
What did worship sound like in ancient Israel? The trumpets calling people to 
worship, the sounds made by the animals about to be sacrificed, and the musical
instruments used in the temple would have been familiar to the people who experi-
enced them regularly. If we could travel back to the period of the divided monarchy, we
could witness the worship of the ancient Israelites firsthand. We could experience the
sights, smells, and sounds of ancient living as the people gathered for worship. We
would hear a distinctive sound we could never forget. 

Of fire, and murder.
Israel had a great deal to celebrate in antiquity. God had freed them from Egyptian

bondage, given them a fertile land, and remained among them to protect them from
their enemies. Rather than keeping themselves pure, Israel soon began to adopt the
culture and practices of her neighbors. Foreign cultic practices infiltrated Israelite
worship, which included the horrendous practice of human sacrifice. 

Devoted Canaanite worshippers would sacrifice their firstborn in order to curry favor
with their gods. The Bible describes one particular practice as causing the children to
“pass through the fire” (Jeremiah 19:5; cf. Deuteronomy 12:31). There are several sug-
gestions as to what is meant by the text, but the consensus is that the children were
burned to death as a living sacrifice to the gods. Some have suggested that there was
loud musical accompaniment to the sacrifices in order to drown out the screams of the
children as they burned to death. 

Child sacrifice was not uncommon in ancient Israel. Two kings, Ahaz (2 Kings 16:3)
and Manasseh (2 Kings 21:6), are described as offering their children up to be sacri-
ficed at the Tophet. This was a cultic area on the south side of Jerusalem where chil-
dren were sacrificed to the gods Baal and Molech. Jephthah bears the nefarious dis-
tinction of being the first person in the Biblical record to offer a human sacrifice. He
pledged to offer the “first thing that came out to greet him” (Judges 11:30-40) if he were
victorious in battle against the Amalekites. To his horror, his daughter came to meet
him first. Many scholars believe that Jephthah fully intended to offer a human sacri-
fice, but was stunned to see that it was his own daughter rather than one of his house
servants.

Child sacrifice was not limited to Canaan. At the city of Carthage in north Africa,
which was colonized by the Phoenicians, archaeologists have uncovered evidence of
child sacrifice in massive graveyards where hundreds of urns containing tiny bodies
are buried. Some have suggested that the great numbers of child burials were not sac-
rifices, but burials of children who had died very young. The bones tell a different story.
They do not appear to have been diseased, which would indicate death by illness. They
are not fractured, which might indicate death by trauma. They appear undamaged, but
blackened. The horrific final moments on earth for these poor children were spent in
an inferno for the sake of pleasing a pitiless, non-existent god. 

Under the sacrificial system of the old covenant, Israel was commanded not to sac-
rifice their children, but animals. The animal served as a substitute for the sinner. The
worshipper would cut the animal’s throat after placing his hand on the beast’s head,
symbolizing a transfer of guilt from man to the animal. There was no mistaking the
meaning of symbolic action: the innocent would become the substitute for the guilty. 

The Bible records the only significant child sacrifice was when god sacrificed His
Son for man. Even so, we tend to take Christ’s sacrifice for granted. What if we were
present at the cross to hear the words of Christ in His final moments on earth? We
would do well to imagine what that day was like, using our mind’s eye to see the suf-
fering of Christ, to hear Him lament His own forsakenness, to hear the last bone-chill-
ing cry as He died. 

Jesus offered Himself as a sacrifice to redeem humanity. To our discredit, we fre-
quently take it for granted or fail to appreciate that monumental gift in the frantic pace
of our daily lives. We live in an eleventh hour, buzzer-beating, two-minute warning cul-
ture that too often fails to consider our blessings.

We are a redeemed people. Let’s live like it. !
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