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The meaning of Blood in the NT 
 

Introduction.  
 
The New Testament writers spoke much about the "blood of Christ." The use of "blood" in 
this manner is not common to our culture. It is purely a biblical term found in both of the 
testaments. We use it in our Evangelical jargon, often, it must be said, without meaning. It 
bears very little significance to the non-Churched individual and in fact must sound very 
distasteful and crude. We sing about the "blood of Christ" in hymns and spiritual songs in our 
modern Churches expecting the average worshipper to understand its meaning and 
appreciate its significance in worship.  
 
I suggest that the phrase has come to mean very little to the average Christian and perhaps 
even somewhat superstitious for some people. When we speak of the "blood of Christ" do 
we mean the literal blood that flowed through His veins, the "red sticky stuff" that runs from 
the body when the skin is split or cut? Or, did the term carry a much more significant 
meaning both to the OT and NT writer that we have lost through the increased attention that 
has been given to the bodily and physical sufferings of Christ in preference to the doctrinal 
meaning of the cross itself?  
 
Within this paper I have no interest in hurting people’s feelings neither do I intend to present 
a less than reverent approach to the subject. I do, however, wish to encourage people to 
move away from the "blood and wounds theology" of the 18th century Moravian emphasis 
and return to the more biblical doctrine of the cross.  
 
1. The meaning of Blood in the Old Testament  
 
Because the New Testament writers were so swamped with Old Testament terminology and 
meaning our study must begin here. The writers of our New Testament did not write in a 
vacuum. They continued the thought forms of the Old Testament. To understand the New 
Testament one must seek to understand the meaning of the Old Testament; at least in its 
use of phrases and words such as the one we are studying.  
 
In Chapter 4 of Genesis the term blood clearly features as a synonym for "dead". This is 
what we read, Genesis 4:10 "The LORD said, "What have you done? Listen! Your brother's 
blood cries out to me from the ground". We have no idea how Cain actually killed his brother. 
He may or may not have actually spilled blood. But this does not really matter because the 
shedding of blood is a euphemism for causing death by violence. People can be killed 
without actually piecing the skin, yet in Old Testament terminology it is still described as 
shedding blood. Thus, later we read in Genesis 9:6 "Whoever sheds the blood of man, by 
man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made man". The passage is 
speaking about murder. But this is murder in whatever form. One can kill another person 
without actually shedding a drop of blood such as strangulation; use of poison etc. Yet, in the 
Old Testament it is called "shedding blood".  
 
Blood thus became a word symbol for death. When the Psalmist says, "What profit is there 
in my blood?" he means, "what profit is there in my death?" (Ps 30:9). In fact, the shedding 
of blood came to signify not merely death, but death violently taken. For example in the story 
of Joseph his coat was dipped in blood and then shown to his father. Jacob concluded from 
this sight of the blood, "It is my son's robe! Some ferocious animal has devoured him. 
Joseph has surely been torn to pieces." (Gen 37:33). Blood in this form told Jacob (wrongly 
of course) that Joseph had met a violent end.  
 
The Old Testament then progresses with this term and uses it in a sacrificial sense. Thus in 
Leviticus and other Old Testament passages the blood became significant as it represented 
vicarious sacrificial death . In Exodus 12 we read of the blood being painted onto the door 
posts and lintels in order to prevent the avenging angel from claiming the death of the first 
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born. The blood symbolised the presence of death. God would not slay the first born 
because death had already taken place and the so the sign was the blood. We read in 
Exodus 12:23 "When the LORD goes through the land to strike down the Egyptians, he will 
see the blood on the top and sides of the doorframe and will pass over that doorway, and he 
will not permit the destroyer to enter your houses and strike you down". It is only the sight of 
blood that God required, for that was sufficient to show that a substitute animal had died. 
The blood in itself had no value but simply that it represented and proved that a death had 
already taken place. They did not have to show the dead animal, just the blood would 
suffice.  
 
All the Levitical sacrifices performed on behalf of the sinner demonstrate the significance of 
blood. The priests were, literally, up to their armpits in blood. It was the blood that was 
placed on the altar, Leviticus 1:5 "He is to slaughter the young bull before the LORD, and 
then Aaron's sons the priests shall bring the blood and sprinkle it against the altar on all 
sides at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting". In particular, on the Day of Atonement, "He is 
to take some of the bull's blood and with his finger sprinkle it on the front of the atonement 
cover; then he shall sprinkle some of it with his finger seven times before the atonement 
cover" (Lev 16:14).  
 
