
This sermon is printed and distributed as part of the ongoing ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church 

© 2014 Nathaniel R. Carter 

From The Pulpit Of 
 

 
 

Sacrifices in the Land 

 

No. 18 Numbers 15:1-21 September 28, 2014 

Series: Numbers  Nathan Carter 

 

Text 
The LORD said to Moses, 2 "Speak to the Israelites and say to them: 'After you enter the land I am giving 

you as a home 3 and you present to the LORD offerings made by fire, from the herd or the flock, as an 

aroma pleasing to the LORD-- whether burnt offerings or sacrifices, for special vows or freewill offerings 

or festival offerings-- 4 then the one who brings his offering shall present to the LORD a grain offering of a 

tenth of an ephah of fine flour mixed with a quarter of a hin of oil. 5 With each lamb for the burnt offering 

or the sacrifice, prepare a quarter of a hin of wine as a drink offering. 6 "'With a ram prepare a grain 

offering of two-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with a third of a hin of oil, 7 and a third of a hin of 

wine as a drink offering. Offer it as an aroma pleasing to the LORD. 8 "'When you prepare a young bull as 

a burnt offering or sacrifice, for a special vow or a fellowship offering to the LORD, 9 bring with the bull a 

grain offering of three-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with half a hin of oil. 10 Also bring half a hin 

of wine as a drink offering. It will be an offering made by fire, an aroma pleasing to the LORD. 11 Each 

bull or ram, each lamb or young goat, is to be prepared in this manner. 12 Do this for each one, for as 

many as you prepare. 13 "'Everyone who is native-born must do these things in this way when he brings an 

offering made by fire as an aroma pleasing to the LORD. 14 For the generations to come, whenever an 

alien or anyone else living among you presents an offering made by fire as an aroma pleasing to the 

LORD, he must do exactly as you do. 15 The community is to have the same rules for you and for the alien 

living among you; this is a lasting ordinance for the generations to come. You and the alien shall be the 

same before the LORD: 16 The same laws and regulations will apply both to you and to the alien living 

among you.'" 17 The LORD said to Moses, 18 "Speak to the Israelites and say to them: 'When you enter the 

land to which I am taking you 19 and you eat the food of the land, present a portion as an offering to the 

LORD. 20 Present a cake from the first of your ground meal and present it as an offering from the 

threshing floor. 21 Throughout the generations to come you are to give this offering to the LORD from the 

first of your ground meal. 

 

Introduction 
Elton Trueblood once said, “A man’s made at least a start on discovering the 

meaning of life when he plants shade trees under which he knows full well he will never 

sit.”  That’s deep… 

Would you say the bulk of the people in our city have made a start on discovering 

the meaning of life?  Do you live like that?   

Tom Wolfe famously dubbed the Baby Boomer generation “Generation Me.”  

Subsequent generations haven’t changed.  We are more and more consumed with 

ourselves.  There are some people who try to sound the call for thinking about future 

generations.  I watched the documentary Bag It recently.  It starts off as an exploration of 

where plastic bags come from and where they go and turns into an expose on our 

culture’s use of plastic and its harmful effects on our bodies and the environment.  I 
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realize that movies like this are often one-sided and not the best source of information, 

but I couldn’t help but realize how we don’t really think beyond our own lives.  Our 

personal consumption patterns rarely take into account what effects our actions are 

having on the quality of life for others who may live 40 years from now?  Most people 

don’t really care.  We just care about ourselves. 

There are documentaries and do-gooders out there, but I want to offer to you 

today that Christianity provides the best hope of freeing people from the tyranny of self 

and now.  We saw when we looked at Hebrews 11 earlier this year that faith stretches us 

beyond our own earthly lives. We’re going to see that again today from Numbers 15:1-

21.  Here we’re looking at a generation that has been told they will die in the dessert.  

They were rescued out of Egypt and brought by God right to the edge of the land 

promised to their ancestors, a good land filled with milk and honey, and they rebelled 

against God and forfeited their chance.  And now they are forced to live out the rest of 

their lives – for some, 40 years – with only the hope of an event that would take place 

after their death.  Could you live like that? 

Well, you’re going to have to.  Because guess what?  Unless Christ comes back 

first, you’re going to die.  And you’re not going to live to see all your dreams come true.  

