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ARTICLE VI. 

ON CERTAIN ERRONEOUS THEORIES OF THE SIG
NIFICANCE OF SACRIFICE. 

A.N essential difference must necessarily exist between a 
religion adapted to a race of moral beings who bave never 
sinned and a religion adapted to a race of beings that have 
sinned; and this difference must lie mainly, if not exclusively, 
in the fact that a religion fitted to meet the wants of a sinful 
race must include a disclosure of tbe possibility of recon
ciliation with the offended power, and of the mode in which 
that reconciliation can be effected. No religious system 
meant for a sinful race could be considered as complete 
which lacked these features. A religion which claimed a 
divine origin would exhibit, as one of its chief characteristics, 
a statement of the possibility, and of the method, of such a 
reconciliation. 

Antecedently to any direct revelation from God, thought
ful men would, not unnaturally, indulge in conjectures as to 
the practicability of any reconciliation with an offended 
lli\inity. Arguing from what nature suggests as to the 
character of God, from what his providence discloses in regard 
to his benevolence: in particular, from the way in which they 
are sometimes inclined to treat those by whom they have 
been offended; still more from the method in which they 
have known that men of superior power, of extraordinary 
moral worth, and unusual magnanimity have conducted them
selves towards such as have acted contrary to their will,
arguing from these premises, thoughtful men, as we may 
well imagine, might arrive at a presumption that, in some 
method and for some reasons, God might possibly avert from 
men the punishment which they were conscious was deserved 
by them. 

All conjectures on the matter would, however, become the 
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Sacrifices, he maintains, were federal rites. They implied 
the commencement of a friendship between two parties; or, 
if there had existed previously a state of alienation or positive 
hostility, they implied a restoration of amity-a return, on 
the part of the sacrificer, to that state of mind from which 
he had departed. "It was usual," he says," when men of 
old contracted leagues or engaged in friendship, to do it by 
eating and drinking together." .A. familiar illustration of 
this is seen in the instance of the friendship contracted 
between Isaac and Abimelech, Jacob and Laban. The vio
lation of a league thus formed was always regarded as a 
flagrant immorality. For this reason, the offering of a sac
rifice, whether to the true God or to an idol, was looked upon 
as the same thing as entering into a friendship with the 
being to whom the offering was made. The saints are 
represented, in the fiftieth Psalm, as those who had entered 
into a covenant with God by sacrifice. The blood of the 
paschal lamb sprinkled on the door-post was a symbol of 
the covenant entered into between the Almighty and the 
Israelites. Paul, in the Epistle to the Corinthians, explicitly 
asserts, altogether in harmony (according to Dr. Sykes) 
with this principle, that men cannot at the same time eat of 
the Lord's table and of the table of devils; because to par
take of the table of the Lord was an act strikingly significant 
of friendship with God, while to partake of the table of 
devils was equally significant of friendship with them; and 
it was obviously a.bsurd to think of being in friendship at the 
same moment with beings so wholly unlike each other in 
character. 

The attempt is also made to demonstrate, by a plentiful 
citation of passages from pagan writers, that the conception 
of the meaning of sacrifices as mere federal rites was a 
prevalent one among the pagans. Dr. Sykes is very confi
dent that, in the admitted fact that eating and drinking 
together were among the ancients well-known and altogether 
common symbols of friendship, and of reconciliation between 
persons previously estranged from each other, he has dis-
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real meaning. Though possessed of eminent gifts, he seems 
to have lacked the power of always expressing himself clearly. 
Should anyone, therefore, who reads what we have to say 
in reference to his theories, imagine that we have done him 
injustice, that we have imputed to him errors which he never 
held, we beg that our mistake, instead of being charged to a 
want of charity in us, may be charged to that peculiarity of 
Maurice's style to which we have just adverted. The work 
to which our remarks particularly relate is the one entitled 
Sermons on Sacrifice, published in 1854. 

The object which Maurice proposes to himself in these 
sermons seems to be to trace the gradual development of the 
nature and significance of sacrifice, as brought out in the 
scriptures, from the sacrifice offered by Cain and Abel to 1he 
completion of the history in the crucifixion of Christ. We 
shall endeavor to follow him through some portions of We 
historical sketch that we may bring out to view some of his 
peculiar and, as we conceive, altogether groundless notions. 

He starts, of course, with the sacrifice of Cain and Abel. 
His denial of the divine origin of sacrifice is very positive. 
No command to worship God in the use of sacrifice ever 
came from the lips of Jehovah. The silence of the scriptures 
as to any such command is an adequate ground for the helie1 
that none was ever uttered. The fact that Cain and Abe] 
were prompted to offer sacrifice is to be ascribed not to their 
having received.any command to that effect, but to a sugges
tion,-to, what Maurice styles, a revelation in distinction from 
a decree,-which they in some indefinable manner recognized 
us divine, and to which, as enjoining what was in itseU 
reu30nable and in harmony with their moral sentiments, the, 
were disposed to render prompt obedience. The distinctioll 
which Maurice draws between a divine command and a divinE 
suggestion would not seem to be one of any very great im· 
portance. If in some intelligible form it was made knoWIl 
to Cain and Abel that they ought to offer sacrifice, then, WE 

conceive, that a sufficient warrant for such a service ha<l 
been given. 
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