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Blood and the Sacredness of Life 

Our heavenly Father has given us the precious gift of Life. He expects us to recognise this, and 

we are to take complete care of his gift. 

When a person causes the death of another person, God holds the murderer to account. This 

happened when Abel was killed by Cain. 

The LORD said [to Cain]... ñYour brotherôs blood cries out to me 

from the groundò.1 

There can be no thought that the blood in the ground was still alive. 

There can never, either in the case of a sacrifice or a murder, be 

any question of the bloodôs having a posthumous active existence. 

... In the Old Testament ... there is no belief anywhere that any 

personal life persists after a death.2 

To speak of the life as in some way existent in the blood 

subsequent to the slaughter of the animal is to ignore the Hebrew 

stress on the connection of life with the body. So far were the 

Hebrews from thinking of an immaterial principle of life that they 

associated life in the age to come not with the immortality of the 

soul, but with the resurrection of the body. If they found difficulty in 

thinking of human life as persisting after the death of the body, it is 

most unlikely that they would think of the life of an animal as 

persisting after slaughter.3 

Indeed, the word ñbloodò in both the Hebrew Scriptures and in the Greek Scriptures consistently 

means death. 

The word ñbloodò in the Bible, when not used literally, 

normally means ñdeathò; and very often not simply death as 

such, but death as involving the guilt of him who causes it.4 

Blood directly suggested death, particularly a violent death. For, 

when blood becomes visible and begins to flow, it means that 

damage has been done to someone's life; and when the blood is 

poured out in quantity and, so to speak, thought of in isolation as 

now separated from the body in which it flowed, it means that a life 
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has been taken. So ñbloodò became a word-symbol for 

ñdeathò. When the psalmist says, ñWhat profit is there in my 

blood?ò he means, ñWhat profit is there in my death?ò (Ps. 30: 9) 5 

Ȱ"ÌÏÏÄȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ (ÅÂÒÅ× 3ÃÒÉÐÔÕÒÅÓ 

The [Hebrew] word dam [md, blood] is used in the Hebrew Bible 

362 times with various shades of meaning. ... The commonest 

use of dam is to denote death by violence. ... The use of blood 

to denote violent death is not specially located in any part of the 

Old Testament, and is found almost throughout. As far as it goes, 

the statistical evidence indicates that the association most likely to 

be conjured up when the Hebrews heard the word ñbloodò was that 

of violent death.6 

 
ñFrom these figures it is clear that the commonest use of dam is to 

denote death by violence, and, in particular, that this use is found 

about twice as often as that to denote the blood of sacrifice. There 

is a difference also in distribution, for the blood of the sacrifices is 

often mentioned in Leviticus and Exodus (the actual figures are 

fifty-nine for Leviticus and nineteen for Exodus), but rarely 

elsewhere, there being no more than twenty-five references to 
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sacrificial blood in all the rest of the Old Testament. By contrast the 

use of blood to denote violent death is not specially located in any 

part of the Old Testament, and is found almost throughout. As far 

as it goes, the statistical evidence indicates that the association 

most likely to be conjured up when the Hebrews heard the word 

'blood' was that of violent death.ò 7 

Blood shed stands, therefore, not for the release of life from the 

burden of the flesh, but for the bringing to an end of life in the 

flesh. It is a witness to physical death, not an evidence of 

spiritual survival.8 

The use of the term dam in the Old Testament indicates that it 

signifies life violently taken.9 

When the Hebrew heard the word "blood", he most likely thought 

of a violent death and in particular to denote the blood of 

sacrifices. There was a close connection between life and blood in 

Hebrew thought. No reference is found to blood as indicating life 

distinct from death. Leviticus 17:11 is not referring to life as 

existent after the blood has been poured out, but to death. It is a 

life given up in death. The life ceases to exist when the blood is 

poured out. The shedding of blood stands for the bringing to an 

end of a life in the flesh. It is referring to physical death. "For the 

life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to you on the 

altar to make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood by reason 

of the life that makes atonement." é 

The Passover lamb and the scapegoat are substitutes for the 

offerer. The animal sacrifice was a sign that death had already 

taken place. Therefore, the death angel passed over that 

individual. It is the termination of life, the infliction of death that 

atones. Death had violently taken place as a substitute in the 

Passover sacrifice (Exodus 12:13). 

The shedding of blood signifies a violent death, killing or murder. 

Life is associated with blood that flows through our veins. Life was 

given up in the pouring out of its precious blood. Death occurred. 

The dominant thought of the Old Testament is the infliction of 

death rather than the release of life. The natural interpretation 
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when we think of blood and shedding of blood is death. The "blood 

of Christ" is a clear expression for the death of Christ . Blood is the 

symbol of sacrificial death; a life poured out in death. It is not the 

releasing of life, but the end of the life, death. Redemption is only 

possible by blood life poured out. Hebrews 9:22 summarizes the 

whole Old Testament teaching on sacrifice.10 

The Life of the Flesh 

In Hebrew, the word ñlifeò [vepen, nephesh] is associated with blood at Gen. 9:4; 

Lev. 17:11, and Deut. 12:23, and in the theory of sacrifice. 