Even if you throw all caution to the wind and try to pursue immediate gratification as 

much as possible whatever the cost, you won’t be happy.  Have you ever seen anyone 

that this worked for, really?  And if you are frugal and delay gratification and pad your 

IRA or 401(k) or 403(b) and, let’s say, you live long enough to use it you still won’t be 

fully satisfied.  Your body won’t be able to execute your desires and your body will 

eventually shrivel up and cease to work. 

Wouldn’t it be great to be part of something so much bigger than you?  To be part 

of the forever kingdom of God, that has been going since long before you came to be, and 

will span on past your death, and which promises for you life after death, and life after 

life after death?  Doesn’t that sound so much better than living for yourself and whatever 

you can grab in the fleeting moment? 

Let’s let this passage of the Bible point us to how that can be.  In short what we’re 

going to see from Numbers 15:1-21 is just this: God has a plan that’s bigger than your 

life and that nothing can stop. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Land Promise 

So since ch. 11 in the story it’s been like watching a car accident unfold before us 

in slow motion.  The first ten chapters felt like a smooth ride cruising up the highway.  

But since ch. 11 it’s been like the bumper fell off and then one wheel came loose and 

then another and the whole vehicle has now crashed, a mangled mess perpendicular to the 

median with smoke coming out around the crinkled hood.  It feels like it’s all over, 

they’re never going to get there.  Grumbling, envy, fear, presumption… judgment.  It’s 

all done, right? 

Well, there’s another chapter.  Let’s read it and see what happens.  And we do and 

we think, “That’s odd.  It doesn’t make sense.  One of those boring chapters about laws 

for offerings.”  It seems out of place.  But if you look at it a little more closely and think 
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about it a little more carefully you realize that something utterly profound is going on 

here.  To God, everything’s not over.   

Chapter 15 has three of those familiar – “[And] the LORD said to Moses…” (v. 1, 

17, 37) phrases.  After all the rebellion and sin, God is still speaking and he’s still talking 

about the Promised Land.  Verses 1 and 2 – “The LORD said to Moses, ‘Speak to the 

Israelites and say to them: “After you enter the land I am giving you as a home…”’”  

Wait a minute!  What!  They just rejected the home.  They rejected the LORD’s gift and 

disbelieved that he could give it to them and he told them that none of them could ever 

have it, they would wander in the dessert until everyone 20 years and older died off.  

When they changed their mind and tried to go and take it they came back running with 

their tails between their legs.  But now God says, “After you enter the land I am giving 

you.”  So it’s still happening! 

 Look at v. 17 – “The LORD said to Moses, ‘Speak to the Israelites and say to 

them: “When you enter the land to which I am taking you…”’”  It’s the same thing.  “The 

promise of the land is still intact.”
1
  The LORD is explicitly saying that he still plans to 

take his people into the land he “promised on oath to their forefathers” (11:12). 

 He’s also implicitly stating this.  Glance through what vv. 3ff are about.  They’re 

laws about different kinds of offerings involving large amounts of meat and flour and oil 

and wine.  In other words, these laws envision a people living in a place of agricultural 

abundance, a land flowing with milk and honey, not a desert.  The talk of wine is 

interesting to note in light of the fact that the spies had brought back a huge cluster of 

grapes (13:23).  They will eventually get to that place.  Look also at v. 13 – “Everyone 

who is native-born must do these things…”  Stop right there.  Think about what this is 

saying.  “The key significance of this ruling is surely that one day in the future there will 

be native-born Israelites!  There will one day be a generation of children who from birth 

can call the Promised Land home.”
2
 

 These laws at this place in the book are not random or something to skip over.  

“These laws have been placed here as a deliberate comment on the preceding narrative,” 

writes Gordon Wenham.  “These laws reassert very emphatically that the LORD will 

bring his people into Canaan.”
3
  Nothing can stop God’s plan.  It can’t be thwarted.  He 

will keep his promises.  He won’t change his mind, no matter how much we rebel. 

 You know the saying, “The best laid plans of mice and men often go awry.”  We 

make plans and constantly have to adapt and change.  There was a Roosevelt Square 

Master Plan, but this summer they commissioned the crafting of a new Master Plan and 

on Thursday the 9
th

 there’s going to be a meeting at Fosco Park to talk about it – a great 

thing to go to if you care about the future of this neighborhood for your kids.  But my 

point is that we often get tired and frustrated and something changes and we scrap our 

plans so easily.  But the all-knowing, all-powerful God has a plan that nothing can 

stop.  He was still going to get his people into the Promised Land. 

