, in an 
agrarian culture, that's capital—that's economic power. 
 
Let there be no doubt: God called forth from His people godly sorrow for sin and true personal 
sacrifice.  How often did Israelites have to go through this? Lay people confessed their sins at 
least once a year during Passover; the priests did so on the Day of Atonement. 
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