The Bible also speaks of the "life is in the blood" from Leviticus 17:11 which reads, "for the 
life of the creature is in the blood". There are those who suggest that this means that the life 
is offered up to God through the death of the animal, that the sacrifice becomes a life 
offering. The Jehovah’s Witnesses take this statement literally and will not permit blood 
transfusions. They say that the life of a person is literally in the blood.  
 
I suggest however, that once again this is metaphorical language. We know from experience 
that blood is essential to life. If there is a significant loss of blood then death will occur. But 
again, this is not to suggest that the life of the individual is actually contained literally in the 
red blood. In the Old Testament the shedding of blood meant death by violence because 
once the animal had been killed the life was extinguished. Hence the meaning of the phrase 
in Leviticus 17:11 is that this life is poured out in death.  This is not life offered up to God but 
rather it is life extinguished because death has occurred.  
 
2. The meaning of Blood in the New Testament  
 
In the same manner as the Old Testament, the term "blood" is used in the New Testament in 
a figurative way to demonstrate violent death and in particular vicarious death. Thus the 
phrase "In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your 
blood" (Hebrews 12:4) refers to death through persecution however and in whatever manner 
death was actually brought about. The important point is that it is using the term "blood" in a 
metaphorically sense to indicate sudden violent death that might come about through severe 
persecution.  
 
When referring to the death of Christ Judas confessed, "I have betrayed innocent blood", 
meaning that he had brought an innocent man to his death, and this was described by the 
Pharisees as "the price of blood" (Matt 27:3-8). At the trial of Jesus the crowd, when calling 
for His crucifixion cried out, “His blood be on us and on our children” ( Matt 27:26). They did 
not mean that they and their children should be literally sprinkled with the physical blood of 
Jesus. Rather, it meant that they would hold themselves responsible for His death. The use 
of “blood” meant His death.  
 
Likewise the High Priest, after Pentecost told Peter, "You intend to bring this man’s blood 
upon us" (Acts 5:28). All these statements are figurative and use the term "blood" merely as 
a euphemism for death by violence.  Clearly they were not referring to literal blood as they 
did not envisage red blood being poured out on their heads! The speakers were not actually 
referring to the literal red blood that might or might not be spilt; they merely used this term to 
speak about the victim’s death. The Pharisees did not attach any religious significance of the 
death of Christ so when they used the term "blood" it merely stood for death. Neither were 
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they particularly interested in the actual blood of Christ that flowed from the nails or crown of 
thorns. This was just a normal word used in everyday language to refer to death, and in this 
case, execution by crucifixion.  
  
Similarly, when Paul describes the death of  Stephen to which he consented, he uses these 
words, “And when the blood of Stephen your witness was being shed, I myself was standing 
by and approving and watching over the garments of those who killed him.' Acts 22:20. This 
did not mean that Stephen necessarily spilt blood literally, but rather that he met a violent 
end as we know by being stoned to death. When in Revelation the martyrs cried out, “O 
Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on 
those who dwell on the earth?" Revelation 6:10, they would be referring to any kind of death 
that had been experienced in martyrdom. It does not make sense to insist that there is any 
emphasis on a literal shedding of blood. They merely mean that their death was met through 
violence in whatever manner they died, and this is explained in verse 9 as simply those who 
had been “slain”.  
  
Now let us come to consider the "blood of Christ". It is my belief that in the New Testament 
references to the blood of Christ the writers are not speaking of the literal blood but are using 
this term as a symbolic statement meaning Christ’s death by violence as a sacrifice. This, I 
believe can be proved from a statement found in Hebrews 9:12 where we read, " He did not 
enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once 
for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption". The writer is thinking of Christ 
as a High Priest similar to the High Priest in the Old Testament who, on the Day of 
Atonement, took the blood of the animal into the sanctuary. Now Christ, the High Priest, did 
not actually take His own blood into the heavenly sanctuary. This was not a literal act. He 
Himself entered in the ascension but He did not take or present literal blood. Yet His act was 
a copy of the Old Testament sacrifice. The actual taking of blood was unnecessary. He took 
Himself, which was sufficient. The presenting of blood is merely a symbolic act or way of 
speaking about His substitutionary death.  
 