 It just wasn’t going to happen in the lifetime of the wilderness generation.  Verse 

21 talks about “the generations to come.”  This plan of God’s is bigger than your life.  

It’s multi-generational and stretches across time. 

 God works on a different time table, doesn’t he?  When you get to know God in 

the Bible you get the sense that he is not in a hurry.  He’s not a frantic deity but calm and 

in control.  We are so impatient, a flurry of activity.  It’s been 10 years and nobody’s 

caught the vision.  It’s been 3 years and my husband isn’t changing.  It’s been one thing 
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after another with no real relief for years now.  I’ve waited 6 months and there’s no job.  

The children and teenagers hearing these descriptions here had to wait 40 years before 

any of it would be realized. 

40 years of getting up every morning and collecting manna, building fires, and 

keeping the kids from killing themselves.  Taking every seventh day off to rest and 

remember.  40 annual Passovers celebrations.  40 years or ordinary life.  Could you 

handle that?  Can you handle that?  Because that’s what the bulk of the Christian life is: 

going to work every day, shopping and making meals, doing the dishes, folding laundry, 

paying bills, parent-teacher conferences at school, coming to church every Sunday; 

Christmases come and go and we grow old.  And maybe, maybe once or twice in your 

life God does something big. 

For the older people hearing these laws they had the prospect of living out the rest 

of their days on earth never seeing what they came out of Egypt for.  But you know, 

God’s presence was still with them in the Tabernacle at the center of camp.  God’s 

provision still came miraculously every morning.  Even those sentenced to wander in the 

wilderness… they still had God’s Word.  They still had Moses as a mediator and the 

priests to offer sacrifices of atonement and bless them.  They were still part of God’s 

people and called to put their faith in God’s promises. 

Many people then and today can’t accept that and chase the shimmery and the 

shiny of the world.  But nothing out there is substantial apart from God.  The world 

throws so many false promises at us but can’t deliver, definitely nothing past death.  A 

series of selfish rushes, trying to stay forever young.  Having kids is one of the most 

forward thinking things you can do, but it really messes with the hipster lifestyle, you 

know?  The world glamorizes certain lifestyles, talks about being up all night to get 

lucky, but the reality is if you stay up all night you feel yucky.  Go to bed, get some sleep.  

Wake up early and read the Bible.  Then go serve others in word and deed.  Then repeat 

until you die.  It’s the good life. 

 

Sacrifices 
 So God still desires for his people to enter the land, in 40 years.  His plan will go 

forward.  And what does his plan for those who enter the Promised Land look like?  Let’s 

look at these sacrifices mentioned in vv. 3-16?  They picture for us more of the ordinary 

life God calls us to.  Now this section assumes a certain working knowledge of Leviticus 

which we preached through last year and you can go back and refresh yourself on if you 

want.  Let me summarize four elements of God’s plan for his people’s lives we see here. 

 

(1) Atonement – Some of these offerings, like the burnt offering, had an atoning quality 

to them.  That is, they represented a provision that God instituted whereby an animal died 

in the place of a person as a payment for sin.  In other words, the people were going to 

sin, but God built into their life a way for their sins to be covered, for there to be 

forgiveness. 

 God is holy and just.  He cannot just let sin slide.  And yet he is merciful and thus 

he makes a way for his justice and mercy to meet.  In the OT the sacrificial system 

pointed to that.  Animals spilled there blood at the Tabernacle all the time and were 

consumed by the fire, portraying that the people wouldn’t be consumed by God’s wrath. 
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 And the whole system paves the way for understanding Christ’s sacrifice as 

atonement.  “It is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to [actually] take away sins” 

(Heb. 10:4).  The price has to be paid by a human who is also God.  And in the 

fulfillment of God’s Master Plan, that’s what Jesus does.  His blood is shed in our place, 

taking the wrath of God so we don’t have to.  God loves us that much.  He is that 

committed to making it possible for us sinners to be his people.  He “presented [Christ] as 

a sacrifice of atonement” (Rom. 3:25).  And so we’re reminded here that our lives must 

be lived in constant awareness of Christ’s sacrifice for our sins; without it there’s no 

hope. 