You must not eat meat that has its lifeblood still in it.11 

For the life of a creature is in the blood, and I have given it to you 

to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it is the blood that 

makes atonement for oneôs life.12 

But be sure you do not eat the blood, because the blood is the life, 

and you must not eat the life with the meat.13 

The Hebrew word for ñlifeò in those verses is nephesh [vepen]]. 

[Nephesh] does not mean the principle of life, or ólifeô as a 

general noun, but the special individual life of any living 

creature. It is this nephesh which is destroyed when the creature 

is killed, and it is irrelevant to argue that life goes on though this 

creatureôs life does not. Hebrew has another word for ólifeô in 

the more general sense, a word which does not come into the 

discussion about blood at all.14 

Nephesh, [vepen] which is translated 'life' in Leviticus 17: 11, is not 

coterminous with the English 'life'. It can mean something very like 

'life yielded up in death'. ... 

The word [nephesh] is used in such a variety of ways with regard 

to death. But even more important for our present purpose are 

certain passages where nephesh plainly points to death. ... 

The association of nephesh with dam in Leviticus 17: 11, etc., 

cannot be held to prove that life is thought of as still existent after 

the blood has been poured forth. This use of both nephesh and 
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dam in other contexts makes it more probable that the meaning 

here is that of life given up in death. This is supported by the fact 

that it is 'the life of the flesh' that is said to be in the blood, and it is 

precisely this life which ceases to exist when the blood is poured 

out.15 

Ȱ"ÌÏÏÄȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÅÅË 3ÃÒÉÐÔÕÒÅÓ 

In the New Testament, the word 'blood' (Greek: aima), while it is 

sometimes used in its direct literal sense to describe actual blood, 

is much more often used, as in the Old Testament, in a 

metaphorical sense as a way of referring to violent death, and of 

connecting other people with it. ... 

When ñthe souls of them that had been slain for the Word of God, 

and for the testimony which they heldò are said to cry, ñHow long, 

O Master, the holy and true, dost thou not judge and avenge our 

blood?ò (Rev. 6:9, 19, RV) they obviously mean by ñavenge our 

bloodò, ñavenge our deathò, or rather ñthe causing of our deathò 

and ñthe shedding of our bloodò or as we might say, ñour murderò.16 
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It seems tolerably certain that in both the Old and New Testaments 

the blood signifies essentially the death. It is freely admitted 

that there are some passages in which it is possible to interpret the 

blood as signifying life, but even these yield a better sense (and 

one which is consistent with the wider biblical usage) if understood 

to mean ñlife given up in deathò. In particular, there seems no 

reason for disputing the dictum of J. Behm: ñ óBlood of Christô is 

like ócrossô, only another, clearer expression for the death of Christ 

in its salvation meaningò (TWNT, I, p.173).17 

!ÂÅÌȭÓ "ÌÏÏÄ #ÒÉÅd Out 

Since blood was the sign of Abelôs death, it called out for vengeance and punishment. 

This posthumous crying of Abelôs blood is twice mentioned in the 

Epistle to the Hebrews: once in 11:4 the phrase ñthough dead, he 

still speaks,ò and again in 12:24 where our Lordôs blood is said to 

speak better than Abel. The second of these passages implies that 

in a sacrifice blood cries beneficially, as in a murder it cries 

for punishment: exactly, indeed, as the eighteenth-century Italian 

hymn says, ñAbelôs blood for vengeance pleaded to the skies, but 

the blood of Jesus for our pardon cries.ò ... 

There can never, either in the case of a sacrifice or a murder, be 

any question of the bloodôs having a posthumous active existence; 

but that shed blood is bound to ñcryò in any case. If shed in 

accordance with Godôs provision, it will cry for good; if shed 

against Godôs will, it will cry for vengeance.18 

!ÐÐÌÙÉÎÇ 'ÏÄȭÓ 0ÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ 

It is important to understand what the Bible is telling us on these matters, for this will help us 

take proper care of the gift of life that God has given us. 

The ability to reason on Bible principles is especially important 

today. ... If we understand the relevant Bible principles, we should 

be able to make wise decisions that both satisfy our conscience 

and keep us in Godôs love.19 

Every life (the individual life of every living creature, particularly 

human) is specially Godôs own peculiar possession and gift, and 
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may therefore not be destroyed without guilt, unless this is done by 

his specific permission and command.20 

Any idea that ñbloodò symbolises ñlifeò is only a very recent one, originating in 1881 with Bishop 

Westcott. This idea does not represent true Bible principles. It is beyond the scope of this article 

to provide a detailed analysis, and the reader is referred to the sources listed at the conclusion. 

Throughout Scripture, ñbloodò represents death, but in all of medical practice, the blood being 

offered does not represent the death of the donor. Whether in food or in sacrifice, the presence 

of the blood showed that the owner of that blood was dead. In the transfusion of blood, the 

presence of the blood does not show that the owner of that blood is dead. 

Blood in Medical Procedures 

In the medical transfusion of blood, it is not calling out for vengeance or punishment. It is 

provided as a gift of life, making it possible for another person to recover. A transfusion fully 

supports the Bible principle that life is sacred. 
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