I would suggest that the fact that Christ did actually shed physical blood at the cross from the 
results of the nails, thorns and spear thrust in His side was incidental. If He had died without 
actually piercing the skin the writers of the New Testament would still have used the term 
"shedding blood" because His death was inflicted violently and it was a vicarious sacrifice.  
 
Thus in the Epistles the term blood has the same significance. It does not refer to the actual 
and literal blood of the cross but the significance of his death as violent, and, more 
importantly, a substitutionary and vicarious sacrifice. This is Paul’s use of the term in 
Romans 3:25 " God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood". 
This reference to "faith in his blood" can only mean "faith in His death". We are not 
encouraged to think of his red blood that ran down His face, hands and feet as the object of 
faith. Salvation in Christ can only mean having faith in His substitutionary death. It is Christ 
as the One dying for us who claims our faith, not a part of His anatomy.  
 
Similarly in Romans 5:9 "…. we have now been justified by his blood". Our justification 
comes through His sacrificial death not from His physical red blood. It is the fact that Christ 
died, really died under the wrath of God bearing the penalty for sin that we can find 
justification, not that His physical body was bleeding! You will notice that in the following text, 
which clearly is a continuation of this statement, Paul refers to Christ’s "death" rather than 
His blood; "For if, when we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him through the 
death of his Son". We have "blood" in one verse and "death" in the next. They both mean the 
same.  
 
Take Ephesians 1:7 "In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins". 
Forgiveness comes through His death not through His blood. The term blood once again has 
this metaphorical use meaning death through violence and as a sacrifice.  
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In 1 John 1:7 we read, "the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin". The reference 
here is to the on-going efficacy of the blood of Christ. Clearly we are not thinking of the literal 
use of the blood of Christ every time we seek forgiveness at the throne of grace. Christ is not 
to be thought of as repeatedly applying His literal blood now that He is seated in the 
heavenly glory; His physical blood is no visible. This is a symbolic concept showing that the 
death of Christ has far reaching consequences so that our sins can be repeatedly forgiven.  
 
Conclusion  
 
We must never think of the use of blood in the bible which is comparable to the medical 
practice of blood transfusions. After a person has had a blood transfusion it can be said, "He 
gave his blood to me". This is not a right thing for the Christian to say of Christ. The 
reference in John 6 to drinking the blood of Christ is again merely symbolic and is a 
reference to appropriating Christ by faith. We will have very great difficulty with this passage 
of scripture if we maintain that all the references to Christ’s blood actually mean His physical 
blood. Indeed, Jesus Himself tells us that His words here were “spiritual” and not literal (John 
6:63).   
  
Similarly, in the Communion service, when we hear the words spoken over the cup of wine, 
“This is my blood” we cannot say that the wine has been turned into His blood. Jesus, when 
He spoke these words did not mean that the wine was His blood even though He used these 
words. He meant that the cup of wine symbolically represented His blood. In the same way 
the use of the term “blood” was used symbolically to represent Jesus’ death as a vicarious 
sacrifice. 
 
We must maintain the use of blood in the Bible as a metaphorical and not literal concept 
otherwise we will find ourselves becoming not a little superstitious. When we consider the 
cross it is the substitutionary death of Christ that claims our attention. We see Him being 
made sin (2 Cor 5:21) for us; we see Him being made a curse for us (Gal 3:13); we see Him 
under the hand of God bearing our penalty and our judgement. Instead of being drawn to the 
physical wounds (the seriousness of which I am not disregarding) we must give our attention 
to the significance of His death which comes to us through the doctrine of the cross and not 
merely through the visible portrayal of His physical sufferings. 
  
 It cannot be the actual literal blood that saves us. Rather it is Christ as the sin bearer, the 
substitute lamb, standing in our place and receiving the punishments for our sin. This is what 
"blood" stands for in the New Testament, this is what the writers meant when they used this 
term. Let us then glory in Christ’s shed blood knowing the significance of that blood.  
   
   
Richard Lee.  
   
   
   
  
  