 

(2) Fellowship – But that’s not all.  God’s not just interested in atonement.  He’s also 

interested in fellowship.  Atonement gets sin out of the way so that there can be actual 

intimacy.  We see this in the references here to the fellowship offering (or peace 

offering).  Unlike the burnt offering, the fellowship offering wasn’t completely consumed 

by the fire.  Some of it was cooked and eaten in community with God, a symbol of table 

fellowship with God.  God wants to eat with you, to be with you.  At the center of this 

whole plan is for God to be with his people.  “The smoke from the sacrifice ascended as 

an aroma pleasing to the Lord, as if the Lord too were participating in the meal,” writes 

one commentator.
4
 

 This is what God wants.  He’s willing to go to infinite costs to atone for your sin 

through the death of his Son, so that he can have fellowship with you, so you can be 

brought into a living, vital relationship with the Trinity – the Father as your Father, Jesus 

as your friend, the Spirit filling you.  This is part of what the Lord’s Table represents – 

fellowship meal with God.  And such communion you can also have throughout your 

week – praying, aware of his presence, knowing that because of Jesus he smiles over you, 

he’ll never leave you or forsake you…  There is a sweet fellowship with God that is part 

of the ordinary Christian life.  It’s not always flashy, but it’s steady and it’s real, and it’s 

often most felt when all our plans seems to be falling apart. 

 

(3) Devotion – The next thing we see in this description of sacrifices that will one day be 

made in the Promised Land is that atonement leads to fellowship which leads to devotion.  

There are special vows and freewill offerings and festival offerings which all carry a 

sense of worship.  They were ways to show dedication to God out of gratitude and 

because you loved him.  There’s also the detail here that along with the animal offerings 

there should also go a grain and drink offering.  The amount of grain and wine correlated 

to the size of the animal sacrifice.  You can see how the amount of flour, oil, and wine go 

up from a lamb to a ram to a bull.   

The principle we get is that with the most valuable sacrifice ever – that of Christ 

himself – we should then offer up all that we have as worship.  Our very lives should be 

given in devotion.  So the Apostle Paul says things like, “I’m being poured out as a drink 

offering” (cf. Ph. 2:17, 2 Tim. 4:6).  He’s giving his everything for others in glad service 

to God.  Or listen to what he says in Colossians 1:24-29 – 

 

Now I rejoice in what was suffered for you, and I fill up in my flesh what 

is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his body, 

which is the church.  I have become its servant by the commission God 
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gave me to present to you the word of God in its fullness – the mystery 

that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to 

the saints.  To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles 

the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of 

glory.  We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all 

wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ.  To this end I 

labor, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me. 

 

That’s what the Christian life should look like, in light of the atonement provided by 

Christ and the resulting fellowship – a life of complete service, giving ourselves for 

others, laboring for their joy in Christ.  Have you figured that out yet?  That when you try 

to guard your life for yourself it’s miserable, but when you spend yourself in service to 

God and others it’s exhaustingly exhilarating?  It’s true. 

 

(4) Evangelism – And the fourth element of God’s plan for his people’s lives is seen in 

vv. 13-16.  Essentially this part says that the aliens (non-native Israelites) living among 

them must do exactly as the native-born do.  “You and the alien shall be the same before 

the LORD” “is a strong statement of inclusion.”
5
  And from this we see that God’s plan 

for his people always included an eye to the nations, an outward focus, bringing new 

people in.  As one person has observed, “The door was to always be open to proselytes 

who would desire to identify with Israel, their faith, and their God.”
6
 

 And this is so obvious in the NT.  Jesus’ parting words were – “Therefore go and 

make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and 

of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And 

surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Mt. 28:19-20).  Amazed by 

atonement, enjoying fellowship, ablaze with devotion, we are to be committed to 

evangelism – telling other people about our God and what he’s done in Jesus and inviting 

them into this ever growing people, this grand kingdom. 

 

First-Fruits 

 I want to cover four more verses.  They talk about another thing that should 

happen once the people are in the land.  The book of Joshua tells of how 40 years later 

Joshua led the people across the Jordan River and into the land of promise.  They 

celebrated the Passover Feast there and the next day “they ate some of the produce of the 

land: unleavened bread and roasted grain.  The manna stopped the day after they ate this 

food from the land; there was no longer any manna for the Israelites, but that year they 

ate of the produce of Canaan” (Josh. 5:11-12).  God says here in Numbers 15 that when 

they have their own grain and make cakes the first cake from every time they bake bread 

was to be offered to the LORD. 

 The first.  This is the principle of the first-fruits.  It was to show that God was first 

place in their hearts and lives.  It’s kind of like if you get paid at the beginning of the 

month.  Do you take out a set percentage right at the very beginning of the month to put 

in the offering, trusting that you will have enough to make it through?  Or do you wait 

and see what you have left over at the end if there is any?  You give to God first because 

he is first. 
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Giving the first-fruits was an act of trust.  It said, “I believe that God will supply 

more where this came from.”  Some of you go to apple orchards this time of year.  

Suppose you had an apple tree in your back yard.  You’ve watched the green apples grow 

all summer and now you come out and notice that some of them have turned red.  Could 

you pick a bushel and give it to your neighbor as a gift, knowing that there are more to 

come? 

The NT utilizes this idea in several different ways, but there’s one that comes to 

my mind here.  Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15 that Christ’s resurrection was a kind of first-

fruits – “But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who 

have fallen asleep…..  In Christ all will be made alive.  But each in his own turn: Christ, 

the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belong to him” (1Cor. 15:20-23). 

This is ultimately why you can spend your life and pour yourself out for others 

and then die.  Because God has promised that he will raise our bodies up again.  And he 

has raised Christ’s body as the first-fruits of the widespread resurrection that will happen 

when he comes back again.  We’re waiting. We’re waiting.  But there has already been 

one resurrection and we can trust that there is more to come.  Christ will come back again 

someday and “will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body” 

(Ph. 3:21). 

 

Conclusion 

 This is what we’re really waiting for, the great fulfillment of God’s promises.  His 

Master Plan has marched forward, unstopped by rebellion and sin because his plan was 

finally to deal with sin once and for all with the sacrifice of Christ and by his blood to 

secure an eternal people for himself.  We’re forgiven and have fellowship with him in the 

meantime.  We have ministry to do and have become a truly global body.  But there’s 

more. 

 This week I sat down at my desk with a big bowl of plain yogurt drizzled with 

honey, a common dish for me.  And it hit me: milk and honey!  It is good!  And I can 

have it anytime I want.  By God’s grace I live in a land of plenty, a neighborhood that is 

not a food desert.  There’s so much abundance.  But my heart is not fully satisfied yet.  It 

wasn’t either for the Israelites that entered Canaan under Joshua.  It won’t be for anyone 

until Christ comes back and the final resurrection takes place.  “In keeping with his 

promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of 

righteousness” (2Pe. 3:13).  That is the true Promised Land. 

 The book of Revelation, the last book of the Bible, gives us glimpses into this 

promised reality.  At the center of it is the Lamb who was slain – atonement (cf. Rev. 5:6, 

12).  It’s described this way: “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with 

them.  They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God” 

(Rev. 21:3) – perfect fellowship.  We will be worshipping him “before the throne of God 

and serv[ing] him day and night in his temple” (Rev. 7:15) – endless devotion.  And who 

will be there?  “A great multitude that no one [can] count, from every nation, tribe, 

people and language” (Rev. 7:9) – the fruit of evangelism.  Heaven is the true Promised 

Land.  This is what we’re living for, even dying for.  God has a plan that’s bigger than 

your life and that nothing can stop.  It will happen. 

 And it will be utterly worth it.  Listen to St. Augustine’s description of it and 

long: 
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Who can measure the happiness of heaven, where no evil at all can touch 

us, no good will be out of reach; where life is to be one long laud extolling 

[of] God…. God will be the source of every satisfaction, more than any 

heart can rightly crave, more than life and health, food and wealth, glory 

and honor, peace and every good – so that God, as St. Paul said, ‘may be 

all in all’ (1 Cor. 15:28). He will be the consummation of all our desiring – 

the object of our unending vision, of our unlessening love, of our 

unwearying praise… in the everlasting City, there will remain in each and 

all of us an inalienable freedom of the will, emancipating us from every 

evil and filling us with every good, rejoicing in the inexhaustible beatitude 

of everlasting happiness, unclouded by the memory of any sin or of 

sanction suffered, yet with no forgetfulness of our redemption nor any loss 

of gratitude for our Redeemer…. And, surely, in all that City, nothing will 

be lovelier than this song in praise of the grace of Christ by whose Blood 

all there were saved…. On that day we shall rest and see, see and love, 

love and praise – for this is to be the end without the end of all our living, 

that Kingdom without end, the real goal of our present life.
7
 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
“The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make his face shine upon you and be 

gracious to you; the LORD turn his face toward you and give you peace” (Num. 6:24-

26). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 28, 2014.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 

and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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